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PREFACE



ON AUGUST 12, 2004, Jim McGreevey, then my husband of almost four years and the governor of New Jersey for almost three, stepped before the television cameras in the statehouse in Trenton to make a speech that lasted only five or six minutes. “My truth,” he said, “is that I’m a gay American. … Shamefully, I engaged in an adult consensual affair with another man which violates my bonds of matrimony. … My resignation will be effective on November fifteenth of this year.”


I stood numbly at Jim’s side as he spoke to the nation. I was devastated. What he said on that Thursday afternoon forever changed his life, my life, and the life of our daughter, Jacqueline, who was then two and a half. Since then, I have been asked repeatedly about my marriage to Jim and the nature of our relationship, about what I knew and when I knew it. Since then, I have remained silent.


Now I am speaking up.


I am tired of having other people concoct my life story, tired of having other people assume they know how I feel. I am tired of all the speculation as to the nature of my relationship with my now ex-husband. I am tired of being the silent partner.


Enough is enough. I want to tell my own story. And now that I’ve begun to heal, I want to reach out to other people like me, people who have been hit with pain so excruciating they’re not sure they will survive it. I have survived, and as sure as these stalwart little words march themselves across the page, it is my conviction that others can survive as well. This is my story, about my experience as I lived it at the moment and—not quite the same thing—about my experience as I look back on it. Tell others your story as I am telling you mine. Don’t let others tell it for you.





1. EVERYWHERE SIGNS
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I MISSED THE SIGNS.


People thought I was living the American Dream, and for a while I thought so too. I believed I had married a kind and loving man whom I loved and who loved me. I thought we were building a life based on shared values, a strong spiritual commitment, and a desire to make a difference in the world. Friends and family were important to us, none more so than our beautiful daughter, Jacqueline.


The Jim McGreevey I fell in love with was passionate, direct, and plain-spoken, a charismatic man whose warmth and easy manner rapidly took him from the mayor’s office to the New Jersey governor’s mansion. The Jim McGreevey I married turned out to be passive, evasive, and secretive, a hesitant man whose duplicity and unchecked ambition proved to be his downfall and derailed our lives. And I never saw it coming.


I MIGHT AS WELL start with the engagement, and with a Valentine’s-weekend trip to Montreal. It was February 2000, and by this time Jim and I had been together for more than three years. We’d begun dating in 1996 when Jim, then mayor of Woodbridge, New Jersey, was already campaigning unofficially to become the Democratic gubernatorial candidate in the 1997 race. He had gone on to gain the candidacy and had come close to beating the Republican incumbent, Christine Todd Whitman. Jim was a politician on the rise and the overworked mayor of a township with a population of more than a hundred thousand, not to mention a state senator. I was working as director of public relations and marketing at Columbus Hospital in Newark, a satisfying and demanding job that entailed promoting the hospital and its services to the community. With both of us so busy, we really hadn’t had much private time together for a while, and we needed it.


I was looking forward to the weekend. I’d left work early that afternoon—a rare event for me—and I was full of anticipation, attempting to keep my packing down to two bags rather than spilling over to my usual three. I prepared for the cold weather with a few warm sweaters, jeans, boots, and gloves, and for romance with a black velvet ensemble, a pashmina wrap, and a silk nightgown. I also packed an emerald pendant that Jim had just brought back for me from India. I loved jewelry and had tried on the pendant when Jim gave it to me—he’d placed it lovingly on my neck—but I hadn’t worn it yet, as I was saving it for a special occasion. An elegant dinner for two in Montreal seemed just that.


The lights were on in Jim’s Woodbridge town house as I pulled in to a parking space. That was good news, since it meant he was home. Generally Jim ran late, but as he greeted me at his front door, I could see his already-packed bag on the floor, and I was pleased that he was ready.


“Let’s stop at the 7-Eleven for tea,” he said as we headed toward my car. He always had a cup of tea with him in the car, generally cold.


“Good, I could use a cup of coffee.”


I figured I would be the one doing most of the driving, but as I approached the parking lot, I noticed a familiar car waiting, motor idling.


I turned to Jim. “What’s Teddy doing here?” Teddy Pedersen, a handsome college student at Rutgers University, was Jim’s campaign driver, one of a crowd of guys in their twenties who always seemed to be around. I came to think of them as the Lost Boys.


“Teddy’s going to be driving us to Montreal,” Jim said, his tone matter-of-fact.


Was he kidding? When had he planned to tell me this?


“I can drive,” I said.


“Well, I’m too tired to do any driving at all, so I thought it would be easier for us both if Teddy drove.”


I stopped in my tracks. I really wanted some time alone with Jim. I had never known him when he wasn’t campaigning, and I’d really been looking forward to this weekend together. The two of us, not the three of us. Since we’d been dating, I’d seen Jim through one gubernatorial race, then another race for mayor, which had ended only a couple of months earlier. The day after the ′97 election, Jim began his campaign for the ′01 election.


The Jim McGreevey I knew had always been running. As a result our dates often took the form of campaign stops: breakfasts with senior citizens, football games at high-school athletic fields, church picnics, dinners at catering halls. I loved the time we spent together, loved the feeling that Jim and I were working on something important together, but now Valentine’s Day was coming up, and I wanted him to take the weekend off so we could spend some personal time together. And that meant no Teddy.


I dug my heels in.


“If Teddy is going, I’m not. It’s that simple.”


I was usually pretty accommodating, so Jim knew I meant it. “OK, OK,” he said with a shrug. “No Teddy.”


I don’t know exactly what he said when he walked over to Teddy’s car, but Teddy nodded and pulled out of the lot, and that was that. Jim tossed his bag into my trunk, and then we were on our way. It was not quite four o’clock. With any luck, we’d be in Montreal by midnight.


I WONDERED IF THIS might be the weekend Jim would ask me to marry him. I loved Jim and was imagining a life together in which we would establish ourselves as a family—I had always wanted children—and work as a team in support of goals we cared about. My only concern was the breakneck pace of politics and campaigning, and how it might interfere with our relationship and our future as a family.


It’s not as if the question of marriage hadn’t come up. We had just spent New Year’s Eve with Jim’s best friend, Jimmy Kennedy, a tall, balding bear of a man in his fifties, and his wife, Lori, a petite and bubbly nursery-school teacher. Like Jim, Jimmy was a New Jersey mayor—of a smaller city called Rahway. On that New Year’s Eve, Jimmy, who’d had a little too much to drink, turned to Jim and said, “So is this the year you’re going to marry Dina?” I was driving when Jimmy asked his unexpected question, but in a quick glance at him I saw he was looking at me with an expression that seemed to say that the answer was up to me. Was he hoping that maybe I would answer the question then and there?


“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know if Dina wants to get married.” Clearly, Jimmy had caught Jim off guard.


I smiled at Jim and said, “Can we discuss this later?”


“Sure,” he said.


Jim himself had brought up the subject of marriage a couple of years earlier. We’d been at a conference when he turned to me out of nowhere and said, “I’m going to marry you.” I didn’t know if he really meant it, and so I tried to think of something noncommittal to say and in the end said nothing. I was attracted to Jim, but I wasn’t sure he was really ready for a serious relationship at the time, and I didn’t want to find out by getting hurt. I thought he might still be nursing a broken heart following the end of his marriage, a year before we’d met. His wife, Kari Schutz, a Canadian librarian whom he’d met on a cruise, had left him without warning and gone back to British Columbia, taking their young daughter, Morag, with her.


As for me, I was in no hurry to get married. I had a job I enjoyed, a family I was close to—including my two adorable nieces, Meagan and Nicole, whom I loved spoiling—and I had my own rat pack of half a dozen women friends, most of whom I’d known for at least ten years. We hung out together, went on vacations, and generally just had a good time. Jim was not the only person I knew in politics—not by a long shot. I knew quite a few politicians, and many had failed at marriage just as Jim had. Jim hadn’t said much about why his marriage ended, though. “Kari couldn’t stand politics,” was all he would say, and I left it at that.


I’d always loved politics. Being with Jim for the previous two years, I learned I also loved campaigning and was good at it. Still, I hadn’t been sure then that I could handle marriage, politics, and public life any better than the others had. And if I was sure of anything, it was that once I got married, I was going to stay married. No one in my family had ever been divorced, and I didn’t want to be the first. My parents, who’d met when they were teenagers, had now been married thirty-four years. Different as they were—my mother excitable, my father a man of few words—they were each other’s best friend. It wasn’t important to me that I get married soon, but it was important that once I got married, I stayed married. I wanted my marriage to be forever, the sort of solid and lasting marriage I’d witnessed growing up. During the course of our relationship, I had come to love Jim deeply, and to trust him. Still, I hadn’t mentioned marriage because of the crazy schedule that would be involved in the year and a half left to the campaign. Now Jimmy Kennedy’s extra few beers had put the subject back on the table.


We didn’t get to have that conversation the next day or the day after that, and right after New Year’s, Jim left for India. But a week later Lori called me to ask if I would have lunch with her. “There’s something I want to talk to you about,” she said. We met at a nearby mall, where we shopped for a while, and then went to a café at Nordstrom’s, where we settled in to talk and have lunch.


Since Lori had asked for us to meet, I waited for her to say what was on her mind. She seemed to be a little jittery, and by the time we were up to coffee and dessert, we had darted through quite a few subjects.


Finally the talk turned to Jim. “Have you heard from him since he left?”


“No, not yet,” I said.


“Really? You haven’t?”


“No,” I said. I knew he had a busy schedule, and I didn’t expect to hear from him. He didn’t have access to e-mail, though I wasn’t sure he would have known how to use it even if he did.


But Lori barely listened to my answer as her own words came stumblling out. “Jim wants to know if you’ll marry him,” she said rather awkwardly.


“What!?” I said, not because I didn’t hear what she’d said but because I didn’t believe what I was hearing. “So why doesn’t he ask me himself?”


“I don’t know. Maybe he’s afraid you’ll say no, and then he’ll feel rejected … Oh Dina, this is so awkward … but he doesn’t want to feel rejected, so maybe that’s why he asked me to ask you if you’ll say yes.” It was out, and Lori looked relieved.


I was silent, surprised that Jim needed Lori to broker a marriage proposal for him. What was this, high school?


“He asked you to ask me?”


Lori nodded.


“Why didn’t he ask me himself?” I repeated.


Lori shrugged and shook her head. “I told you what I know—he he’s not sure you’ll say yes. I don’t know, Dina. Jim’s been really hurt in the past. Maybe he’s just nervous and wants to be sure.”


I mulled over her response. Was Jim’s nervousness born of his doubts about reading my feelings correctly? I’d never known him to be hesitant about anything else before. To the contrary, I thought of him as very decisive, though not exactly an open book. He’d told me that the end of his marriage came without warning. I knew that the abrupt ending had to be traumatic, though he didn’t quite say so. What I thought as I sat there with Lori was that maybe he was still afraid of rejection or still afraid of misreading and wanted to be positive that I would say yes when he proposed.


She must have been watching me as I processed the conversation, because when I returned to the present moment, her eyes were on me.


“What do you think?” she asked.


“Yes,” I said finally. “If he asked me to marry him, I would say yes.” I hadn’t expected to be proposed to by a surrogate, and so the exuberance I might otherwise have expressed was tempered. But nonetheless, I had already given the matter a lot of thought, so I was excited and happy at the prospect of spending my life with Jim.


If Lori thought there was anything odd about Jim’s mode of pursuing a potential wife, she was eager to get beyond it into the safer realm of her own excitement. “I’m so happy he found you!” she said. “It’ll be such fun to plan a wedding!”


Driving home, I thought some more about Jim’s using Lori as an intermediary. I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Politicians often delegate very personal chores to their staff, but this was going too far. They also make decisions strategically, not spontaneously. Was Jim’s wish to marry me a decision of the heart or of the head? I knew that he had deliberately left his divorce incomplete until after the election in 1997 because he didn’t want his marital status to be an issue in the campaign. He didn’t want the media to focus on his divorce, because he felt that it would make the headlines, which in turn would contaminate his campaign. Maybe that was true, maybe not. He also saw his marriage as a failure, and as a candidate for governor he didn’t want to be perceived as a failure or a loser, though when I think of it now, I wonder if deep down his chagrin was at having failed not as a husband but as a heterosexual. Then (as well as now, for different reasons), it did cross my mind that possibly he was interested in marriage now because he did want his marital status to be part of the campaign.


Later, when I looked closely at Jim’s “Gay American” speech, three sentences leaped out at me, all of them about “love.” Right at the beginning, he’d said, “I married my first wife, Kari, out of respect and love.” Further on came two sentences about me: “I then had the blessing of marrying Dina, whose love and joy for life has been an incredible source of strength for me. … She has been extraordinary throughout this ordeal, and I am blessed by virtue of her love and strength.” In a speech where every single word was calibrated and calculated, he mentioned his love for Kari and my love for him—twice—but nowhere did he mention his love for me. Feel free to draw your own conclusions.


Jim came back from India a week or so after my conversation with Lori, but he still didn’t bring up the subject of marriage. I didn’t bring it up either. And now it was two weeks later. Valentine’s Day was approaching, and we were heading off for a romantic weekend. Perhaps Jim really was planning something.


ON THOSE OCCASIONS WHEN it was just the two of us in the car, I always drove. Jim was a notoriously bad driver, so much so that it was as much a part of the lore about him as the fact that he was a good Irish Catholic boy from Jersey City. He was well known for his speeding, his multitasking behind the wheel (driving while shaving, for instance), and his chronic blindness to one-way signs. He also routinely drove with a cell phone at his ear. He never said as much, but he obviously knew that his own behavior was dangerous, since after he was elected, he signed a law making the use of handheld cell phones while driving illegal.


As afternoon turned to dusk, and our trip to Montreal was well under way, I drove north at a steady pace while Jim rested, his eyes closed. Occasionally he would crack open an eye, telling me to speed up so we could get there as soon as possible. I was on an unfamiliar road and it was now snowing, but I sped up because I wanted to get to Montreal. We were going more slowly than we’d intended because of the weather, but with a little luck we could still make it by 1:00 A.M., early enough to get a decent night’s sleep and be ready for sightseeing following day. I’d been surfing the Internet and had found a lot I wanted to see. I was eager to visit the Basilique Notre Dame (it was in the same style as one of my favorite cathedrals, Notre Dame in Paris), and some of the smaller art galleries. I had also hoped to get in some shopping, especially in the Underground City that Jim had told me about. We were also considering a side trip to Quebec City, if we could fit it in.


Despite the bad weather, we seemed to be making good time. As we drove north through New York State, there was nothing but darkness and a light snow shimmering as it fell from the sky. It was pretty, but the conditions weren’t the best, since the roads were covered with several inches of snow from a previous storm already on the ground. Suddenly, not far from the Canadian border, the car went into a treacherous spin. I had hit black ice. Jim, who’d dozed off, awoke startled, while I tried to control the spinning car as it careened across three northbound lanes. Finally the car skidded off the road, where it was stopped by, and instantly became stuck in, a mountainous snowbank.


Sitting for a moment in the dark, we just looked at each other. “We could have been killed,” he said.


“Thank God there were no other cars in those lanes.”


“Thank God! Are you OK?”


“Yeah, are you?”


“Yeah.”


When we caught our breath, we got out of the car to see if we could dislodge it from the snowbank. Rocking it didn’t work, and neither did putting it into reverse and pushing. It just wouldn’t budge. I hoped there was nothing wrong with it except for a fender stuck in a snowbank. Our cell phones had no signal, so we couldn’t call 911, and none of the few passing cars would stop. It was freezing, so we had no choice but to set out on foot in search of help—two stranded, shivering people walking through the dark night with nothing in sight but snow and ice.


We trudged toward the ramp that would take us off the highway, and then we headed left, because that’s where the trucks were heading. We were careful to stay to the side of the road and keep out of the way of any passing vehicles. All we saw were trees, snow, and more trees. Then, at last, we came upon signs of life: a truck stop with a small convenience store attached. Our oasis in the snow was about a hundred feet off the road, so we couldn’t even see it till we were right there. That little store was as welcome to us as a four-star restaurant would have been.


Inside, I got coffee and Jim got tea. We didn’t so much want to drink as to hold the hot cups in our freezing hands. We were too exhausted to eat, but if we’d wanted to, we could have feasted on Twinkies and Devil Dogs. The friendly clerk helped us find a room at a nearby inn and a driver who would take us there.


Soon we were in our room—a drafty space with cold floors, twin beds, and a dresser—with an adjoining bathroom consisting of a toilet and a sink. No shower, but with our belongings still in the car, we didn’t have any fresh clothes to change into anyhow. We didn’t even have toothbrushes. I had pulled back the faintly musty plaid bedcover on one of the beds and crawled in, and now Jim took off his shoes, pulled back the second bedcover, and began to climb into the other bed.


“How about coming in here with me?” I said, patting the mattress. “It’s freezing!” He complained good-naturedly that the bed was too small even for one person, but he climbed in anyhow, and we huddled and cuddled together in the chilly room, staying up awhile to watch Bill Clinton on TV. Normally I didn’t find a man with his socks on sexy, but hey! it was so cold I kept my socks on too. At least for that night. How wonderful to be warm in that little bed, curled up next to Jim’s lean and muscular body. It was bitterly cold outside, and the room itself was none too warm, but that didn’t matter. We generated our own heat. And we spent a beautiful night together—in love, and with love—close as two people could be. And now let me say outright that for the rest of this story, at the onset of any intimate moments, the scene will fade to black. But I also want to say that there was nothing in those moments—and believe me, I have revisited them—that in any way made me question whether Jim was drawn to me in the way that I was drawn to him.


We woke up the next morning and hitched a ride to the Ford dealership in town to see if they could tow my car in. I had had a Toyota for years, but this time when I was in the market for a car, I’d bought the Ford Taurus, because the union workers who supported Jim wouldn’t be happy if they saw me driving a vehicle that wasn’t made in the U.S.A. by union labor. This was the first of many concessions I would make for the campaign—or “the cause,” as I called it.


At the dealer’s we learned how dangerous the roads were, especially where we’d had our accident. A few days earlier, a driver had been killed there. That helped keep everything in perspective. I was grateful that neither Jim nor I had been hurt. I made arrangements to have the car towed while we set off in the slushy snow in search of breakfast. We were grungy but hungry. Afterward we walked up and down the main street, where Jim met a couple, formerly from New Jersey, who recognized him and wanted to chat. Then we went back to the Ford dealer, only to learn that although my Taurus looked all right on the outside, there was a significant amount of damage. Since the storm had paralyzed the region, it would take several days for the parts to come. I was resigned to the fact that I would have to go back to New Jersey without the car.


WHAT WOULD MY PARENTS say? They didn’t even know where I’d gone. Although I was in my early thirties, I still lived at home with them and would remain there until Jim and I married. This was not unusual for a daughter from a traditional and close-knit Portuguese Catholic family. Guys often left home and moved to their own place, but not the girls. My brother Paul hadn’t moved out until he got married to Elvie when he was twenty-four or twenty-five, although my other brother, Rick, had moved out during college when he was twenty-one or twenty-two and single. Still, daughters typically lived at home until they were ready to establish their own home with their husband. My going away with Jim was not something my mother and father would have approved of. But it was not something they forbade either. It wouldn’t have worked anyhow. In public I had always been quiet and self-contained—in school, in Girl Scouts, with my neighborhood friends—but in my family I had always been seen as someone who had a mind of her own and would give you a piece of it with very little prompting. I was “determined” if they liked what I was doing and “stubborn” or “headstrong,” if they didn’t.


By the time I was nineteen and had my first serious boyfriend, my parents and I had tacitly adopted a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy. I lived my own life, and I came and went as I pleased, but I was always careful to let them know when to expect me so they wouldn’t worry. My parents didn’t pry, or at least not too much, and I kept my private life private. I was deeply involved with my family, well mannered and respectful like many first-generation daughters of immigrants, but I was a contemporary American woman as well. So I had told them that I was going to spend the weekend with a friend. Jim and I had gone away before, but I never told my mom and dad that I was going with him, except when we went to Newport with Jim’s close friends, Jimmy and Lori Kennedy.


All the signs on this trip seemed to be pointing me one way—in the direction of home—but in the end Jim and I opted to head for Montreal by train. We got a lift to the Plattsburgh station, which looked like something from an old black-and-white movie, with its worn wooden benches and old-fashioned cash register. There was none of the hustle and bustle of Newark, New York City, or Washington, D.C., just a woman in a corner selling homemade goods—jams, cookies, and crocheted doilies.


At the time of our car accident, we were about an hour’s drive from Montreal, but the train ride would take several hours. By now I was really anxious to get there, and by midafternoon we did. Compared to the motel barracks of the night before, our hotel in Montreal was a palace—a room with a hot shower, thick carpeting, and a soft, inviting mattress. No need for socks in this city. Once we’d settled in, Jim started to comb the telephone directories to find his friend Christian, a buddy from college.


“Why do you have to call now?” I asked. “I thought we were going to dinner alone.”


“We will go to dinner alone, but we already lost a day, and I would really like to see him. It’s been years.”


I wasn’t going to argue with him, but I wasn’t happy. Meanwhile Jim located his phone number, called, and made plans for us to meet Christian later. Still, we had a fun afternoon exploring and shopping. When evening came, I put on the black velvet skirt and top and the pashmina wrap—a soft salmon color—and I took my emerald pendant out of my handbag and put it on. Before we left for dinner at the hotel’s restaurant, Jim gazed at me silently for several seconds. “You look so beautiful,” he said. He took the pendant in his hand and said, “It looks great against the black velvet.” I could see his pleasure in his eyes, and also tenderness, warmth, and love.


I leaned toward him and kissed him.


At the restaurant I scanned the menu to see what I would order—the steak looked good, or maybe the sea bass. But when I tried to put the menu back on the table, it wouldn’t lie flat. I didn’t think much of it as I lifted up the menu again … and that’s when I saw the little white box at my place setting, centered between my knife and fork.


“Go on,” said Jim. “Open it. Just open it.”


I stared at him. “Isn’t there anything you want to ask me?”


Jim looked puzzled. “What do you mean?”


I didn’t know how to respond, so I opened the box. Inside was a dazzling diamond ring.


I stared at it speechlessly.


“Well,” said Jim with a big smile. “This is a pretty significant ring. Aren’t you going to say something? What do you think?”


“Yes!” I said, answering the question he hadn’t really asked. We leaned across the table to kiss each other. Call me romantic, call me old-fashioned, but I really wanted Jim to propose to me, to ask me to marry him. I didn’t expect him to get down on one knee, but I did want him to dot the i’s and cross the t’s. But still, I was very happy.


Jim grabbed my hand to look at the ring.


“Do you really like it?” he asked.


I did. I thought it was beautiful, just what I would have picked myself. I stretched out my left arm to admire the diamond glittering on my finger. It was a round center stone with a smaller baguette diamond on each side. “It’s perfect,” I told him.


Jim was exuberant when we met up with Christian and his girlfriend later in the evening. “We just got engaged,” he said. I was thrilled that he’d now put it into words. It was the next-best thing to a proposal. Meanwhile the two were delighted to be sharing this moment with us. Christian’s girlfriend said to Jim, “Wow, you’re getting married for the second time, and Christian hasn’t even been married once.”


“How do you feel?” Jim asked me on the way back to the hotel.


“Happy and excited,” I said.


“And?”


“Maybe a little nervous,” I admitted.


The next day, Sunday, Jim again made plans for us to spend time with Christian and his girlfriend. That evening we headed home by train to New Jersey.


Looking back, in light of everything that came to pass, our engagement had a flinch to it, the feel of a pulled punch. It felt like less than a wholehearted impulse on his part. Was it Lori as Jim’s messenger? Jim’s wish to bring Teddy along? The life-altering question I answered without his quite asking it? Jim’s need to bring his college buddy into our circle, not once but twice? All of them, perhaps.


If Jim and I had gone on to have a marriage in which we grew in comfort and intimacy, those moments of feeling something withheld probably wouldn’t have stayed with me. But I felt that something wasn’t right, even though almost everything I noticed was, on its own, too small to be significant. So I let those moments remain insignificant, not mentioning them at all when I came back to New Jersey, eager to tell my friends and family that Jim and I were now engaged. What was in the forefront was that I was a very happy woman. I was marrying a man I loved and admired, a man whose vision and values I shared.





2. JERSEY GIRL
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IN THE SUMMER OF 2002, Bruce Springsteen released a new album called The Rising, and Jim and I were invited to the early-morning launch on the beach at Asbury Park, picked because it was the Boss’s hometown. The event was covered by the Today show. Standing on the beach with Jim and me, Matt Lauer and Katie Couric interviewed us, and one of the questions they asked each of us was what our favorite Bruce song was.


Jim’s answer was immediate. “Born to Run,” he said, which didn’t surprise me or anyone else there. My answer was immediate too. “Jersey Girl,” written by Tom Waits, but also sung by Springsteen and released the summer I was fourteen. I’m very much a Jersey Girl—and proud of it. Yes, I know that New Jersey—like Peoria or Keokuk—has its mockers. I know all the jokes about “the bridge-and-tunnel crowd” and “Joisey” and, thanks to The Sopranos, my state being the center of Mafia life. But the bridge-and-tunnel crowd are my people, and, as I always tell my friends from east of the Hudson, no one needs a passport to visit.


If I have all the fervor of the convert, it’s because I’m not entirely a product of the Garden State. Not only wasn’t I born in New Jersey, I wasn’t even born in this country. My birthplace was Coimbra, an ancient city in Portugal famous for its Roman ruins and the country’s most elite university. Coimbra is known as the cradle of kings, and its inhabitants are said to have the most admired and prestigious accent. “Oh, excuse me,” friends will tease when I offer my unsolicited advice about their Portuguese pronunciation or word choice. “You were born in Coimbra.”


Actually, I was the only member of my immediate family to be born not only in Coimbra but in a hospital, a result of the fact that my mother went into premature labor with me, her first child, and had to be rushed to the nearest medical center. As far back as anybody can remember, my parents and their families had lived in Pocarica, fifteen miles to the east. With its electricity and indoor plumbing, Pocarica was a town determined to be modern. But it would have been considered undeveloped by American standards. Few residents had cars; almost no one, except the wealthiest, had a TV; and children, including my two brothers, were generally born at home, with a midwife at the bedside.


I was eight by the time we settled in the States. I guess that’s why my memories of Portugal are like snapshots: I recall a battery-operated toy—chickens pecking at rice—that I received for my fourth birthday; the cod my mother made on Christmas Eve, which I loved, and the octopus, which I didn’t; the presents we got on Epiphany, January 6, from Pai Natal; the brand-new refrigerator we bought to replace our icebox, one of the first in a working-class household in our town; my father and my grandfather playing their instruments in our town’s marching band; a dead snake that appeared to come back to life as it slithered off the end of the stick I was carrying, leaving me with an enduring fear of snakes; the parish priest coming to visit our house at Easter; my classroom in Portugal, and the time the teacher slapped my hand with a ruler because she said another girl had copied off my paper during a test.


Among my most vivid and pleasurable memories, though, is one of a day at the beach, the sand so hot you had to dance your way to the refreshingly cold water and waves. It was on the Portuguese shore, where we rented a house for the summer with my grandmother, and it was the start of my lifelong love of the ocean, because as Bruce Springsteen sings in “Jersey Girl,” “…down the shore everything’s all right.”


But those are memories born of a child’s keyhole view of the world, without the benefit of a larger understanding. The truth is, things were tough in Portugal during the sixties and seventies. Good jobs were scarce, and it was not unusual for a man to support his family by doing a stint as a guest worker, living abroad for most of the year, returning home annually for a visit. One of my uncles worked in France, and another (my mother’s brother) actually emigrated to the United States. My father considered working in Germany so that he could send home some much-needed money, but my mother put her foot down, and that was the end of that. He ended up working in a German-owned chemical company the next town over, while my mother contributed to the family’s income with her own business delivering fish to customers on her bicycle.


The strained economy, I later learned, occurred during the dictatorship of Antonio Salazar, who ruled Portugal for thirty-five years. He had a stroke in 1968 and was succeeded by Marcelo Caetano, who didn’t make things any better. I remember a secret political meeting at my parents’ house during my early childhood. I didn’t understand what was going on, but I somehow knew not to talk about it outside the family. A few years later, in 1974, there was a bloodless revolution, which resulted in greater freedoms for all of us. I don’t remember much of that, only that it was known as the Carnation Revolution because the people offered red carnations to the military while urging them—successfully, as it turns out—not to resist the revolutionaries.


My most indelible memory, however, is not of the revolution or even of long, pleasant days at the beach, but of a day that would change my family’s life forever. I was about six, and my mother was riding home on her bicycle from visiting someone in town, with my brother Paul, then two, in a seat on the back. Somehow he got his foot caught in the spokes, causing the bike to fall over. In the moment, the spill seemed unremarkable. My mother got herself and Paul back on the bike and headed for home. But that would be the last untroubled day my family would have for many years.


That night Paul was in pain, crying and unable to sleep. Within a few days, his left thigh had become grotesquely swollen and his veins blue and bulging. His leg looked like the leg of an old man. There was no improvement in the days that followed. Our family doctor didn’t know what was wrong, though he saw Paul and examined his leg several times over the next couple of weeks. It wasn’t a break. It wasn’t a sprain. Maybe a torn ligament? No one really knew. But Paul was in constant pain, and he limped as he walked. My mother was distraught because she felt so responsible. She believed that it was cancer and that he would die.


No parents can stand to see their child in pain; thus my mother and father began a journey to find out what was wrong, using all their resources to do so. They took Paul to specialists throughout Portugal, but none of them could diagnose what had gone wrong. Meanwhile, Paul’s continuing pain became unbearable, for him as well as for my parents. After nearly three years of doctors not being able to explain, much less correct, his problem, my parents decided to take drastic action. Believing American medicine to be the most sophisticated in the world, they decided to move us all across the ocean. Had that bike never toppled, my family might well be in Pocarica to this day, but circumstances had mobilized us, and we were more than ready to go. So in July 1975, when I was eight and a half, my family left Portugal for the United States, landing at Newark Airport and settling a few miles away, in the Iron-bound section of Newark, in my uncle’s multifamily house.


Compared to the rest of Newark, my new neighborhood seemed more a small town than a large city, but it was enormous compared to Pocarica. Though the Ironbound was, and is, famous for its Portuguese restaurants, and though slightly fewer than half of my classmates were Portuguese, the neighborhood was, in fact, ethnically diverse, with most of the rest of the residents being Italian and Irish. For a child it was a manageable neighborhood, largely residential, with even the commercial buildings rarely higher than two or three stories. Anyplace I needed to get to—my school, my church, the shops—was not more than a few blocks away. My school was on Wilson Avenue, right in the heart of the Iron-bound section. In the summer we went swimming at the bathhouse right next to the school. Our church, Our Lady of Fatima, named for the famous appearances of the Virgin Mary in Fatima, Portugal, was a short walk from my home as well, and that’s where my Girl Scout troop met. My father could walk to his job at Newark’s Penn Station, and my mother could walk to hers, at a grocery store and gift shop she owned. Later on, in eighth grade, when I was old enough for a part-time job, I would find one at a nearby gift shop on Ferry Street.


When I arrived in this country, I spoke no English at all, but after a summer with my cousin and friends and neighbors, I had begun to learn a little. Still, my first day of school in the fourth grade here was very frightening, especially after the formality, silence, and order of my school in Portugal. My new classmates seemed rude and unruly and out of control. I felt so out of place. I was more formally dressed—frillier and far more starched and ironed—than my American classmates. I sat quietly and kept to myself, especially in the beginning. I was most comfortable in the few ESL periods I had each week, which sped up my acquisition of English. Thankfully, in a neighborhood with a large Portuguese population, many kids also spoke Portuguese, and some of them translated for me. Within months I could pretty much follow what the teacher was saying. By fifth grade, I’d hit my stride, and by the sixth-grade open house my teacher told my mother (with me acting as interpreter) that I was one of her best students. I was still one of the quieter children and didn’t ask questions or raise my hand to answer any unless I was sure I was right, but I was also aware that the teacher called on me whenever she wanted the correct answer, even if I wasn’t raising my hand. However quietly, I was proud of myself.


As is the case in immigrant families everywhere, my brothers and I learned the language of our new country more readily than our parents did. In fact, my mother and father didn’t want us to speak English at home, so we spoke to them in Portuguese and with each other in English, which meant we could have conversations right in front of them that they couldn’t understand. On the other hand, later on, my mother wasn’t above seeming in the dark when we spoke English to each other, though eventually we suspected that she understood far more than she let on. I guess she figured she could find out more about us that way.


My parents wanted to be sure we would know about Portugal and were fluent in Portuguese, so three evenings a week they sent my brothers and me to private lessons in Portuguese grammar, history, and culture—which we all hated. It would have been more fun to go to Portuguese school with our friends (our teacher, Mrs. Idalina, was stern) but my mother thought the kids there fooled around too much. She wanted Portuguese school to be a no-nonsense endeavor. The purpose was to learn, not play.


Our church was only a few blocks from our home and was important to us. The big event was the annual three-day Feast of St. Anthony every June, and two dozen or so parishioners were on the fund-raising committee, raising money to cover the church’s contribution to the festival. That committee included my father, who played the trumpet in the church’s marching band, putting on his navy blue uniform with the gold trim that made him look so handsome. A “daddy’s girl” right from the beginning, I wanted to go where he went and do what he did, so I accompanied the band during their performances, much later on getting a navy blue uniform of my own. I also became a member of the fund-raising committee, probably one of the only members who wasn’t somebody’s father. My dad joined out of a sense of community, and though I initially joined because he did, I stayed on for about ten years because I just loved counting money!


By the second year, I had it down to a science. When we got home from fund-raising in our neighborhood—several blocks on a Saturday or Sunday afternoon—I raced ahead of my father into the kitchen and climbed onto one of the kitchen chairs. My father, amused at my eagerness, walked behind me, carrying the canvas bag in which we stowed the day’s collection.


“Give me the bag! Give me the bag!” I said, in Portuguese as always.


“How about ‘please’?” he responded with a smile, beginning to clear off whatever was on the table.


“Please can I have the bag?”


My father handed it over and watched as I turned the bag upside down and dumped the contents on the table.


A pile of bills—singles, fives, tens, and twenties—fluttered onto the table, like a pile of dry leaves. There were some coins, too, a few of which, given my hurry, rolled off the table and onto the kitchen floor. I loved counting the bills, but hated counting up the coins, because I hated making those stupid little towers, especially of dimes. I always forgot how many I already had in the pile.


“I’ll do the dollars and you do the dimes and quarters,” I said to my father.


“Well, first we have to pick all the coins up off the floor,” he reminded me.


“OK,” I said, leaping off the chair, picking up a few, and, in my eagerness to get to the bills, leaving the rest to him. He didn’t protest.


First I put all the bills face-forward and right side up. Then I counted. Then I counted again. Then I was ready to announce my total. “Three hundred and twenty-three dollars!” I said. “Are we going to beat what we did last week?” Last week’s take had been $340.


“I don’t know. I’m still counting,” said my father.


“Hurry!”


He just looked at me.


“OK, sorry!”


A minute or two later, he was ready with his announcement. “All right, I have twenty-three dollars in coins.”


Quickly, I did the math. “Three hundred and forty-six dollars!” It made my day—and thus a little fund-raiser was born.


AMID THE ENERGY REQUIRED to get our family settled in a new country, my parents continued their quest to find a medical diagnosis for Paul. They traveled to various specialists across the country and even back to a renowned doctor in Germany, determined to find out what was wrong, to no avail. Not long after we arrived in the United States, Paul’s condition deteriorated and his leg became susceptible to fracture. The spring I was ten, Paul broke his leg so badly he had to stay at St. James Hospital for three months with his leg in traction. The hospital was only a few short blocks away from our house on Ferguson, so I could visit him every day.


Six-year-old boys don’t generally conduct long conversations with their older sisters, and Paul was no exception, so much of the time I sat at the side of his hospital bed watching TV with him, now and then playing Monopoly or Candyland, or quietly doing jigsaw puzzles together. We were already close, and it just made us closer.


As anyone will tell you, a child with a chronic illness becomes the focus of the family. The impact on the other children in the family is profound, but the way it shows itself will vary from child to child, depending on each one’s temperament. I’m quiet by nature, though fierce when crossed, perhaps because I’ve always been so much smaller than everyone else, the first on line, from first grade to high-school graduation. Given my nature, I could have done a slow, resentful burn or become clingy because Paul required so much of my parents’ attention. But I didn’t. Instead, perhaps because I was the firstborn, I became someone who could pretty much fend for herself, someone who didn’t want, or need, a lot of hand-holding (handy traits if you’re contemplating partnership with a politician). Rather than feel resentful of Paul and the attention he was getting, I might have felt a little guilty—why was I OK when my little brother wasn’t?


It took another ten years or so before we finally learned what was wrong with Paul. He had an inoperable lymphatic tumor in his leg. He could have been born with it, and if not for the fall, who knows what would have happened? Maybe it would have stayed dormant, maybe not. But when Paul fell off the bike, the impact assaulted the tumor. It was like bashing a beehive with a baseball bat.


When Paul was eighteen, he went to a specialist in Delaware and had his leg amputated almost up to the top of his thigh. It was a difficult period for my family emotionally and practically. In my last year of college by then, I took a leave of absence to make myself available to Paul and to my family. There was rehab in Delaware and then physical therapy as he learned to walk on an artificial leg. Thankfully, Paul’s amputation put an end to his physical pain, and the prosthesis gave him back his mobility. But the cost of the leg was exhorbitant—almost as much as a new car—and even with medical insurance my family felt it. My parents had many quiet conversations at the kitchen table about this, sometimes including me.


What affects us as children stays with us, often playing a part in what we’re drawn to study or what kind of work we want to do, often with no one the wiser. Paul and I were both very outgoing, and our similarities would have made us close regardless of the circumstances. But his medical problems drew us even closer. I felt compelled to help, as I do to this day. Strange to think of it now, but that’s one of the first things that attracted me to Jim, his readiness to help people.


I worked in a bank while I was in college at Rutgers, and for a while I considered law school, but when, at twenty-four, I got my first real job at St. James Hospital, I knew I had found not just a job but a calling. I had many responsibilities, but the most rewarding by far was to make sure that people in the community knew what health-care services they were entitled to, and actually help them get those services. I might have remained committed to issues such as these, happy to go home every day at five o’clock—but there was more. My parents needed me to help them navigate their way through an interconnected tangle of bureaucracies—physicians, hospitals, medical insurance, pharmaceuticals, and equipment.


For most children family life is a private matter, and it’s a life lived at home. Public life is “out there” somewhere, distinct from private life. But some of our most important and powerful activities as a family took place in the public sphere of hospitals and doctors’ offices, as my parents tried to protect and provide for my brother, and I tried to protect and shepherd them all. Once the usual boundaries separating private life from public life had been, for me, removed—or at least redrawn—the political had become the personal (which isn’t quite the same thing as saying the personal had become the political, though it’s close). Given how I’d been wired and affected by the life I had lived, I became someone for whom a dry position paper on health policy didn’t seem dry. If it shed light on the care of a brother I loved, it was personal and it could move me, maybe not quite as much as a love letter could—but almost as much.


The public and private were mingled for me in yet another way, too. Just as my family lived much of our most compelling private life in public arenas, so the public world came into our home through television. Almost as soon as I came to this country, I fell in love with ABC’s World News Tonight. I watched it every single night, with the same zeal other people reserve for their favorite soap opera. Our family’s first anniversary in America coincided with the country’s bicentennial, and on the news that night, when we watched the tall ships sail up the Hudson River, we took their journey personally. That year there was a Fourth of July parade on Ferry Street, the only such neighborhood parade I can recall. By then I knew all about the Boston Tea Party, the history of the American Revolution, and the colonists’ struggle for freedom.


In Portugal, I had first felt this inchoate hunger for rights and freedoms, but I was so young that it was a hunger I hardly noticed and didn’t even think to name. But here, in my new country, that desire for freedom was named, and the historic moment—satisfied by revolution—was commemorated and celebrated. In recognizing this American passion, I simultaneously recognized something in myself. So a connection between me and my new country was somehow strengthening.


Gerald Ford was president when I came here, then Jimmy Carter. My brothers said I was a bookworm, and I was. I read biographies and history. I read everything I could find about the Kennedys and about Eleanor Roosevelt. Then there was the Iran hostage crisis, which led to the program Nightline, to which I became quickly addicted. But what I was really becoming addicted to—and now, at last, aware of being addicted to—was America and the idea of being an American in a way that’s perhaps impossible to understand for someone who is born here. I found it thrilling—that is truly the word—that Americans could effect change in their country and in the whole world just by virtue of whom they voted for.


In high school I joined the Civics Club and the History Club, and I took part in voter-registration drives, even though I wasn’t an American citizen myself because I wasn’t yet eighteen. So I bided my time until I turned eighteen, and then, as soon as I could, I filed the paperwork to become a citizen. I made sure my parents did too. One spring day in 1985, I received a notice informing me that my citizenship exam was scheduled for the following week at the federal building on Walnut Street in Newark. Even though I’d been helping people to become citizens for years and knew the answers to any of the hundred questions the examiner might ask, I studied the night before.


The following week, at the appointed time, I showed up, accompanied by my father, who was taking his test that day too. We sat in the waiting room until we were called, not speaking much. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my father wipe his palms on his trouser legs. After about an hour, the examiner, a tired-looking man in his fifties wearing a white short-sleeved shirt, called my name. When I stood up, he waved me into his office.


“You can sit right here,” he said, gesturing at a chair near his desk. Then he asked his first question. “What do the stars and stripes on the flag stand for?”


“The fifty states and the thirteen colonies,” I said promptly.


“What is the Bill of Rights?”


“The basic rights accorded to all citizens.”


“What is a progressive tax?”


I froze. “A what!?” I looked at him blankly. “That’s not one of the questions. I don’t remember seeing that—”


“Only kidding,” he said. “You passed. I don’t need to ask you any more questions.”


My father was called next, and he passed too. Within days we were summoned to the federal courthouse, where we were sworn in. Now that I was a citizen, I could never be thrown out of the country, and I could get an American passport, and I could vote. I could even run for some elective offices if I wanted to.


It was during this period that I became one of the founding members of the Portuguese American Congress (PAC). I saw that the Portuguese community in Newark got the short end of the stick—a prison in our backyard, an attempt to turn half of our park into a baseball field, an incinerator in our neighborhood—because as a group we didn’t vote in large numbers. I understood that the only way we Portuguese could make ourselves felt was through voting, so PAC had as its central mission getting the community registered to vote. Of course you had to be a citizen in order to vote, and so, where necessary, PAC helped people get their citizenship.


In 1984, like many Portuguese families who’ve been here for a while, we moved out of Newark—to nearby Elizabeth—where I would live with my parents until I married Jim in October 2000.


By this time I had graduated from East Side High School, where I’d done well, finishing in the top 20 in a class of 460. I had applied to several colleges, including New York University, and I was accepted into all of them, but I wanted to go where many of my friends were going, which was to the Newark campus of Rutgers University. Most of my other friends were going to the New Jersey Institute of Technology, nearby.


College was a smorgasbord, and I loved a lot of what I was sampling—architecture, even though I couldn’t draw; anything having to do with law; The Great Gatsby; psychology; Karl Marx, even though I thought he was a bit far out; Margaret Mead. In the end, I became a political science major with a psychology minor. I also pushed—unsuccessfully, but I pushed—to get a Portuguese Studies major going, so our faces would be represented in the required curriculum along with other ethnic faces. I was active enough that the biweekly Portuguese-American newspaper Luso Americano seemed to mention my name regularly. I primarily stayed involved in Newark, although I also became politically active in Elizabeth, where I now lived.


Somehow, by the time I was twenty-two, I came to the attention of Elizabeth’s mayor, Tom Dunn, who asked me if I were willing to be appointed to the Elizabeth Planning Board, whose mandate was to approve residential and commercial building projects, landscaping, and so on. I said yes. I was the only board member who wasn’t male or over seventy.


The day I walked into city hall to attend my first meeting, there was Ray Lesniak, later Jim’s mentor, standing at the door. I knew him by reputation. Everybody did. He was Elizabeth’s state senator, but he was also known as the go-to guy. Now he’s become a national power broker—a strong fund-raiser for people like Hillary Clinton and Al Gore, both of whom made pilgrimages to his house to attend his fund-raisers in their behalf and to pay their respects. He was a local lawyer who was then about forty, a man who ate, drank, and slept politics. No other life, so far as anyone knew. No wife, no children, and a succession of much-younger gorgeous blond companions. If you wanted to secure a state or government contract or run for office, he was the one whose blessing you’d have to get. Eventually, not only was he Jim’s mentor but arguably he was the most important member of his inner circle.
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