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We stand on the shoulders of those who came before us.
In loving memory of my nonna, Corradina “Dina” DeRosa.
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PROLOGUE


What Just Happened?


August 12, 2021


“ARE YOU OKAY?” MY SISTER, JESSICA, CAME INTO MY DARK BEDROOM. It was shortly after 6:00 a.m., I noted in the moment, even though time had become insignificant to me, a profound irony given that it used to define my life.


“Uh-huh.” I kept my voice to a whisper, desperate to numb my pain.


“Can I get you something?” she asked, rubbing my back. “Water, coffee, an egg sandwich?” She was deeply concerned about me. Rightfully so.


“I love you—I just need a few minutes.” I responded without moving. The handful of words alone required more energy than I had to spare, but I didn’t want her to worry. Older by two years, Jessica had always been more than my big sister—she was my best friend.


“Okay, Missy Monster,” Jessica said, “I’m here, whatever you need . . .” She trailed off, running her fingers through my unwashed hair. She wanted so badly to help me, but she couldn’t.


No one could.


I’d been whisked to Jessica’s in-laws’ house in West Yarmouth on Cape Cod the day before. With photographers stationed at my Brooklyn Heights town house, my father’s Albany and lake houses, my mother’s house in Hudson, New York, and my younger brother Joey’s house upstate, there was nowhere else I could think of to go. In what felt like some bizarre 1990s thriller handoff, Joey had taken custody of me in a dark parking garage at Dad’s office near the capitol in Albany, where we’d successfully evaded the paparazzi. The memory was a blur, like watching a movie about a protagonist who was not me. Now an unfamiliar guest room 228 miles away had become my cocoon. I burrowed beneath the white bedspread. The house felt hushed, as if it, too, were holding its breath waiting for this to end.


Just months earlier, everything in my life had possessed purpose and meaning. At age thirty-eight, I was the most senior member of New York governor Andrew Cuomo’s team leading the nation through a once-in-a-century pandemic, making life-or-death decisions, projecting our administration’s competence to an admiring world. But now I had been transformed into a caricature I didn’t recognize—a person I never was and didn’t want to be. It had all unfolded too quickly to slow or stop, like falling onto the tracks of an oncoming train. The words What just happened? wouldn’t stop reverberating through my entire body. None of it made sense.


At the thought of this, I began to sob, for what felt like the zillionth time in the last twenty-four hours.


I was in so much pain.


I just wanted it all to end.



















CHAPTER 1


What Defines an Emergency?


“WHAT DO WE THINK ABOUT PUTTING SURROGACY AT THE TOP?” I asked, leaning back in the brown leather chair that had been a fixture in the office for years, ankles crossed on top of my desk. It was January 3, 2020, and two floors below, the streets of Albany were desolate, as was usual at that time of year with everyone home for the Christmas holiday.


Everyone, that is, except us.


My longtime colleague, Jim Malatras—the professor, as we called him—stood across the room at the whiteboard we were using to track policy ideas for the year. Many of us had nicknames, a playful gesture that sometimes eased the seriousness and stress of our work. We were mere days away from the start of the legislative session, and we were still debating which issues our boss, Governor Andrew Cuomo, would want prioritized.


“Sure, Melissa. I’ll put it next to ‘high-speed rail’ and maybe, just maybe it’ll get done by the time Max is in college,” Jim teased. Max, Jim’s seven-year-old son, sat nearby, playing on his iPad. Max had grown up in the halls of the capitol, shadowing Jim’s every move when his dad had served as Cuomo’s director of state operations. Jim had since moved on to become president of Empire State College, but, devoted to the core, he remained always on call for us in times of crisis, and the task at hand met that criteria.


“Ha ha, you’re so funny,” I said. “This is our year. It’s getting done, with or without you!”


Although legal in forty-six states, surrogacy was against the law in New York—a policy hangover from the 1980s, when feminists led the charge to ban the practice for fear it would lead to the exploitation of the wombs of impoverished women by the rich and powerful who wanted children, but not enough to go through the physical act of pregnancy. Norms change, and while those earlier efforts were well intentioned at the time, feminists of today viewed the practice more through a lens of compassion than commerce, as a way for infertile women and gay couples to fulfill their dreams of parenthood. Overturning the ban was staunchly opposed by the majority of women in the Democratic-led assembly—many of whom were over sixty and still firmly rooted in their Gloria Steinem–led beliefs from decades earlier. The speaker of the assembly would defer to them, and, for the last few years, attempting to get the measure through became something of a fool’s errand. But that wouldn’t stop us. Much like marriage equality or the $15 minimum wage, advocates—in this case, infertile women and same-sex couples hoping to create families—came to us to get it done, because our team made the impossible possible. And this year, we wouldn’t let them down.


“You’ve got it, MDR. Then it goes on the whiteboard,” Jim responded, scribbling the words “surrogacy/bullet train—MDR” at the top of the already incoherent whiteboard in front of us. To the extent that I had an office nickname, MDR was mine.


Tracy, the longest-serving of my assistants, popped her head into the doorway. “Melissa, you told me to tell you when it is three o’clock,” she said, her tone almost apologetic, even though she was simply following my instructions. “It’s three o’clock.”


I glanced down at my iPhone and confirmed it for myself: it was, in fact, three o’clock. And I needed to get on the road. I had actually needed to get on the road an hour earlier, although that was never realistic, not given the fact that the governor’s annual State of the State address was days away and we were still nowhere. I could feel my pulse begin to race while the excuses for my inevitable tardiness churned. Matt, my husband of three years, would be annoyed and passive-aggressive; I would be defensive, never acknowledging an inch of possible wrongdoing.


That was the way.


Our way.


No matter how well-intentioned, my husband had an expectation that I would disappoint, and I lived up to it. Every. Single. Time.


“Petro is on the ramp,” Tracy said, referring to my driver that afternoon, John Petrosino. Petro, as everyone referred to him, was essentially a Hells Angel frozen in time. He wore a black leather vest with acid-washed jeans. He couldn’t do enough to be helpful. He filled up your gas tank without asking. He put your water of choice (Saratoga Sparkling, for me) in the cupholder. He kept your favorite snack (milk-chocolate Cadbury eggs) in the glove compartment, just in case.


Jim looked at me in disbelief. “Hey, DeRosa,” he said, “what are you, keeping bankers’ hours? The speech is in a few days. Does the boss know you’re sneaking out?”


“Matt is going to California in the morning,” I said, my right arm finding its way through the tear in the silk lining of my long, fitted black peacoat. “I’ll be back first thing tomorrow, and, yes, he knows and is okay with it.”


I kicked off my stilettos and slid into the ballet flats tucked under my desk for the ride home, grabbing the worn, overstuffed canvas duffel bag beside me. “Seriously, I’ll be back in the morning—and I’ll be on my phone every five seconds. Please, please help carry this ball over the finish line?” I batted my blue eyes playfully at Jim, knowing he was the only person who could possibly help the governor get the speech—and more important, the 500-page policy book full of proposals—done in time.


“You’re lucky I love you, MDR,” he said. His smile let me off the hook.


“I am,” I replied as I scurried out, glancing up at Tracy, Farrah, and Katie, the three executive assistants the governor and I both relied upon to get through the day. “Please put any calls through to my cell, and have a good night—thanks, guys!” I said as the door closed behind me.


I waved goodbye to the trooper standing guard in the hall and hurried down the stairs. I flicked my pass at the electronic door opener and walked into an arctic blast, the frigid air practically knocking me sideways. Snow flurries were flying, but the door of a black GMC Jimmy was open, waiting for me. Of course it was; Petro was happy to freeze for my convenience.


I climbed in and slammed the door shut. I looked at the clock: 3:38.


Fuck.


It wasn’t enough that our senior staff was still struggling to put the year’s policy proposals to bed. Or that my girlfriends were pissed that I had missed our annual post-Christmas Cornell get-together to see everyone’s children and husbands. No: I would soon be confronted by Matt with the fact that I was a failure. A failure as a wife. A failure as a partner. A failure as a friend. And, as much as I wanted to, as much as I struggled to, I couldn’t make him happy. Or myself, for that matter.


I had, in short order, become a crushing New York cliché: that woman who to the outside world seemingly accomplishes everything—marriage, career, family, friends—while privately feeling like I was succeeding at absolutely nothing.


Brrrrrring. Like a Swiss watch. Matt instinctively knew I was going to be late. And he was going to make sure I knew he knew.


“Hello?” I answered, dreading the conversation that was coming.


“Oh, hello. Is this the one and only Ms. Melissa DeRosa?” Matt asked coyly.


“Who’s calling?” I played along, hoping I could flirt my way out of the inevitable.


“I think she may be expecting me. It’s her husband. Matthew Lawrence Wing. The guy who is leaving in the morning. I’m pretty sure she’s running late for dinner—can you check with her?”


“Hey, I’ll have you know,” I protested, breaking character, “I’m already on the road!”


“Oh, really? What time did you leave?” Matt taunted.


“Forty-five minutes ago. And I’ll be on time, and ready for adult conversation, appropriately dressed, and not at all preoccupied with work.”


“So,” Matt shot back, “you left five minutes ago. You’ll be thirty minutes late for dinner, and you’d like me to call you an Uber to get to dinner? Got it. See you soon.”


Click.


While his tone was sarcastic, everything Matt said struck at the core of where we were and how we got there. A communications exec for Uber, he was relocating to company headquarters in San Francisco and would live in a corporate apartment. For three months. On advice of our couple’s therapist. Our third couple’s therapist. This one had lasted longer than the others, but that may have been because we both gave up fighting. Fighting each other and for one another. It was easier to go along to get along. And this time, three and a half short years into our marriage, the recommendation was separation. And cutting off communication. Tonight was a final goodbye before we went dark for ninety days to decide whether we missed each other or could live without one another.


Of course I would be late. Brooklyn is a two-and-a-half-hour commute from Albany, assuming traffic and the weather both cooperated. But none of that mattered, anyway, because as far as Matt was concerned, the only reason I was ever late was because I was putting work first. That condemnation upset me more than any other; after all, we had met while working together in the governor’s office, when I was communications director and Matt was press secretary. He knew the landscape of my professional life better than anyone else. It was part of the intimate connection we shared, fluency in the same second language.


I didn’t wait for Petro to bring the car to a complete stop before thanking him for the ride and opening the door to jump out. I sprinted up the narrow stairs of our town house and went straight to my closet, rifling to find a pair of patent-leather Mary Janes and the black, strappy La Ligne dress Matt had bought me for Christmas.


The Uber driver Matt sent was set to give me a less-than-five-star rating after my stress manifested into me being short with him for no good reason as he drove down the steep hill to the River Café. It was incredible that the two of us had fallen in love with this particular restaurant. It required a jacket and played jazz and was far too stuffy for Matt’s pretentious-less preference. And it was in Brooklyn proper, not Soho or the West Village, where I preferred to dine. Not unlike our unlikely marriage, our favorite spot perfectly suited us in ways neither of us preferred to acknowledge.


The reservation was for 6:15. I arrived at 6:43.


“I ordered the caviar, and you’re getting the branzino,” Matt greeted me. “You were late, and I was worried we’d lose the table, so, like it or not, that’s your menu for the evening, and we’ll all just have to learn to deal with it.” He glanced up at me with a half smirk, knowing how happy I’d be with the order.


“I’m sorry, I . . .”


“Yes, I know. And how is the State of the State going?”


“It’s nowhere. We’re nowhere. But . . . ,” I trailed off. “That’s not what we should be focused on tonight. How is this going to work? I know things haven’t been easy, but you’re . . . you’re my best friend.” I knew this day was coming but couldn’t, until this moment, acknowledge what it would mean.


“Melissa, we’re stuck,” he responded, closing his menu. “We’ve been stuck for a long time. Either we move forward or we move back. This isn’t fair to either of us. I love you, but I’m not sure that’s enough anymore. And we’re too young to compromise our lives.” He sounded resigned to this fate; I would have preferred to ignore it altogether. But defeat trumped denial.


“What if I need you?” I wondered aloud. While our relationship was strained, he was my other half, and I knew how much I would miss him. He was the one I trusted and turned to for advice and companionship. My person.


“We have rules,” Matt gently reminded me. “We discussed it in therapy. We cannot do the thing where we call or text or ask how each other’s families are doing. That’s part of this. That’s the whole point.”


“So we just don’t speak for ninety days?”


“No,” he said. “Unless . . .”


“Unless what?” I asked, hopeful, though I knew better.


“Unless it’s an emergency. An honest-to-God emergency,” he said, wiping a tear off my cheek. Everything else was to be dealt with via email, devoid of emotion.


“Okay,” I said, swallowing back hard. “But what defines an emergency?”


“You know, I don’t know,” he paused. “But we’ll know it if it happens.”



















CHAPTER 2


It’s the Flu


AS I STARED UP AT THE CEILING, MY BODY STRETCHED ATOP A GURNEY at the NYU Langone Fertility Center in Manhattan, all I could think about was why I’d waited so long to do this. How could I have let it get to this point without a plan? I’d never been a procrastinator.


A precocious child who asked questions incessantly, I was hungry to understand things big and small about how the world worked. Who plows after a snowstorm? Who says you can’t drive more than 65 mph? Who decides how many days we have to go to school? Who were all these wizards behind all these curtains? All answers led to government in some form or fashion. And the more questions I asked, the more I learned about the impact that politics and government had on our own family. Making the complex machinery of daily life run reliably didn’t rely on magic after all; it took people who were capable and trustworthy. And politics, from my earliest perspective, was never remote or lofty. In fact, I couldn’t imagine any job that was more deeply personal. It was part of my DNA.


The daughter of a successful restaurateur, my mother, Melody, was raised in West Irondequoit, an affluent suburb of Rochester, New York, where she was captain of the cheerleading squad at the high-performing public school she attended. The son of Italian immigrants, my father was raised in a working-class neighborhood consisting primarily of Blacks, Puerto Ricans, and Italians in the city of Rochester, where he was captain of the varsity soccer team at the all-boys Catholic school he attended. They met at a YMCA tennis camp at age sixteen, quickly fell in love, and married after high school graduation (a marriage that would last twenty-eight years). It was an act of defiance that severed my mother’s relationship with her own parents, who disapproved of their new son-in-law’s blue-collar background.


Intent on making it work, Mom and Dad attended college at night while juggling odd jobs, from waiting tables to construction and retail by day, to afford the rent on their one-bedroom apartment. Then, when they were twenty, my sister came along, followed by me two years later and my brother eleven months after that. Kids themselves, my parents suddenly had three children under four at home, increasing the pressure to make ends meet.


Eventually, Dad got a job at the General Motors assembly plant where his father worked. That was a big deal. GM plants were unionized, and unions were a source of strength and fairness for the employees. There was nothing academic or intellectual about it. It was real, and it was practical. Unions provided health care, worker protections, retirement benefits, and negotiating strength. Unions meant a better life for our family. And the union movement was synonymous with the Democratic Party. As a child, I saw them as one and the same. My father became active in the powerful United Auto Workers union and was selected to participate in a summer course at the Cornell University School of Industrial and Labor Relations—an Ivy League accomplishment unfathomable to a young working-class, inner-city man. Afterward, in 1986, the UAW selected my father to be dispatched to a local campaign as the union’s representative.


The campaign was for New York’s thirtieth congressional district in Rochester, and the candidate was Louise Slaughter. A tough-talking, no-nonsense Kentucky native with a southern drawl, Louise was running against an entrenched incumbent in an overwhelmingly Republican district. Her opponent believed in a smaller government; she fought for social services. He was a staunch conservative; she was a working-class centrist. A Democrat hadn’t won the seat since 1963, and she wasn’t supposed to—a fact my father told me over and over to manage my four-year-old expectations as we went door-to-door together to rally the vote. But against all odds, Slaughter did win, by just one point. And in that moment, feeling the special high reserved for winning campaigns and innocent preschoolers, I thought, “I can do that, too.”


Afterward, Slaughter asked my father to join her staff as her district director, opening a new chapter in our family’s life and giving me a front-row seat to government. I all but considered us partners by then, father and daughter bound by the fascination we shared with the heady world of public service Dad now inhabited.


As I got older, the more information I consumed, the more I recognized that government was a unique vehicle for massive change. Government could pass laws to give people civil rights, build literal bridges, and deploy the military to defend our democracy. And, I marveled at the thought of one day playing a role in it. Admittedly, shouldering that lifelong ambition did not foster a normal childhood. My father was a scrappy, driven, working-class guy with something to prove; I inherited my drive from him. My mother was beautiful, poised, and self-assured; I derived my confidence from her.


Throughout grade school, I marched in parades and knocked on doors for Dad’s preferred candidates, wearing T-shirts bearing campaign logos and handing out literature. By fourteen, I was reading multiple newspapers each day. I never missed a Sunday episode of Meet the Press and spearheaded policy negotiations on “the Hill” in my head.


At sixteen, I called in my first political favor and asked my dad to help me get an internship with a colleague of his: the political director of the New York State AFL-CIO, the largest federation of unions in the country. I thought it would provide both invaluable practical experience and an important credential as I applied to college. Like my father before me, I had my sights set on Cornell University’s School of Industrial and Labor Relations. But Dad wasn’t as gung ho about my request as I’d assumed he would be.


“Melissa,” he said, sitting down across from me with a solemn expression on his face—the kind I generally only encountered when in trouble—“if I help you with this opportunity, there will be people in this town who will never forget it. They’ll always wonder if you deserve what you have.” He exhaled deeply, put his hand on my shoulder, and leaned in close. “You’re my daughter, so I will prop this door open, but you have to walk through it yourself. After that, you’re on your own, which is in your best interest . . . actually, it’s your only interest. And Melissa,” Dad continued, “don’t kid yourself. You’re a young woman who wants to make it in a male-dominated business. It’s not fair, but the reality is you’ll be judged differently. You’re going to need to lace up your sneakers, run faster, and jump higher,” he paused. “And never, ever let them see you sweat.”


Challenge extended and accepted. I was ready to dig in.


It was 1999, and the AFL-CIO was preparing to endorse then First Lady Hillary Clinton for Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s recently vacant US Senate seat. Her opponent was New York City Mayor Rudolph Giuliani, but health and marital problems prompted him to withdraw, putting Rick Lazio on the Republican ballot instead. It was more than a marquee contest; it was history in the making.


The opportunity was a twofer: I was able to gain important experience while working to support a campaign for someone I looked up to.


Hillary Clinton was my role model. Educated at Wellesley and Yale, she radiated strength, intellect, and effectiveness. Not only did she not shy away from a fight, she picked plenty of them on behalf of causes she believed in. She championed women and the working class. And she was as tough as they come, stronger than any male politician I’d ever seen. No matter how many times the Far Right or the media attempted to tear her down, she always seemed to come back stronger and more resolved than ever.


The union was all in for Clinton, headquarters abuzz with everyone working around the clock, gaming out what the campaign was going to look like, and what tactics they would deploy to ensure her success. My role was administrative: stuff envelopes, get coffee, and answer phones. I showed up early, stayed late, and tried to learn by osmosis, sitting in on meetings when invited and eavesdropping on high-level conversations that were in earshot. Always eager, never complaining, I felt lucky to be near the room where it happened. But as I was doing the envelope-stuffing and answering the phones, I liked to picture myself sitting in the war room someday, driving those conversations and mapping out strategy in a meaningful way, making a difference.


In what would end up as the most-expensive and highest-profile Senate race in the country’s history, Clinton won, becoming the only former first lady to ever serve in the United States Senate and the first woman elected to the Senate from New York. Meanwhile, I had won my first campaign, too, and was officially a member of Cornell’s class of 2004.


After graduation, though, diploma in hand, I did the unthinkable: I took a job as a fashion publicist for a clothing company—an unexpected offer that presented itself over beer pong during senior week. A friend’s older sister had been working at a designer fashion company, Theory, as director of public relations and was looking for a press assistant. We hit it off, and, in a moment of extreme impulse, I accepted. At the time, my parents had an apartment on the Upper East Side of Manhattan that my sister, Jessica, was living in—a situation that allowed me to move to one of the most expensive cities in the world on a salary of $27,000 a year. A multi-billion-dollar cutthroat industry, fashion was demanding, hard charging, and glamorous. I received my first BlackBerry, along with instructions that I was to respond to emails within fifteen minutes of receiving them; was taught how to pitch editors at Vogue; and brushed shoulders with Leonardo DiCaprio. I became fluent in the language spoken only by those devoted to the New York Post’s Page Six. And I loved every minute of it. My parents played along with it—for a time. But after a year, they were done, a message that was delivered over dinner with my father.


“Melissa, are we finished with this little experiment yet?” he asked, his patience clearly worn. “Your mother and I always said we wanted to give you enough to do something, but not enough to do nothing. And this feels like nothing.”


If I wanted to keep doing what I was doing, I would be on my own financially. In the end, it wasn’t a fight. While my stint in fashion had been fun and like nothing I’d ever been exposed to, I knew it was just that—a stint. It was time to return to my original love. And so I did, diving headfirst back into the political waters, hopscotching from campaign to campaign to the halls of Congress before returning to Cornell for graduate school.


A long, dues-paying decade later, I was working as acting chief of staff for New York State Attorney General Eric Schneiderman when I got a phone call from an old Cornell classmate. Josh Vlasto was working as chief of staff to Governor Cuomo. He swore me to secrecy before telling me that their communications director would be departing soon.


That was puzzling, I thought. I knew Allison Gollust had only been on the job a few months. Cuomo had put himself on the national radar with some big moves, and he was being talked about as a possible candidate for president. Why leave now?


“Her old boss just landed a big gig running a network and offered her the chance to go with him,” Josh explained. The old boss was Jeff Zucker, and the network was CNN. “Anyway, we’ve been talking about it over here, and we think you’d be perfect for the job.”


I was truly conflicted. Once a sleepy position, the office of the New York Attorney General had gained national prominence in recent years as a result of two larger-than-life figures: Eliot Spitzer and Andrew Cuomo. At age thirty, I had been promoted to acting chief of staff just two weeks earlier—a position given to me by my close friend and boss, Neal Kwatra, one of New York’s most highly regarded strategists, who had taken me under his wing and trained me after bringing me into the office two years earlier. Complicating matters, Schneiderman viewed Cuomo as a political adversary he believed was constantly working to undercut him, making my possible abandonment a much more personal betrayal.


I told Josh I’d consider the offer. But there was no way I could say no. While we had been doing great things in the AG’s office—taking on mortgage-backed securities fraud, holding the opioid industry accountable, and toppling Trump “University”—it was nothing compared to what Andrew Cuomo was doing.


People use the word Machiavellian to describe Cuomo, but what they really mean is effective. A car mechanic who fundamentally likes to fix things, Cuomo is a micromanager who obsessively and single-mindedly focuses on the problem in front of him until it’s resolved. He played hard with the legislature, pushed the bureaucracy, and needled the press. But the people it benefited didn’t care about his tactics. He was the one who delivered same-sex marriage for the LGBTQ+ community, got the nation’s strongest gun-violence-prevention laws passed, and raised the minimum wage to $15 an hour. Yes, he threatened state contractors with debarment, but the result was the Second Avenue Subway finally opening after a century of pols talking about it. And travelers passing through LaGuardia and JFK or driving over the Mario Cuomo Bridge didn’t care whose arms he’d twisted to rebuild them. Cuomo and his team were making government work for people like my grandparents, who had relied on it for a shot to get ahead. And I watched jealously from the sidelines, wanting to be a part of it. A few weeks later, I would replace Allison Gollust as communications director for the governor, putting me on the path to, in April 2017, finally shattering the glass ceiling I’d been reaching for since I was a child.


The Cuomo administration had a reputation for being aggressive and demanding. Cuomo worked around the clock, and the team he surrounded himself with matched his drive and commitment. He responded to eye contact, confidence, proven preparedness and effectiveness, and lack thereof. It was the type of environment I thrived in. The stakes and the pressure were high, but so was the payoff. I loved the pace and the adrenaline that came along with going to battle for something I believed in and getting it done. I’d been working my way up the ladder for four years in the administration when Cuomo’s right-hand man dropped by my desk at the governor’s Manhattan satellite offices at 633 Third Avenue. “Melissa, do you have a minute?” Bill Mulrow wanted to know.


An Irish guy from the Bronx and self-made son of blue-collar union workers, Bill had been lured away from his job as senior managing partner at Blackstone, one of the world’s most successful private equity firms, to serve as secretary to the governor, the state’s highest-appointed position. He was the whole package: educated at Yale and Harvard, successful, savvy, generous, and kind. In a business where no one really likes anyone, people loved Bill. I was first introduced to him fresh out of college by my dad’s business partner and my mentor, Norman Adler. At the time, I was preparing to apply for graduate school, and Norman believed Bill would be a good sounding board for advice. We had been friends ever since.


Now I set my BlackBerry down to give Bill my undivided attention.


“As you know, when I agreed to take the job as secretary, I told the gov I would do it for two years—transition into the second term, make sure the ship was strong and steady, and then go back to my family and real life,” Bill began, shutting my office door behind him. “It’s now been two years and four months.”


“Okay, have you spoken to the boss about this?” I asked, anticipating the answer I got.


“Not yet. I wanted to talk to you first,” he responded.


“Well, you know you’ll always have my support. Do you want me to think through a press strategy on how to deal with the exit?” I asked, wondering how I fit into the equation.


“No, Melissa. I want to talk to you about my replacement,” he continued.


“Eesh, that’s going to be tough, Bill,” I answered. “It’s an impossible position to fill. It has to be someone who understands how to manage the government, who has the right personality, is willing to work the long hours, knows the players, understands the politics,” I continued. “They have to be willing to do the Albany thing, and gain the team’s trust.”


“Exactly. There’s one person for this job, and only one person,” he answered. “You.”


Politics and government aren’t something that can be taught—you learn by experience, and, like Andrew Cuomo (although on a much lesser scale), I had been given a first-rate education by osmosis since I was a child. Having been brought up in and around power my entire life, I was neither impressed by it nor cowed by it. I saw the entire field and never shied away from speaking up. I was unflappable and unflinching, my political instincts and negotiating skills well honed. I knew how to use the press and the political levers to move the pieces on the chessboard. And blessed with incredible recall, I had the ability to recite arcane facts and statutory language like other people rattle off a grocery list. The Daily News referred to me as “hard charging” in a piece they wrote . . . about my wedding. The New York Times called me “steely” and “steady” with an “adamantine core.” By the time Bill appeared in my doorway that day, I had interned for Hillary Clinton at nineteen, worked as a press secretary in Congress at twenty-five, as state director for President Obama’s political operation at twenty-six, and as deputy chief of staff to the attorney general at twenty-eight—and, in four years in the Cuomo administration, I had risen from communications director to chief of staff.


It was the moment I had been working for and yearning for, yet as the words fell out of Bill’s mouth, I hesitated. Every time that I had moved up the ladder professionally, there was an outsized focus on my lobbyist father, straining our relationship and creating an optics problem for the governor in the press. I wasn’t sure I wanted to go through that again, or on this scale. I waffled for several weeks, with the governor and Bill lobbying and coaching me, before I finally accepted the role. On April 17, 2017, I was formally named secretary to the governor, New York’s equivalent to White House chief of staff. I was one of the youngest ever to hold the position, and the first female. While the title itself may have sounded insignificant—“secretary” couldn’t help but conjure images of steno pads and typing pools—it carried along with it the weight of the world. Or more specifically, all of New York, with its 19.5 million citizens and nearly 55,000 square miles of industry, agriculture, transportation, education, and everything else that constituted daily life.


The day after the announcement was made, the adrenaline and pride I felt—the culmination of everything I had worked so hard for—came crashing down when I picked up the hardcopy of the New York Times and read “Cuomo’s Chief of Staff, Daughter of a Powerful Lobbyist, Is Promoted to Secretary.” In a single headline, the Times took fifteen years of my professional life away from me, defining me not in the context of my accomplishments or my experience or my capacity, but through what they viewed as my most defining attribute: my father. Reading the headline filled me with a wave of emotion, blood rushing to my face, tears welling up in my eyes, my hands beginning to shake. Then I got angry. I crumpled up the paper and threw it in the recycling bin where it belonged, and picked up the phone to call the then metro editor, Wendell Jamison. To his credit, Wendell—who had been on vacation the day before and had not been a part of the decision to print the headline—acknowledged it was wrong and apologized. When I hung up the phone, I closed my office door, leaned back in my chair, and looked up at the ceiling thinking, Is this how people see me? How many things do I need to achieve and how many years do I have to work and how many titles do I have to hold before I will be judged by my own accomplishments? I didn’t know the answer, but in that moment I told myself I would work as hard as necessary to find out.


Within days, I was contemplating freezing my eggs.


Acknowledging to myself that childbearing would pose a tremendous challenge on top of my all-consuming job, I made an appointment to meet with one of the city’s most-qualified fertility specialists. I wanted a backup plan, a safety net. I knew, or maybe hoped, that there would come a time when I could devote myself more completely to being a mom. And I wanted to reserve a table well in advance.


“So, how old did you say you are?” Dr. H asked. I couldn’t help but notice that she was strikingly attractive and, if I had to guess, no more than a few years older than me. She probably had a whole brood of perfect kids at home.


“I’m thirty-four,” I imagined the number emblazoned on my chest like a scarlet letter.


“I’m going to be direct with you, Melissa,” the doctor said. “Your age isn’t going to make this any easier.” I winced. We hadn’t even gotten started, and already I was an impediment to myself.


“I know. I probably should have done this sooner, but everything I’ve read says that thirty-four is still young enough to pursue egg freezing.” How had proactive planning flipped so suddenly into plea-bargaining?


“True, for most women, but . . .”


But? Did I not fall under the umbrella of most women? I braced myself for Dr. H to finish her sentence.


“This may seem scary. Just know that we can still try and see how it goes.”


Try?


“I don’t understand. Is there an issue?” I didn’t even know if I wanted kids, but suddenly the thought of not having the option was too much to bear.


“There’s no simple way to say this, but your AMH [Anti-Müllerian hormone] level is very off,” she said with a grimace. “Normal for a woman your age should be between 1.5 and 4.0. Low-normal is 1.0 to 1.5. And Low is 0.5 to 1.0.”


My brain was trying to wrap itself around this bizarre new language.


“Okay, so you’re saying I’m below normal?” Of course, I knew that infertility impacted millions of women, but I was literally dumbfounded to hear I was now one of them. The possibility had just never entered my mind.


“You’re below Low. Your number is 0.2, which means you essentially have the AMH level of a fifty-five-year-old postmenopausal woman. You’re not a great candidate for egg freezing.”


I felt my chest tighten as questions raced through my mind. How is this possible? I don’t smoke. I don’t drink excessively. I run every morning, and I’ve never skipped my annual gynecologist appointment. My mother used to joke that she and Dad just had to look at each other and she would get pregnant. How did this happen to me?


Suddenly, lying there in my white paper gown, with my legs secured in stirrups, I was the definition of inadequate. Without warning, a deep sadness overwhelmed me, and I strained to fight back tears as images of my nieces flashed in my head—my gorgeous, blond, blue-eyed, sassy, sweet nieces—like children I might never be able to have.


At that moment, my phone rang.


“I’m sorry, Doctor, would you mind grabbing my purse for me?” I pointed to the chair where I’d placed it earlier, when I’d thought that becoming a mother was more than a pipe dream. “I just need to see who it is.” I knew it wasn’t the right time to be taking a call, but I couldn’t help myself. I needed the interruption.


“It can’t wait?” the doctor asked, confirming my suspicion about the protocol here.


“Usually no, it can’t,” I insisted, implicitly acknowledging the very reason why I was freezing my eggs.


Reluctantly, the doctor handed me my bag, and I fumbled through the oversized leather tote to fish out both my iPhone and BlackBerry. It was Dani Lever, Governor Cuomo’s director of communications, which indicated that there was likely a problem with the press.


“Is everything okay?” I answered breathlessly, even though I was completely immobile.


“Meliss? I’m so sorry to bother you, but it’s the New York Times.” Dani spoke to the Times multiple times a day. If she was calling me about it, it couldn’t be good.


“I’ll be at the office in fifteen minutes,” I replied without further discussion and then looked up at Dr. H sheepishly. “I’m so sorry, but I really have to get going.” Given that my personal life had just been upended, I needed to tackle something I could actually fix, and that meant hightailing it across town and back to my professional life as quickly as possible.


“Melissa, I know what I just said is jarring,” the doctor appealed to me as I pulled on my blouse. She was probably used to patients who wanted more of her time, not less. “The research is fuzzy on why certain women have low AMH levels at your age.”


“I understand.” Desperately wanting the conversation to end, I began scrolling through the dozens of emails I’d missed in the twenty minutes I’d neglected my BlackBerry.


“One train of thought does indicate that a possible predictor of egg viability is stress,” she added, stressing the word stress.


“I see.” I swallowed a lump in my throat. Her suggestion felt like blame. And that blame triggered guilt.


“It has a tremendous impact on how our bodies function and . . .”


“I understand.” I cut her off. I didn’t want to hear anymore. It was too much to take.


And the message was already loud and clear.


My purported sterility was my fault. It wasn’t enough that I was working eighteen hours a day, managing the government for the state of New York. I was supposed to be doing that without any pressure at all in order for my thirty-four-year-old body to be able to create eggs, so I could fulfill my expectation of motherhood, someday, maybe.


“Should I have the office be in touch to schedule a follow-up? If you want to do this, you really shouldn’t wait any longer,” she went on.


“You know what, I’ll reach out later this week. Thanks so much for your time!” I forced a smile as I ran out the door, desperate to return to a locus of control.


I never made the appointment. And, just like that, three years went by.


So here I was on a gurney again. It was 7:00 a.m., and I had the coveted first appointment of the day for egg retrieval, a slot I’d secured the morning prior by casually mentioning to the doctor on duty that I was working on NY’s COVID response and needed the anesthesia to wear off in time for me to be lucid enough to work. This being my sixth round of egg freezing, I knew how to game the system, including how to sneak my iPhone and BlackBerry into the operating room and surreptitiously tuck them underneath my thigh where the nurses wouldn’t see them (or at least could plausibly ignore them in good conscience). I didn’t believe there was any other way to do my job.


They say that most people are in pain and loopy for at least twelve hours after surgery. But for whatever reason, the anesthesia had almost no effect on me. If not for NYU’s strict policy that patients weren’t allowed to leave without the accompaniment of a responsible adult, I would have sailed out the door, hopped into a car, and driven myself over the Brooklyn Bridge home.


The five times I’d had the procedure before, my husband had been sitting dutifully in the waiting room to pick me up, using his forearm as support to guide me through the bright white hallways, down the elevator, and then into the Uber he would have had ready to take us home. Only, on this day, with our marriage on life support, Matt was three thousand miles away, a decision we agreed to keep secret from even those closest to us. So I was on my own—and making up ever-evolving excuses to explain Matt’s absence—which came with its own set of complicated emotions. Rather than confront those, I would throw myself deeper into work.


“Would you like any juice or crackers?” the nurse in the recovery room asked.


“No, really, I’m fine. Is my friend here to take me home? I really need to get moving.”


“The doctor insists you need a few more minutes of observation before we can let you go, but yes, your friend checked in and is down the hall.”


I slid my iPhone out from under the blanket to do a quick check. It was already 8:03 a.m. Our health commissioner was conducting a senior staff call at 9:00 a.m., and I had to be in front of a computer for that. If I left immediately, with morning traffic factored in, I’d make it home by the skin of my teeth.


“I appreciate your concern,” I said to the nurse, who was attempting to politely hold me hostage. “But I really have to get going.” I stood up and took two woozy steps toward the dressing area before gaining my balance and making a beeline for the door.


Within minutes, I was in the back seat of my oldest friend Rachel’s SUV, sitting next to her nine-month-old son, Jack, with her husband, Marc, at the wheel.


“How’d it go?” Marc asked innocently.


“Marc, she just got out. Can you give her a minute?” Rachel craned her head around her seat to look at me and whispered, “Did it go okay, Missy?” To the rest of the world I was Melissa, but to my oldest friends, I would always be Missy.


“Yes, all fine. It wasn’t exactly a banner morning in the egg-retrieval business for me, but what else is new? I’ll take what I can get.” I shrugged, as if it wasn’t a critical part of my life we were talking about.


Egg freezing is notoriously expensive, ranging upward of $30,000 per round, but thanks to the generous health-insurance plan provided by Matt’s employer, up to five were covered. And thank God for that, because while most women are able to produce between ten and twenty eggs per retrieval, I averaged four. Just nature’s way of telling me: you’re fundamentally and irreversibly broken. And that was indescribably soul crushing. So much so that every time the doctor delivered the news of how few eggs were harvested, despite trying to convince myself that I had made peace with the situation, I still burst into tears.


“Not to change the subject, but can we talk about COVID?” Marc asked, meeting my eyes in the rearview mirror.


“Marc, Missy is not your personal news aggregator,” Rachel interjected. “Let’s leave her alone.”


“No, no, it’s fine. I’m happy to change the subject.” It was the truth.


Rachel rolled her eyes.


“So, what’s the story?” Marc pressed. “Do we think COVID is in New York already?”


“Not yet,” I replied, uncertainly. “But we are not sure. The CDC is controlling all the testing, and they claim they have the airports very closely monitored. We don’t have any proof that what they’re saying is unreliable,” I added, checking my watch.


As we pulled up to my town house, I thanked Rachel and Marc for the ride, kissed baby Jack on the forehead, and hurried up the stairs, where I threw back three ibuprofen with a red Gatorade and cracked open my laptop. It was 8:58 a.m. on the nose—just in time.


There were three dozen people on the call, all in search of answers from Dr. Howard Zucker, the sixteenth commissioner of the New York State Department of Health. Former assistant director general of the World Health Organization and deputy assistant secretary at the Department of Health and Human Services, Zucker was the consummate professional. We had been engaged in a series of conversations throughout the month as we monitored the developing situation around COVID.


“Let’s get started,” I said, attempting to take immediate command of the situation. It felt good, considering the morning I’d had. “Dr. Zucker, what’s the latest information on COVID?” With a handful of confirmed cases in California and Washington State, it felt like it was only a matter of time before it would reach New York.


On January 21, roughly a month earlier, the United States confirmed its first case of COVID-19: a Washington State resident in his thirties who had just returned from China. Days later, on January 26, Anthony Fauci, director of the National Institute of Allergies and Infectious Diseases, appeared on WABC, a New York radio station, when host John Catsimatidis had asked, “What can you tell the American people about what’s been going on? Should they be scared?”


“I don’t think so,” Dr. Fauci said. “The American people should not be worried or frightened by this. It’s a very, very low risk to the United States, but it’s something we, as public-health officials, need to take very seriously.”


At that point, COVID, a “mysterious” respiratory virus that had originated in Wuhan, China, had killed six people and caused hundreds more to become sick in Asia. In the time since, the virus had migrated to Europe before making its way to Iran. While the World Health Organization had declared a global state of emergency, it didn’t feel like an emergency—at least not in the United States. The Trump administration suspended travel to and from China, but otherwise the virus didn’t impact daily life.


No one understood what the virus was or how it was spreading—and the American press wasn’t focused on it, their coverage dominated by the ongoing Democratic presidential nomination fight. Plus, after years of false alarms sounded on everything from Ebola to the avian and swine flus—global pandemics whose effects were not felt in the United States—the country had developed a studied indifference to WHO’s dire warnings. We had tried to get information from federal agencies and the WHO itself, but either they didn’t know what was happening, or they weren’t saying.


Dr. Zucker explained that, traditionally, in a public-health emergency, the state’s job was to guide local health departments and help facilitate information and resources from the federal government, but not to direct them per se. With COVID, the federal government had made it clear they were taking the lead, controlling testing, data, access to information, and resources.


“Dr. Zucker, you’ve met the governor, right?” I asked rhetorically. “Do you really think I can go to him with ‘there’s a possible pandemic on the horizon, but the state’s job is to defer to the locals and the feds, and oh by the way, that means Trump and de Blasio are in charge’ and still have a job by the end of the day?”


“I hear your point, Melissa, but the CDC won’t allow states to test—resources are very limited.” At first, the CDC’s protocols dictated that access to testing would be reserved only for those people with symptoms who had traveled to China; later, they would amend their rules to include other international hot spots. The process was a bureaucratic maze. Those being tested were labeled PUIs, “people under investigation.” Samples would be taken in each of the fifty states and mailed to the CDC’s primary lab in Atlanta. Days would go by before they were processed. The feds would then send daily emails to health departments around the country with an update on the PUIs in their state. Every day, the email I received was the same: New York has no confirmed cases of COVID-19 at this time.


“Are there labs in New York that we believe can do the testing?” Beth Garvey, the governor’s counsel, chimed in. Savvy, politically astute, and intellectually brilliant, Beth knew the law inside out and, after nearly two decades in government, had seen almost everything. She knew Cuomo wouldn’t take “no testing” for an answer.


“Yes—Wadsworth—and we’re pursuing that, but it requires the feds to sign off, and they haven’t given us permission yet.” The Wadsworth Center, located a stone’s throw from the capitol in Albany, is New York State’s primary research laboratory and one of the most sophisticated in the country.


“Dr. Zucker, who’s they?” Beth pressed, anticipating the governor’s next line of questioning.


“The federal government, the CDC, the coronavirus task force.”


“Who is the most senior person Andrew Cuomo can appeal to?” I asked.


“That would be Vice President Pence. He’s the head of Trump’s COVID task force.”


“Okay—Steph, did you hear that?” I checked. Stephanie Benton, director of the governor’s offices, had worked for Cuomo since his first year as attorney general and was the only one of us who had both the institutional knowledge and the instincts to keep up with him. Our relationship had been a little frosty when I’d first started working in the administration—in a climate of alpha males, she was the only person on the floor who truly intimidated me—but over time we’d become inseparable.


“Yep, I’m on it,” Steph responded.


“Okay, now we need to start communicating to the public. Dani, what are your thoughts?” I asked, turning it over to our communications director.


“Well, we need the public to understand what this is, and what we’re doing to protect them. It would be helpful if the people on this call, including myself, understood it, too,” she responded sheepishly.


A senior health official jumped in. “Guys, I agree this is likely very serious—how serious, we don’t know yet—but at the same time, I think it’s important that, internally and externally, we all understand that, according to top medical professionals at the CDC and WHO, by all accounts, say this virus acts like, well, the flu,” he said.


“The flu?” I asked, honestly confused.


“Yes, the flu; that’s what the federal government is saying.”


“Okay, accepting that premise, can I ask you a stupid question?” I went on.


“Of course.”


“Isn’t the major difference between this and the flu is that the flu has a vaccine?”


The silence on the line was deafening. No one—not the feds, not the press, not the health officials in Washington—knew what we were dealing with.


“Okay, I think that’s enough for today!” I couldn’t end the call quickly enough. “Thank you, everybody.”



















CHAPTER 3


Lighting Up the Bat Signal


I COLLAPSED ON THE LIVING ROOM SOFA, COVERED MY FACE WITH my hands, and let out a deep sigh. We didn’t know what this was and how bad it could be—no one did—and that feeling overwhelmed me. It was time to call the governor.


“Helloooo, hellooooo, Melissa De-Ros-a, hellooooooo!” he answered in the baritone voice he used when he was in a particularly good mood.


“Hi, Governor.” I responded, attempting to sound upbeat back.


“How are you feeling?”


“Well, not great.”


“Are you okay?” It dawned on me that the boss was asking about my doctor’s appointment, not COVID.


“Oh, that. That was what it was. But we don’t have time to talk about that now,” I quickly answered.


“What’s going on?” His tone shifted to all business.


“I just did a call with the health department . . . ”


I filled him in on needing to contact Vice President Pence about testing.


“Okay, what else?” he wanted to know.


“Rick Cotton called about issues at the airports,” I launched in. Rick was the executive director at the Port Authority. Established in 1921 as a joint venture between New York and New Jersey, the Port Authority oversees much of the regional transportation infrastructure: all major bridges, tunnels, seaports, and airports—including three of the nation’s busiest: LaGuardia, JFK, and Newark International. A consummate professional and all-star lawyer with incredible management skills and a full head of white hair, Rick had the ability to move massive bureaucracies; he never picked up the phone with a problem unless he had run out of possible solutions.


“With this virus jumping from country to country, Rick’s concerned about logistics around tracking passengers coming in through the airports,” I continued. “He said the federal government’s protocols are a mess; it doesn’t seem like any of this could possibly work.”


“Yes, I’ve been speaking with Rick,” Cuomo interjected, seemingly unfazed. “What else?” He had an uncanny sense for things being left unsaid.


“I just . . . I don’t know,” I paused. “I don’t think the federal government is really in control of this.”


“Oh, come on, Melissa,” Cuomo chided. “You’ve been doing this long enough to know that control is an illusory concept. I’ll call Zucker and Pence and Cotton.” He paused.


“What are you thinking?” I asked, hoping he’d deliver a quick, confident answer.


“We’re not going to rely on the feds,” the governor declared. “And we’re going to call the legislature: if we’re going to properly manage this, we’re going to need the authority and resources to do it. Get Beth and begin to engage the leaders.” He was adamant that if he was going to be in charge of the state’s pandemic response, he needed the legal authority to do it. In this case, that meant the legal power to institute mass quarantines, order businesses to close, suspend laws, and issue sweeping directives.


“I’ll call Shontell and LouAnn,” I offered. Shontell Smith and LouAnn Ciccone were my counterparts in the senate and assembly, respectively. Despite our competing interests, the three of us had become good friends and trusted one another; we fought for our principles, and while sometimes it was ugly, we did so honestly and generally went out for drinks after. It was time to bring them in and come up with a plan.


“In the meantime, don’t let that obsessive brain of yours make you crazy.” Cuomo often teased me about being Type A. “Takes one to know one” was my usual wry response.


In a crisis, Andrew Cuomo always played it consummately cool, no matter how hot the water was. While I played through every possible worst-case scenario and spun myself up, he organized, strategized, and pre-deployed. He was known by the Albany press corps as “Governor Windbreaker” (a nod to his emergency-management attire): blizzards, floods, and hurricanes were his forte. He had been secretary of Housing and Urban Development in the administration of Bill Clinton and had handled crises across the country decades before. Over the years, Cuomo would push me to convert nervous energy into productivity. We had no idea what was about to unfold, but we had run out of time to wait around for someone else to figure it out.


Ready or not, it was time to take matters into our own hands.


The first day in March 2020 was like any other typical Sunday. I woke up while it was still dark and went for a run. I spent the morning responding to emails and doing back-to-back conference calls on the state budget and the emergency-powers legislation. I had brunch with a few girlfriends and checked in with my parents. And by 5:00 p.m., I was in sweatpants, watching MSNBC, and ordering takeout. Former mayor of South Bend, Indiana, Pete Buttigieg had just announced he was dropping out of the Democratic presidential primary, and pundits were abuzz about who of the remaining candidates would benefit from his departure. A footnote to the day’s political news appeared on the chyron scrolling along the bottom of the screen: twenty-four hours earlier, the United States had reported its first COVID death in Seattle, Washington.


And then my phone rang. And the world turned upside down.


“Dr. Zucker,” I said, warily. “How are you?”


“Melissa, I just received word from Wadsworth,” he said by way of answer. “New York has our first confirmed case of COVID.” It had barely been twenty-four hours since Cuomo had successfully lobbied Vice President Pence for the ability to conduct COVID testing in New York, and already we had our first confirmed case. While being granted access to do our own in-state testing was a significant development, Wadsworth only had the capacity to run about 400 tests a day. New York had 19.5 million people. How many more were there that we didn’t know about?


“Are we sure?” I asked, as questions suddenly flooded my brain. While we had begun preparing for this moment, what COVID was and the extent of its possible damage were still largely unknown.


“We’re sure.”


I hastily conferenced the governor into the call. He was in Albany at the time. Zucker quickly briefed us. The patient was a thirty-nine-year-old female health-care worker who had been working in Iran and had just flown back to New York. She had come down with a fever, which is what prompted her to be tested, but was otherwise healthy. Masked the entire time, she had taken an Uber from the airport and was currently isolated in her Midtown Manhattan apartment.


“But if she was on a plane and took an Uber, doesn’t that mean . . . ?” I interjected. In a heartbeat, the abstract concept of “tracing” everyone an infected person had come in contact with became a reality. My head started to spin—the possible connections were exponential.


“We’re going to have to make sure the Uber driver is tested and work with the federal government to identify everyone that was on the plane, figure out if any of them got onto other planes, and make sure they are made aware and isolated,” Zucker was explaining.


“Oh, they’ll be made aware, all right. The entire world is about to be made aware,” Cuomo said, unironically. “What else do we know, Doctor?”


“That’s it for the moment, Governor.”


“Okay, Melissa, we’re going to need to tell the public,” Cuomo said. “People need the facts, or pandemonium could ensue.”


I cut in. “Yes, Governor, I’ve been working on a draft statement while we’ve been on the phone. I’ll send it over for your review.”


“And call Emma to notify de Blasio,” he added. “We’ll need to do a press conference together in the morning. We’ll need to present a unified front.” Emma Wolfe was chief of staff to New York City Mayor Bill de Blasio.


The relationship between the governor of New York and the mayor of New York City is historically fraught, but ours was particularly toxic and stood in stark contrast to the one we had had with de Blasio’s predecessor. Mike Bloomberg, an executive from the private sector known for his competence, was a self-made billionaire many times over. He was in the office by 8:00 a.m. and the last person in City Hall to turn the lights out at night. He surrounded himself with the best and the brightest. Similarly, our team was known for being highly professional, competent, and effective. When Bloomberg was mayor, our administrations coexisted in a mostly peaceful manner based on mutual admiration. Game respect game.


The dynamic between us and de Blasio was the opposite. The press referred to the two as “frenemies.” It was much more complicated than that. The governor and de Blasio had known each other for twenty-five years and considered each other real friends. As HUD secretary, Cuomo had given de Blasio his first serious political job as his New York regional representative. Both Mario and Andrew Cuomo endorsed de Blasio for his first City Council race, while every other political heavyweight, including the Clintons, sat on the sidelines, despite the fact that de Blasio had just worked as Hillary’s campaign manager for her US Senate seat. During de Blasio’s mayoral campaign, he moved to the Far Left, believing that’s where the future of the party was going. As the son of Mario Cuomo, who was known as the Liberal Lion, Andrew Cuomo considered himself an “aggressive progressive” but rejected the extreme Left, which he believed was long on rhetoric and short on results. Cuomo’s mantra was “you can’t be a progressive without progress,” whereas de Blasio was happy to champion pie-in-the-sky policies with no practical plan to accomplish them. It set up the two on a collision course.


After being sworn in as mayor, de Blasio, who had never been in an executive position, appeared visibly bored by the job and was always looking for the next best thing. His delusions of grandeur even prompted de Blasio to engage in an embarrassing campaign for president, dropping out four months later, never polling above 0 percent. But as dysfunctional as the relationship between the mayor and governor could be, Emma and I had managed—for the most part—to maintain a friendly, productive relationship; we respected each other and the jobs we had to do.


“Check in with Beth to see where things stand with the legislature on the emergency-powers bill. We need it finalized and introduced immediately,” he continued.


“Got it,” I said, jotting down notes.


“Let Annabel know we'll fly back to Albany after the press conference. I’d like to pull the cabinet together for a meeting.” Annabel Walsh was our director of scheduling. At twenty-six, she was whip-smart, hardworking, and sassy. I looked at her as a little sister.


We hung up and started executing. New York City was briefed, and our team was in gear. The mayor would join the governor for the press conference. Beth reported back that the emergency-powers legislation was still being negotiated but would likely be ready to introduce the next morning. My leisurely Sunday was over. I hastily threw together a garment bag with two weeks’ worth of clothing, toiletries, and my laptop for my Monday-morning flight to Albany.


I wouldn’t see the inside of my home again for five months.


While we live in a global economy, Americans operate with a very nationalist mentality: If something isn’t happening here or impacting us directly, it may as well not be happening at all. That goes double for New Yorkers. While COVID had been rapidly making its way around the globe, it didn’t truly become real until it reached New York City.


Before the press conference, Cuomo, Dr. Zucker, and I huddled around the governor’s conference room table to get on the same page with five of the city’s top health professionals. The federal government and the medical community, from Dr. Fauci on down, were all telling us the same thing: Remain calm. Take the subway. Go about your life. Whatever you do, do not panic. They were still comparing it to the flu. That was the message, and we wouldn’t deviate.


As we stood up to walk the one flight down to the thirty-eighth floor to begin the press conference, Annabel pulled me aside.


“We had planned to save a seat for you in the front row, but the room is packed. Do you mind watching from up here?”


“Sure,” I said, taken aback. “How many people are down there?”


“More than have ever fit in that room before.” Annabel responded, her eyes wide.


The press conference attracted nearly three dozen television cameras, requiring an overflow space be set up for reporters who hadn’t arrived early enough to secure a seat. The jam-packed room underscored how little we understood about the virus.


Flanked by Mayor de Blasio and an onslaught of medical professionals, the governor dutifully conveyed the confidence of a father assuring his children everything was going to be alright.


“My daughter called me and said, don’t tell me to relax—tell me why I should be relaxed,” he proclaimed, the entire country’s eyes on him. “So I want to make sure I tell the people of New York what I told my daughter. In this situation, the facts defeat fear, because the reality is reassuring.”


Outwardly, he conveyed confidence; privately, I sensed he was deeply concerned. By the next afternoon, another COVID patient was identified: this time a lawyer in his fifties from New Rochelle, a small town twenty miles north of New York City. Patient Zero, as he would come to be known, had been hospitalized and put into a medically induced coma. Unlike the doctor diagnosed two days before, this man had no recent travel history; the only possible way he could have contracted the virus was by moving around in the course of his daily life. A new phrase was introduced: community spread. But how? Where had it come from? And who else had he unknowingly infected? Suddenly, the nightmare scenario was undeniable reality. The feds were wrong. COVID had been silently spreading in New York for who knew how long.


There had been strong opposition in the legislature, but COVID was officially in New York, and that was enough to push them over the finish line. A few hours later, they convened to pass the governor’s emergency-powers legislation, along with a $40 million appropriation to address unforeseen health costs. (Ironically, a number of legislators contracted COVID while in the capitol debating the emergency-powers bill.)


The questions were piling up, but answers were in short supply. When did COVID get to New York? How many people have it? How fast could the virus spread? How lethal was it? What was our hospital capacity? After meeting with our cabinet and then separately with top officials from the state’s Department of Health, the governor’s mood shifted, and I could sense something was wrong.


“Do you have a second?” I asked. The governor was sitting in his conference room at the head of the long wooden table, making a to-do list. “Is everything okay?”


Cuomo looked up, took his glasses off, brow furrowed, “A state government has never done this before,” he said.


“What do you mean?” I asked. “Done what?”


“Melissa, this is going to be a massive operational undertaking on tasks never performed before. We are going to need to set up testing sites, get labs to do the testing, put together a real contact-tracing program, secure thousands of pieces of personal protective equipment (PPE)—and that’s only the things we know we’re going to have to do, not to mention everything we’re not aware of yet.”


“Okay,” I responded, “and we’ll get it done, just like we always do.”


“Melissa, you were in that meeting. Do you honestly think that we have the manpower for this?” Cuomo leaned back in his chair, looked up at the ceiling, and let out a long exhale. I took that as my cue to leave him alone.


I turned around, walked into my office, and closed the door. He was right. We couldn’t do this alone. We needed extra hands. I picked up a legal pad and started to jot down names.


Steve Cohen and Bill Mulrow. Steve and Bill had both served as secretary to the governor earlier on in the administration and had Cuomo’s full confidence. Smart, steady, and wise to their core, they were the consummate counselors. Check.


Larry Schwartz. Larry was an operational genius and a bulldog. He had the patience to vet every single action and relentlessly push a task over the finish line. He had been secretary to two governors and deputy county executive to two of the state’s largest counties. Larry had been working in the private sector for the last few years; he was one of those rare people who felt compelled by a sense of duty. If we called, there was no way he would say no. Check.


Linda Lacewell. Linda was superintendent for the department of financial services. One of the nation’s most well-regarded lawyers, she was savvy, intelligent, relentless, and effective, and she worked twenty-four hours a day. She was also a close friend of mine whose devotion to the administration was unmatched. We needed her. Check.


Jim Malatras. Jim had worked for the governor since he was attorney general, first as head of policy and then later as director of state operations. He was a genius. He was universally respected, understood New York State law inside out, and knew how to move the unwieldy bureaucracy. He was serving as president of Empire State College. Check.


Mimi Reisner. Mimi had worked for the State Department under Hillary Clinton before working for us years later managing overall messaging. Communicating to the public was almost as important as hardening our operational capacity, and Mimi’s brain moved a thousand miles a minute, always generating new ideas and seeing problems before they materialized. Mimi was between projects. There’s no way she would say no. Check.


I walked back into the governor’s conference room, catching him between phone calls.


“I have an idea,” I said.


“What do you got?” he asked, without looking up from his to-do list.


“I heard what you said before,” I began. “And I don’t necessarily disagree.”


“So?”


“So let’s bring back the old team.”


“What do you mean?” He responded, looking up.


“I mean Steve, Bill, Larry, Linda, Jim, Mimi. It’s just a start, and we’ll need more, but let’s get this group and build out from there. They’ll do it. I know they will.”


“Okay,” he responded, unconvinced. “Give it a shot. Let me know what they say.”


Danger, darkness, the unknown all loomed; it was time to send up the Bat Signal. In an industry known for people coming and going (loyalty optional), many on our team had worked together for decades, dating back to Mario Cuomo’s administration in the 1980s. And whereas many political teams are notorious for internecine battles, people who leaked to the press, and internal factions, none of that existed in our operation. The people who thrived were top-level professionals, and they knew it. Performance mattered, and everyone was expected to carry their own weight. The pace and stress level were grueling on a good day and not for the faint of heart. But born from that intensity was a family. We trusted each other and had one another’s backs.


One by one, they said yes. Linda would immediately fly back from a conference she was attending in London. Larry would move into the governor’s mansion and camp out until the storm had passed. Jim would temporarily relocate his office to the capitol. And Mimi would start to hire as much talent as she could. I leaned back in my chair. Help was on the way. Whatever this was, we would figure it out together.


It was clear that no one could yet fathom the depth of what was happening around us, but now that we had mustered our forces, we needed to start making decisions. Big ones.
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