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A CHANGE OF PLANS


November 8, 2016—Washington, D.C.


Nancy Pelosi dressed that morning in the colors of the suffragettes, in a white pantsuit and purple top. By the end of the day, she was certain that Hillary Clinton would make history by winning the White House, nearly a century after women had won the right to vote.


As the polls were beginning to close, the House Democratic leader headed to the set of PBS NewsHour in suburban Virginia for an interview. When she arrived, she got distressing news, but it wasn’t about the election. Sharon Percy Rockefeller, the CEO of public TV station WETA, took her aside to let her know that Gwen Ifill, the program’s groundbreaking anchor, was on her deathbed. “She said, ‘It’s coming to the end for Gwen,’” Pelosi told me, her voice emotional at the memory even four years later. It was public knowledge that Ifill was battling cancer, but only a handful knew that she had gone into hospice care. She would pass away a week later. “It was a very tearful thing—so saddening, so personal for all of us. The night didn’t start out well.”


On the air, though, Pelosi projected nothing but positivity about what was going to happen when the polls closed. “We will, of course, retain the White House, with the election of Hillary Clinton,” she declared flatly. Her self-confidence had been honed by an aptitude for political warfare and a history of election nights. “It will be close, but we will regain the United States Senate. And we will pick up many seats in the House of Representatives.”


“Why are you so confident about the White House?” anchor Judy Woodruff asked.


“Because I’m confident in the American people,” Pelosi answered. Her certainty was being echoed by the entire Washington political class, an ecosystem that she had maneuvered through and thrived in for decades—and one that was about to get an epic comeuppance.


When Woodruff opened the interview by noting that Pelosi was the highest-ranking female politician in American history, she replied with a smile, “I’m counting the minutes to relinquish that title.” At the end, when the journalist repeated that distinction, Pelosi looked theatrically at her watch and replied, “For the moment! For the moment!”


To the astonishment of Pelosi and just about everyone else in American politics, of course, her moment wasn’t over. When the returns were counted, the new president would be real estate magnate and reality-TV star Donald Trump. Like it or not, Pelosi would keep her standing as the most powerful woman in American political history for a while longer, and one whose personal plans, known only to her confidantes, had just been upended. She had intended to step back from elective office once Hillary was in the White House. That idea was instantly shelved.


She was crushed that Hillary Clinton had lost. The two women had known each other since they met at the Democratic National Convention in 1984, when Pelosi was chair of the San Francisco host committee and Clinton was the wife of the up-and-coming governor of Arkansas. After Bill Clinton was elected president, they had occasionally clashed, notably over Hillary Clinton’s decision to address the United Nations Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995. “She was really against my going,” Clinton told me; Pelosi argued it sent the wrong signal at a time when Chinese American human rights activist Harry Wu had been arrested. But over the years they had worked in concert on Democratic politics and policy, and Pelosi had long been an advocate for more women in public office. They shared a certain kinship. Both women were trailblazers who had been attacked and caricatured by their critics.


In 2016, Nancy Pelosi was delighted by the prospect of turning over the most-powerful-woman mantle to a President Hillary Clinton.


At the time, few knew that Pelosi was making plans for the 2016 election to be her valedictory. (To be fair, some of those close to her questioned whether she actually would have followed through if Clinton had won.) After three decades as a congresswoman from California, nearly half of that time as the leader of the House Democrats, Pelosi said she was getting ready to take a breath, dote on her nine grandchildren, perhaps write her memoirs. At seventy-six years old, she was well past the retirement age for almost every workplace except Congress. Some friends thought she might cap her career with an appointment as the U.S. ambassador to Italy or the Vatican. With Hillary Clinton in the White House, Pelosi could be confident that the causes she had fought for would be protected, especially the Affordable Care Act that she had pushed through Congress against all odds.


“I have things to do,” she would muse. “Books to write; places to go; grandchildren, first and foremost, to love.”


After Nancy Pelosi left the PBS studio, she dropped by the headquarters of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee (or DCCC, dubbed “the D-Triple-C”) on Capitol Hill, then joined a poll-watching party for big donors at Maryland representative John Delaney’s town house nearby. She was on her cell phone, tracking key House races, when she began to get an inkling about what was happening.


She checked in with Pennsylvania congressman Bob Brady, a big-city pol in the mold of Pelosi’s father, who had been a three-term mayor of Baltimore. Brady had led the Philadelphia Democratic organization for decades; he knew how to read elections. “My dear friend and confidant,” she called him. In their first conversation that night, he was upbeat. Democrats always needed a big edge from the Philadelphia vote to carry the state, and he assured her they would deliver it. In their second conversation, he struck a note of caution. “We’re going to get our vote,” he told her, but “there’s a lot coming in for the rest of the state [that was] not so good.” He still thought the city vote could offset it, though.


“Then he called and said, ‘It’s not going to happen here,’” Pelosi recalled, a conversation that took her breath away. She told me she wasn’t ready to inform those around her that, in her judgment, the loss of the swing state of Pennsylvania meant the presidential election was over. But she did stop offering reassurances. “I didn’t deflect their concern by saying, ‘Don’t worry; it’s going to be okay,’ because it wasn’t going to be okay.”


The blunt-spoken, gravelly-voiced Brady recalled the conversation for me, too.


“I told her in the city of Philadelphia, we turned out maybe the most we ever did, a 470,000 majority,” he told me. “But she was kind of pissed off at a couple other people” in the state who hadn’t delivered, including in the area around Pittsburgh. “The ones in Allegheny County, they usually do 150, 130”—meaning a Democratic advantage of 150,000 or 130,000 votes, needed to offset Republican areas of the state. “They did like 80 or 90. She was pretty disturbed about that.”


Trump would carry Pennsylvania by less than a single percentage point, driven by turnout in small towns and rural areas and unexpected strength around industrial centers like Pittsburgh. His narrow victories in a trio of manufacturing states that Democrats had counted on—Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania—would give him a majority in the Electoral College, though he lost the national popular vote.


Even more than being disappointed that Hillary Clinton had lost, Nancy Pelosi was horrified over the candidate who had won. The shock and pain she felt that night when she realized Donald Trump would win the presidency “was physical; it was actually physical,” she told me. “Like a mule kicking you in the back over and over again.” Trump’s improbable victory changed his life and the country’s trajectory. It changed her life as well.


Republicans had won the White House and maintained majorities, albeit smaller ones, in the Senate and the House of Representatives. Their unified control of the executive and legislative branches could make it possible for them to deliver on their campaign promises to unravel the landmark health care legislation and to reverse the course President Barack Obama, with her crucial support, had set during the previous eight years on health care, climate change, nuclear proliferation, and more.


“I was like, ‘How could it be that person is going to be president of the United States?’” Pelosi told me. It wasn’t just that the glass ceiling for women in American politics had been left intact. “That was saddening, but the election of Donald Trump was stunningly scary, and it was justified to be scared. How could they elect such a person—who talked that way about women, who was so crude and… to me, creepy. And now he’s going to be president of the United States?”


She saw him as unfit for the White House. Now she would emerge as his most persistent Democratic foil on Capitol Hill and across the country. By midnight Tuesday, Nancy Pelosi knew that she wasn’t going anywhere. The election she thought would be the end of her career became instead the beginning of its most consequential chapter.
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Early Wednesday morning, when the six-year-old daughter of Nadeam Elshami, Pelosi’s chief of staff, woke up, she asked her father expectantly, “Did the girl win?”


“No,” he told her.


She burst into tears.


Elshami relayed his daughter’s reaction to Hillary Clinton’s defeat when Pelosi’s staff gathered later that morning. That was how a lot of them felt, he said. “Everybody can cry,” he said. “You can let it out now.” But get over it fast, he went on, because they needed to get back to work. “Look, this is where we are. We have a new president. We have a job to do. The leader has a job to do.”


Pelosi reached out to Hillary Clinton the day after the election. “It was a somber and sad conversation,” Clinton told me, “because it wasn’t what either of us expected.”


She also reached out to the president-elect. Pelosi called him at Trump Tower in New York; he was the one who picked up the phone at the other end. He was clearly surprised. How did she get the number? he asked. She thanked him for taking the call and offered her congratulations. She told him she looked forward to working with him, especially where they shared common ground, including the idea of a major federal investment in infrastructure projects.


“Nancy, me too,” he replied. “We’ll get some good things done.” The president-elect praised her as someone who could deliver, “better than anybody.” When Pelosi suggested that the president-elect schedule a session soon with the bipartisan Congressional Caucus for Women’s Issues, Trump replied, “Talk to my daughter about it,” then passed the phone to Ivanka Trump. Now it was Pelosi’s turn to be surprised. The House Democratic leader found herself listening to Trump’s thirty-five-year-old daughter, whose résumé mostly involved working on enterprises named Trump, relay her thoughts on childcare policy.


It was an early sign of how old norms were going to be disrupted.


“Don’t forget, I was a supporter of yours,” Trump said at the end of their conversation, a reference to a contribution she had once gotten from him for the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, before he was a Republican. “I think you’re terrific.”


Over time, his view of her would change, and radically. Pelosi would become the unyielding counterpart to Trump, consistently able to get under his skin. She had the power to stand up to him and the aplomb to stare him down, the singular figure who would decide whether and when he would be impeached. The photographs of her in action would become iconic: Striding out of the West Wing in a brick-red coat after she had rebutted the president in their first Oval Office meeting in the wake of the 2018 midterm elections, when Democrats won back the House. Delivering an exaggerated, sardonic clap at his State of the Union address two months later. Standing up at the table in the Cabinet Room that fall, jabbing her finger at him before she led a Democratic walkout from a meeting where he had derided her as “a third-rate politician.” Tearing up the text of the 2020 State of the Union he had just delivered as he stood with his back to her, basking in applause from the Republican side of the chamber.


Her choice of apparel in each of these encounters seemed to telegraph a message, a declaration of intent in red, white, and blue. She wore that memorable red coat talking to reporters in the White House driveway, a white pantsuit at the joint session of Congress, a blue suit in the Cabinet Room session. When she opened the House debate on the articles of impeachment in 2019, she wore a somber black sheath. On her shoulder was a gold brooch that depicted the mace of the House of Representatives, a symbol of authority.


The New Yorker’s annual Christmas poem by Ian Frazier, a compendium of couplets about the year’s famous, took note of her role.




And Ms. Pelosi, you are great,


The keelson of our ship of state.





Even after former vice president Joe Biden became the party’s presumptive presidential nominee in 2020, Nancy Pelosi would continue to be the most prevalent face of the Democratic Party during a perilous time. While the COVID-19 pandemic forced Biden to conduct a virtual campaign for months from his home in Delaware, Pelosi was on Capitol Hill week after week negotiating trillions of dollars in relief aid and stimulus spending. She became a ubiquitous presence on cable TV, arguing the Democrats’ case, negotiating with Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin, doing her best to ignore or dismiss the president’s tweets. Holding the Democratic Party together.
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Nancy Pelosi is a tough interview. She is disciplined and precise. She is unapologetic about repeating the same talking points. More than once, she recites favored historic quotes, from Thomas Paine (on the times finding us) to Abraham Lincoln (on the power of public sentiment), from John Kennedy (on world leadership) to Ronald Reagan (on the strength of an immigrant nation). She isn’t inclined to indulge in speculation, to discuss the what-ifs. She is rarely willing to dish, although she became more open with me the more often I saw her and the more research I completed. Over time, she became more willing to discuss her thoughts about this triumph or that setback.


In our third interview for this book, I ventured gingerly to ask if she would give me permission to see her high school and college transcripts. I already had interviewed classmates at the Institute of Notre Dame in Baltimore and at Trinity Washington University, and I had spent time on both campuses. At her alma maters, officials expressed pride in their most famous alumna, and they assured me that she had been a perfect student in every way. But because of federal rules and their own policies, they wouldn’t let me see her records without her approval. I didn’t expect to uncover some explosive revelation—a fourth-grade essay on her secret strategy to become the first female Speaker of the House, say—but I thought her choice of activities or a teacher’s notation might be interesting, even illuminating.


When I made the same request of former First Lady Barbara Bush while I had been working on a biography of her, she sent a bemused note to the authorities at the College of Charleston, which had charge of the archives from her former boarding school. “Although I fear she will be unimpressed,” she wrote, “I am giving my permission for Susan Page to have access to my academic records at Ashley Hall.”


That was not Pelosi’s reaction. She looked appalled, as though I had asked to rifle through her closet. She did give me the courtesy of an explanation for turning me down flat.


“I’m a very private person,” she told me. That is not the typical attitude of elected officials; some of them pursue political careers precisely because they revel in the spotlight. “That’s the thing, when people talk about me in public, I’m like—if I go someplace and I don’t have to speak, I’m in my glory. I’m not looking for an audience. I’m as private a person as there is, and a shy one. I’ve had to be in this role—but I don’t intend to go into personal, personal aspects.” In case I had somehow missed the point, she added firmly: “No.”


That said, as I researched and wrote this biography, she did occasionally go into “personal, personal aspects,” although not always intentionally. I am grateful that she agreed to a series of interviews for the book. In the Speaker’s office, she would sit so I had the majestic view of the National Mall, and of her four TVs, screens on but sound off. (I wasn’t sure she would invite me back after the first interview, when I took a bite into the Dove ice cream bar she had offered and sent tiny shards of the dark chocolate shell flying onto her pristine cream-colored carpet.) The second interview, sans treats, was on the summer afternoon in July 2019 when her dispute with the Squad had exploded; her anger at the four new progressive congresswomen was palpable. The fourth interview fell on the autumn day in November that Trump’s impeachment hearings began in the House. Then, she was almost preternaturally calm. I interviewed her the following spring during the coronavirus pandemic that had all but closed the Capitol, on the day after the House passed a historic $484 billion relief package, and again in the summer. By then, in July 2020, the Capitol had been shut down because of COVID-19; besides a handful of aides and Capitol police officers, she and I seemed to be just about the only people in the building. My footsteps echoed through the empty hallways.


Occasionally, I would bring artifacts that my research had uncovered, some of them new to her. There were the precise drawings her mother had submitted to the U.S. Patent Office for a device she had invented in the 1940s to give steam facials. A formal portrait of her father as a young man with his parents, uncovered in a dusty cardboard box of mayoral memorabilia stored at the University of Baltimore. A tiny “D’Alesandro for Mayor” campaign button, found by one of my sons on eBay. Handwritten memos dictated by Pennsylvania congressman John Murtha, the crusty Marine veteran who had run her first campaign for the leadership. Discovered in a file in his archives at the University of Pittsburgh, the notes were preparation for a memoir he never got around to writing before he died.


Pelosi, openly moved when she read those notes, asked to keep a copy.


“Some of the old guys were very hesitant to have a woman as Speaker,” Murtha had said, dictating to an aide who wrote in red ink across a white legal pad. Elected eighteen times to represent Pennsylvania’s 12th Congressional District, Murtha had been a crucial voice in reassuring “the old guys” about her. He listed lessons he had learned from her, about playing the long game and sharing the credit. “Good a political mind as I have ever seen,” he said.
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While she is a devout Catholic, Nancy Pelosi is not generally given to the mystical. Still, she relayed one hard-to-explain moment at her first meeting with a president at the White House as a member of the congressional leadership. She had just won election as Democratic whip in 2001, making her the highest-ranking woman in the 213-year history of Congress.


She suddenly realized that never before in the nation’s history had a woman attended one of these sessions. As President George W. Bush began to speak, “I suddenly felt crowded in my chair,” Pelosi recalled. “It was truly an astonishing experience, as if Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott, Alice Paul, and all the other suffragettes and activists who had worked hard to advance women in government and in life were right there with me. I was enthralled by their presence, and then I could clearly hear them say: ‘At last we have a seat at the table.’ After a moment, they were gone.”


She insisted that the moment seemed concrete to her, not metaphorical. It was as physical as the kick of a mule she felt on Election Night 2016.


A year later, when Representative Dick Gephardt of Missouri resigned as Democratic leader after disappointing midterm elections, Pelosi broke a new barrier, becoming the first woman to lead a party in either house of Congress. In 2007, she made the biggest break in what she called the “marble ceiling,” a reference to Congress’s stately chambers. Democrats had won the House majority and she was elected Speaker, second to the vice president in the line of succession to the presidency. No woman in American history had ever held such a high office.


One of those applauding her rise was Madeleine Albright, the woman who had previously held that distinction. As secretary of state in the Clinton administration, she had been fourth in line. “When I was named secretary of state, I was always introduced as the highest-ranking woman in the American government, in American history at that time,” Albright told me. “And I was very glad to give that title up to her.”


By then, the relationship between Bush and Pelosi was strained. Pelosi had admired and liked his parents; she kept a photograph of herself with the elder George Bush and Barbara Bush and their families on the mantel in her office. She and George W. Bush shared a certain political heritage; both were members of big political families. But they battled over the war he had launched and she had opposed from the start. She was increasingly frustrated over his refusal to change course in Iraq. Indeed, it was growing public disapproval of the war that had helped Democrats win back the House and install her as Speaker.


Even so, when he arrived in the House chamber to deliver the State of the Union address, on January 23, 2007, Bush struck a gracious note. She introduced him with the traditional words of welcome for the annual speech. “Members of Congress, I have the high privilege and distinct honor of presenting to you the president of the United States,” Pelosi said.


When the applause subsided, President Bush replied, “And tonight, I have a high privilege and distinct honor of my own—as the first president to begin the State of the Union message with these words: Madam Speaker.” The chamber erupted in a new wave of applause; Pelosi rose to acknowledge it and broke into a wide smile.


Bush mentioned Pelosi’s father, elected five times to Congress and present for State of the Union addresses himself in the 1930s and 1940s. In 1987, at age eighty-three and ailing, he summoned the strength to return to the House floor one last time to watch his daughter’s first swearing-in. From his wheelchair, he didn’t miss the opportunity to lobby House Speaker Jim Wright to give her a prized spot on the Appropriations Committee, a panel on which he had served. He would die two months later. “In his day, the late Congressman Thomas D’Alesandro Jr., from Baltimore, Maryland, saw Presidents Roosevelt and Truman at this rostrum,” Bush said. “But nothing could compare with the sight of his only daughter, Nancy, presiding tonight as Speaker of the House of Representatives.”


Her gender was groundbreaking. Her legislative achievements would be as well. In 2008, during a financial meltdown that threatened to ignite another Great Depression, Pelosi pushed through an unpopular Wall Street bailout—rescuing Bush, a Republican president, and the nation’s economy—even though the GOP didn’t deliver the votes promised from its side of the aisle. Two years later, with Democrat Barack Obama in the White House, she muscled through the Affordable Care Act after almost everyone else doubted it could be done.


Yet Nancy Pelosi was regularly demonized and routinely underestimated.


Sexism was part of it, the sort of reflexive brush-off faced by many women breaking into more powerful roles in business and the military, in arts and academia. There had never been another politician at her level who wore Armani suits and four-inch Manolos. In a slight she never forgot, Time magazine didn’t put her on its cover through her entire first tenure as Speaker, despite the history she had made. Two weeks after the 2010 midterms gave back the House majority to Republicans, the magazine’s cover featured a flattering photo of John Boehner and the headline “Mr. Speaker.”


Some of it also reflected her own particular combination of strengths and weaknesses. She was a master of the inside game of politics. “One of the very best inside political players that I’ve ever seen,” Hillary Clinton told me. But even after decades in office, Nancy Pelosi wasn’t particularly skilled at the outside game. She was never a compelling orator. “A rhetorical clunkiness—heavy on the alliteration—that makes her sound now and then like a compendium of bumper stickers,” a friendly commentator observed. In a television age, she wasn’t as comfortable as former Speaker Newt Gingrich in the back-and-forth combat of the Sunday morning shows. She didn’t project the reassuring, old-shoe mien of former Speaker Tip O’Neill.


Nancy Pelosi typically came across as determined, focused, even fierce—all qualities that helped her rise in a man’s world. Only occasionally would she display flashes of the warmth and humor that her friends described. She was so disciplined that she could seem robotic. She had to work to slow down her breathless staccato. She would sometimes stumble over words, prompting detractors to falsely accuse her of being drunk, although in fact she rarely had a drink beyond a sip of champagne on celebratory occasions. (That included the time Janet Yellen rather than Larry Summers was named to chair the Federal Reserve.) Republicans caricatured her as a loony left-winger, a “San Francisco liberal.”


Her reputation became sufficiently toxic among conservative voters that GOP groups used the prospect of having her in power as a reason to defeat Democratic candidates generally. During her leadership race in 2016, the National Republican Congressional Committee hung a sarcastic “Hire Pelosi” banner across the front of GOP headquarters, within sight of the Capitol grounds. The House Republicans’ campaign arm expressed delight when she prevailed. “Congrats Nancy!” a new banner declared.


Unknown to most, she had been seriously contemplating retirement that year when the unexpected election of Trump changed her mind. Now, whatever her shortcomings, she seemed to be precisely the right person at the right time. Tim Ryan, the Ohio congressman who challenged her for the Democratic leadership in 2016, acknowledged that to me in 2020. “Her political instincts—nobody I ever worked with had any better instincts,” he told me. She eventually would command the solid backing of Democrats. Even those who had questioned her leadership in the past came to view her as indispensable in the era of Trump.


President Trump rattled her publicly only once—during a State of the Union address that included the presentation of the Presidential Medal of Freedom to Rush Limbaugh—but Pelosi regularly rattled him. When he stomped out of a White House meeting after a confrontation over funding a wall along the Mexican border, she was dismissive. “It’s a temper tantrum by the president,” she said.


Here’s how she described her job: “Every day I’m like, ‘Don a suit of armor, put on your brass knuckles, eat nails for breakfast, and go out there and stop them from taking children out of the arms of their parents, food out of the mouths of babies.” She didn’t see all that as particularly remarkable. “I mean, it’s just the way it is.”


Her attitude of politics-as-war fueled the capital’s hyperpartisanship. The Republican Speaker who succeeded her, John Boehner, told me that she didn’t moderate her rhetoric even when he tried to do so. President George W. Bush privately complained to aides that she was unwilling to respond to his outstretched hand. Even Democrat Barack Obama told a senior White House aide that he felt at times as though she was hectoring him. Pelosi only had one gear—full steam ahead—even when the occasion might have welcomed a lighter touch.


That said, it was a trait her allies came to appreciate.


“The one thing that I understood about Nancy fairly quickly was the fact that she was as tough or tougher than anybody in the world,” Obama told me, declaring himself “a booster” of Pelosi. “There are times that I think we underestimate just that kind of being able to grind and grit it out, and she has that kind of capacity.” He called her “as effective as any legislative leader I’ve seen in managing a diverse and often contentious group of folks with a lot of different points of view.”


Boehner told me she was “one of the top leaders that I’ve worked with over my career, no question.” But he added that her unyielding liberal ideology opened the door for the GOP to win back control and make him her successor as Speaker in 2011.


The long and unexpected course of Pelosi’s life prepared her to face down a disruptive president during a critical time. The youngest child and only daughter in a family with five brothers, she had figured out from an early age how to assert herself in a male-dominated world. “With all those older brothers, I did have to find ways to hold my own,” she said. She grew up comfortable with competition and appreciative of sports; she would later be an avid fan and season-ticket holder for the San Francisco Giants and the San Francisco 49ers. She had been trained in politics by her larger-than-life father, the mayor known to all in Baltimore as Tommy the Elder. She had learned about the art of granting favors and organizing the grass roots from her ambitious, restless mother, known as Big Nancy. She had risen in the Democratic Party as a formidable fund-raiser from the opposite coast, where the Democratic base was shifting. She understood how Congress worked after spending decades there, taking the lead on issues ranging from HIV/AIDS to human rights in China. She had confronted a string of presidents on a variety of issues.


From her first meeting in the White House with Trump, just three days after his inauguration, she would be the figure in the room willing and able to push back at his provocative declarations, the ones she saw as at odds with reality and, eventually, as dangerous to democracy. It was her ability to stand up to President Donald Trump that finally meant Nancy D’Alesandro Pelosi would be underestimated no more.
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TOMMY THE ELDER AND BIG NANCY


1916—St. Leo’s School, Baltimore


Thomas Ludwig John D’Alesandro Jr., who in time would become the father of Nancy D’Alesandro Pelosi, was thirteen years old when Sister Pauline informed him that St. Leo’s School would not be the place for him to complete his education.


It had begun, as some catastrophes do, with what seemed like good news.


Weeks before his eighth-grade graduation ceremony was planned at Little Italy’s parochial school, Tommy D’Alesandro won a spelling bee and was awarded a medal of the Blessed Virgin, which the nun pinned to his shirt. “At recess time one of the boys in my class gave me the razzberry as a sissy for wearing the medal,” Tommy would recall toward the end of his long and eventful life. What’s a boy to do? “I picked up a rock and threw it at him, cutting his head.”


That started a downward spiral. Sister Pauline, both the teacher of his class of five students and the head of the school, told him she wanted to see his father the next morning. Wary of a whipping, Tommy was reluctant to tell his dad about the day’s developments. When he returned to school the next morning, no parent in sight, he told her that his father couldn’t be there because he was suffering from pleurisy, a painful inflammation of the chest and an ailment so particular that surely no child would have made it up. A day later, Sister Pauline saw Tommy’s mother at morning Mass—Mrs. D’Alesandro attended every day—and told her that she was praying for her husband in his (imaginary) battle with pleurisy.


With that, the jig was up, the lie revealed. It was not the first mischief by Tommy, and it was the last straw for Sister Pauline. He was expelled. For good measure, so were the three other boys in his class. The sole eighth grader who managed to graduate from St. Leo’s that spring was the only girl in the class, Catherine Clark. (In that small-world way of things, she would become the matriarch of one of Baltimore’s most prominent political families.)


To be clear, Tommy D’Alesandro wasn’t exactly devastated by the abrupt end of his formal education. He was smart but not serious about his studies, ambitious but not persuaded that the classroom was going to provide the essential skills for the adventurous if ill-defined life he saw ahead for himself. Barely a teenager, he already was remarkably self-confident, a master storyteller in the making who could charm just about anyone—a notable exception being Sister Pauline, who warned him that he would never amount to much in life. While he was no longer welcome at St. Leo’s School, he could have enrolled in the local public school, of course, although the families in his neighborhood favored St. Leo’s. In Baltimore, St. Leo the Great Roman Catholic Church was the place where the babies of Little Italy were baptized, the children educated, the couples married, the dead mourned.


Tommy’s sprawling family sat squarely in the middle of it all.


He was born at the start of an optimistic new American century, on August 1, 1903, the son of Tommaso D’Alesandro Sr. and Marie Antoinette Foppiano. He was one of thirteen children. His mother could not have been happy about the news of her son’s expulsion from her alma mater, though the demands of rearing her brood and keeping boarders in the basement—among them the occasional organ grinder and his monkey—meant that she had no shortage of other things to worry about as well.


Years later, after he had been elected mayor of Baltimore, Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. kept in an office drawer a formal photograph of himself as a young man, standing behind his parents; they are seated on small chairs set up on a sidewalk. Father and son are wearing three-piece suits, starched white shirts, four-in-hand ties. White handkerchiefs peek from the pockets of their jackets. A watch chain loops across the front of the elder man’s vest; his shoes are polished to a shine. Tommy’s mother, a sturdy woman in a simple dark dress, has pulled up her hair into a frazzled bun, her lined face betraying just a hint of bemusement.


Their errant son would go far, although he never went far. He grew up in a crowded row house at 235 Albemarle Street; he would die eighty-four years later while living in another small row house down the block, at 245 Albemarle Street. He never moved out of the neighborhood, not even after he had the money and stature to choose fancier precincts. “I’m a paisano,” he would explain—a peasant, a countryman. “These are my people. This is where I belong.” He would be elected to Congress and to City Hall. He would drink bourbon with Harry Truman and call Franklin D. Roosevelt “boss.” He would live to see one son inaugurated as mayor and his only daughter launch an unexpected career that would make her the most powerful woman in American history.


All that was down the road, though. At the moment, Tommy needed a toehold. He had been earning pocket change by selling newspapers on the street and peddling chewing gum to the prostitutes who leaned out the windows of the brothels along Caroline Street. He was paid seven or eight cents a week—“enough to go to the movies and buy an apple on the stick”—for serving as a Shabbos goy, performing small household tasks for Orthodox Jews during the Sabbath. He got a job at the Union Box Factory for $6.60 a week, building ammunition boxes for French and British troops fighting in World War I. He worked briefly, and unhappily, at the McCormick & Company spice plant, then an institution in downtown Baltimore, assigned to the powdered mustard department.


Finally, he landed a job as an office boy for the Harry T. Poor Insurance Agency, even though he was on the lam from the city’s truant officers and working in violation of the state’s child labor laws. When he turned fourteen years old, he demanded a raise. His boss offered him $5 a week. “No, I got to have $7,” Tommy said. Why? “A dollar a day for working and a dollar for Sunday,” he replied. Fine, his boss agreed, giving him an early lesson in the rewards of asserting himself, of chutzpah.


Finally, Tommy had found an education he saw as valuable. Sent out to collect fees from insurance clients, he learned to speak Italian dialects other than his father’s Abruzzese. He ventured beyond Little Italy’s boundaries into other ethnic enclaves, making friends and connections with the Irish and the Poles and the Jews. He spoke a little Yiddish and picked up a bit of Chinese. When he turned twenty-one, Tommy was old enough to get a license to sell insurance policies for the firm, by then called Poor and Alexander. The insurance business proved to be an apt and lucrative fit for his powers of persuasion, and a lifetime vocation. For a time, he attended Calvert Business College at night, though he never received a degree. That seemed an unnecessary formality.


He had settled on a new course: politics.


Even Sister Pauline eventually came around. “Many years later, when I was a congressman, the good sisters of St. Leo’s set up a ceremony in the school yard,” Tommy D’Alesandro recalled, “and presented me with my diploma, at last.”
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Eight years old and perched on his mother’s shoulders, Tommy D’Alesandro was introduced to the drama of politics courtesy of William Jennings Bryan and Woodrow Wilson.


Baltimore was hosting the 1912 Democratic National Convention, gaveled to order in the Fifth Regiment Armory, an imposing brick fortress in midtown. A small temporary stage and rows of folding chairs had been set up in the cavernous main hall and draped with red-white-and-blue bunting. “The way I’ve heard the story is that when he was a little boy, his mother took him to the convention that was held in Baltimore,” Nancy Pelosi said of her father years later. “She carried him on her shoulders, and he felt the spark and then it just continued.”


There were plenty of sparks in the armory; choosing the nominee would require the most ballots cast at any convention since the Civil War. As it happened, the Speaker of the House, Champ Clark of Missouri, was the early front-runner. On the ninth ballot, he seemed poised to prevail when Tammany Hall threw its support behind him. But William Jennings Bryan, the Nebraska populist, roared in objection. His voice carried: Democrats had nominated Bryan for president three times in the past, though he had lost the general election each time. He had stayed neutral in the 1912 nomination battle until then.


Denouncing New York’s political machine as corrupt and Clark as the candidate of Wall Street, Bryan endorsed New Jersey governor Woodrow Wilson, a former president of Princeton University who had been elected to office just two years earlier. Bryan revived Wilson’s presidential prospects, by then so faded that he was preparing a concession statement. Not until the forty-sixth ballot was the nomination settled, and in Wilson’s favor. That fall, he would become the first Democratic president to win the White House in two decades. He was helped by the divisions in the GOP between incumbent William Howard Taft and Teddy Roosevelt, a former Republican president running as the Progressive Party nominee.


Soon after he was old enough to vote, at twenty-one, Tommy D’Alesandro was ready to run for office himself. He was a popular young man, active in church carnivals and neighborhood dramatic productions, a natty dresser and a ballroom dancer so dexterous that he entered regional competitions. He groomed a pencil mustache that would become his signature. He already had been ringing doorbells and passing out flyers for local candidates. He wanted to run for the Maryland House of Delegates, so he sought the blessing of the Third Ward Democratic Club, which included Little Italy. The local bosses could be found playing pinochle and smoking cigars in the grand Rennert Hotel, famed for its oysters and the watering hole for journalist H. L. Mencken, among others.


They told the cocky young man to come back when he had a petition of support signed by five hundred local voters.


That was no problem. He had been working the neighborhood since Sister Pauline expelled him from the eighth grade. He returned with a petition signed by five hundred people and a few extra. A half century later, long retired from politics, he could still recite the petition, word by word, from memory: “We the undersigned registered Democratic voters of the Third Ward of the First Legislative District recommend for your favorable consideration the candidacy of Thomas D’Alesandro, Jr. for the House of Delegates. He was born and raised in the District, knows the people and their needs and would be a credit to both City and State if elected.”


Not everyone was charmed. Vincent Palmisano, a Democratic leader in the Third Ward, took an immediate dislike to D’Alesandro, starting a feud that would end years later with Palmisano’s political demise.


“He always saw my father as an irritant,” one of Tommy D’Alesandro’s sons said. “Didn’t like his style.” Palmisano, a generation older than Tommy, offered to make him “president” of the Third Ward Democratic Club, a move to sideline him. Then he tried to block D’Alesandro from making a speech to the club seeking support. Joining the club required paying three dollars in dues, not a negligible amount for Tommy. He scraped it together with the help of friends, then argued that his membership gave him the right to speak. He delivered remarks he had been practicing in private.


On the night of the primary, D’Alesandro didn’t have a radio to listen to the results, but Palmisano, who happened to live around the corner, did. D’Alesandro and some friends sat on the stoop outside his house, eavesdropping on the news and sometimes breaking into cheers. “The first thing you know, the radio was thrown out in the middle of the street,” D’Alesandro said. With his friends, he headed uptown, to the office of the Baltimore Sun; the newspaper posted vote totals on the side of its building on Election Night. He and Palmisano crossed paths, and the two engaged in some trash talk. “Everyone won but you,” mocked Palmisano, who was running for the Democratic nomination for Congress. D’Alesandro asked, “Did you win?” Yes, he said. D’Alesandro replied, “If you won, I ran away with it because everybody was clobbering you.”


It was 2 a.m. when the Sun reported the results from the First District for the Maryland House of Delegates: Thomas D’Alesandro Jr. came in fourth in a field of a dozen Democrats who were vying for six legislative seats from the district. In the overwhelmingly Democratic neighborhood, winning the party’s nomination was tantamount to election.


In the general election in November, Tommy D’Alesandro would brag that he got more votes in his district than anyone else on the ballot, including Palmisano. It was the first of twenty-two consecutive elections that Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. would win, and for increasingly powerful posts.


On January 5, 1927, he took the train to Annapolis to report for his first legislative session. He dressed as a statesman, sporting an Oxford gray suit, polka-dot tie, and leather slippers, with a derby perched on his head. He was hailed as the youngest member of the state legislature. “I walked upstairs and I looked for Henry Clay, George Washington, and Abraham Lincoln,” he recalled. “All I saw was a bunch of drunks.”


He wouldn’t stay in the state legislature for long. He had bigger plans.
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Though Tommy D’Alesandro and Nancy Lombardi grew up on the same street, just a block apart, they didn’t really know each other. He was six years older than she was, a big gap when children are small. When he was expelled from St. Leo’s to make his way in the world, she was only seven.


But by the time she graduated from high school, from the Institute of Notre Dame, he was considered a catch.


As a newly elected member of the Maryland House of Delegates in 1927, he was invited to an annual reception for state legislators hosted by Governor Albert C. Ritchie. When the Baltimore Evening Sun noted that he didn’t have a wife to take with him, D’Alesandro was besieged by letters from women across the state who were “perfectly willing to terminate his bachelor days.” The newspaper story described him as a “dark-eyed young man” who was “regarded as attractive.”


Nancy Lombardi had grown up by the time he noticed her, “a beautiful nineteen-year-old woman leaving St. Leo’s church one Sunday morning,” Nancy Pelosi said, retelling one of her family’s favorite stories. “He followed her down the street and, when she stopped at a corner, went up to her and asked for a date.” Unlike the women who had propositioned him by mail a year earlier, she did not swoon. “My mother’s response was to tell the dapper legislator that she didn’t know who he was and that she would not go out on a date unless her grandmother approved. Hence Daddy’s courtship of Mommy’s grandmother.”


In short order, an engagement followed. “T.L.J. D’Alesandro to Wed Schoolmate,” read the local newspaper headline. “Miss Annunciata Lombardi to Become Bride of Assemblyman September 30.”


Their wedding—at St. Leo’s, of course—was “a traffic-stopping event,” Pelosi said. After all, Tommy was a gregarious pol on the rise who seemed to know everyone, in Baltimore and Annapolis. Every member of the Baltimore police and fire departments was invited. So were Governor Ritchie and the entire Maryland House of Delegates. On the morning of the big day, Tommy dispatched the St. Gabriel’s Society Band, eighteen musicians strong, to serenade his bride as she got ready at home. (She demanded that he send them away.) After the ceremony, thousands of guests celebrated in the streets. By the time the groom cut the cake in the reception at Lehmann Hall, it was approaching midnight.


For their honeymoon, the newlyweds boarded a train to go to Montreal, but D’Alesandro had such serious stomach pains that he debarked at Grand Central Station. A doctor in New York diagnosed appendicitis and recommended an immediate operation. “After a conference with his bride,” the Baltimore Evening Sun reported, the couple instead returned home, where his own doctor diagnosed indigestion.


They moved into a newly built house at 245 Albemarle Street. They would live there for the rest of their lives.


He was twenty-five years old and on his way to winning a second term in the Maryland legislature. After his son and namesake arrived the next year, just about everybody would call the father Tommy the Elder. His wife was nineteen years old and formidable in her own right. After her daughter and namesake was born a dozen years later, just about everybody would call the mother Big Nancy, a nickname that fit her personality and, over time, her power. Her daughter would be known as Little Nancy.


Annunziata Lombardi had been born in Fornelli, Italy, in 1909, the second of five children. Her parents chose her name because she was born on March 30, five days after the Feast of the Annunciation. Her family immigrated to Baltimore when she was an infant, moved back to Italy for a few years, then returned to Baltimore for good. The family had more money and higher social status than the D’Alesandros. “Her grandmother had the first box at the Baltimore Civic Opera, and when she was a little girl, she gave Toscanini a bouquet when he came to Baltimore,” Nancy Pelosi told me years later. The famed Italian conductor was a figure of veneration. “Then, when my father was mayor, Toscanini came back to Baltimore, like, twenty-some years later, and she gave Toscanini a bouquet of flowers—so as a little girl and as first lady.”


Nancy Lombardi was a striking beauty, always perfectly groomed and elegantly dressed. In her wedding portrait, taken at Markiewicz Photos of Distinction on South Broadway in Baltimore, she displays the steady gaze and straight-backed posture demanded by the nuns who had educated her. Her dark curls are covered by a lace cap; a cluster of pearls on each side of her face holds back an enormous train of voile that cascades down her back and winds into a puddle in front of her feet. Her white dress has a modest V-shaped neckline, trimmed in lace, but the asymmetrical hem of the skirt is short enough in front to show a little leg. She is wearing white satin heels with bows tied at the ankles, and she holds an oversized bouquet of white roses and baby’s breath, white ribbons trailing from their stems.


Unlike her husband, Big Nancy had a high school diploma, and not from St. Leo’s but from the more exclusive Institute of Notre Dame across town, where she eventually would insist on sending her daughter. Again and again, she would challenge the conventions of the day when it came to her gender. At the time, women in this neighborhood generally were given the choice of being a homemaker or a nun, or perhaps a nurse or a teacher. Instead, she went to work as a clerk for a local auctioneering firm, A. J. Billig & Co. She proved to be so talented as an auctioneer that her employer suggested she go to New York to earn official certification.


She didn’t go to New York to become a certified auctioneer, though, and she never realized her lifelong dream of becoming a lawyer. Two years after she graduated from high school, she married D’Alesandro, then ten months later gave birth to Thomas Ludwig John D’Alesandro III. He was born on July 24, 1929, three months before the stock market crashed and the Great Depression began. The next year, in 1930, Nicholas arrived. Then, in 1933, they were joined by Franklin Delano Roosevelt D’Alesandro, named in honor of the president who had been inaugurated for the first time just three days before the baby’s birth. The president sent his namesake a handkerchief with “Franklin Roosevelt” stitched on it, a keepsake the D’Alesandros framed.


Over eleven years, the D’Alesandros would have seven children, the first six of them boys—Tommy the Younger and Nicholas and Roosie, then another Nicholas and Hector and Joseph—and finally, a girl.


Nancy Patricia D’Alesandro was born on March 26, 1940, a day after her mother’s thirty-first birthday.


Big Nancy was organized and disciplined, the enforcer for her family and, at times, for her husband’s political life. She was self-confident and comfortable with power, traits she would pass on to her daughter. She was a risk-taker. Indeed, she played the ponies, a regular presence at Pimlico Race Course, host of the Preakness Stakes, part of horse racing’s Triple Crown. The gambling debts she later ran up with bookies who operated from Sabatino’s and other restaurants in Little Italy would become the source of neighborhood gossip.


Tragedy struck the young family’s life. When their second son, Nicholas, was three years old, in 1934, he fell ill with lobar pneumonia. Two days later, he died. Penicillin had been discovered a decade earlier, but the groundbreaking antibiotic wouldn’t be readily available until the 1940s. Tommy D’Alesandro, who had briefly taken a patronage job with the Internal Revenue Service in New York, hurried back to Baltimore to see his son before he passed away.


Four days later, the priests at St. Leo’s celebrated a Mass of Angels, conducted for children too young to have made confession and received Communion. Nicholas was laid to rest at New Cathedral Cemetery in Baltimore; later his mother and father and two of his brothers would be buried nearby. The child’s body was placed alongside a previous generation of his father’s family, John and Jaccintha Forppiano, his name etched below theirs on the simple granite gravestone.


His birth had been a happy occasion considered so newsworthy, given his father’s office, that the newspapers covered it. “New Son in Family of Assemblyman,” the Evening Sun reported. Less than four years later, so was his death. In the Baltimore Sun: “D’Alesandro’s Child to Be Buried Monday.”


More than a decade later, Big Nancy said the scars of her son’s death still felt fresh. “That is the kind of sorrow that cuts into your bones and leaves you so numb you feel nothing,” she said. “You think you will not live through it, but you do, and it leaves you with an immunity to lesser troubles.” She had survived this heartbreak. Now she could ignore “criticism, or snubs, or disappointment,” she said, as long as her children and husband were well and reasonably happy.


For the rest of her life, she said, not a single day went by when she didn’t think of little Nicky. When Nicholas died, his mother was five months pregnant. When the baby was born that summer, they would christen him with the same name, Nicholas. But in the years that followed, Big Nancy would always say that she had six sons, and seven children, making the point that the Nicholas they had lost had not been forgotten.


Big Nancy would always be ambitious and creative, an entrepreneur by nature. She was constrained not by a lack of imagination but by the limits of opportunity for women in her day. “I often think she was born fifty years too soon,” Nancy Pelosi said of her mother. “The truth is that my father and the times held her back.” If not for that, she predicted that her mother’s political career could have exceeded that of her father, or her own. “If she were starting out now,” Pelosi declared, “I’m sure she would be president of the United States.”


In 1936, Nancy D’Alesandro bought the copyright to a waltz called “I’m Dreaming,” the reason unclear. She composed a prose poem to motherhood, one her daughter would later send to friends when their mothers had passed away. (“Motherhood cannot be understood,” it said. “It has its overtones in all languages; like magic it weaves a pattern full of joys, tears, patience, love—each exalting like music of golden bells.”)


She was an inventor, proposing some ideas that seemed ridiculous at the time but now sound prescient. “She used to say to me when I was a little girl, ‘I know that this telephone can do more things,’” Nancy Pelosi told me. The daughter found that notion disconcerting, worrying about the repercussions of adding video—think FaceTime—to the telephones they had at home. “I was so afraid that she was going to be, like, ‘You have to get dressed to answer the phone.’”


In 1942, when her husband was serving in Congress, Big Nancy founded the Velvex Beauty Company, devoted to products that promised smoother, fresher, younger-looking skin by using special oils and an electrical device that gave steam facials. Later she registered her company and patented her inventions.


The patent submissions show black-and-white drawings from various angles of the “Beautifier Vaporizer for Treatment of the Skin.” The aluminum urn has a coil at its base, which heats water and oil when plugged in with an electrical cord. A small funnel at the top directs steam to the face of the user. (In 2018, the author’s son bought a used Velvex “Beauty by Vapor” machine on eBay for $33.74, a metal tag at the bottom crediting “Nancy D’Alesandro Inc.” It was still operational.)


She rented space on the ground floor of the building next to their home for a shop that offered her machines and creams and oils; she would describe them as “an old family beauty secret.” The enterprise was featured in articles in the Philadelphia Inquirer and the Baltimore Sun. “Taxpayers whose faces are becoming lined with worry over politics may be comforted by the news that the Mayor’s wife, Nancy D’Alesandro, has completed research on a process to refresh and beautify worn complexions,” the Sun reported in 1949. She is “smooth-skinned and radiant,” the reporter observed, and her device “enables her to face the public for about eight hours without even having to think about a powder puff.”


What Big Nancy yearned to do was to practice law, a career in which women were then seen as an oddity at best. She had hoped to study law after she graduated from the Institute of Notre Dame. More than a decade later, just months after Little Nancy was born, she enrolled at the University of Baltimore School of Law.


“When my children grow up, I’ll need another interest to keep me busy,” she explained to Sara Wilson, who wrote a column called “The Woman’s Angle” in Baltimore’s Evening Sun that featured chatty discursions on fashion, food, and family. “Even now the house seems empty because three of the children are in school. Tommy is in the seventh grade; Roosie is in the second; Nickie started in the first grade this week. That leaves me only Hector and Jo-Jo and Nancy during the daytime.”


The notion that having six children under the age of twelve, three of them not yet enrolled in school, would leave a mother with a lot of free time was surely a novel one, then and now. What’s more, her husband was a member of Congress and rarely around to help. But she explained her plan for time management. She would attend three evening classes in the fall and up to five in the winter. “The children always go to bed at 7 o’clock,” she said. She would be in class from 7:30 to 10:30 p.m. and study during the day.


“I spend most of my time in the front room here, anyway,” she said. During the interview, she answered phone calls and chatted in Italian with a neighbor who dropped by for help in filling out a government form. In one of the photographs with the story, Joseph is sitting on top of her desk, drawing; another shows six-month-old Nancy in her lap, chewing on the cord of the phone, while Hector drapes an arm around his mother.


“Don’t you see?” she said breezily. “The children take care of themselves. They play together, and the older ones look after the babies. Now that my eldest son is 11, there is little left for me to do. So I plan to go to school while I can.”


Her restless energy was apparent. Despite her key role in her husband’s political career, she wanted to do something beyond that, beyond being a wife and mother—something for herself. “I feel I should do something constructive to learn more,” she said. “I was married a year after I finished school, and this has been my first chance to study.”


But her carefully laid plans were soon upended. All at once, several of her sons developed whooping cough, demanding her time and attention. The disease was dangerous; the pertussis vaccine was just undergoing its first large-scale study in the 1930s. It was a terrifying time. Everyone remembered what had happened six years earlier, when Little Nicky had developed lobar pneumonia and died after just two days.


Her dreams of law school were over.


Her husband had never been enthusiastic about his wife’s aspirations. “My father was no help,” Nancy Pelosi told me. “I mean, he wanted her at home with the children. You get my point? I think he was more confining—not awful, but typical of the era. Why would he want her to have the independence of having a law degree?” When she wanted to invest in land in Ocean City, on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, he said no. “I don’t want to use the word chauvinistic, but I guess that is the word. It’s just the way it was. He wanted her home.”


She was home, but she was more than a homemaker. Tommy the Elder and Big Nancy were a fiercely loyal couple and a formidable political partnership. Their skills complemented each other. He was a charismatic campaigner; she was a meticulous organizer. She wrote the fight song for his first campaign for Congress, to the tune of Notre Dame’s “Victory March,” to be sung at rallies. (“Cheer, cheer for Tommy D’A / He is the winner of every fray / Cast your vote for Tommy D’A / The defender of the U.S.A.”)


“She took an active part in my campaigns,” her husband said, calling her “a beautiful, intelligent woman well-versed in the affairs of Baltimore.” He also called her “an excellent cook.”


As he rose in politics, she rose in influence. Over time, she became a trusted adviser in private and a recognized enforcer in public, someone to be reckoned with. Just an invitation to sit at her table at the annual post-election ravioli dinner held at St. Leo’s could send a powerful message to insiders about who was welcome, about who was forgiven. She had clout even when her husband was no longer mayor.


During the 1984 campaign, just a month before Election Day, President Reagan made plans to visit Little Italy to dedicate a statue of Christopher Columbus, financed by local contributions and carved from white marble imported from Italy.


As Reagan’s visit to the park approached, Vince Culotta put a poster in the window at Sabatino’s Restaurant urging people to attend the celebration. “I don’t think the poster was in the window for ten minutes and I get a phone call and it was Miss Nancy,” he told me. She summoned him to her home a half block away.


“I’m very surprised at you,” Big Nancy rebuked him. “All the things your father and Tommy did together when he was in office and all that. I can’t believe you put that Republican poster in a window.” He tried to defend himself, arguing that the event wasn’t a partisan one, but he quickly gave up. He was muttering to himself as he walked back to his restaurant. “I said to myself, I was married, I had children, grown children, and I said to myself, ‘I got to be crazy. I got that woman in there and she’s in her eighties and she’s telling me what to do.’”


Did he remove the poster?


“Oh, yeah,” he told me. Of course.


An unsuspecting White House staffer had called the D’Alesandro house with an offer that most pols would consider appealing: a ride with the president to the event in his official limousine. Reagan could pick them up at their house. The woman’s voice on the other end of the line replied, “Tell them not to come anywhere near our house after all he’s done to poor people in our country.” The woman’s tone was so fierce that the staffer worried it might represent a threat to the president’s safety.


The D’Alesandros’ oldest son, himself a former mayor, was driving when the Secret Service called his car phone. Thomas D’Alesandro III pulled over to the side of the road to talk. The official relayed the disturbing conversation. Tommy the Younger assured him that his mother posed no actual physical threat.


When Reagan arrived in Little Italy that day, the D’Alesandros had decamped to her sister’s place for the day. But the house at 245 Albemarle Street was plastered with “Mondale for President” signs in every window.


Decades later, the statue would be back in the news. On the Fourth of July in 2020, demonstrators protesting Columbus as a symbol of racism against indigenous peoples toppled it with ropes and threw it into Baltimore’s Inner Harbor. Reporters in Washington asked Pelosi about the incident, suggesting that as an Italian American she might be dismayed.


But her response may have reflected her family’s dyspeptic attitude toward the statue from its start. “People will do what they do,” she said, shrugging.
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Nancy D’Alesandro would push to give her daughter opportunities she never had, and she reveled in the lives of her granddaughters. In 1993, when Christine Pelosi graduated from the Hastings College of the Law at the University of California, then passed the California bar exam, she sent a formal invitation to her grandmother for the ceremony at which she would take the attorney’s oath. She knew that Big Nancy, then eighty-four years old, wasn’t likely to travel across the country for it, but she thought the embossed announcement might please her.


“I’m the second happiest person to receive this notice from the bar exam,” Big Nancy wrote back in a letter that Christine framed. “How happy I am to see you accomplish what I could not 55 years ago.”


Years later, Nancy Pelosi was onstage at the University of Baltimore School of Law commencement to receive a doctor of laws degree, albeit an honorary one. When she delivered the graduation address there in 2013, she recalled how much her mother had longed to attend the school, and to become a lawyer. “She had started law school, and she had seven children, and so four of them were sick at one time; she had to quit, and she never really could go back,” she said. Then she quoted her mother’s message to a rising generation. “You’re living the dream that so many of us women had at that time,” she said, “but it just really wasn’t possible.”


Before she died in 1995, Big Nancy cheered the rise of women in jobs she could never have dreamed to hold. “During the Clinton years… she would be so excited every time he appointed a woman—Madeleine Albright, Wendy Sherman,” Nancy Pelosi told me. President Clinton appointed Madeleine Albright as the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations in 1993; she would later become the first woman to serve as secretary of state. Clinton named Sherman, a Baltimore native, as an assistant secretary of state in 1993; she later held senior posts at the State Department in the Clinton and Obama administrations.


By then, Big Nancy was a widow in her eighties, still living in the family home on Albemarle Street, her daughter a rising member of Congress from California.


“Every time a woman was appointed to something that she read in the paper, she would send me the clip,” Nancy Pelosi told me. She would say, “Make sure you tell them good luck and I’m rooting for them!”















CHAPTER TWO
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WELCOME TO AMERICA


1932—Montenerodomo, Abruzzo, Italy


Francesco Passalacqua was just a boy then. But a lifetime later, by then an old man in this Italian village, he could still remember when his cousin from the United States visited Montenerodomo, eager to see the place where his father had been born before emigrating across the Atlantic, never to return.


His cousin Thomas D’Alesandro Jr. was a charmer and a go-getter. Not yet thirty years old, he had been elected and reelected to the Maryland House of Delegates, representing Little Italy in Baltimore. Four years earlier, he had married his Italian-born wife at St. Leo’s Roman Catholic Church there; they already had two young sons, Thomas and Nicholas. Eventually, they would have six boys in a row, and then, finally, a girl they named Nancy. Perhaps he saw this as the perfect moment to visit his roots, to report back to his father about his hometown.


Montenerodomo seems impossibly isolated. That helps explain why Tommy’s father had left as a young man, and why he had never come back to visit. The town is perched on the spine of Italy, atop the Apennine Mountains. Getting there involves cutting off the main highway from Rome and traversing narrow, winding mountain roads. “Keep driving up, and then up, up, up,” advised Francesco Passalacqua’s granddaughter, named Francesca. The town was little more than a mountain spur of dark rock, she told us. Indeed, its ancient name was Montenero in Domini; montenero is Italian for “black mountain.” But the trek to the village, going up to an elevation of more than three thousand feet, brought the reward of breathtaking views—on a clear day, of the Tremiti archipelago in the Adriatic Sea.


It was here that Tommaso Fedele D’Alessandro, the grandfather of Nancy D’Alesandro Pelosi, was born on September 11, 1868, to Giuseppe D’Alessandro and Lucia Rossi. (When he moved to the United States, the second “s” in his last name would be dropped; changes in the spelling of names weren’t uncommon during the immigration process at the time.) His family cultivated the rocky land and kept a few donkeys. In his hometown, the views were spectacular but his horizons were limited. To this day, the village retains the air of a world apart, home to 680 souls divided into two rival neighborhoods. For years, they rotated the town’s annual festival between the main squares on each side. Only recently had they built a central piazza on neutral ground, big enough to hold everyone for the feast day honoring St. Fidelis, the town’s patron saint and the source of Tommaso’s middle name.


Even now, Francesco—who was D’Alesandro’s second cousin—spoke only a local dialect, difficult for outsiders to understand. In a conversation for this book, family members translated for him to standard Italian.


The young American caused a stir when he visited Montenerodomo during the window between two world wars, while Benito Mussolini and his Fascist government were in power. Even the car D’Alesandro drove was a novelty, drawing attention and admiration when he parked it in the square. He visited the Shrine of St. Gabriel, taking along Francesco’s older brother. He asked to see the house where his father, Tommaso, was born.


Tommaso D’Alessandro had been twenty-two years old when he left Italy for the United States in 1890. He passed through Ellis Island, worked in New York, then ended up in Baltimore. In 1893, he married Marie Antoinette Foppiano, who had been born in Baltimore. She encouraged him to get more education, to raise his sights. (That fit a family pattern: Her ambition for her husband would be echoed a generation later by her formidable daughter-in-law, who would help propel Thomas Jr.’s political career.) In time, they would have a sprawling family of thirteen children. In their formal portrait, found in a cardboard box of unsorted memorabilia in their son’s mayoral archives, an aging Tommaso and Marie are seated side by side. A youthful Thomas Jr. stands just behind—a triangle of solemnity and solidity in the New World.


In Baltimore, Tommaso found a backbreaking job as a laborer at the local quarry. He worked for the railroad, helping dig the tunnel under the city. He earned fifteen or sixteen dollars a month toiling at the enormous pumping station that opened in 1911 at the edge of the harbor, bringing modern sewage treatment to Baltimore.


After getting married, he opened a small grocery on President Street in East Baltimore, living above the store. That was the home in which Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. was born.


“My father didn’t make out very well with the store,” Tommy D’Alesandro said in an oral history he recorded when he was seventy-two years old. “Most of the people in the neighborhood were hard up and bought on credit—on the book, as they used to say—and when most of them didn’t or couldn’t pay, he went out of business.” The family was always pressed for money. His father often worked two jobs. “He was a city laborer for many years and during World War I he worked at night at the Bartlett-Hayward munitions plant and worked for the city during the day. He had to, with thirteen children and a wife to support.”


On the day his son was inaugurated at City Hall, in 1947, Tommaso was emotional. “This is a great country when you can be a city laborer and raise a son to be mayor,” he exclaimed to a friend during the ceremonies. Five years later, at Tommaso’s funeral, nearly twenty-five hundred mourners, congressmen and judges among them, gathered at St. Leo’s for a man the Evening Sun described as “an old Italian-American with a merry heart.”


After Tommy D’Alesandro visited his father’s hometown, his Montenerodomo cousins began to follow his political rise from a distance. He was elected a member of the Baltimore City Council in 1935, a U.S. representative in 1938, and mayor of Baltimore in 1947. But years down the road, they were slow to realize they had a connection to another rising American politician. Francesco’s sister, Anna, was the first to suspect their relationship to Nancy Pelosi. In 2007, Italian news outlets covered Pelosi’s election as Speaker of the House—newsworthy because she was not only the first woman to hold the job but also the first Italian American. She was the daughter of a former mayor of Baltimore, one story said, and Anna put two and two together. “Just wait and see that she turns out to be our relative,” she told the others after she saw a photograph of Pelosi. “This woman looks like us!”


Anna was right; she was Pelosi’s second cousin. Francesca was Pelosi’s second cousin, twice removed. In an interview for this book in 2019, at age thirty-two, the young woman bore such a strong resemblance that she could have been Pelosi’s daughter. What’s more, she and other family members had been active in local politics; perhaps it was in their DNA. “Who could have imagined it?” Francesca marveled.


When Nancy Pelosi made an official visit to Italy in 2009, the speaker of Italy’s Chamber of Deputies, Gianfranco Fini, presented her with the birth certificates of her grandparents. “Oh, mamma mia, I wasn’t expecting this,” Pelosi exclaimed. The itinerary for that six-day trip took her to Rome and Florence and Naples, and to the Vatican, where she had a testy meeting with Pope Benedict XVI, but not to Montenerodomo.


The mayor of Montenerodomo, Antonio Tamburrino, had read about her Italian tour. He wrote Pelosi a year later with an invitation to visit, offering to present her with a key to the city and to make her an honorary citizen. He didn’t get a response. He wrote again five years later, when she was scheduled to return to Italy to visit the international Expo 2015 in Milan. This time, someone from her staff called. But when he learned where the village was located, he demurred. The drive was too far and the town too remote, he told the mayor.


Indeed, none of the Montenerodomo kin had ever met Pelosi or seen her in person. They assumed they never would. Cosimo, Tommaso’s brother, had come the closest. In 1956, he emigrated with their sister, Emilia, to Perth, Australia. As an old man, he visited the United States as a tourist and found a plaque outside Pelosi’s congressional office on Capitol Hill. He took a picture of himself standing under the plaque, her name in bronze, and sent it back to the family in Italy.


It never occurred to him to step through the door and ask to meet his great-niece in person, or that she would have any interest in meeting him. “He told us, clearly one cannot just walk up to someone so famous,” Francesca explained. “Even if we are relatives, we will never get close.” Despite their family ties, she and her parents referred to her as “la Speaker” and “la Pelosi,” not presuming the familiarity to use her given name.


Still, they felt a common bloodline and a shared attraction to politics. “We are just a tiny dot” compared to Pelosi’s powerful role in politics, Francesca said, “but there is a bit of it in our blood.” She expressed pride in their connection, however distant. “It is surely an honor,” she told us in 2019. “She is pretty tough. With [President] Trump, she has to be at the top of her game, no?”


Nancy Pelosi credited her grit and stamina to her Italian heritage. “I’ve always thought I have more energy than anyone because I’m an Italian-American woman,” she said. Her Italian-born mother was a crucial partner in her husband’s political career. Her Italian grandmother had encouraged her husband to pursue bigger ambitions in a new land. Both women were willing to take risks. “I don’t know that I would have the drive, and the energy, and the enthusiasm, and the spirit if I were not Italian-American,” Pelosi said. “I really believe that.”


Her grandparents were part of a massive wave of immigration around the turn of the twentieth century from southern Italy to the United States, a land of opportunity, albeit not one where everyone was ready to welcome them. Italians gained the unhappy distinction of succeeding the Irish as the target of anti-immigrant and anti-Catholic bias, as a prime example of the perils to American workers posed by an influx of cheap labor. They were the victims of mob violence and lynching, and Congress overhauled immigration laws to keep out Italians and Jews.
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Tommaso D’Alessandro and Nicola Lombardi were born in villages just forty miles from each other, in the same mountainous part of Italy. But Nancy Pelosi’s grandfathers wouldn’t meet until their families settled across the street from one another in Baltimore’s Little Italy.


Nicola Lombardi, Pelosi’s maternal grandfather, was born on March 9, 1878, in Fornelli, Molise, to Giovanni Lombardi and Antonia Petrarca Lombardi. Fornelli was a “sister city” with Warwick, Rhode Island, and residents emigrating to America often would head there, at least at first, where a network of hometown connections could help them get started.


That was the pattern the Lombardi family followed. Antonia’s brother had moved to Warwick and opened a shop near a cotton mill. The mill needed workers, and he urged his sister to send her children. Ernesto and Elvira, then twelve and sixteen years old, immigrated in 1897, taking jobs at the mill and finding housing for a time above Vaccaro’s Bar. Their older brother, Nicola, arrived a year later. He was twenty.


Nicola would find his bride in America, another Italian emigrée, Concettina Millio, born on April 10, 1883, in Montagnareale, in Sicily. At age twenty, in 1903, she arrived in Boston from a ship that had departed from Naples. Two years later, she and Nicola were married. Soon afterward, they moved back to Fornelli, where Nicola’s family had a pasta shop. Their return wasn’t unusual. Unlike some immigrant groups, most Italians came to the United States not to flee religious or political persecution but to earn money. “Birds of passage,” they were called, moving back when they had saved enough to buy a plot of land in their homeland.


In Fornelli, Concettina Millio Lombardi gave birth to four of their five children, including Annunziata, who would grow up to be Nancy Pelosi’s mother. She was born on March 30, 1909, in the family’s home at the top of Via Laurelli, near what had been her father’s pasta shop. A century later, Villa Lombardi was still standing, now owned by a distant cousin.


When the shop fell on hard times, the family headed back to the United States, this time for good. Concettina’s brother Emilio was living in Baltimore, so they moved there. Nicola opened a pasta shop on the edge of Little Italy, much like the one he had run in his Italian hometown. Annunciata was three years old.


Nancy Pelosi’s mother would never return to Fornelli, but her maternal grandfather would visit several times. He returned at middle age, in 1922, when he was forty-four years old, and again as an old man, in 1949, in the aftermath of World War II. Then seventy-one, he attended a family wedding and stayed for six months, living in the home of some cousins. It was their daughter who was getting married.


The bride’s nineteen-year-old brother was Romano Pilla. Decades later, at age eighty-nine and a man of few words, Romano remembered the visit. In an interview for this book, he recalled Nicola Lombardi as “a large man, very tall.” As with Thomas D’Alesandro Jr.’s visit to Montenerodomo, Nicola’s arrival in a car was the source of excitement. Many Italian families didn’t own cars until the 1950s, and the transition to automobiles was even slower in such a small town.


After Nicola returned to the United States, he kept in touch with his relatives in Fornelli. In 1952, he sent a picture postcard that showed him and his wife with their grown daughter. By then, their daughter was married to Thomas D’Alesandro Jr. and the mother of seven, among them Little Nancy. “A memory of cousins: Nicola and Concettina Lombardi and daughter Nunziatina D’Alessandro,” he inscribed on the back. The postcard was part of a stack of yellowing family letters and photos that Nicola’s cousin passed on to her son, Luciano Mascio, in 2017.


The postcard piqued Luciano Mascio’s curiosity. A financial consultant at an Italian bank who lived in the nearby town of Monteroduni, he had never heard of his D’Alesandro relatives. The postcard’s inscription prompted him to begin researching his genealogy with the help of a friend, Rita Ucci. He discovered his family ties to Thomas D’Alesandro Jr. and Nancy Pelosi.


For a time, Mascio and Ucci posted news of Pelosi’s hometown ties on a Facebook page designed to connect the town with residents who had moved away. They called it “Fornelli nel Cuore” (“Fornelli in our Heart”). But they stopped posting items about her because of the heated responses they would draw, a reflection of the toxic politics in the United States. “Basically, every time we posted something about Nancy Pelosi, the people of Fornelli in America latched on to it,” Ucci said. “The young people think she is too old-school. There are some people who say they are embarrassed because she is for abortion. Some who say she is bad, they say all kinds of things.”


Still, they hoped Nancy Pelosi would one day visit Fornelli, where her mother had been born. If Nancy Pelosi would ever visit Fornelli, she would be “welcomed triumphantly,” Ucci promised.


Mascio began: “I am convinced that even those in America who criticize her—”


Ucci completed the thought: “—would change their minds in the moment she draws near.”
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Thomas D’Alesandro Jr. and Nancy Pelosi would remember the experiences their family had in immigrating to the United States—both the hope of a new land and the sting of anti-immigrant sentiment. They would apply the lessons to those coming to America from other places and under different circumstances. D’Alesandro would become an active voice on behalf of Jews trying to flee Nazi Germany. A generation later, Pelosi would push for legal status for young people who had been brought into the country illegally as children, the so-called Dreamers.


During the back-and-forth on immigration policy with President Donald Trump, the signature issue of his 2016 campaign, Nancy Pelosi bristled at his demand that the immigration system be overhauled to rely more heavily on “merit.” The president repeatedly proposed replacing family-based immigration rules with a system that would favor those who had higher levels of education and more financial resources.


“But I just want to just say something about the word that they use, merit,” Pelosi told reporters one day on Capitol Hill, her disdain for the word apparent in her tone. “It is really a condescending word. Are they saying family is without merit? Are they saying most of the people who have ever come to the United States in the history of our country are without merit because they don’t have an engineering degree?”


In other words, were they saying that her grandparents, who arrived without education or money, taking just about any job they could get, were without merit? That her father, who never graduated from high school but would become the groundbreaking mayor of a major American city, didn’t deserve to be here?















CHAPTER THREE
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LITTLE NANCY AND THE FAVOR FILE


March 26, 1940—Baltimore, Maryland


Nancy’s birth made headlines.


“It’s a Girl for the D’Alesandros,” the Baltimore News-Post trumpeted over a four-column photo that showed the swaddled newborn. She had been born only hours earlier, on March 26, 1940, at St. Joseph Hospital. Her mother, propped up on pillows and wearing an embroidered nightgown, was holding the eight-and-a-half-pound baby; the beaming father and five brothers surrounded them. The Baltimore Sun had a more political take: “Tommy D’Alesandro Announces Another Sure Vote—It’s a Girl.” The Baltimore Guide offered a prediction that in retrospect seems prescient. “D’Alesandro Will Find New Boss in First Daughter,” it said, adding, “We predict that this little lady will soon be a ‘Queen’ in her own right.”


Her big brothers weren’t enthusiastic about having a sister join their all-male ranks, her father told reporters, but the neighborhood was delighted. “The whole community was rooting for a girl,” her oldest brother, Tommy, then eleven, would recall.


From the start, Nancy Patricia D’Alesandro would grow up in the public eye, her childhood suffused with politics, the high-minded and the nitty-gritty. When she emerged as an increasingly powerful member of Congress, her political lineage would go unrecognized by many because as an adult she had moved to the other coast and taken her husband’s name. When she was first elected Speaker of the House in 2007, it was news to some that Nancy Pelosi’s father had once been a powerful big-city mayor.


But in Baltimore during those days, just about everybody knew the D’Alesandro family. In their time, they were a local version of what the Kennedy dynasty would become on a national scale, their careers and controversies scrutinized, their home life breathlessly chronicled. Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. was an up-and-coming pol with a glamorous wife. At thirty-six, he had already served two terms in the state legislature and a stint on the Baltimore City Council, then been elected to Congress. He represented Maryland’s Third District, centered in Baltimore. He had ousted a six-term incumbent, Vincent Palmisano, in the Democratic primary. Years earlier, Palmisano, a political leader who lived around the corner, had taken an instant dislike to the younger man when he wanted to run for Maryland House of Delegates. Later, it would be D’Alesandro who ended Palmisano’s career by winning his House seat.


That would provide one of the political lessons that Nancy D’Alesandro Pelosi never forgot.


“Power’s not anything that anybody gives away,” she would declare. “You have to fight for it.” It was a precept that her father had followed in challenging Palmisano. It was advice she dispensed to Democrats contemplating tough contests. It was the approach she would apply in her own career, winning a position in the House Democratic leadership that a rival had assumed he was in line to claim. That bitter contest put her on the path to become the most powerful woman in the history of American politics.


Tommy D’Alesandro Jr. had long been at odds with Vincent Palmisano. But the most painful grievance he nursed wasn’t their clash of ambitions or their differences over fealty to FDR. It was Palmisano’s failure to make even a gesture of sympathy to his family at its saddest moment, when three-year-old Nicholas died of pneumonia in 1934. “He didn’t even have respect for me to come and visit my boy,” D’Alesandro said decades later. He was an old man by then, but he hadn’t forgotten. “I used to go see him when he was sick. I didn’t think it was personal when you’re in politics.”


That was another lesson his daughter would never forget. She understood the power of paying respects, of sharing life’s joys and hardships—a sincere gesture of humanity, to be sure, and one that built enduring relationships. Two former Senate majority leaders, Republican Bob Dole and Democrat Harry Reid, each told me with delight that she remembered their birthdays every year by sending her signature white orchids. “I don’t agree with her philosophy, but I agree with her as a friend,” Dole said. When we talked, he was a few weeks from celebrating his ninety-seventh birthday, and looking forward to the annual delivery.


At times of grief, she would make time for those who had lost a loved one, for allies and adversaries, for the prominent and the not so prominent.


When a Washington reporter who had covered her lost her mother, Pelosi sent a poem about motherhood that her own mother had written. On Election Day in 2018, when she faced endless demands for her time and attention, she sat for more than an hour at the apartment of a former classmate whose husband had just died, as though there was nowhere else she could possibly want to be.


And when congressional scholar Norman Ornstein was sitting shiva for his son, who had died in a tragic accident at age thirty-four, Pelosi came to his house and stayed with the grieving family for three hours even though it was a hectic time for her, during the opening days of the 114th Congress. “She didn’t have to do that,” Ornstein said. “She could have sent a note; she could have come, paid her respects, and left.” That was in 2015; when he told me the story five years later, he began to weep at the memory.


She had the deep understanding of politics, bred in her bones, that is particular to those for whom public office is the family business.


“What I learned from my father was everything,” she said. “I didn’t learn like you learn lessons. I learned by osmosis. I breathed it in. You can’t articulate it. Politics is every minute of every day. It is part of you.” At a celebratory dinner at a restaurant in downtown Washington on the day she was first sworn in to Congress, her brother rose to deliver a toast. His sister was “a thoroughbred,” Tommy D’Alesandro III proclaimed. She had been born for the political career she was then starting, he said, though it had taken some time for that to unfold.


A week before she was born, her father had announced his candidacy for a second term in the House of Representatives.


“Even those who for political reasons oppose me will admit that I have brought more to the Third District in the time I have been in Congress than was brought to it in the previous twelve years,” he declared, a swipe at Palmisano, his predecessor. The next Congress would face grave responsibilities as the threat of war loomed, he went on. A year later, on December 7, 1941, the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor would catapult the United States into World War II. D’Alesandro embraced a strong defense, endorsed the leadership of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, and advocated free trade. He warned against “Communism, Nazism, Fascism and excessive nationalism.”


When his wife went into labor eight days later, D’Alesandro was in Washington, on the floor of the House. He was lobbying for the National Youth Administration bill, an FDR initiative to provide job training for young people. He cast his vote for it before rushing to his wife’s side, arriving before the baby was born at 3:10 p.m.


“We were all christened into the Roman Catholic Church and the Democratic Party,” Nancy Pelosi said. During her first campaign, running for Congress in 1987, she objected to the caricature of herself as a “wealthy dilettante,” a socialite who only dabbled in politics. “Our whole lives were politics,” she told Jerry Roberts of the San Francisco Chronicle. “If you entered the house, it was always campaign time, and if you went into the living room, it was always constituent time.”
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