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			“It was always the becoming he dreamed of, never the being.”

				F. SCOTT FITZGERALD, This Side of Paradise

			

		

	
		
		
			
			PREFACE

			For the life of me, I can’t remember what my first-grade classmate Paul did to prompt me to challenge him to a fight after school. I vaguely recall that an exchange of mean words in the classroom immediately brought to mind an instruction from my mother to stand up for myself if bullied. So I told Paul to meet me after school at the bottom of the hill, next to the woods behind Emerson-Williams Elementary School. I probably overreacted to whatever slight I perceived, but it soon became the buzz of our classroom, and a hive of kids followed us down the short incline to watch us square off. The bout lasted all of ten seconds. Before I could get in a swing, Paul leveled me with an open hand, right across my mouth, knocking out one of my loose front teeth.

			Though the details of my first fistfight are fuzzy, I do have a strong recollection of the adrenaline surge that raced through my body as I readied for the fight, and my desire to seek revenge once I had been embarrassed. I was rail thin, the skinniest kid in my class, but at that moment I felt like I was hardwired to fight. Of course, I was wrong about my pugilistic skills, but what I felt that day was real. What I connected to was an instinct for violence, created by a complicated intersection of genetics, biology, and neurology, that is buried deep inside all of us.

			
			Our bodies are fighting machines, and our minds are wired to use violence as needed to protect ourselves from danger and advance our own interests. Human beings have a trigger for violence that is virtually unmatched in the animal kingdom, prompting both pint-sized tantrums and adolescent brawls, all the way to world wars. Maybe once or twice in your life you’ve sensed an uncomfortable desire to put your hands on someone who has harmed someone you loved or done something to send you into a momentary rage. Maybe you’ve even acted on this instinct. If you have, you’re not alone. Violence is unquestionably inside us, whether we want it or not.

			This American land, dating all the way back to before Europeans ever set foot on this soil, has always been particularly fertile ground for violence. Pre-Columbian America, according to some estimates, was one of the most violent places on earth, as many Native Americans used violence and the threat of it to settle disputes over living, hunting, and fishing space. European settlement did nothing to help. A relatively new technology, firearms, allowed the settlers to brutally take from the Native Americans the same living, hunting, and fishing space that had been the subject of intertribal conflict for centuries.

			Then the original settlers were joined by waves of new migrants from Ireland, Scotland, Italy, Germany, Poland, and Russia. The same friction that had sparked conflict between colonists and Native Americans now brought these new Americans, vying for economic and political space, to blows at abnormally high rates. Weapons innovators Samuel Colt and Oliver Winchester were there to exploit these tensions and provide both sides with increasingly efficient guns to turn ordinary arguments deadly in an instant.

			But the defining violence of early America—the violence that propped up our nation’s economy; that inspired a nation-altering civil war; that led to the creation of a caste system that exits to this day—was the quotidian violence necessary to compel enslaved people from Africa to work the New World’s land for free. America became a nation anesthetized to physical harm because the entire country’s economic, political, and social structure was predicated on the brutal subjugation of black Americans. Guns, of course, were an obvious mechanism for white oppressors to maintain the social and economic order.

			
			A predilection to violence exists inside every human, but America’s practice of violence is unique. It is definitional. And it is persistent. How else can one explain why a white police officer, after questioning an African American man about a report of a simple counterfeit twenty-dollar bill, would feel justified pressing a knee to the man’s neck for eight and a half minutes, unconcerned that the man might be unable to breathe, unmoved by his dying cries for his mother? How else can we understand why a young African American man could choose to go out for a jog in his neighborhood and within minutes find his path obstructed by shotgun-wielding vigilantes intent on administering private justice?

			Following the 2020 killings of George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, and others, America was convulsed by a moral reckoning over our nation’s systematic use of violence by white Americans against African Americans and other people of color. This has been a long overdue and vitally necessary exercise, and I endeavor in this book to tell the story of America’s long history of white majorities using violence for repression and control.

			But American violence also takes many other forms, and its roots stretch far beyond the realm of racial division. At this critical moment in our nation’s history, our duty as citizens—and the mission of this book—is to examine the long, tangled roots of American violence. We must ask why humans of all races and creeds, in America and all over the world, are drawn to violence, instinctively, as a way to protect ourselves or settle grudges or advance our interests. We must figure out why young men in this country, robed in military-style clothing and carrying wildly lethal weapons, walk into schools and churches with the goal of killing as many people in as short a time as possible. We must reckon with the systemic oppression that still denies so many African American men legitimate pathways to success, forcing them to resort to violence as a means of survival in blighted neighborhoods. It’s time to figure out why more Americans than ever are killing themselves quickly with guns, and more slowly with illegal drugs and alcohol. And no discussion of violence can conclude without questions about our nation’s insistence on exporting American violence to the rest of the world, through the sale of arms and the dispatch of our armies.

			
			What we will find are some hard truths: Some of America’s violent tendencies are inevitable. The nature of our country—a melting pot of different racial and ethnic and national identities—likely means that we will remain a more violent place than others. From my perch in the United States Senate, I plan to be a forceful ally in a new civil rights movement arising in the wake of the protests of summer 2020. We should not give up on breaking down the unreasonable, nonsensical prejudices that exist between people who look or sound different from one another. But tribalism is deeply ingrained in biology and sociology, and we’re not going to completely overcome the instinct to view other groups as a threat to our own anytime soon. America’s commitment to heterogeneity is our core strength, but it also exposes us to rivalry and conflict and, for the time being, to rates of human-on-human harm that separate us from other nations.

			But this reality should awaken in us a special responsibility to ameliorate it. And if we choose this calling, there is good news to greet us, because the evidence proves that human beings in general, and Americans specifically, have inside us the power to reduce the frequency of human-on-human violence. History shows us methods through which we can set up rules and social norms to reduce the likelihood that bloodshed will be used to advance economic or social interests. Time and again, as responsive governments and large, integrated economies provide individuals with less risky ways to prosper, violence rates plummet. We also know that the growth of empathy—the ability to walk in the shoes of others (and thus to understand the consequence of doing violence to them)—depresses rates of violence. We have discovered that the proper enforcement of laws plays a role, too—communities where the police are received as honest brokers are the places where fewer citizens feel the need for their own private systems of justice. And, of course, controlling the means of violence is perhaps the most impactful lever we have to pull. Today, the safest places in America are those that make it just a little harder for people who want to hurt others to get their hands on a gun that will do the job.

			
			The second piece of good news is that, while the rules don’t change themselves, today there are more Americans bent on reform than ever before. The Black Lives Matter movement is seeking to tear down the systems of violence used for centuries to subjugate people of color. In the last nine years, American citizens have risen up to make the case to their neighbors that private gun ownership and gun safety can coexist. The gun industry, nearly omnipotent for decades, is reeling as movements to keep guns away from criminals, and to keep military-style weapons in the hands of professionals, gather momentum. A new generation of progressive agitators has begun to advance an agenda of top-down economic reforms that would restore the American dream of true economic mobility to families across these United States, reducing the need for citizens to turn to violence as a mechanism of survival. And peace organizations have convinced Congress to pass legislation to stop American wars overseas. This book will also tell these hopeful stories and explain why they matter.

			Lastly, it’s important to note that this book is also a personal account of my own journey over the past nine years. Prior to the morning of December 14, 2012, I knew virtually nothing of what you will read on these pages. I am embarrassed to admit that now. It was a bone-chilling phone call on a train platform in Bridgeport, Connecticut, and a crowded community room in the north end of Hartford weeks later, that started me on a life-changing journey and helped me discover what truly lies inside me. My narrative of self-examination, I hope, might inspire you to undertake a similar review.

			What follows on these pages, then, is a deeply personal exploration of the biology, history, and politics of American violence, and the story of how, by coming to grips with the violence that lies inside all of us, we may learn to overcome it.

			—Chris Murphy, March 2021
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			SOS

			
				OCTOBER 20, 2012

				Pastor Sam Saylor looks like he could protect you—from all sorts of things. Tall, muscular, as thick as an oak tree, Sam has presence. Lots of it. His powerful oratory and baritone voice can overtake a room, and his burly frame can alter the dynamics of a conversation. He wears a thin, carefully groomed beard and mustache, and often sports petite reading glasses, as if intentionally trying to soften his effect on you. His temper is quick, and he admits it has worsened over the years as the pain he has witnessed and experienced continues to well up inside him. But the anger abates faster than it builds, and grudges never hold. Still, his face at rest cannot conceal the hurt inside; Sam’s eyes are always heavy.

				On a sunny, crisp afternoon, the twentieth day of October 2012, Sam was having a great day. Maybe the best day he’d ever had during his time as a pastor. Back in 2012, he was the pastor at Blackwell Memorial Church on the corner of Blue Hills Avenue and Euclid Street in the north end of Hartford, Connecticut, the poorest and most violence-prone section of the state’s capital city. This was the job Sam felt he was created to do—mentoring dozens of kids at risk of falling into a cycle of unemployment, incarceration, and poverty. No one understood the north end better than Sam. He grew up there, raised his six children there. He built a small business with customers all over the neighborhood. So he knew that the young African Americans who came through his church had a greater chance of spending their twenties in jail than in college, and that parents would leave his services on Sunday ravaged with anxiety over their inability to afford food for their children, many of whom would often go to bed aching with hunger.

				
				To make matters worse, the streets of the north end had become a killing field over the previous two decades. Already nineteen people had been murdered that year. Sam was a drum major in what he called Hartford’s “parade of pain,” the nonstop cascade of gun crimes that rippled through the neighborhood. He was often among the first community leaders to arrive at a crime scene or a victim’s house, offering consolation and understanding. In the aftermath of the most horrific shootings, he organized street patrols and vigils and marches.

				After the violence-filled summer of 2012, Sam knew that the neighborhood surrounding Blackwell needed a way to release the stress that had built up, shooting after shooting. So he put all his energy into making that year’s annual fall festival the biggest party the neighborhood had ever seen. Sam spent weeks putting it together with a group of volunteers from the church. There was a baking contest, games for the kids, a tag sale teeming with affordable housewares for the parents, free food galore. And in the middle of it, Reverend Saylor, spinning hits at the DJ booth. It was an epic party.

				“The best day of my life as a pastor,” he told me.

				When the festivities were finished, Sam sped home, hoping to get a few hours of rest before starting the third shift at his overnight job.

				

				• • •

				Shane Oliver had a busy afternoon planned, too. Shane was the only child of Sam Saylor and Janet Rice, the product of their brief relationship. At twenty years old, he was starting a life as a businessman, using a little insurance money he got from an automobile accident earlier in the year to start a small car-flipping operation. Shane bought near-junked cars, repaired and refurbished them, and then sold them for a small profit. He managed to scrape out a little spending money, but he and his girlfriend, Maria, were still living with his mother, Janet, in her crowded Hartford apartment. Shane had been hustling for money since he was in elementary school, and he imagined a day when he would be able to pay his mom rent, or maybe even afford a place of his own for Maria and him.

				
				“He was an industrious kid,” said Sam, beaming.

				That Saturday, Shane and Maria planned to head to a vigil for his close friend, Angel “Ito” Garcia. One year ago to the day, Ito had been riding dirt bikes with friends in Colt Park, just south of downtown, when a truck began driving recklessly near him. The swerving truck forced Ito to steer his bike off the street and into an adjacent open field. When his friends circled back to check on Ito, he was gone. No Ito. No dirt bike. Nothing. And no one had seen Ito since.

				It was the type of case, Sam thought, that would have warranted wall-to-wall cable television coverage if Ito had been named Rebecca or Sarah, and had long blond hair and pierced ears instead of cornrows and knuckle scars. A nineteen-year-old boy is riding his dirt bike and vanishes, and no one cares because it happened in Hartford. If it happened a few miles away, in middle-class Wethersfield, for instance, it would have been different. Sam knew this, and it hurt.

				Ito was just in the wrong place at the wrong time, went the argument. Sam hated that phrase. These kids get shot next to their school, at the playground, on their own front porch, Sam howled. Ito was out riding his bike with friends, minding his own business. How is that the wrong place? So, a full year after Ito’s disappearance, a small group of family and friends were keeping his story alive, and they planned to gather that night to mark the anniversary of his vanishing.

				But before going to the vigil, Shane and Maria had to swing by the Sheldon Oaks Apartments to pick up the final payment for a Nissan Maxima that Shane had just fixed up for a new customer. The meeting was to take place at the small housing development near downtown Hartford where Shane had once lived—the exact spot, in fact, where he had taken his first steps.

				
				Walking had not come easily to Shane. When Janet was pregnant with him, he’d had a stroke in utero and was born with a form of cerebral palsy that dramatically affected the right side of his body. He walked with a noticeable limp, and he regularly hid his curled-up right hand inside a pants or jacket pocket. Sam and Janet were worried, at first, that the disability would hold Shane back. Right from the start, though, Shane was relentless, so stubborn. He compensated for his weak right side by building up remarkable strength in his left. “He rode a bike, climbed trees, played basketball, played football. He did everything,” remembered Janet.

				In a different neighborhood, maybe that would have been enough. Not in the north end, a place where the decades upon decades of discrimination, and economic desperation coupled with the daily threats of violence, fold layer after layer of trauma into the lives of children. There are few success stories in the north end—kids who did well in school, got a good-paying job, and reinvested that money in the neighborhood. Success really meant getting out, but first you had to survive. And survival meant learning how to punch your way out of trouble.

				When I asked Janet and Sam to describe Shane to me, the first thing they wanted me to know, after explaining his cerebral palsy, was his greatest asset as a young man growing up in Hartford: “Shane was an excellent fighter,” said Janet, proudly. “Some kids gave him a nickname. Sugar Shane.”

				Sam recalled hearing a story one day about a young man who assaulted two members of a high school football team as they disembarked from a city bus. The assailant apparently had been waiting for the football players at the bus stop, and attacked them so mercilessly that the two victims both ended up in the hospital. Sam was so distressed by this report that he called Janet to suggest that they approach Shane and his friends to track down the culprit and report him to the police.

				“Sam, that was our son. That was Shane!” howled Janet over the phone.

				
				Shane never told Janet the complete story, but from what she could gather, the two players had been harassing Shane—picking on him because of his disability—and one day, he decided he’d had enough of the bullying, and took the two kids down.

				“He wanted to let you know, right there, he was no punk,” Sam explained to me. “He had to hold his. Boys in the hood, you need to establish your position, and let people know you’re not a punk, because once people assume you’re one, they’re always going to come and challenge you.”

				

				• • •

				Shane’s customer arrived at Sheldon Oaks with several friends in tow. It’s unclear what caused the meeting to go off the rails so quickly, but the crowd of young men had taken note of Maria and began to make suggestive comments about what they might do with her if they had the chance. Among the group of taunting young men was twenty-year-old Luis Rodriguez, who was a casual acquaintance of Shane’s. It was Rodriguez’s taunts that were the loudest. Maria got out of the car to try to settle down the escalating verbal exchange, but her protests had little effect. Sam guesses that the boys pressed so hard because they had noticed Shane’s disability—took note of his weakness—and needled him, thinking Shane couldn’t fight back.

				But Sugar Shane did fight back. He wasn’t a punk. He looked back for a second at Maria and charged up to meet Rodriguez chest to chest. A scuffle broke out, and Shane cocked his famous left arm. At least one punch landed, and Maria watched, worried, as Rodriguez and his friends, shocked at the ferocity of this crippled young man and embarrassed to have been on the receiving end of his blows, retreated to their car.

				The next few seconds were a blur. Rodriguez emerged from his vehicle with a pistol—an illegal gun without a permit, as it turned out—and pointed it at Shane.

				Shane knew what was coming. He turned and began to run back to the car. But it was too late. Rodriguez had made the decision to pull the trigger, and emptied the chamber of its bullets. One chased Shane down, entered his body through his back, and split open the bottom of his heart, his liver, and his abdominal artery. Shane’s body crumpled and fell to the pavement. “It was just something that escalated too fast,” Rodriguez said later.

				
				Janet was home that afternoon with a bad migraine headache. A nephew called to tell her to get down to Sheldon Oaks—fast. Janet focused on the fact that Shane was hurt, blocking out the detail that he was shot. The difference mattered; it helped her keep her composure while she drove to see Shane, to get to him while he was still alive. She drove fast, getting there before the paramedics. He was still on the ground and conscious. Janet remembers looking into his eyes, holding him tightly as his lip quivered uncontrollably. He didn’t say anything. But the look in his eyes told her that he loved her.

				Maria rode in the ambulance to the hospital with Shane, and Janet followed. She was optimistic. “I really didn’t think he wasn’t going to make it,” she recalled. But in the emergency room, events moved fast, and Shane could feel himself drowning as his blood flooded out of the severed artery. As Maria stood over him, Shane knew he was losing consciousness, and he began to panic.

				“He felt himself dying,” remembered Janet. As doctors began to prepare him for emergency surgery, Shane alternated between making Maria promise to tell his mother how much he loved her and protesting his imminent death. “It’s too soon…it’s too soon…it’s too soon,” Shane repeated, over and over and over. The doctors rushed him up to surgery, and Janet took her phone out of her pocket to call Sam.

				

				• • •

				Sam was at home, basking in the afterglow of his afternoon at church, getting some rest before heading out to his job on the night shift. When he got the call, he ran out the door and into his car—he had made this trip so many times, as a pastor rushing to a crime scene or a hospital waiting room to counsel grieving parents. Now, this was different, and he drove too fast. He was pulled over by Hartford police officers for speeding, but managed to spit out enough of his story that the officers got back in their patrol car and escorted Sam the rest of the way to the hospital, sirens blaring.

				
				As he burst into the waiting room, the pastor immediately began negotiating with God. “I tried to do all the biblical Lazarus-raising promises to God that I could,” Sam explained. “I tried to give reasons why he needs to bring this boy back.”

				But that’s not what happened. Shane bled to death on the operating table. He was twenty years old, dead from gunshot wounds inflicted by another twenty-year-old. The twentieth shooting victim in Hartford of 2012, on the twentieth day of October.

			

			
				OCTOBER 20, 2012

				Two quick left turns out of the Sheldon Oaks Apartments, where Shane was born and where his body fell to the pavement that bright Saturday afternoon, you find yourself on Main Street, the road connecting Hartford and Wethersfield. Along the next five miles of that road, you will pass almost every landmark of my childhood: The restaurant where my grandparents took me to breakfast every Saturday morning. The middle school where I spent seventh grade awkwardly following around pretty Sue Sassano, my first mad teenage crush. The town hall where my classmates and I protested the slow pace of our high school’s renovations my senior year. Eventually, on the southern border of the town, you reach the shopping plaza on Town Line Road where I chose to locate my headquarters after I launched my campaign for the U.S. Senate in 2011 at the age of thirty-seven.

				Shane Oliver was born the year I left Wethersfield to head to college, but the geographies of our childhoods are within earshot of each other. Hartford and Wethersfield border each other—thousands of people, including my father, travel back and forth each day from home in one town to work in the other. The high schools play each other in every sport each year. The area’s popular public golf course overlaps the line dividing them. The two towns even have the same historical roots—Wethersfield was the primary port city along the Connecticut River during colonial times until the river shifted, forcing traffic five miles north to Hartford.

				
				Yet Shane Oliver and I might as well have grown up in different universes.

				I remember the look on Sam’s face after he explained to me his son’s impressive pugilistic skills. He could tell the prideful way he was telling the tale of Sean’s fighting exploits wasn’t landing with me. He paused.

				“Sam, it’s funny,” I started to explain. “I’m just realizing—I have no idea if I was a good fighter as a kid. I have no idea whether any of my friends were good fighters. We just didn’t need to think about that.” I have that memory of Paul slapping me on the playground after school in first grade and knocking out a loose tooth, but that’s the closest I ever got to an actual fight as a child. Later, as a candidate and elected official, I’d succumb to the tired practice of describing nearly every political conflict as a “fight” or a “battle,” even though the days of politicians trading blows were long past. I thought now about how disconnected and insensitive that language must sound to someone like Sam.

				I put my Senate campaign office right along the southern border of my hometown because, in my mind, there was no safer place than Wethersfield, Connecticut. I took over an old piano showroom wedged in between three businesses owned by campaign supporters, Town Fair Tire, Edible Arrangements, and Wood-n-Tap Bar and Grill. The icing on the cake was the proximity to my childhood home, where my parents still lived and which allowed my retired, type A mother to adopt the office as her own, maintaining a fully stocked snack and soda table just inside the front door, and reliably vacuuming and cleaning the full space a few times a week.

				Despite this fortuitous location, in the fall of 2012, as my campaign for Senate was drawing to a close, I was a mess. I had come to find out the hard way that running a political campaign against a billionaire is kind of like having an enema. You understand there is a purpose to it. You know it will end. You submitted to it voluntarily. But while it’s happening, it’s excruciating. Every minute of it.

				
				But on the morning of October 20, as Shane was preparing to pick up his final payment for that Maxima only a few miles up the road, it looked like we might have weathered the storm. Polls suggested that my opponent’s withering negative ad campaign was backfiring. Our risky move to spend our scant campaign cash on positive ads was paying off. Only two weeks left in the campaign, I could see the light at the end of the tunnel.

				That Saturday, I started my day in my small, windowless office where I was expected to spend 90 percent of my time dialing for dollars. My fund-raising staff had plastered the walls of my office with pictures of my two sons, Owen and Rider. I smiled, faintly, as I entered the room, reminded that there were at least two people in the world who weren’t paying much attention to the billionaire’s negative attack ads.

				Then, the Bearer of Crappy News appeared in the frame of my open office door. With his tightly cropped hair, glasses, and slight build, Eli Zupnick looked completely harmless. He had been brought into the campaign late in the game to head up our communications team. He was a pro, and he made our campaign better. But because he was an outsider who had no plans to stay after the election, Eli was frequently given the unenviable task of breaking bad news to me.

				I smiled at Eli nervously as he poked his head into the office.

				“The Connecticut Post profile dropped this morning,” he said sheepishly.

				“Not good?”

				“Could be better. Could be worse. The reporter definitely had a point he wanted to get across. I don’t think you’re gonna like it.”

				I took the small stack of papers out of Eli’s hands and leaned back on my metal office-supply-store desk to read the story.

				
					Chris Murphy defines “middle of the pack.” He’s a quiet member of the minority party in the House of Representatives, a moderate-to-liberal with a voting record very similar to that of his four Connecticut colleagues. As his three-term tenure comes to a close, he’s seen as a solid and unspectacular swimmer in the seat of 435 members of the House. And that’s the problem: Murphy’s biggest enemy, other than his well-heeled Republican opponent, is obscurity.

				

			
				Oomph.

				Politicians, for the most part, run for office for the right reasons. At the core of every elected official is a foundational set of convictions or beliefs that drove that individual to public life. There’s no other reason to put yourself through the unique grinder of intense public scrutiny that comes with political service unless you have an internal drive that comports with your value system.

				But simply caring about a cause isn’t enough to change the world for the better. There are a lot of ineffectual members of Congress who care deeply about the issues upon which they labor. If you want to do something about your cause—if you want to make a difference—then you need to find a way to move people to action. That’s why the worst thing a politician can be called is obscure, because in the era of C-SPAN and social media and cable news, obscure congresspeople rarely get anything done. Making waves, becoming known—wearing your passions on your sleeve—is generally a precondition for success in elected office.

				I had been called a ton of terrible names over the past year by my opponent’s campaign. Corrupt. Incompetent. Irresponsible. But obscure—that one maybe hurt the most.

				“Middle-of-the-pack is a little over the top, I think,” mused Eli, trying to soothe the wound.

				I shoved the article back in front of Eli, walked around my desk, and pulled out the rickety folding chair tucked underneath. I slouched down in the seat and began to recount all the races I had run: Planning and Zoning Commission, state representative, state senator, U.S. Congress. All the issues I had championed: ending the war in Iraq, land preservation, universal healthcare. All the bills I had passed: Connecticut’s workplace smoking ban, the country’s first state-financed stem cell research initiative, cleanup funds for abandoned factories in my congressional district. I wasn’t a milquetoast moderate who refused to take controversial stands. I wasn’t a calculating opportunist who just picked issues based on polling and public opinion. I was prodigious, on a range of serious issues.

				
				But being thoughtful and productive isn’t the same as being impactful. And deep down, I knew that the essence of the Connecticut Post story wasn’t wrong. Maybe I wasn’t obscure, but I knew that the driving, personal connection to a cause or an issue that drove many of my colleagues had eluded me. Maybe it was because of my relatively comfortable, trauma-free upbringing. Maybe it was because my brain tended to hew toward the intellectual, rather than the emotional component of policy debates. But whatever the reason, the story that Eli handed me that morning hurt because I knew there was a substantial grain of truth to it. And that afternoon, as Shane was pulling up to the Sheldon Oaks housing complex to collect on his debt, I was sitting in a folding chair, just a few miles away, trying to figure out what I was missing from my political makeup.

			

			
				DECEMBER 14, 2012

				For all the drama of the most expensive Senate race in the state’s history, election night was a snooze. Ten minutes after the polls closed, the Associated Press called the race for me. A few days later, my mother presented me with a gift—a crumpled-up piece of paper that she had found buried in a desk drawer of my childhood bedroom, which she had meticulously smoothed out and placed in a small frame. It was a timeline that I had written as a freshman in high school, predicting the course of my life and career, year by year, up to and including my death (which, interestingly, I guessed would occur in 2037). She thought it was worth preserving because of how inaccurate my teenage predictions were. Back in 1988, I had guessed I would be a U.S. senator by age thirty-seven. I was a whole two years past due.

				My climb had been swift and steady, but that anxiety—that I would be just as mediocre in the Senate as I was in the House—still haunted me. But as November turned to December, I did my best to calm my restless innards and mostly succeeded. I had won the election, and I was excited about the possibilities that lay ahead for our growing family. During my time in the House, my personal life had been a whirlwind. I got married, and Cathy and I had our first child, Owen, and our second son, Rider, all during my first five years in Congress. Cathy was named the head of the juvenile law division at Connecticut’s statewide legal aid organization; our life was full of long days, sleepless nights, and constant scheduling conflicts. Over the course of the two-year Senate campaign, Cathy and the kids had borne the brunt of the vitriolic personal attacks and daily life with an absentee husband and father. So to make up for lost time, we took an early December trip to Disney World with my extended family, and then, midway through the month, planned a day trip to New York City that would be a dream come true for our four-year-old Owen.

				
				We used to worry why Owen so seldom smiled when he was a newborn. He had a permanent furrow etched into his brow, and as a toddler, earnestness became his trademark. He smiled more often now, as a four-year-old, but you had to work for it. The small, silly things that delighted other little kids seemed to Owen to just be small and silly. But Owen did have his passions—he was just very particular about them—and that late fall, two things that excited him more than anything else were trains and Christmas, in that order.

				So, on a crisp, breezy Friday morning in December, Owen stood with me on a platform about to board a train to New York City, where he was going to spend the afternoon with his parents and one-year-old brother basking in the holiday splendor of the city, skating at Rockefeller Center, viewing the storefront displays at Macy’s, maybe even finding a department store Santa with whom to plant some last-minute ideas.

				I had arrived at the train station ten minutes after Cathy and the boys, after having joined Bridgeport’s mayor to announce a clean energy project coming to the city. The nondescript station, which lies between a lightly trafficked business district and the hulking oil-fired power plant that represents most people’s impression of Bridgeport, was quiet that morning; the rush-hour commuters had already disappeared. My longtime chief political aide and Senate campaign manager Kenny Curran was with me. During the race, the stress literally caused Kenny’s heart to fail, and he’d had a pacemaker installed mid-campaign. He’d stubbornly (and dangerously) insisted on missing only a few days of work.

				
				An hour earlier, Kenny had received word of a shooting at a school in the Sandy Hook neighborhood of Newtown, a small, sleepy suburban town on the western edge of both the state and my current congressional district. We assumed it was a workplace dispute that had gone horribly wrong, and I convinced myself there was little I could do and decided to go to New York and monitor the situation remotely. As I began walking to the platform to meet up with Cathy and the boys, Kenny called out to get my attention. His face was ashen. Later that day, I remember trying to put myself in Owen’s shoes at that moment. I imagined the raw four-year-old excitement that must have been pulsing through every muscle in his body as the train huffed into the station. That spine-tingling mixture of joy and wonder, anticipation and exhilaration. The entire circuitry of his brain fixated on the journey ahead of him, staring down the locomotive as it screeched into the station.

				I thought about the disruption that must have occurred in his little heart when I greeted him at the station with a big hug, leaned over to him—his body tensed and ready—and whispered, “Buddy, I have some bad news. We can’t go to New York City today.”

				Catastrophe.

				The tears started welling up immediately. The chest convulsions quickly followed.

				“Why…why…why?” Owen stammered through his sobs. “Why not, Daddy?”

				“Something happened. I have to go.”

				The convulsions turned into a full-blown breakdown, and as my lip began to quiver, too, I feared it would become contagious.

				
				“Let’s just take the train one stop, and then you can get off and go,” suggested my wife, struggling to hold our twelve-month-old, Rider, with one arm, while soothing Owen with the other. “It’s basically on the way. It won’t cost you any time, and we can try to explain to him what’s happening.”

				Her alternative certainly made sense. Owen would get a ten-minute train ride, which would soothe his tears and potentially salvage the morning. Knowing where I was going, anticipating what I was about to see, I couldn’t stand to leave my little boy in the lurch. His peace of mind, in that moment, seemed like the most important thing in the world.

				But the other part of Cathy’s plan—telling him what happened—was the harder part.

				“Chris, there’s kids involved,” Kenny had said to me moments earlier, after calling me back to the car. “There…are…kids…shot.”

				An ice-cold shiver ran straight down my spine when I heard the words. My mind started racing—the horror of what might lay before the world and the people I had come to know in Sandy Hook. I had read about school shootings. I had watched coverage of them on television. I had spoken with colleagues who represented districts where shootings had occurred, who had tried in vain to offer consolation to grieving family members who brooked no consolation.

				Kenny’s words echoed over and over in my head. There are kids involved. There are kids shot.

				I couldn’t move. I was frozen.

				“Jesus” was all I could muster.

				I gathered myself. “How many?”

				“I…I don’t know,” he stuttered, clearly having trouble keeping himself composed. “All I know is that this might be really, really bad.”

			

			
				DECEMBER 14, 2012

				Janet went into a cold, dark place after Shane died. Her life—ordered around Shane’s moods, his schedule, his friends—came to a functional end, as she saw it. Her purpose, her meaning, was gone. Her grief manifested itself in many ways. On the day of Rodriguez’s arraignment, one of the shooter’s cousins made a snide remark to Janet outside the courtroom. She snapped, charged at the young man, and set off a dizzying melee that ended with her in jail for assaulting a courthouse sheriff. This is actually how I first heard of Janet. In 2013, I sent a letter to the judge asking for a lenient sentence given the life-altering trauma she had experienced.

				
				At home, Janet refused to talk to anyone, other than close family members, about Shane’s death. She couldn’t bear to be outside the house for longer than a few minutes at a time. Janet remembers driving everywhere, even to the bodega two blocks away, for fear that she would run into someone she knew around the neighborhood and be forced into small talk.

				Sam fared only slightly better. He rededicated himself to parenting his five living children, only now with the daily, crippling fear that Shane’s fate awaited them, too. After Shane’s death, Sam never again answered his home phone, frozen by the memory of that Saturday afternoon call from Janet. He battled increasing anger, and eventually lost his pastorship at Blackwell because his sermons got too dark and disturbing. His supervising deacon moved Sam to a church in Springfield, Massachusetts, hoping his mood would lighten if he preached farther away from his son’s murder scene.

				Janet doesn’t remember having many complex thoughts when she saw the news, that Friday morning, of the massacre at Sandy Hook. It had been almost two months since Shane’s death, and her emotional temperature didn’t really rise for anything not related to her own grieving process. The one thing she does recall is focusing on the number: twenty. Twenty kids killed. Just like Shane’s age. Just like the age of Shane’s killer. Just like the date he died. Just like the number of homicides in Hartford that year. She remembers feeling that day like there must be some reason for it—a cosmic connection between the horror of what was playing out fifty miles away in Newtown, and what had happened to her little boy.

				Sam had two distinct reactions that day: grief and fury. He doesn’t recall exactly where he was when he heard the news reports, but waves of sadness passed over him as he thought about twenty more kids extinguished from the earth. He knew the immeasurable pain their parents were experiencing right then.

				
				But then quickly came the anger. Shane’s death, and the nineteen lives lost in Hartford that year prior to Shane’s murder, felt to Sam like trees dropping in the woods, unheard and unseen. And now, all of a sudden, the entire world—the entire world—was transfixed on a different twenty lives lost, in a place far different from Hartford.

				“We couldn’t get the drums to beat for our son,” says Sam. “We couldn’t get the drums to beat for our pain. And then—BOOM.”

				It’s not that Sam didn’t understand then, or now, the difference between the cataclysm of twenty first graders all losing their lives at the same time, and the slow but steady pace of pain in urban America. Since Sandy Hook, he often gets most worked up when talking about what those bullets, fired out of a military-grade semiautomatic weapon, did to those little bodies in Newtown. He understands why the reaction to Newtown was different—he knows Newtown was different. But that day Sam couldn’t help obsessing over why America couldn’t get that worked up about what was happening every day in places like the north end of Hartford.

			

			
				OWEN AND SHANE

				As we got off the train a few minutes after boarding in Bridgeport, Owen still hadn’t pulled himself together. He remained inconsolable. We walked a few minutes to a coffee shop where Kenny was meeting me to drive to Sandy Hook. We found a four-top table so Cathy could compose herself and figure out what to do with the rest of the day.

				As we unwrapped the kids’ winter layers, it felt like the walls on the restaurant were closing in on me. The lunch crowd had begun to arrive, and the place was filling up. News of what had happened in Newtown had not broken widely yet, and so dozens of patrons were settling in for a long Friday lunch with friends or coworkers, oblivious to the news. I needed to leave—right now—but Owen had a question first.

				
				“What happened, Daddy? Where are you going?”

				I peeked across the table to Cathy. She shook her head. I read her loud and clear. He’s too young—he’s not ready to hear this.

				“Some people got hurt, Owen. And part of my job is to help people who get hurt. I really, really wanted to go see the big Christmas tree with you today, buddy. But my job is to be a helper, and there are some folks who need some help today.”

				He sniffled, and wiped his reddened nose. He paused for a moment, adjusted his infamous furrow, and stared out into the restaurant, as if trying to access a thought that was proving hard to articulate. And then, miraculously, a switch flipped somewhere deep inside that kid. In an instant, his tears stopped. His spine straightened. And he looked me straight in the eye.

				“I know. I know, Daddy.” That was it. He reached over and pulled the saltshaker out of his little brother’s hand and changed the topic. His protest was over. I slipped out the door and into a waiting car.

				In the seven years since, I’ve never told Owen about Sandy Hook. He’s now eleven—a mature, thoughtful, deeply insightful fifth grader. As Orlando and Las Vegas and Parkland unfolded, I walked him through those tragedies in real time. As he has gotten older, I haven’t hesitated to educate him about the shootings that motivate my work. I talk through the reality of other kids his age who live in violent neighborhoods, and the safety and security that he shouldn’t take for granted. By now, he can make the argument for universal background checks better than many congresspeople. His least favorite activity at summer camp was air riflery, he told me, because “it just didn’t feel right, having a gun in my hands.” He’s proud of what I do, and passionate about changing the laws, just like I am. I’m not sure he knows what happened in Sandy Hook that day. But if he does, he doesn’t know the story from me.

				Maybe it’s because the truth of what happened inside that school is too gruesome, the tale is full of too much evil, to sit inside an eleven-year-old’s brain. Maybe it’s because I just don’t want to say it out loud—because I know I won’t be able to hold it together if I have to look him in the eye and tell him what happened. But really, I think the reason I don’t tell Owen the story of what happened inside that elementary school is because the story doesn’t have an end yet.

				
				Not a day goes by that I don’t experience the broad, sinking pall of grief caused by this country’s continued inaction in the face of mass slaughter. Having seen the horror so personally—in the hollow eyes of Sam Saylor, the emptiness of the Sandy Hook parents’—it is unfathomable to me that human beings would intentionally let this pain continue. It stuns me that my country does not see this horror—ninety people dying every day from gunfire, a rate ten times higher than other industrialized nations—and choose to act in a way that saves lives.

				I was a firsthand witness to the immediate aftermath of Sandy Hook. Those parents are all my age—many are now close friends. My younger son recently finished first grade—and it was inconceivable to me that he might not survive the year, just as it was inconceivable to those parents who sent their children off to Sandy Hook Elementary seven years ago. The arc of thousands of people’s lives changed that day in December 2012. Parents lost their sons. Brothers lost their sisters. Far away from Sandy Hook, a woman started a Facebook page entitled “Moms Demand Action” and created a movement. My friend Gabby Giffords, still recovering from her own wounds, decided to go public and start advocating for a better, safer world. And, of course, my life took a hard about-face. I now had my calling…my mission in life.

				I’ve never told Owen and his brother, Rider, the story of Sandy Hook because the story is not finished. Those children did not die in vain. I know this. This has to be.

				

				• • •

				“I assume they noticed his limp,” Sam guessed, talking about the kids who picked a fight with his son, Shane, the day he died. “I assume they thought he couldn’t fight three kids…probably thought he couldn’t fight even one, without full use of his right hand.”

				
				Shane’s mom, Janet, had been toying with her phone, sitting across the room from Sam as I spoke to them. She raised her head back up and let escape a short, single laugh. “That’s what they thought.”

				Sam smirked. “They just didn’t know about that other hand.”

				Shane’s grit—that hidden strength in his left side that Luis Rodriguez didn’t see coming that Saturday afternoon—it’s what Janet and Sam want you to know about their son. That he didn’t let a disability hold him back. That he was an entrepreneur, a self-starter. That he wasn’t a punk.

				One summer when he was ten years old, Shane went to his father and asked what to do to keep away from a group of local drug-dealing boys who were pressuring him to work for them. Sam had an idea. It was a hot summer, and Sam had noticed that a group of neighborhood kids had started a small operation selling bottles of water, at prices marked up just enough to make a little money for themselves. Shane could do the same, in another spot, and tell the drug dealers that he already had a job for the summer.

				“I’ll invest in the business,” Sam told his son. “I’ll pay for the ice and the chest and the water, and you can pay me back. You stand right in front of the shop, while I’m working, so I can keep an eye on you.”

				Shane jumped at the opportunity, and quickly made the idea his own. After a few slow days in front of his father’s lightly trafficked trophy store, Shane moved his table up to Central Baptist Church, where a day care center ensured lots of movement in and out of the building all day. Soon, Shane began selling juice to the kids and water to the parents, and business was taking off.

				“He was paying for his own phone. He was buying food for his mother. He got new sneakers that year. He was making more cash than I was making!” exclaimed Sam.

				The business, keeping him away from the drug trade and the dangerous idleness that comes with summers in the north end, was Shane’s sanctuary. He worked the table during the day and spent his nights wrapped in the embrace of his mother. He didn’t have to use that left hand very much that summer, his mother remembered.

				
				After buying Shane the big white coolers and the ice and the bottles of water, Sam realized that one thing was missing for an effective business: a name.

				Shane Oliver had found his way out that summer. And he was a natural salesman. Ten years later, as he drove to collect payment on a restored car, Shane believed his ability to sell would be his permanent way out—for him, his girlfriend, and his mother.

				Sam asked Shane what he wanted to call his water stand.

				“I’ll make you a sign,” he told his son.

				Shane thought for a moment. Then it came to him.

				“Shane Oliver Sells.”

				“Shane Oliver Sells?” asked Sam. “You sure?”

				“Yup,” replied Shane confidently. “Write on the sign, SOS. Shane Oliver Sells.”

				“SOS?” repeated back Sam.

				“SOS,” said his son.

				

				• • •

				Unlike the town in Connecticut, Sandy Hook, New Jersey is, in real life, a sandy hook—a spit of land jumping out from the Atlantic Highlands and protecting the southern end of New York Harbor from the ocean’s open waters. On February 5, 1910, a steamship by the name of Kentucky sailed past Sandy Hook on her maiden voyage. The ship’s log notes Sandy Hook prominently, because just 150 miles past the barrier spit, the vessel began taking on water and slowly started to sink. The hobbled cargo ship limped into port in Virginia and was patched up well enough that the captain decided to set off again on a long 14,000-mile trip to Seattle and then Alaska.

				But it was not to be. Off Cape Hatteras, the Kentucky again began to sink, and the crew began to panic. Luckily, the ship was equipped with a technological wonder brand-new to seafaring: the wireless telegraph. A young operator, W. D. McGinnis, typed out a new code that he had learned just for this occasion.

				Dot dot dot. Dash dash dash. Dot dot dot. The world’s first-ever recorded SOS distress call from a sinking ship.

				
				The SOS distress call has persisted over the hundred-plus years since W. D. McGinnis first punched it out that February evening in the Atlantic. Heaven knows how many lives have been saved by that simple signal. And what is important about the SOS call is that the signaler has to believe two essential things before sending it out: First, an SOS call is a method of last resort. All must be lost—the peril must have become so desperate, and all other options must have been exhausted, such that the only option is to abandon your ship and hope that help arrives. An SOS call is the ultimate act of desperation. Second, you don’t make an SOS call unless you reasonably believe that help will arrive. If time is ticking down, and you know that anyone who could potentially rescue you is out of range, then an SOS call is pointless. You need to believe that help can and will arrive.

				

				• • •

				Today, Americans are ten times more likely to be murdered by a gun than citizens in any one of the other twenty most prosperous nations in the world. American schoolchildren now practice active shooter drills once a year, crowding into bathrooms and classroom corners, told to hold their hands over their mouths to prepare for the eventuality of a “bad man” entering their building. Shane’s cousins still fear for their lives while walking to the corner grocery in Hartford, ordering their lives around physical survival, not social or economic advancement. The American gun violence epidemic has put our nation in danger of sinking, and it’s time to issue a distress call.

				I’ve spent the seven years since that bone-chilling day in December 2012 learning everything I can about why Sandy Hook happened. I have sought to discover why Shane Oliver died over a boys’ dispute that would have never become fatal in any other country. I have sought answers to every question: Are we born with a predilection to harm others, or is violence a learned behavior? Why is America such a disturbing outlier of violence in the industrialized world? What is it about America’s history, culture, and politics that draws us toward guns and the unique violence perpetuated by those weapons? What are the similarities and differences between the different kinds of gun deaths—the mass shootings, the grudge crimes, the domestic assaults, and the suicides? And, finally, what do we know about how to stop all of this? What are the right policy interventions, and how do we reshape our politics to make sure public leaders pursue these policies?

				
				This book seeks to answer these questions by weaving together three interconnecting narratives. One story is my personal journey into, and through, the gun violence epidemic—a political coming-of-age story that overlaps with the birth and maturation of the modern anti–gun violence movement. The second story is the story of violence itself—why humans hurt one another, and why America’s long, unique relationship with firearms makes our nation number one in global first world violence. The final story, told in the last several chapters of the book, charts the way out—how to demand commonsense changes in our laws that will reduce episodes of life-altering violence, while turning down the temperature on the white-hot politics that currently surround the debate over guns in America. This book’s ambition and scope are both large, and so I will do my best to carefully put down all the pieces, one by one, that need to be on the table in order for us to understand why America became this violent, and how we can change.

				My hope is that this book stands as an important guide for those who want to understand why America has arrived at this place today, where a twenty-year-old African American living in urban America is more likely to be shot than a young American soldier patrolling the streets of Syria. But this book is also a template for action. Because none of what we experience in the United States—the mass shootings, the suicides, the urban violence—is inevitable. It is our choice whether we accept it, or rise together to demand a new deal.

				Through all the searing pain and bottomless loss that I have witnessed, I remain confident America will rise up. From my earliest days in politics, I have been a believer in positive visualization, and almost every day during the past seven years, I run through in my head the events of the day—maybe still years away—when I will walk out of the U.S. Senate chamber having just helped pass the first meaningful legislation to crack down on gun violence in a generation. I will embrace the victims and family members left behind that will be waiting outside the doors to the Senate floor. And then I will go home, sit Owen and Rider down on the living room couch, and tell them the whole story. What happened that day when we couldn’t go to see the Christmas decorations in New York City. And how their country—with their dad’s help—went and did something about it.

				
				This book is the journey through the story of how we make that day a reality.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			THE VIOLENCE INSIDE US

			
				NATURAL VIOLENCE

				At a rally for Montana Republicans in October 2018, President Donald Trump knew he needed to provide a major boost to beleaguered incumbent congressman Greg Gianforte. Polls showed ticket-leading Democratic senator Jon Tester comfortably ahead in his race, and worries were growing that Tester’s popularity might drag Gianforte’s opponent across the line for an unexpected Democratic victory. So Trump turned to what he believed to be Gianforte’s primary selling point to the Montana electorate: his history of unprovoked assault.

				“I heard that he body-slammed a reporter,” Trump boomed. “This was the day of the election or just before, and I thought, ‘Oh, this is terrible! He’s going to lose the election.’ ” Trump continued: “And then I said, ‘Wait a minute. I know Montana pretty well, I think it might help him.’ And it did!” The line electrified the arena, and the crowd roared in approval. The clip, complete with the thunderous response, was played that night over and over again on every news outlet in the country.

				
				The body slam to which Trump was referring had taken place a year and a half earlier, when in the final days of Gianforte’s special election campaign for the U.S. House of Representatives, he had bristled at questions being asked of him by Ben Jacobs, a well-regarded reporter for the British newspaper The Guardian. With Jacobs’s phone recording the entire incident, Gianforte refused to answer the questions, lurched into a fury of anger, and picked Jacobs up off the ground and slammed him to the floor. Within minutes, Jacobs and others had posted the audio proof of the assault on social media, leading to the filing of charges against the candidate by the local police.

				I remember assuming Gianforte’s campaign was a cooked goose. How could someone with such a hair-trigger temper, willing to assault a reporter simply for asking a question he didn’t like, be elected to Congress? But, of course, I was wrong. Gianforte didn’t suspend his campaign. He didn’t step aside. He stayed in the race, and, incredibly, he won. He didn’t suffer any drop in support after the assault. Some polling suggested he actually picked up new support.

				And that explains why Trump chose the story of the body slam as his closing argument for the congressman’s reelection. What else could make the case better for a candidate for Congress than his penchant to take out his frustrations on others through physical violence? What Trump knew, and what many Americans try to deny, is that deep inside all of us is an uncomfortable but natural predilection toward violence. Harming others—as a method of personal protection, or as a means of social or economic advancement—is part of our nature. It’s been that way for humans for thousands of years. Gianforte’s assault connected with the primal instinct for violence still lodged inside the human body and brain. That’s what Trump knew, and that’s likely why the Montana crowd cheered so loudly.

				

				• • •

				My journey into this question of the roots of human violence began the day I first heard the name Adam Lanza. Kenny and I sped northward through western Connecticut on the way to the Sandy Hook volunteer firehouse. I was trembling as I got out of the car and approached Chris Lyddy, the dynamic young state representative from Newtown, in the parking lot. The small station sits at one end of Dickenson Drive. At the other, less than a quarter mile away, is Sandy Hook Elementary. As the school was evacuated, children were brought to the firehouse, and parents were directed to pick up their children there. Save for the six children who miraculously escaped Victoria Soto’s classroom while Adam Lanza fumbled with an exchange of cartridges, most of the children ended up there that morning.

				
				Except for twenty.

				Gradually, as the firehouse grounds cleared out of kids and parents, there were forty parents who had not been reunited with their first graders. This was the moment I arrived there, and Lyddy explained to me, as I walked into the building, the terrible decision that lay before our hands-on governor, Dan Malloy, who was on-site managing the minute-by-minute emergency response. As rumors began to circulate about what had happened inside those two classrooms, Dan had a terrifying decision to make: follow protocol and wait until the bodies were identified before informing the parents of their children’s fate, or explain to those who remained in the firehouse the likelihood that their children were still in the school, dead.

				When Dan made the decision to enter the room where the parents were congregated to tell them about the scene inside the school, I accompanied him, and stood outside the door as he broke the life-altering news. The heartbreaking aftermath of that meeting is a story that is not mine to tell. It’s personal to the parents who streamed out of that room, their lives changed forever. Frankly, much of it is a blur to me today. But I do remember thinking two things. First, I remember wanting to get back to Owen and Rider, as fast as I possibly could. Second, I began to wonder how any human being could be capable of that kind of horror—the premeditated murder of twenty first graders.

				Three days later, I went to the first funeral—for Noah Pozner, the youngest of the twenty. The room was drowning in sorrow, and I fidgeted endlessly in my seat, trying to digest what was happening to this family in front of my eyes. It was the first funeral or wake for a child I had ever attended. I would go to a dozen more before Christmas.

				
				I boarded a plane for Washington that afternoon, on my way to give a short speech to my colleagues in Congress before a moment of silence on the House floor. I sat down in my seat, pulled down the tray from the seatback in front of me, and began to draft my remarks. After fifteen minutes of writing and crossing out, I settled on four words to explain to the world what had driven Adam Lanza to slaughter children: sickness masquerading as evil.

				That’s what I said that evening, as my voice quivered through four minutes of remarks. But really, I didn’t believe it. I had looked into the eyes of those parents, as they left that room, and there was no way what happened inside those two classrooms the morning of December 14 was disguised as evil. It was evil, the purest form I could imagine.

				And this evil didn’t come from a dangerous outside place, breaching the suburban defenses of Sandy Hook. No, the people in that firehouse, they knew the Lanzas. Their kids were in classes with Adam. They occasionally ran into his mother, Nancy, getting takeout from her favorite tavern, My Place. That December day, the veil that had existed between the violent places we saw on the news, like the north end of Hartford, and the safe places we knew, like Newtown, collapsed to the ground. And now people started to wonder: If that kind of evil lay somewhere inside a skinny kid with no prior history of violence, what lurks inside each of us that we don’t yet know or comprehend? Are we all, potentially, unknowingly, just a few moments away from criminal violence? What shook me, and many Americans, to the core that weekend, was not simply the thought of what had happened in that school, but the idea that human beings have inside them the capacity to conceive of, and carry out, that kind of mind-bending horror.

				As so, in the weeks after the shooting, I began to ask the most basic question: Where does violence come from? Is it a learned behavior that we choose to exercise, or is violence in our nature, an uncontrollable part of our biology?

				Our first stop in our journey to understand American violence is to explore the nature of human violence itself. As we will see, humans have always been violent. Our biology has guaranteed that in our lifetimes we will not shake our violent predispositions. Violence is, indeed, in our nature. But in recent times, the human race has gone through a remarkable “civilizing process”—that is, the quelling and controlling of this predisposition toward physical aggression. While shootings still dominate the news, we have become a remarkably less violent species, thanks to centuries of willful decisions made by human beings. Yes, violence is in our nature, but we have proved, over and over, that we have the means to control it. I need to tell you both of these stories—the story of natural violence, and the story of our success in tamping it down—so that you will have hope for the future. And so that you will know that no matter how much violence continues to dominate American
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