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Dedication


To Thomas Bloom Raskin, Hannah Grace Raskin, and Tabitha Claire Raskin

One word frees us of all the weight and pain of life. The word is love.

—Sophocles





Epigraph


I realized, through it all, that in the midst of winter, there was, within me, an invincible summer.

—ALBERT CAMUS
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Preface


In the week between December 31, 2020, and January 6, 2021, my family suffered two impossible traumas: the shattering death by suicide of my beloved twenty-five-year-old son, Tommy, and the violent mob insurrection at the U.S. Capitol that left several people dead, more than 140 Capitol and Metropolitan Police officers wounded and injured, hundreds of people (including several in our family) fleeing for their lives, and the nation shaken to its core. Although Tommy’s death and the January 6 insurrection were cosmically distinct and independent events, they were thoroughly intertwined in my experience and my psyche. I will probably spend the rest of my life trying to disentangle and understand them to restore coherence to the world they ravaged.

Each of these traumas was itself the product of an underlying crisis. Tommy’s death by suicide followed a merciless advance of mental illness that seized and ultimately controlled the dazzling mind and pure heart of this brilliant and empathetic young man. Like millions of other young Americans, he grew despondent during the COVID-19 pandemic, which left him vulnerable to the darkest impulses created by his illness. Similarly, before the attempted coup of January 6 destroyed our fundamental expectations about the peaceful transfer of power in America, the norms of our constitutional democracy had already been overrun by years of political propaganda, social media disinformation, racist violence, conspiracy theorizing, and authoritarian demagoguery.

When these underlying crises turned into the private and public traumas of suicide and violent insurrection, they demolished all the core assumptions I carried around with me each day—that my children would be healthy and alive, that they would let Sarah and me know if they needed anything, that no political party or power elite would try to overthrow our constitutional democracy, that the country would continue to successfully grow beyond its historic baseline of violent white supremacy and a racial caste system.

I was devastated and crushed by these traumatic events.

And yet, you will find that this is not a story of unyielding despair and destruction.

On the contrary, at a moment of impenetrable darkness, the lowest point I have ever experienced—a time when I went for days without sleeping or eating a real meal—the Speaker of the House of Representatives, Nancy Pelosi, threw me a lifeline: acting on astounding faith and something like political clairvoyance, she offered me an invitation that was akin to a challenge, a dare to rise up from my despondency and to bring others along with me. On the day before we voted in the House of Representatives to impeach Donald Trump, when it was clear the votes were there, she asked me to be the lead impeachment manager, to organize and lead the team of House members we would send over to the U.S. Senate to prosecute Trump for inciting violent insurrection against Congress on January 6. It was the hardest thing I have ever been asked to do professionally, at the most difficult time I have ever experienced personally, but the assignment became, paradoxically, a salvation and sustenance for me, a pathway back to the land of the living and a fountain of hope that renewed and strengthened my radical faith in democracy, the system of beliefs and practices that upholds the equal rights of the individual and demands that we all work together to take care of our common inheritance.

Speaker Pelosi’s invitation forced me to draw upon the deepest springs of meaning and clarity I have in life: the love of my three children and my wife, Sarah; the wisdom of my late parents; Tommy’s remarkable political values; the strength of my siblings; the dreams and fears of my childhood; the insight of my teachers and creativity of my students; the inextinguishable resiliency and solidarity of my Maryland constituents; the genius of my political and academic colleagues; the vision of my mentors and boundless generosity of my friends; the amazing constancy of my staff; and the moral courage of my fellow citizens past and present. These things inspired me to make a case not just against a savagely corrupt president, but for American constitutional democracy itself.

In American history there have been just four presidential impeachment trials in the U.S. Senate—of President Andrew Johnson, of President Bill Clinton, and of President Donald Trump in 2020 (for pressuring a foreign leader to interfere in our presidential election) and then again in 2021 (for inciting a violent insurrection against Congress to block and overthrow the counting of Electoral College votes). The bipartisan votes to impeach and convict Donald Trump in 2021 (a vote of 232–197 to impeach in the House and of 57–43 to convict in the Senate) marked the most sweeping bipartisan votes against a president for committing high crimes and misdemeanors in the history of the United States. The House impeachment vote on January 13, 2021, and the Senate trial, which ended a month later, on February 13, 2021, together constituted an episode of passionate democratic lucidity and a sweeping rejection of violent authoritarianism.

But, ultimately, this is not a book about Donald Trump. Quite the opposite. It is about the kind of people whose dreams and actions have allowed us to survive Donald Trump and his sinister incitement of racism and hatred among Americans who feel displaced and threatened by the uprooting of America’s racial caste system. Within these pages, you will find citizen activists, public servants, and seriously engaged political leaders, people who are democratic heroes and constitutional patriots of different political parties. You will find young moral visionaries like Tommy Raskin and change agents like his remarkable sisters, Tabitha and Hannah, and their mom, Sarah, whom I met long ago in a Constitutional Law class taught by Laurence Tribe, another luminous hero of my book. You will find great democratic freedom fighters like Bob Moses, Frederick Douglass, Abraham Lincoln, Marcus Raskin, Judith Shklar, Michael Anderson, Timothy Snyder, Jim Clyburn, and Julian Bond; all the fine impeachment managers; and so many other colleagues. You’ll find brave officers Harry Dunn, Michael Fanone, Eugene Goodman, Daniel Hodges, Aquilino Gonell, and all the other men and women in blue who risked and sometimes gave life and limb in the bitter, protracted, hand-to-hand “trial by combat” (as Rudy Giuliani eagerly described what was to come a few hours before it happened) at the Capitol; the fearless at-large representative from Wyoming, Liz Cheney, an uncompromising partisan of the Constitution; our stunningly compassionate president, Joe Biden; and of course, the indomitable Nancy Pelosi, whose patriotic love for our country and our people is a force of nature that future generations of Americans will marvel at and celebrate long after we are all gone.

These democratic heroes, people who rise up to resist and oppose tyrants and fortify their communities against them, are not “larger-than-life figures,” as Donald Trump is always described—an expression that makes me think of the gargantuan, distorted cartoon characters bouncing around Disney World. Tyrants tell stories only about themselves because history for them begins and ends with their own insatiable appetites. But my own story of despair and survival depends entirely on other people, above all the good and compassionate people, the ones like my son Tommy, the non-narcissists, the feisty, life-size human beings who hate bullying and fascism naturally—people just the right size for a democracy in which each person has one vote and one voice, where we are all “created equal” and thus given an equal chance to lead a life of decency and integrity.

I have learned that trauma can steal everything from you that is most precious and rip joy right out of your life. But, paradoxically, it can also make you stronger and wiser, and connect you more deeply to other people than you ever imagined by enabling you to touch their misfortunes and integrate their losses and pain with your own.

If a person can grow through unthinkable trauma and loss, perhaps a nation may, too.

If you are one of millions of Americans who have suffered, in these hard days of plague, violence, and climate emergency, a trauma and rupture like the ones we have experienced in our family, I bid you and your family deep healing and recovery for the battles ahead. I hope you will find in these pages some grounds for personal solace and revival.

But the truth is that all Americans have been shaken by the interlocking dysfunctions and disorders of our times. If we can be honest about the causes and culprits, if we can recapture the spirit of American pragmatism, then we will find ways to redeem the vast promise of our country against the dangerous lies and fantasies holding us back. We can renew. We can rebuild.





Prologue

Democracy Winter

There are years that ask questions and years that answer.

—ZORA NEALE HURSTON

Wednesday, January 6, 2021

Takoma Park, Maryland

Out on the front porch, the winter morning air cuts through my jacket, my suit, and my gloves, chilling me to the bone. From the corner of my eye, I see people who have just walked past our house turning back and looking at me. From across the street a neighbor blows a forlorn gloved kiss.

I call to the dogs, who are curled up together on their lumpy porch bed. Toby, who is Tabitha’s Siberian Husky, barely moves but growls something plaintive. Potter, our lovable mutt, gets up and walks over to wag his tail and give me a nuzzle. I rub his ears with my frozen fingers.

Sarah says the dogs know.

Our porch is now like one of those makeshift memorials on a highway to someone lost in a car accident. There are white roses and red roses everywhere, stacks of books, wrapped packages, long handwritten letters touched by rain. I empty our wicker mail basket and sort through piles of notes with hearts drawn on them from neighborhood kids, rose-scented candles, more of the high school prom photos of Tommy in tuxedo that his friends have been leaving us, accompanied by long, reflective notes. Our friends have left on our milk crate lasagna for dinner, chocolate chip cookies, books on grieving. I peel back the tin foil wrapping on a loaf of banana bread to find it still warm.

These sunken treasures of mourning tug distantly for my attention, but I am in a weeklong daze, asking: Tommy, Tommy, Tommy, where have you gone, my dear boy? Where have you gone?

Scenes from his life replay in my head like shorts at an all-night film festival.

He is on a swing, laughing.

He is playing on the seesaw with his sisters.

He is kicking a soccer ball near the Eiffel Tower.

He is performing a poem.

He is doing improv using a wise guy accent.

He is introducing me when I announce my campaign for the state senate.

We are marching together against the Iraq War.

Sarah is holding him as a baby at the beach.

We are at his girlfriend’s house in Bethesda, making dinner with her family.

I am cutting his hair on the back porch during COVID-19.

He is doing stand-up comedy at a family reunion beach vacation.

We’re walking on the beach, and I accept his challenge to debate whether violence is ever justified.

We are hiking in Rock Creek Park in the dark woods together.

He is making fun of his cousin Boman for ordering chicken wings at the hotel shortly after Thanksgiving dinner.

He is smiling broadly and standing with his arms around his sisters.

He is laughing with his cousins Phoebe and Lily.

He is on a sofa laughing hysterically with his cousins Emily, Jason, Zacky, Maggie, Asa, Daisy, Mariah, and Boman, his aunt Eden, and Brandon.

He is giving Sarah and me a lecture on the First Amendment and viewpoint discrimination and drawing a giant diagram.

He is playing with his baby cousins, Gray and Tess and Emmet.

I continue to arraign and prosecute myself for every sign, every clue, I missed.

Yesterday was darker, the coldest day yet. At the grave site at the Gardens of Remembrance Jewish cemetery in upper Montgomery County, tiny freezing raindrops nipped at our cheeks, and the winter crawled deep into my gloves and my shoes.

Shivering and taking turns with the shovels, we dropped mounds of orange-brown dirt down on to Tommy’s coffin, each large, frozen clump landing hard and loud on the polished wood and scattering down the sides and into the earth below, bringing forth wails and sobs from Sarah and our daughters, Hannah and Tabitha.

Since I was a boy, I had vaguely assumed that I would be cremated one day. Erika, my eldest sibling and the most convincing, always warned us that traditional burial meant eternal claustrophobia. Yet now, when we talked over the weekend about Tommy’s burial, I insisted that Sarah purchase the plot alongside Tommy’s, so I could be buried next to my boy for eternity and we could talk philosophy and politics and make jokes forever, starting as soon as I got there to be with him—and sooner rather than later, I hope, I remember adding darkly in my mind. Never before had I felt so equidistant, so vacillating, between the increasingly unrecognizable place called life and the suddenly intimate and expanding jurisdiction called death.

I hear a light beep-beep from our driveway.

My chief of staff, Julie Tagen, who lives ten minutes away, in Silver Spring, has arrived to collect me for our ride to work.

Time to go to the United States Capitol.

I am a member of the U.S. House of Representatives, and I have to go represent the 776,393 people of Maryland’s Eighth Congressional District.

I throw my briefcase in the rear of Julie’s car and open the front door to get in.

“Hey, how are you?” Julie says.

“I’m all right,” I say listlessly.

This day, January 6, is my first day back at real work in the New Year after taking a few disoriented minutes to be sworn in three days ago.

Tabitha, our youngest child at twenty-three, last night tried to convince me not to go in today, but I told her the Constitution compelled it. Today is the day we count the 2020 Electoral College votes in a joint session of Congress, as required under the Twelfth Amendment and the Electoral Count Act. Joe Biden has won 306 electoral votes in the states to 232 for Donald Trump in an election that was conducted under the grisly pandemic conditions of COVID-19 but was nonetheless the “most secure” election in American history, according to Trump’s own Department of Homeland Security.

After four years of rampant official lawlessness, spectacular cruelty, and narcissistic drama, and after a year of this galloping plague of mass death, today will be a significant day for the American people, a day we hope of redemption for our democratic institutions. Speaker Nancy Pelosi has asked me, along with my colleagues Rep. Zoe Lofgren, Rep. Joe Neguse, and Rep. Adam Schiff, to lead our floor response to anticipated GOP objections to electoral votes’ being cast by certain swing states where Biden won. I have longed for this day of a peaceful transfer of power out of the Trump darkness, and I am resolved to see it through, to make the electoral process complete.

At our dining room table last night Tabitha said she would come with me to watch. If we couldn’t be together at home, we would be together on the Hill.

This made me what passes for happy. I thought Tabitha did not want to be alone, but will later learn she decided to come to look after me.

Hank, my brand-new son-in-law, a high-tech entrepreneur who eloped (COVID-19 style) in Nevada with our older daughter, Hannah, and thus quietly joined our family in the summer of 2020, says he will come with us too. This also makes me happy.

Everyone else will be home. Sarah said she will stay with her mom Arlene and brother Kenneth, who have been stalwart with us for a week. Hannah, who is twenty-eight and finishing business school at Berkeley, will stay home in Takoma Park to conduct a Zoom meeting with the people at RFK Stadium, to explore whether we can conduct Tommy’s public memorial ceremony as a drive-in service in its parking lot. Ryan, Tabitha’s boyfriend, from Pennsylvania whom she met at the University of Maryland, in College Park, has volunteered to help Hannah get us the RFK site; he was close to Tommy and shares his quirky sense of humor and gentleness. He has volunteered to help Hannah organize the service, which the girls are insisting we find somewhere to do in person, not on Zoom.

“How are you?” I remember to ask Julie as she pulls out of the driveway.

Julie was the first person to arrive at my house last Wednesday after the police came. When I was all alone, hours in and swept away by anguish, drowning in agony, the police got me to say someone’s name and number; they called Julie, and she came over to try to help me.

“I’m okay,” she says. Julie and her wife, Di, have two teenage daughters, Natasha and Carly. “How was the service?” she says.

“Hard,” I say.

I could hear that frozen dirt falling hard on the wood, crunching and sliding.

Riding down North Capitol Street, I try to focus on the coming showdown in joint session, but I am “traumatized” for the first time in my life. Everyone sees it.

I stare out the window.

Traumatized. The word, I have learned, comes from the ancient Greek trauma, meaning “wound,” like a warrior might take on the battlefield.

In a clinical sense, traumatized means I have experienced a violent and comprehensive shock to the foundations of my existence, a rupture in my most basic assumptions and beliefs about life—like the assumption that I would have my son with me forever.

Exactly one week ago, on the evening of Wednesday, December 30, I saw Thomas Bloom Raskin for the last time.

Our dazzling, precious, brilliant twenty-five-year-old Tommy—pure magic and pure love, our middle child in his second year at Harvard Law School, a moral visionary, a slam poet, an intellectual giant slayer, the king of Boggle, a natural-born comedian, a friend to all human beings but tyrants and bullies, a freedom fighter, a political essayist, a playwright, a jazz pianist, and a handsome, radical visitor from a distant future where war, mass hunger, and the eating of animals are considered barbaric, intolerable, and absurd.

With Sarah visiting her mom in Connecticut the last week of December, Tabitha still in Philadelphia where she was teaching Algebra to ninth-graders with Teach for America and now spending the holiday with Ryan’s family, and Hannah out in Nevada with Hank, Tommy and I were home alone. This was ordinarily a recipe for fun and games for the boys; I would generally regress several decades in Tommy’s company.

Wednesday night, we had dinner in the dining room. Tommy ordered Beyond Burgers from HipCityVeg, one of his favorites. We played his game: Boggle. He beat me solidly but showed little energy for litigating over words, a small telltale sign of mental disengagement that I notice now, only in hindsight. Looking back, I find it hard to remember any trademark ridiculous joy or uproarious laughter in his actions of that evening. We laughed together at Family Guy, but now when I remember it, his laughter strikes me as listless and forced, a ritual performance. I entreated him to watch one more episode, a movie, or at least an old Iraq War debate between Christopher Hitchens and George Galloway, the “Grapple in the Apple,” which he knew by heart. But no, not tonight, he said; he was too tired and going to go to bed. He said he liked the idea of going on a hike the next day with the dogs, before New Year’s Eve.

Today, I can see that his affect that evening was flat, just as I can still see his crystalline-blue eyes. At the time, I did not think anything was wrong. Usually, we might hang out a bit longer, and I thought maybe he had just been humoring me by hanging out at all. Maybe his new girlfriend was coming over; or maybe he was going to slip out and go to her apartment near Catholic University.

I could have stopped him. I could have walked him downstairs to his section of the house. I could have pressed him with a dozen questions about his state of mind, how he was feeling. Maybe I could have blown the whole plan up if I had said, “You’re not thinking about suicide, are you?” Instead, I gave him a tight hug—this was his last hug and my last hug with him—and a kiss good night and told him I loved him, and he told me he loved me. I watched a little MSNBC, dozed off, and then went upstairs, where I studied the dense, opaque Electoral Count Act of 1887. I reread chapters in my favorite book, Ordinary Vices, by my college thesis adviser, the late political and moral philosopher Judith Shklar. I started to read the powerful new book that my friend Alexander Keyssar, its author, had just sent me, Why Do We Still Have the Electoral College? I fell asleep at around 1 a.m.

When I woke up on Thursday, December 31, 2020, the last day of the year, I went to the kitchen and called downstairs for Tommy to join me for a banana-and-peanut-butter breakfast smoothie. When he didn’t respond, I descended to the basement apartment where he had been living for his second year of law school since the COVID-19 quarantine sent him home from Cambridge in March.

To wake him up, I yelled, “Tombo, Tombo!” When he did not respond, I knocked and went in.

And there, in a dreadful, indelible, irreversible instant of ghastly horror and disbelief, I found my boy, my extraordinary only son, lying motionless on his bed, and my life—Sarah’s life, Hannah’s life, Tabitha’s life, our family’s life, all of life—moved into a frightful and unrecognizable horror state.

After searching frantically for my phone—which I had thrown high in the air when I came upon the scene—after dialing 911 and screaming; after I tried to resuscitate him and get him to breathe by pressing repeatedly on his hard, beautiful chest; after speaking to the Takoma Park Police who arrived; after the first few hours of time freeze and shock; after speaking words from my mouth on the phone to my wife and my two daughters, words that I listened to myself speak but could barely hear and did not believe, words I had to convince them were true (“We lost Tommy last night; he took his life”), provoking shrieks and screams and sobs and “What are you saying to me? What are you saying?” After all this, for several hours, without family present—Sarah now struggling desperately to get home on the I-95 with her mother; Hannah now dissolved in grief with Hank in Lake Tahoe, looking for plane tickets and terrified to fly unvaccinated in the COVID nightmare; Tabitha in Malvern, Pennsylvania, heartbroken and collapsing with Ryan but preparing to drive back—I floated through the house and under the grey winter sky, thinking perhaps I was gone forever, too, and then I sat concretely traumatized and catatonic in my T-shirt and sweatpants and my “Democracy Summer” baseball cap, rocking back and forth like a baby, like my own baby son I held twenty-five years ago. Surrounded by patient Takoma Park police officers in Tommy’s apartment downstairs and comforted by our beloved friend Mitchell Feuer who seemed to appear out of nowhere, I did not even try to assimilate this dumbfounding, cognitively inadmissible, unthinkable fact, but just spoke words repetitively, compulsively, pathetically, robotically.

Rocking back and forth sobbing, all I could say was “My boy, my dear Tommy. My boy, my dear boy. I have lost my boy. My life is over. My life is over. I have lost my Tommy, I have lost my son. My life is over. My boy, my dear boy.”

Julie later told me she spoke to the officers about the possibility of calling an ambulance because she thought I was in shock and not breathing right.

Later in the day, the police would find the farewell note Tommy left for us. We might have waited for several days to actually receive it because of the New Year holiday, but my friend Brian Frosh, Attorney General of Maryland, and Takoma Park Mayor Kate Stewart made sure we got it. It was written on the back of a Boggle word sheet in Tommy’s brilliantly clear and eternally boyish print:

Please forgive me.

My illness won today.

Look after each other, the animals, and the global poor for me.

All my love,

Tommy

Family and friends came.

Flowers and food arrived.

The weekend passed like a dark winter storm.

And we buried our son yesterday, on Tuesday, January 5, 2021.

Today is Wednesday, January 6, 2021. Joe Biden and Kamala Harris won the 2020 presidential election more than two months ago, beating Trump and Vice President Mike Pence by more than 7 million votes, a popular vote romp that translated into an Electoral College victory of 306–232, a margin that Trump had declared a “landslide” when he beat Hillary Clinton by the same numbers in 2016.

But Trump, a profoundly transgressive figure in American politics, still refuses to concede. On the contrary, he has intensified his indignant, baseless claims that he scored a landslide victory on November 3 that is being mysteriously reversed and “stolen” from him and his long-suffering supporters. After propagandizing tens of millions of people with conspiracy theories and fantastical claims that even his slavishly loyal attorney general, William Barr, would come to call “bullshit”; after raising a fortune on-line off this “Big Lie” from his true believers; and after browbeating election officials and bullying Republican officeholders, Trump has now summoned his most avid followers to Washington for a “wild” protest against the counting of electors, with far-right groups in flank to confront Congress directly and “stop the steal.”

Most politicians think Trump is playacting, raising money on paranoia and playing the polarizing carnival barker until the bitter end. In hindsight, it will seem painfully obvious that Trump was not playing. He had a specific plan to get Vice President Pence to declare and exercise wholly unprecedented and lawless powers to nullify electoral votes from Biden states and then force the contest into a contingent election in the House, where Trump was favored by a majority of state delegations. But Trump wrapped this political coup in the House in the chaos of insurrection by inviting his most extreme followers to Washington for a “wild” protest to “stop the steal” at the exact time we would be counting Electoral College votes. The Proud Boys, the Three Percenters, the Oath Keepers, the Aryan Nations, QAnon followers, different Christian white nationalists and militia forces would all show up in force in response to President Trump’s invitation and engage in a mass violent assault against the Congress and the Capitol the likes of which had not been seen since the War of 1812. And just as I will condemn myself for missing multiple glaring clues that Tommy was on the path to taking his own life, I will condemn myself for missing multiple glaring clues that Trump and his forces were on a path to overthrow the 2020 election and would come dangerously close to doing so.

For pretty much my whole life, my friends and family have teased me about my insanely ridiculous optimism, about being “Mr. Rose-colored Glasses,” as both Sarah and my sister, Erika, call me sometimes, for seeing only good news and perceiving only the best in people (including misanthropic right-wing Republicans who don’t deserve it), for assessing only the positive dynamics in political situations and always elevating hope over realism—even now, I must resist the strong impulse to enclose that last word in quotation marks, because it is such an ingrained part of my nature to believe that realism is often just cynicism and pessimism dressed up in business clothing. I have been my whole life a constitutional optimist, in a double sense: it is in the irreducible constitution of my personality to be an optimist, and I am radically optimistic about how the Constitution of the nation itself can uplift our social, political, and intellectual condition.

But suddenly, this constitutional optimism shames and embarrasses me. I am tormented by the dreadful thought that this overflowing cheerfulness, a quality that has saved me through so many episodes of adversity and hardship in normal times, has turned into a massive and dangerous character flaw in the darkest of times, when all of us need to be soberly attuned to everything going on. Blocking out negative information, giving everything a positive spin, looking on the bright side—these habits of the heart have become a deadly peril to my family and to the people and nation I love, blinding me to danger, leaving me and, more important, anyone who depends on me, exposed to violent authoritarianism and fascism, the frightful biological and ideological plagues unleashed by autocrats and demagogues, and the mortal threats of depression, despondency, and despair. I fear that my sunny political optimism, what many of my friends have treasured in me most, has become a trap for massive self-delusion, a weakness to be exploited by our enemies. Yet I am also terrified to think about what it would mean to live without this buoyancy—and also without my beloved, irreplaceable son. The two always went hand-in-hand, and now I may be alive on earth without either of them.

I am, of course, not alone in my political myopia on the morning of January 6. Even after four years of continuous norm destruction and daily shredding of the Constitution by Trump and his henchmen, most American citizens have a defiant faith in the rule of law, what we in Congress call “regular order,” and in the ideal of American “exceptionalism” from the rule of tyrants and bloodthirsty mobs. The counting of electoral votes has been accomplished as a formality for centuries. These low-key proceedings have traditionally set off celebration in the federal city, as my Rules Committee buddy Rep. Ed Perlmutter of Colorado tells me, a day of exuberant and proud bipartisan drinking in Capitol Hill bars.

Everyone I know is slightly on edge but determined to get through the proceedings safely and acting on the assumption that we will. America has gone more than two centuries without experiencing a violent interruption of the quadrennial counting of the electors. We have never seen a sweeping attack on the constitutional order at this key moment in the peaceful transfer of power from one president to another, one party to another, or one term to another.

The nearest we came to danger was on the eve of the Civil War, in February 1861, but even then, Abraham Lincoln’s electoral count was never violently interrupted or deviously diverted by enemies of the republic. Back then, the Baltimore Sun reported on the chances of the Capitol’s being blown up, and there were large and unruly pro-secessionist crowds trying to force their way into the building. But Gen. Winfield Scott kept the turmoil at bay with armed guards and his vivid warning that any disrupters “should be lashed to the muzzle of a twelve-pounder and fired out of the window of the Capitol,” adding that “I would manure the hills of Arlington with the fragments of his body.” According to Ted Widmer’s authoritative Lincoln on the Verge, the vehemently pro-slavery vice president of the United States, John Breckenridge, personally carried the famous mahogany boxes containing the electoral votes from the Senate over to the House and proceeded to execute his duties faithfully, despite the fact that he was fiercely anti-Lincoln and would soon come not only to betray the Union but eventually to serve as the Confederacy’s secretary of war.

Lincoln, who was traveling cross-country toward Washington to assume the presidency, received, at around 4:30 p.m., a telegram in Ohio that read, “The votes were counted peaceably. You were elected.” He would still have to watch out for secessionist sharpshooters bent on his assassination and avoid mobs filled with brawling street criminals like the Plug Uglies and the Bloody Tubs when his entourage passed through rowdy Baltimore. But there had been a fairly serene transfer of power in Washington when the electoral votes were counted. No violent mobs smashed the windows, attacked the police, or tried to change the results of the election.

Why should anything be different today?

We keep driving down North Capitol Street, passing the acres of grey tombstones in the hilly Rock Creek Cemetery and President Lincoln’s summer cottage, on the grounds of the Soldiers’ Home. It makes me think of Lincoln’s son, Willie, who at age eleven contracted typhoid fever and suffered and died in the winter of 1862, plunging both Abe and Mary Todd Lincoln into profound depression, or what they called in those days “melancholia.” Last summer, I read a work of fiction that was sent to me by our friend Diana Clark, Lincoln in the Bardo, by George Saunders, which reimagines President Lincoln’s actual nightly visits to the Oak Hill Cemetery in Georgetown to visit the body of his precious, perfect son and imagines the response to his arrival among restless spirits in the “Bardo,” the nether place where, according to some traditions, souls gather between death and rebirth. That book just about wrecked me when I read it, and even thinking of the title now is nearly unbearable as I feel myself hovering more and more in that indistinct passageway between life and death which Lincoln always seemed to frequent and traverse.

Now, we are mere blocks away from Ford’s theater where Lincoln was assassinated. Like his assassin John Wilkes Booth, Lincoln was obsessed with Macbeth, a play about violent ambition and bewitched prophecy so dark and bloody that many people in the theater refuse even to speak its name. The president and Mrs. Lincoln saw Booth, a Marylander and successful Shakespearean actor from a distinguished family of actors, perform numerous times. When Booth saw Lincoln call for voting rights for some of the freed slaves two days after Robert E. Lee surrendered at Appomattox, Booth resolved that this would be Lincoln’s last speech and got up the scheme to shoot him in the back of the head at Ford’s Theater on April 14, 1865. A vehement racist and Confederate sympathizer, the actor became the first person ever to assassinate an American president. After shooting Lincoln in his box at the theater, Booth jumped to the stage and shouted, “Sic semper tyrannus,” the Virginia state motto, which means “thus always to tyrants.” He fled first to southern Maryland but was apprehended a few weeks later in a giant manhunt and killed in a barn in Port Royal, Virginia. When I was a boy and learned of Lincoln’s assassination, I was spellbound and made my parents take me to Ford’s Theater so I could see the scene of the crime with my own eyes.

We pass by New York Avenue, which makes me even more melancholy because it leads straight out to Route 50, the Bay Bridge, and the Eastern Shore. I spent a decade driving the first ninety days of each year from the Beltway to Route 50 to Annapolis, where I represented the people of Silver Spring and Takoma Park in the Maryland State Senate, serving several years as senate majority whip, leading floor fights and backroom brawls to abolish the death penalty, pass marriage equality, repeal mandatory-minimum drug sentences, increase the minimum wage, and enact the nation’s first National Popular Vote Interstate Compact. Hannah, Tommy, and Tabitha used to love to come and spend the weekend with me and Sarah there, staying at one of the haunted local inns like the Governor Calvert House or the Robert Johnson House. Those were the days that convinced me that politics can be a sensational instrument of public education and government an extraordinary instrument of the common good. I also found I had a specific role to play because of my passion for the Constitution, my middle child’s penchant for bringing people together for change (Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. is my middle-child’s hero), and my inexplicable tolerance and even love for almost everybody I meet.

Now something new presents itself on our route. We see red MAGA hat–wearing protesters flowing in from all directions toward the Capitol and lots of signs hung along the road and over an underpass: “Stop the steal!” “Trump won!” This is the rallying cry Trump has been repeating like a manic cult leader from the White House and from Mar-a-Lago. The dogma has been decreed to his followers: He won by a landslide and This is 1776!

A car with Delaware plates flies by with an attitude, its bumper sticker reading, “If Guns Are Outlawed, How Am I Going to Shoot Liberals?” When we get to Third and Independence, Julie and I look over to see a rowdy assemblage of people in military-style camo gear, MAGA caps, and Trump T-shirts on the corner. They are screaming at the motorist in the car right next to us, a young African American guy in a suit. One of the people in MAGA hats takes our picture.

A woman carrying a sign that says “Fuck Your Feelings” yells at our motorist friend: “Stop the steal! Trump won it! We’re gonna take it back, y’all!” There is a sarcastic lilt to her voice when she says “y’all.” The people with her hoot and holler and explode into laughter; some drink from a flask.

Our next-lane driver rolls up his window and locks his doors, then looks over at me and Julie and shakes his head, smiling gently and shrugging. The light changes, and we roll forward. It’s a moment. I take some comfort in the motorist’s relaxed dismissal of the scene, as if he has seen this movie several times before but is determined to go on with his day. When I look back at the MAGA grouping, two of them are grimacing and giving our cars the finger.

We pass more protesters streaming in, many carrying flags: “Don’t Tread on Me” flags adorned with snakes; huge Trump flags; flags with the large, smiling face of Donald Trump on them; and then, of course, Confederate battle flags and American flags, often carried in tandem, in a vulgar desecration of what Union soldiers fought and died for.

I tell Julie what our daughters told Sarah and me about the Churchill Hotel, where they are staying, on Connecticut Avenue in DC. When they arrived, the place was crawling with Proud Boys and right-wing MAGA-capped guests who brought a leering, menacing atmosphere to the lobby. Hannah and Hank said they had been told by the front desk clerk, “No smoking,” but when some of the Proud Boys checked in, police officers hovered in the background and the clerk told the guests, “No fighting, no loud partying, no breaking furniture, and no smoking, which is a two-hundred-fifty-dollar fine and grounds for immediate removal. We’re not putting up with any of it this time.” The hotel clearly had some history and a beef with these people, who seemed to be settling in for the week.

“We’re going to fuck you up on Yelp,” one of them answered over his shoulder as the group made its way, laughing, to the elevators.

“See you on January seventh,” another one yelled, “and welcome to the New World Order, asshole.”

These little omens, dropped like fascist bread crumbs throughout the capital city, should be activating some kind of cultural emergency alarm. But working in Washington and living next door, we as liberal people have grown accustomed to protesters of all types. The Trump period has conditioned us to take in stride the outlandish and increasingly threatening language of right-wing zealots. None of these things has yet crossed the threshold in my consciousness as an imminent violent danger to the January 6 proceedings, much less to the republic itself. The threats on my mind today are internal to Congress in this unusual quadrennial proceeding: the aggressive but, I think, readily answerable and beatable challenges to the counting of electors from particular states.

I have not put the strategic clues together, but I do hear a voice in my head: Attention must be paid to the mundane details. This is how authoritarianism will infiltrate your society and control your life, one little aggression at a time. It is the voice and accent of my friend Claudio Grossman, who was dean at American University Washington College of Law for most of the time I taught Constitutional Law there (1990–2016). Claudio had worked in Salvador Allende’s democratic government in Chile before Gen. Augusto Pinochet overthrew it in a military coup in 1973 and instituted a reign of terror and torture against democracy’s defenders. After Chile’s return to democracy, I spent part of the summer of 2005 teaching there, with Tommy in tow, along with my niece Maggie Littlewood and quasi-niece Julia King. When Claudio visited us on that trip and we had lunch, he told me that when it comes to your house, fascism invades every nook and cranny, every fine detail of your existence. For that reason, it will be visible early on if you just open your eyes to it. That message stuck in my mind like Madeleine Albright’s point in her 2018 book Fascism: A Warning, where she argued that fascism is not a fixed ideological system but rather a strategy for taking and holding power.

When Julie and I arrive at the Rayburn Building, the two seated guards at the garage entrance wave us in, and we park. We greet the next two guards at the metal detector entrance in the building, and I show them my congressional pin; they motion us through. I take note that there are only two guards at each checkpoint, but I assume that the real muscle will amass outside.

We make it to Room 2242, our nearly unfindable but spacious new office in the maze of the Rayburn House Office Building. Everything is in shambles here like a college dorm during move-in week. After two terms in the Cannon Building, where the most junior members are clustered, I have graduated in the 117th Congress to Rayburn, where two of my main committees, Judiciary and Oversight, have hearing rooms. The congressional movers have brought our stuff over, but it is in boxes stacked on furniture, with framed posters, photos, and campaign signs sitting on the sofas and leaning against the walls. There are hundreds of condolence letters I need to open.

Seated in the chaos of my new office but at my clean new desk, I work on two five-minute speeches. The purpose is to refute expected GOP objections under the Electoral Count Act of 1887 to the counting of certified Electoral College votes that have been sent in by the governors of Arizona, Georgia, and Pennsylvania. If the objections are made in writing by at least one House member and one senator, they will trigger a recess of our joint session and send the members of the House and Senate back to our respective chambers to debate them for no more than two hours per state (one hour per side) and then to vote on them. The objections are sustained (and the electors rejected) only if concurrent majorities in both chambers vote to uphold them.

My central point is that the election is over. The people have spoken in their states, and the state governments have carefully certified their electors. No fewer than sixty-one federal and state courts throughout the land have rejected claims of fraud and corruption, and no legislature, including the GOP-run legislatures of Arizona, Georgia, and Pennsylvania, is asking for its own electors to be nullified by Congress.

The point of this proceeding is neither to question nor endorse the popular will, much less to overturn it, but simply to formally receive and count the electoral votes certified by the states and effectuate the peaceful transfer of power. We are acting as election officials, not voters. I waver a bit between ridiculing the absurd things House GOP leaders are saying about electoral results in the states, like the claim the election was stolen by a conspiracy run by an Italian security firm, and simply trying to recapture the solemnity and gravity of the occasion. Before Tommy’s death, I might have been tempted to mock Trump and the Big Lie he has been promoting every day, but now, filled with grief and a kind of terrible emotional weight I have never felt before, I ditch the potentially crowd-pleasing digs about outlandish fantasies and simply state in a straightforward way that the courts have overwhelmingly repudiated every baseless claim being pressed in Congress about election fraud. My argument is solid, but it leaves me a bit cold. I know it will not fully dispel the ambient ideological noise and combustible mood of my GOP colleagues.

At around 11:45 a.m., we leave Rayburn to go over to the Capitol Building, where we will be joined by Tabitha and Hank.

When Julie and I arrive at the Capitol, the air is charged and electric, disorienting. I see GOP colleagues in the hallway staring at me, whispering. My friend Rep. Anna Eshoo gives me a great big hug. So does Massachusetts Rep. Katherine Clark. Julie and I enter Steny Hoyer’s hideaway office, just off the Capitol floor, where Steny welcomes me on the way in. Julie forages for food and drink, finding me some orange juice in Steny’s refrigerator. I close my eyes and bring Tommy close to my chest and my heart.

We await the arrival of Tabitha and Hank, who has been loving and strong for our family during this awful period. I repeated to him last night what I told him when we learned of the elopement: like it or not, he would be a son to me now.

When he and Tabitha arrive, I embrace them.

“This is my daughter Tabitha and this is my son-in-law Hank, but he is married to our other daughter, Hannah,” I say to Doug Letter, counsel to the House of Representatives, who has dropped by. My fastidious introduction is quickly the source of much merriment, but I feel vindicated because the confusion is already rampant about who is married to whom.

Tabitha wants to see my speech. I pass her the hard copy and a pen. She crosses out words and makes insertions. At one point, she says, “Dad, you’ve got to tone this down.”

“I did tone it down,” I say. “You should have seen it before.”

I see Doug Letter smiling as he watches my daughter, one year out of college, edit my speech.

“You’re just going to make them madder with all these adjectives,” she says. “You don’t need so many adjectives.”

“You’re right. I’ll take out some adjectives,” I allow. “But Trump’s trying to force Pence to help him steal the election. Pence has no power to count electoral votes or decide their validity. That’s totally up to Congress. Do you see what they’re trying to do?”

“I know, but do it like Tommy,” she says. “Let the facts tell the story. This is too divisive, too snarky,” she says. “Be conciliatory. You guys won.”

Embarrassed by her points when I thought I had already scrubbed my speeches of snark, I quickly incorporate her changes. Later, I will come to see the wisdom in her standpoint. Tabitha graduated from the University of Maryland in 2020 with a degree in psychology. This is where she met Ryan, after she transferred from Amherst College, where she had followed Hannah and Tommy but which she left after finding it too pastoral. She’s a city person.

Just before 1 p.m., I collect my papers to head over to the floor. Tabitha and Hank will follow shortly, when an officer comes for them. I glance out the window onto the West Front before leaving the office. Tabitha and Hank look out, too.

On the usually deserted western steps of the Capitol—the place where, four years ago, Trump introduced the ominous image “American carnage” to the world—a surly mob of thousands is now assembling, pressing forward against the fencing, jacked up by Trump’s apocalyptic pep talk from a rally he held outside the White House. “If you don’t fight like hell,” he told them, “you’re not going to have a country anymore.”

Led up front by fierce-looking Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, Three Percenters, QAnon brawlers, and other shock troops of the extreme right, the crowd, in a matter of minutes, will begin to taunt, push, shove, punch, gouge, scratch, spray, smash, jab, and harass the U.S. Capitol Police force, kicking off four hours of savage, medieval-style violence that will result in eight physical breaches of the Capitol. The insurrectionists and rioters will leave at least five people dead (with several more to come by suicide of officers) and more than 140 officers wounded and injured, many of them hospitalized with traumatic brain injuries, concussions, broken arms, broken legs, broken ribs, broken vertebrae, black eyes, broken noses, lost fingers, broken necks, broken jaws, post-traumatic stress syndrome, and every manner of emotional and psychological damage. Of this unfolding rampage, we members of Congress assembling inside the Capitol still know nothing. Like me, Tabitha and Hank can see only bits and pieces of the advance on the Capitol, but these choppy scenes preceding a wild charge of throngs of fanatics up the Hill are already troubling them.

“Are there enough police to stop them?” Tabitha asks me.

I hesitate because of the size and apparent volcanic energy of the crowd, but assure her it will be fine. From our window, it looks chaotic, but I tell her that our officers are armed and “ready for this kind of thing.” I think back to a Black Lives Matter protest in DC on June 2, when masked and helmeted National Guardsmen in camouflage massed on the steps of the Capitol in a formidable and awesome display of force. I have not yet seen the National Guard today, but I tell myself that they must be here somewhere, or else they have got to be on the way over. I tell Tabitha that an officer is coming to bring her and Hank up to the visitors’ gallery and that I will look up to them from the House floor. I try to communicate a sense of calm that is suddenly beginning to evaporate. Where is the Guard, actually, I think, and what exactly is “this kind of thing” I’ve said our officers are ready for?

I give Tabitha and Hank another hug and leave for the floor.

As I enter the House chamber, I feel the eyes of my colleagues on me, searching my haunted countenance and my every gesture for the pain and tragedy I now personify. They don’t have to search hard. In the gloomy photographs of that day, from the dark half-circles under my eyes to the deeply etched mask lines across my face, my every pore expresses grief and anguish. It is a whiplash role reversal for me. I am a House member whom others have looked to for lightness and hope through the dread and darkness of the last four years. My Virginia colleague Abigail Spanberger, in an interview on C-SPAN, once called me “the funniest member of Congress,” not only the greatest compliment I have received since taking office in 2017 but one I probably secretly aspired to.

But now I am a figure of unthinkable and unspeakable tragedy, someone subsumed by the grim darkness of his days. My family in the course of a week has come to embody the trauma of 2020, a year full of mass despair, individual pain, and wrenching loss. I ardently wish that the people who are staring at me, all my colleagues, could have met Tommy, could have known him, could have seen that he was the most positive, exuberant, and dynamic life force one could imagine, truly the funniest person you might ever hope to meet (far funnier than me, as proven on family vacations at Stand-up Comedy Night, when he always took top honors in the savage intrafamily competition). The theme of Tommy’s life was comprehensively “utilitarian,” as Tabitha put it: always advancing the greatest good for the greatest number of people—and the greatest number of animals, maximal happiness and justice all around. But now trauma and anguish are all anyone can see when they look at me, a poor proxy for my handsome and dazzling son. I do not want them to regard Tommy as a figure of tragedy or pity.

A memo from Vice President Pence is passed out. This is a make-or-break moment. Will Pence assert lawless new powers to deny Biden the presidency or will he act according to the Constitution? I get ahold of a copy and speed-read it. It is strikingly good news. Despite lots of genuflecting to the disseminators of the Big Lie, he says he will not be exercising unilateral powers he does not have to reject states’ presidential electors or return them to the state legislatures for further action. It is not within his constitutional power.

This is big.

I breathe easier now, as any such act would have been a most dangerous flash point for constitutional confusion and political danger. Kevin McCarthy and Donald Trump wanted to block acceptance of Biden’s electoral college majority and get Trump named president “immediately” by twenty-six state delegations in a contingent election. Pence has just done democracy a giant favor by not lying and betraying the Constitution, although I am sure the vast majority of the public has no idea how important his little memo is. I do see, just across the central aisle from me, Rep. Liz Cheney scrutinizing the memo, just as I have been doing, and she, too, seems to relax a bit.

At the dais, Vice President Pence is presiding with Speaker Pelosi behind him. No one objects to Alabama or Alaska, but then Arizona is called. A slew of House Republicans, led by Arizona’s Paul Gosar, joins Missouri senator Josh Hawley and Texas senator Ted Cruz in objecting to Arizona’s electors. So now the joint session recesses, and we move to meet in our respective chambers to consider the merits of this objection, with each side in the debate limited to one hour.

As the senators exit and the House members resume their usual places, I look to my left and see the Democrats and to my right I see the Republicans. I recall a conversation I had with a Republican colleague, Rep. Clay Higgins of Louisiana, once when we were sitting together on the floor. “What do you see when you look out over on our side and then over on your side?” I asked Clay, who is a good-natured man with an awesome Cajun accent.

He looked at me and said, “You tell me first.”

“When I look at our side,” I said, “I see America today in all its glory: black, white, Hispanic, Asian-American, LGBTQ, straight, women, men, immigrant, native-born. And when I look at your side, I see . . . America in the 1950s.”

“When I look at your side,” he said. “I see the coasts, New York and California. When I look at my side, I see the heartland.”

And so now the debate begins. The GOP objectors to Arizona offer no factual specifics and compensate for their vagueness with right-wing agitprop that sounds tinny to me. “The debate as to the legitimacy of the 2020 presidential election has been suppressed by the left and its propagandists in the media until today,” says Rep. Andy Biggs from Arizona, the speaker before me who proceeds to trash his own state’s election results—the same results that got him elected—by recycling a judicially demolished claim about the state voter registration deadline. He does not explain why Congress should overturn the legal analysis of all the state and federal courts that have just rejected this precise complaint about how Article II, Section 1, prevents any state actor other than the legislatures from regulating elections or interpreting election laws, even when the state legislatures and state constitutions compel them to do so.

Now it is my turn. I look up and see Tabitha and Hank to my left, in the gallery, sitting next to my friend Rep. Tom Malinowski from New Jersey, who had been a key State Department democracy and human rights official under President Obama. I try to smile at them, but my facial muscles won’t cooperate. Tabitha seems fascinated by what is happening; I see her smile, and now I smile the slightest bit.

I rise to say, “Madam Speaker, I claim time in opposition to the objection.”

Speaker Pelosi says, “The gentleman from Maryland is recognized for five minutes.”

“Madam Speaker,” I say, “I first thank you and all my dear beloved colleagues for your love and tenderness, which my family and I will never forget”—I am interrupted by loud applause in the chamber that becomes a thunderous standing ovation.

This is startling. My disorientation returns. Why are they clapping? It is confusing. I hang my head and place my hand over my heart to keep from crying. A passing strange thought crosses my mind: Could the spreading grief over Tommy’s death, and the goodwill on display now, somehow magically prevent Congress from dividing bitterly over counting the electoral votes?

The applause subsides, and I am now wishing absurdly that there might be a way to proceed without offending the Republican colleagues who have just tried to console me. I launch into my prepared text, which begins with Lincoln as our bridge figure, although I always think he’s going to be a much bigger hit with the Republican side than he actually is:

“Abraham Lincoln, whose name is a comfort to us all, said we have the best government the world ever knew.”

I see no reaction over there. Then I work my way back to the three most important words of the Constitution, “We the People,” the phrase that anchors our experiment in popular sovereignty. I get to invoke another Republican, former president Gerald Ford, who said, “Here, the people rule.” I then casually decide to drop a prepared sentence that I realize could easily boomerang on us. I make this last-second change because I am now haunted by a premonition that, even though our little group has worked and reworked every possible GOP objection, and even though, in a mock session, all of the debates ended up with majorities in both houses defeating the objections on the floor, the day will somehow end badly. Although Senator McConnell has publicly opposed all the backroom games to overthrow the states’ lawful electors, something superstitious deep inside tells me not to utter these words, and I don’t:

This is the peaceful transfer of power we celebrate and a model for a grateful world.

Instead, I return to the text and use this key passage:

“We’re not here to vote for the candidate we want. We are here to recognize the candidate the people voted for in their states. The 2020 election is over, and the people have spoken.”

Here I am interrupted by boisterous applause from the Democratic side before going on to make my final points.

And when it is done, I feel relieved to have gotten through it. But as I sit down to lusty Democratic cheers and applause, I am struck by the sensation that I am missing—perhaps we are all missing—what is really happening in or, more precisely, all around this proceeding.

None of us can quite express it, but I am definitely feeling it. Strategic violence by extremist elements outside the Capitol is fusing with manipulative tactics inside the Capitol to try to coerce Vice President Pence and Congress to overthrow the electoral votes in the states and force us into a contingent election. This synchronized coordination of bloodthirsty violence with extraconstitutional strong-arm tactics produces the radically unfamiliar but nonetheless unmistakable feeling of a coup. We usually think of a coup as something happening against a president, but this would be a coup by the president against the vice president and Congress.

Here I have been, focused on strict interpretation of the arcane Electoral Count Act and the quaint Twelfth Amendment, myopic in my grief, polishing my speeches to a fare-thee-well, acting as if this were some kind of moot court argument at the end of which they would hand prizes out to the best oral advocates. These legal and constitutional instruments surely set the table for our present conflict, but in this extraordinary new crucible of struggle, the battle itself could be decided just as well by the deployment of raw power and deadly violence. Gen. Michael Flynn and Trump’s other militaristic aides-de-camp have been talking openly over the last many days about imposing martial law to make sure Trump (the “real winner”) stays in office; Flynn for weeks has been publicly urging Trump to deploy the military against hostile institutions and to “rerun the election,” to conduct a “national re-vote” under direct military control. We have all heard rumors that high-ranking military people are afraid Trump will try to muster and mobilize the National Guard and federal troops to subdue Congress and Vice President Pence, declaring martial law and canceling the 2020 election as fraudulent and corrupt.

Listening to the nonsensical arguments of the next speaker, my new colleague Rep. Lauren Boebert from Colorado (a QAnon sympathizer, brandisher of guns, and rabid Trumpian polemicist), I remember something I once heard Rev. Jesse Jackson say: “Text without context is pretext.” The text of all these irrelevant speeches today is just a pretext for executing the president’s plans, which involve the strong-arming of the vice president and the disruption of Congress in the counting of votes, the parallel strategies that make brutal violence the context for everything that is happening.

When Boebert completes her bizarre speech, one in which she seems to flatter herself for not challenging anyone to a duel, I receive a worried text from Alyssa Milano, an actress and talented political organizer in California. Alyssa has been checking on me and the family daily since December 31. She found a way to name a star in the sky after Tommy, a gesture that just about destroyed me. She is the first person to alert me that something is seriously wrong.

Alyssa writes: “Are you safe?”

I text back yes, and she writes, “The mob has stormed the building. Please be careful.”

I look around: everyone on the floor now is madly talking, texting and pointing as strange and unprecedented sounds ricochet loudly through the building. The mob is on the move within the Capitol, people are saying. Alyssa is right.

It is now after 2 p.m., an hour into these proceedings, and we are still only halfway done with our debate over the objection to Arizona’s electoral votes. There are rampant reports circulating of bloody violence being waged against police officers; texts flying in with graphic images of Capitol Police being punched, crushed, mauled and sprayed in the face, speared with American flagpoles; and accounts of the Capitol being “breached” and “overrun.” At 2:09 p.m., a text alert from the Capitol Police appears on my phone stating: “All buildings within the Capitol Complex, Capitol: External Security Threat No Entry or Exit,” which advises us to “shelter in place” and “stay away from exterior windows or doors.”

I see someone from her security team come whisper something to Nancy Pelosi, similar hurried conversations on the GOP side, Steny Hoyer being briefed. As Louisiana congressman Mike Johnson and Arizona’s own Raúl Grijalva try to speak, people begin talking out of turn, even shouting openly. When Rep. Paul Gosar tries to speak, one of my Democratic colleagues yells, “Call off your damn Stormtroopers!” and my friend Rep. Dean Phillips from Minnesota stands and shouts, “This is because of you.” Speaker Pelosi is escorted out, leaving her cell phone behind. Before she leaves, I see her whisper to Jim McGovern, our great Rules Committee chair, a soulful liberal and peace visionary with the deceptively curmudgeonly air of an old-time Boston pol. He soon takes the dais and tries in vain to continue with member speeches. No one is paying attention. All hell is breaking loose, and I see people taking cover behind chairs and desks. Majority Leader Steny Hoyer and Majority Whip Jim Clyburn have been evacuated by security, leaving us with no senior House leaders on the floor.

Someone sends me the now-iconic photo of the invading insurrectionist casually carrying the Confederate battle flag in the Rotunda, a seven-minute walk from where we sit, right in front of the portrait of John C. Calhoun, the South Carolina racist and slavery apologist, the seventh vice president of the United States, who now seems to be smiling a bit from the nineteenth century at this astonishing spectacle taking place in 2021. Across from Calhoun hangs the portrait of Massachusetts Sen. Charles Sumner, the great abolitionist crusader who paid dearly in blood and health in 1856 when South Carolina Rep. Preston Brooks beat him savagely with the golden head of his heavy walking cane as Sumner sat at his desk on the Senate floor. Brooks knocked Sumner out of fulfilling his Congressional duties for three years before he was well enough to come back.

But this is 2021 and I cannot believe my eyes. An insurrectionist rebel has entered the Capitol unlawfully and is brandishing a Confederate battle flag in Congress, something that never happened once during the Civil War.

I look up to see Liz Cheney across the aisle looking equally dumbfounded at the chaos engulfing us.

Liz and I disagree on pretty much all the issues our parties fight over, but in this emerging struggle over democracy, truth and the rule of law, I consider her a critical ally and a real friend. Trump has already been blasting her in public for her political apostasy in not embracing his Big Lie, and she is one of only perhaps a dozen Republicans left in Congress whom I can describe as a constitutional patriot, someone with the mental toughness to place her country and Constitution above party leadership and political calculation. I like Liz very much and have liked her from the moment we met when we entered Congress together in 2017. She is a mother of five with a great sense of humor and a lawyer with a fine, logical mind. She is tough as nails.

I walk over and show her the picture of the guy with the Confederate battle flag. “Looks like we’re under new management,” I say.

She looks aghast and shakes her head. “What have they done?” she says solemnly.

Someone gets up and tells us to put on “your gas masks.” I didn’t even know we had gas masks, but there they are, under our seats, wrapped in plastic. Members fumble with them, drop them, ask how to put them on. When people get them working, the masks set off a dizzying buzzing noise that fills the chamber like an elementary school nuclear drill alarm from the last century. Our new House chaplain, Margaret Kibben—our first female cleric, whom I have not yet met and who is in only her third day on the job—goes to the dais to make a surprisingly eloquent plea for “a peace which has more armor than anything we can don” and deliverance from chaos, even in this nauseating din. But, again, there is screaming and panic all around. I hear people phoning their wives, husbands, and children to tell them they love them. I hear someone up in the gallery, maybe our colleague Jason Crow, shouting to everyone to remove their congressional pins so they will not be recognized as members. My colleague and friend Susan Wild, who wrote me a beautiful note about Tommy, seems to have taken ill on the floor, and another colleague tells me it is a panic attack.

All I can consider now is Tabitha and Hank. I am worried sick for them—they may be the only children of members in the Capitol today—and for Julie, my chief of staff. I call Julie. She says my daughter and son-in-law are okay where they are, behind a locked door, barricaded with furniture in Steny Hoyer’s office. Tabitha and Hank are hiding under Steny’s desk.

“Tell them I love them. Guard them with your life,” I tell Julie. I will learn later that Julie finds a fire poker in Steny’s fireplace and wields it above the door, vowing “I’m not letting these motherfuckers get away with this.” “She definitely got her Philly on,” as Tabitha would explain.

I am picturing them under Steny’s desk and I’m about to call Tabitha to hear her voice—

And then—boom!

Boom!

I hear the sound I will never forget, a sound like a battering ram, the sound of a group of people barreling up against the central door with some huge, hard, thick object, hell-bent on entering the House chamber. The members nearby press furniture up against the door, and a number of us farther away run to the door to
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