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The story of the year since Lee Tartt was killed (/story/news/2016/02/20/one-officer-killed-three-wounded-
standoff/80656462/) is one of darkness and light, sadness and hope, and of a kind of love that doesn't die when
the body does.

Tartt, 44, of Grenada, was a veteran Mississippi Bureau of Narcotics (/story/news/local/2016/12/26/miss-
bureau-narcotics-drugs-undercover-work-sacrifice/95793542/) agent. On Feb. 20, 2016, he led a SWAT team of
MBN agents and troopers from the Mississippi Highway Patrol into the Tishomingo County home of Charles
Lee Lambert, 45. Lambert was holding his wife and 10-year-old daughter hostage, and six hours of
negotiations had failed.

Lambert met them as they entered with a high-powered rifle. Tartt was fatally injured, and troopers DeAndre Dixon, Trea Staples and Bubba Holifield
were also shot. Lambert was also killed.

God was there

Holifield, who has been through four surgeries and two reconstructions after being shot in the left ankle, said he has struggled with survivor's guilt. Dixon,
whose foot was shattered by a bullet, says it could have been him if Tartt hadn't been directly in front of him. According to doctors, it is nothing short of a
miracle that Staples, whose femoral artery and nerve were blown to pieces, is walking.

But all of them say, in the year that has passed, the overwhelming feeling is how God was with them in that moment, and has been ever since.

"I was just inches away from him at the time," Dixon said. "He’s my hero. If it wasn’t for him that stood in front of me when it happened, it could have been
me. He put his life on the line for someone that he doesn’t know and for a good cause. It means a lot, not only for that family that he did that for, but for
my family and for me."

Just a few weeks before the shooting, the SWAT team had been to a class where they learned to apply a tourniquet. Staples had one of those tourniquets
on the night he was shot, and it saved his life.

"God started putting things in place long ago that would enable me to survive the shooting that night," Staples said.
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Lee Tartt and wife Debra (Photo: Special to The Clarion-Ledger)

A few years before, vascular surgeon Dr. Billy Parsons had moved to Corinth from Houston, Texas, to find a smaller-town life for his family. Staples came
into the hospital that night still conscious, having lost four pints of blood, when the human body only holds about eight to 10. In spite of the fact there was
not enough left of the femoral nerve to save, Staples can walk without a wheelchair or a walker.

"Everybody I've talked to told me that if Dr. Parsons wouldn't have been there, I would have lost my leg for sure, and maybe even died," Staples said. "I
know God reached down and touched me and kept me alive, and not only that, healed my leg. Because somehow it’s working without a femoral nerve,
and the doctor said there’s just not an earthly way possible, but it’s doing it."

"Even though Lee Tartt lost his life, he’s still carrying out God’s mission," Holifield, a pastor, said. "I’ve preached at multiple locations from Georgia to
Costa Rica and hundreds of people have come to know Christ through the things I’ve shared about Lee Tartt and the legacy he left. I just preached about
20 miles from where we got shot, in Marietta, and that’s what I preached on is how God had his hand over all of us that day."

Trea Staples, DeAndre Dixon, and Bubba Holifield were all injured by gunfire on the night Lee Tartt was killed. (Photo: Warren Strain/ Mississippi Department of Public Safety)



The fight

As the motorcade took Tartt's body back home to Grenada, Officer Kenny Engle, who had been a Grenada reserve officer since 2002, was helping to
block traffic at Exit 206. He was involved in an accident (/story/news/2016/02/22/grenada-officer-critical-after-wreck-escorting-fallen-agent/80749682/)
that day that ended his career as an officer (/story/news/local/2016/09/26/injured-grenada-police-officer-lived-dream/91114076/).

Although every single day is a fight, Engle said Tartt's memory stays with him.

"I think about Lee every day. He wasn't only a brother in blue but my friend. I fight everyday to try and feel normal again. I won't give up, though," he said.
"When I hear sirens, I long to be back in a patrol car. It was so depressing to me at one point to hear them until I would go inside and try to block it out.

"It's been a hard transition for me, but I would do it all over again. I've come a long way in my recovery and still have a ways to go but I will make it one
step at a time."

Engle's determination echoes that of Staples, Holifield and Dixon.

"I've had some uphill battles and trials and tribulations, but the important thing is to stay focused and continue to remember where I come from. Trouble
doesn’t last for always," Dixon said. "It's truly a blessing to even be here right now."

"This year has been filled with all kinds of physical challenges from the injuries I received, and it's been tough, mainly thinking about Lee's family and how
they've had to face every day without him being there," Staples said. "That's been by far the toughest thing to deal with."

Carrying the torch

Engle's wife, Angie Engle, calls him a fighter, and said Tartt's death strangely still doesn't seem real.

"I don't think either of us have really dealt with the fact that Lee is gone. I tried watching the video of the funeral several times and stopped it. Everything
has been so overwhelming," she said. "Lee Tartt was the best man and friend that you could ever have known. My heart breaks for his wife and family.
Deborah (Tartt) is the sweetest, kindest person. She has reached out to us to check on Kenny many times. She is my hero. I couldn't imagine the pain
she is going through and still finds the strength to think of others."

Sean Wilbourn used to work under Tartt, and said even those he arrested remember Tartt's kindness.

"If he put you in jail, he made sure to check on you and make sure that you are OK. Lee never wanted to put anyone in jail, but If he had to, then so be it,"
Wilbourn said. "He was a compassionate man, with many friends that loved him. He did his job with great pride."

Tartt's family's strength has been part of the healing for Holifield. He said before that terrible night in Tishomingo County, he didn't know Tartt as well as
he knew a lot of the other guys. But their lives are linked forever now in so many ways.

"It wasn’t just Lee that made the impact.... His legacy through his family, that’s what has hit me the hardest," he said. "The week after I got shot, I was
home by myself in a dark state of depression, and I called his sister-in-law and his brother and said, 'It should have been me.' And they told me, 'No, he
wouldn’t have had it any other way.' They fought to console me to make me feel better just a week after they’ve laid their brother in the ground."

Public support for the injured agents and officers has continued since the shooting, Dixon said.

"It's still to this day, pouring in prayers and concern about me and the other guys. And I just want to say please continue to trust us and believe in us,"
Dixon said.

The brotherhood

In 2016, MBN's "Agent of the Year" award was renamed the "Lee Tartt Agent of the Year Award." MBN Director John Dowdy said he's seen a new resolve
among his agents to honor Tartt's sacrifice.

"I think there’s been a renewed sense of just how important the job is that we do," he said. "And the relationship between MHP and MBN was
substantially bolstered as well. It was the MHP and MBN SWAT team that went in that night, and I've heard (MHP) Col. (Chris) Gillard say on multiple
occasions that on that fateful, dreadful night when he walked into that hospital, he didn't see MHP and MBN, he saw a group of brothers that were
hurting."
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Staples, Dixon and Holifield are in contact weekly, if not daily.

"We’ve become true brothers. I’m talking about tight, I'm going to say blood brothers, regardless of color or anything else," Holifield said. "It's brought us
together as family."

It's going to be those bonds that Lee Tartt forged in life and death that continue to change the world, even in his absence. Starting with the men who were
spared on the night he was taken.

"We'll be back," Staples promised.
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