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            Prologue

            May 1985

         

         MY PETER PAN collars and sensible pumps didn’t exactly scream Miami. It was a whole new world: causeways stretching across sparkling bays, cigarette boats, Cuban coffee, women roller-blading in bikinis. The pulsating city was about as far as you could get from my wholesome hometown of Arlington, Virginia.

         It was also one of the hottest news markets in the country. I was a general-assignment reporter at WTVJ, where a normal week might mean covering a pit-bull attack, a tropical storm, a drug deal gone bad, and the Calle Ocho festival in Little Havana. For a young journalist looking to make her mark, Miami had everything.

         My learning curve was steep. The run-and-gun of covering spot news was all new to me, while the terror of reporting live practically turned me to stone. But in Miami, you couldn’t dwell on your mistakes. The stories came fast, which meant lots of airtime and plenty of practice.

         One day after work I was buying a birthday card at Burdines department store downtown when the woman at the register started examining my face. “You look just like that girl on TV!” she said.

         Cue the choir of angels. My first time being recognized.

         “Actually, I am that girl on TV,” I said with a smile.

         The woman smiled back. “You know, dear, your skin looks so much better in person.”

         
              

         

         BEING ON TELEVISION brings instant familiarity: People feel like they know you. They assess you, analyze you, project on you; they develop strong feelings about who they think you are. If you become a fixture in their home, like another member of the family, they even start to care about you. And you start to care about them too. Loyalty is pledged, bonds are built. I am still so moved by the power of television to make connections between people who’ve never met. Perhaps like you and me.

         Over the years, whenever I ran into TODAY show viewers, they’d tell me they felt like they knew me. And in so many ways, they did. Because the parts of me they saw were real—the joy and frustration, the bloopers and belly laughs, the genuine affection I felt for my colleagues. They saw me become a mom to two daughters and grieve the loss of my husband and sister; they even got a good look at my colon. But it was two hours a day in a manufactured setting. There’s so much the audience didn’t see.

         I’ve been a public figure for 30 years, a journalist for 40. The journey has exceeded every ambition I ever had. It’s allowed me to witness seismic events and huge societal changes up close, and help people—on a grand scale—understand them. It has been the privilege of my life.

         But the journey has also been deeply personal: Summoning the grit to make my way in the male-run media business. Adjusting to the thrilling, chilling world of sudden fame. Learning on the job, and occasionally stumbling—with millions watching. Experiencing institutional sexism at the highest levels; hanging in long enough to see things start to change. Telling other people’s stories while complete strangers tried to tell mine. Doubting myself, forgiving myself, being proud of myself. As I say, it’s been a journey.

         
              

         

         I’VE LOVED EVERY second of being on TV. And yet, it has a way of squeezing you down to a shape and size designed to fit comfortably in the nation’s living rooms, bedrooms, and kitchens. In other words, the box can put you in a box; the flat-screen can flatten. On TV, you are larger than life but somehow smaller, too, a neatly cropped version of who you are. Real life—the complications and contradictions, the messy parts—remains outside the frame.

         It’s magical, television; I know it made my dreams come true. But it is not the whole story, and it is not the whole me. This book is.
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            Moxie

         

         THE SUMMER AFTER I graduated from college, my skin turned orange. I was on the Scarsdale Diet, a high-protein fat-melter that let you eat as many carrots as you wanted. The idea was to look as good as possible for my wet hot American summer, a sticky, sandy final fling before finding a job—maybe even a career—in TV news.

         My plan was to wait tables in a picture-postcard beach town where the smell of fried fish mingled with the salt air; where my friends and I would spend the day slathering ourselves with Johnson’s baby oil and lying out on beach towels, listening to the Bee Gees on our transistor radios. Then I’d shower, throw on a uniform, and hustle for tips at a restaurant on a shimmering inlet with skiffs scooting by.

         That was the plan. Instead, I found a job at H. A. Winston’s, located on a scrubby stretch of Route 1 in Delaware. The chain specialized in burgers with ambitious toppings (the Society Hill had blue cheese and chives; the Russian was dressed with sour cream and caviar). I loved the controlled chaos of the kitchen, shouting to the cooks over the pop and sizzle of the fryers, navigating the dining room while balancing dinner plates up and down my arm.

         One night, a party of about seven or eight rowdy locals came in. They ordered round after round of daiquiris and beers, then burgers and fries plus onion rings and more fries, and I cheerfully kept it all coming.

         After they left, I started piling their dirty dishes on a tray and saw my tip sitting there on the dark wood table: a quarter.

         I put down the tray and headed outside, still in my apron, and scanned the parking lot. Then I spotted the guy I’d seen handling the check getting into his truck.

         I walked up to the driver’s-side window.

         “I don’t need your money,” I said, and tossed the quarter into the cab.

         Then I headed back to the restaurant, walking a little taller in my Tretorns.

         
              

         

         I HAD SENT MY resumé to ABC News in Washington, where I figured it got sucked into the black hole of forgotten candidates. So I asked my mom if she’d drive me to the bureau in downtown DC. I liked the idea of having a getaway car (her cream-colored Buick station wagon) idling at the curb if things didn’t go my way.

         “Hi!” I said to the security guard at the bureau, busting out the biggest smile in my arsenal. “Is Davey Newman here?”

         “Do you have an appointment?” she said, looking bored.

         “Not really…I’m an old friend of his,” I said, even though I’d never actually met Davey Newman.

         “But you don’t have an appointment.”

         “There’s a phone over there,” I said, pointing to a beige one hanging on the wall. “Do you mind if I call him?”

         Heavy sigh. “Go ahead.”

         “Newman” came a gruff voice on the other end.

         “Hi, it’s Katie Couric!” I said and launched into the many minor ways our lives had intersected, including the fact that my sister Kiki went to high school with his twin brothers, Steve and Eddie. Shockingly, he let me up.

         Davey looked at me over some wire copy he was reading; a cigarette smoldered in the ashtray on his desk. After the smallest of small talk, he passed me off to Kevin Delaney, the deputy bureau chief in charge of hiring—the same guy I’d sent my resumé to.

         “Tell me about yourself,” Delaney said, staring me down through lenses perched on the tip of his nose.

         Knowing I was on borrowed time, I flew through my bona fides: recent graduate of the University of Virginia, American studies major, wrote for the college newspaper, interned at three different DC radio stations during the summers. I ended my spiel with “I really want to work in TV news.”

         “How did you get up here?” Delaney asked.

         I confessed to the tenuous Davey Newman connection.

         “Well,” he said, smiling, “I admire your tenacity.”

         And with that, Kevin Delaney sifted through a thick stack of resumés on the corner of his desk, found mine, and put it on top.

         
              

         

         BACK HOME, MY dad was at the kitchen table, eating a chipped beef sandwich with a glass of milk. I told him every detail as my mother chuckled quietly while stirring some Campbell’s tomato soup at the stove. His blue eyes brightened, the corners of his mouth turning up ever so slightly.

         “That’s wonderful,” he said in his soft Southern accent. “Katie, you’ve got moxie.”

         Moxie. I liked the sound of it.

         A few days later, ABC called: “Can you start next week?”
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            ABC News, May I Help You?

         

         I CAN STILL HEAR the cacophony of the newsroom—the clattering typewriters, the ringing phones, the whirring copier, the syncopated conversations between producers, reporters, assignment editors, cameramen. Discordant and thrilling, like a symphony orchestra tuning up.

         I’d been hired as a desk assistant—a not-so-glorified girl Friday (and Monday through Thursday too). On my first day a gangly guy with a mustache named Mike showed me the ropes: how to make coffee, where to distribute the day’s newspapers, how to collate the rundowns and change the ribbon on the teletype machine while wearing white cloth gloves so the purple ink didn’t get all over your fingers. Everyone had an air of I belong here and I’m doing important things; men sauntered around in safari jackets, exhaling cigarette smoke and confidence. I felt so out of place. But you have to start somewhere, and I was determined to make the best damn pot of coffee these people had ever tasted.

         Desk assistants didn’t have actual desks, so I found a vacant seat and started answering phones (the first time I said, “ABC News, may I help you?” I got goose bumps). And suddenly a tall, eagle-eyed figure with dramatically arched eyebrows and a shellacked comb-over bounded in—White House correspondent Sam Donaldson. He came to a screeching halt when he saw me.

         “You!” he bellowed. “What is your name?”

         I felt the whole newsroom look my way. “Katie,” I squeaked.

         “Katie! Katie!” At which point, Donaldson literally jumped on the desk and started crooning, “K-K-K-Katy, beautiful Katy / You’re the only g-g-g-girl that I adore / When the m-m-m-moon shines, over the cowshed / I’ll be waiting at the k-k-k-kitchen door.”

         My cheeks started burning while everyone else just rolled their eyes and went back to their work—Sam being Sam, apparently. Then he jumped down and said, “Come with me!”

         We hoofed it to the White House, about a half mile away, for the daily briefing. I was huffing and puffing in my summer shift and heels, desperately trying to keep up with Sam’s long strides, as we approached the West Wing entrance. He grabbed my hand and whisked me past security, barking, “She’s with me.”

         The press room was packed with pros holding reporter’s notebooks and tape recorders. Sam plunged into the crowd while I stood stiffly against the wall, hoping no one questioned what the hell this 22-year-old nobody was doing there. I spotted legendary Helen Thomas in the front row looking like a harried housewife in a sea of men. Then they started lobbing questions at Jimmy Carter’s press secretary, Jody Powell, fighting for information the nation needed to know. Afterward, Sam went off to his White House cubicle and sent me on my way. Returning to the bureau, I felt a bit dazed. Did that actually just happen?

         Back in the newsroom, Mike pointed out Kevin Delaney’s secretary, the person who’d be giving me my weekly schedule. Blond and so thin she was practically concave, Wendy Walker looked like she had just stepped out of Town & Country. I introduced myself and whispered conspiratorially, “Today is my first day.”

         “It’s my first day too,” she whispered back. I felt like grabbing onto her like a life raft. “Want to get lunch?” I asked.

         Over salads, Wendy told me about her recent breakup with a curator at the National Gallery, about working for Ethel Kennedy and seeing Walter Cronkite do the limbo at Jackie Kennedy’s 50th-birthday party in Hyannis Port. It all sounded so upper-crusty and out of my league. But later she’d tell me how her father had lost his job. After graduating from Hollins, a women’s college in Virginia, she headed to Washington with $40 in her bank account and instructions to marry well. Coming from a frugal family, I realized we had more in common than I’d thought.

         We shared something else too—the desire to succeed not by finding a husband but by having a career. It was the ’70s—the decade of Roe v. Wade, Title IX, fiery debate over the Equal Rights Amendment, Barbara Walters becoming the first woman to co-anchor a Big Three evening newscast. I’d spent many a Saturday night for seven years watching The Mary Tyler Moore Show, transfixed by the ambitious, independent heroine setting out for a career in TV news.

         Gee, I thought, I want to turn the world on with my smile too!

         
              

         

         FRANK REYNOLDS, THE anchor of ABC’s World News Tonight, gave off an air of old-school manliness. After the broadcast, he and his posse would sip scotch in his office and compare notes about what the competition had led their newscasts with. I’m pretty sure he spoke to me only once—in front of a Washington Post reporter who was writing a profile of him. I’d been asked to fetch him a ham sandwich from the deli next door, and when I returned, Reynolds looked up from the interview and said, “Thank you, dear.” Largely, I guess, for the benefit of the reporter.

         The backdrop of World News Tonight was the newsroom. To make sure viewers saw that it was a real, live, working newsroom, we were asked to be seat-fillers behind the anchor desk. I would always volunteer and pretend I was engaged in serious business—holding the phone to my ear, earnestly nodding and taking notes—when in reality, I was talking to my parents, urgently telling them to turn on the TV. “Can you see me? Look! I’m behind Frank Reynolds’s right shoulder!”

         Wendy and I did everything we could to get ahead. We memorized the office floor plan, learned everyone’s names and what they did. We came in on Sundays to do extra work (we called it “Sunday school”).

         One of those Sundays when no one was around, I slipped into the anchor chair. Wendy handed me a script she’d found in a trash can by the teleprompter operator’s perch. I proceeded to deliver a mock newscast in full-on Ted Baxter mode, before collapsing in laughter at how ridiculous we were.
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            Let ’Em Know You’re There

         

         OUR FAMILY TREE was just a sapling when my parents, John and Elinor, bought a tidy four-bedroom brick Colonial for $30,500 in 1957. I was 6 months old. It had shutters the color of Georgia clay and three windows facing the street on the second floor. When I was a teenager, the middle one would be aglow until I came home at exactly 11:50 p.m., just before my curfew. Our house exuded a modest solidity that also described my family.

         Emily was 10 years older than me. She always seemed to be racing around with important things to do—studying for exams, going on dates and college tours. Clara was born three years after her. She was named for my maternal grandmother, but my father didn’t love the name, so we all called her Kiki. She and I shared a room; Kiki would comb my hair, put it in pigtails, and treat me like a little doll. I remember watching her rush off to a football game in her cheerleading uniform, tossing her pom-poms and megaphone in the back of our dad’s Sunbeam Alpine convertible (his one midlife indulgence), thinking, I want to be just like her.

         Johnny came next. When he was 5, he stuffed pebbles up his nose; my mom had to take him to the hospital to have them removed with giant tweezers. We were partners in crime, getting into pillow fights—one of which brought down a ceiling light, shattering it into a million pieces—and giving each other wedgies, which we called “creepers.” Sometimes he’d pin down my shoulders with his knees and let a loogie drip dangerously close to my face before sucking it back up. “Stop roughhousing!” my mom would scream from downstairs.

         No one seems particularly surprised to learn that I was the baby of the bunch. My parents would put my infant seat on the dining-room table so the whole family could stand around and watch me—my first audience. Later, my sisters would entertain their suitors by instructing me to do a cartwheel and the splits on the living-room floor or sing “Jolly Old Saint Nicholas” while they accompanied me on the piano. I was more than happy to perform.

         In summer, over corn on the cob and sliced tomatoes at the glass table on the screened-in porch, I’d hold court, telling a bawdy joke or making a racy comment; my mom’s eyes would turn into tiny crescents as she laughed so hard her shoulders shook, barely making a sound except the occasional snort. Attempting to maintain some dinner-table decorum, my father would suppress a smile and say, “Elin-ah! Don’t encourage her!”

         
              

         

         OUR MOTHER WAS the ultimate protector and defender—a homemaker in the most concrete sense, always doing for us, pulling for us, waiting for us to come home. She’d tell me, “Everyone needs a cheerleader. I’m yours.” She was sturdy in every way. When I was little, I’d spring up and wrap my legs and arms around her and hold on like a koala bear in a eucalyptus tree.

         After two years at Sophie Newcomb College in New Orleans, my mom moved to Chicago and lived at the Three Arts Club while working as a cartographer at Rand McNally and doing layout for Coronet magazine. All of which seemed pretty exciting to me. My dad was nearby at officer candidate school; they met at a tea dance in 1943. My mom thought he was dashing in his navy whites; he thought she was “a dish” in her red paisley dress. While she waited in Chicago, he did a tour of duty on a naval destroyer in the Pacific, once operating a smoke machine to hide his ship from kamikaze pilots. Less than a year later, they were married, and his life became hers.

         The mothers I knew growing up didn’t have careers, with the exception of Christine Hughes’s mom. (Dr. Hughes helped us with our sixth-grade science-fair project, which entailed pumping cigarette smoke into a fishbowl to show how nicotine would cause a goldfish to lose its equilibrium, sending ours into an aquatic barrel roll.) My mom’s job was us—fixing our breakfasts, packing our lunches (sometimes including little notes like Don’t get stuck in your peanut butter sandwich!), driving whatever I’d forgotten (my purse, my sweater, my homework, my permission slip) to school, bringing me to piano lessons and Johnny to guitar. My mother was the family concierge, making sure we all had what we needed.

         She’d always say, “Let ’em know you’re there.” The woman who ran our household like a boss, but had neither the opportunity nor the self-confidence to let the world know she was there, wanted more for us.

         Not that my mom and dad were helicopter parents—I was given plenty of freedom to roam and make mistakes. It was the ’60s and ’70s, when you could hop on your bike in the morning and not come home until dinner. (My dad would holler “Katieee!” on the front step, while Mr. McMullan had perfected a whistle that signaled my friend Janie to head inside.) But if there was any hint I was seriously veering off course, my mother would swoop in.

         In tenth grade after school one day, I was making out with my boyfriend, Steve Elliott, in his basement. He went to another high school, was two years older, was the product of divorce, and his mother worked—all of which sounded a bit dicey to my parents.

         Suddenly, we heard banging.

         Steve and I untangled and sat up. He craned his neck and saw my mom’s Keds through the window well. I quickly collected myself, ran upstairs, and opened the front door.

         “Mom,” I said, my face flushed, my hair a mess.

         “Come with me,” she ordered and threw my orange Schwinn Varsity bike into the back of the station wagon. I wanted to crawl under the vinyl seat. We didn’t say a word the entire way home.

         My mom was born in 1923, just three years after women won the right to vote, decades before we’d enter the workforce in real numbers.

         Sometimes I wonder: What if little Elinor Hene had been told the sky was the limit? If she’d come along a generation later, what might she have been—a graphic artist? She loved to sketch and paint. A stockbroker? When the AIDS crisis hit, she bought shares of Trojan condoms. Head of operations at some big company? She certainly ran a tight ship. Who knows—maybe she wouldn’t have changed a thing.

         
              

         

         MY HOURS AT ABC were brutal. Going from the morning shift to afternoons to overnights totally screwed up my body clock. Driving down Canal Road after work one afternoon, I felt certain my life was over.

         I’d been living at home. The Peter Max bedspreads I’d begged my mom for in junior high had been replaced by granny-friendly rayon quilts; the chartreuse walls had been repainted cream. As much as I enjoyed my mother’s home cooking, I wanted to be on my own. Fortunately, one of Wendy’s roommates was moving out, and she asked if I wanted the spot. What could be better than rooming with Wendy, her friend Margaret, who worked on Capitol Hill, and Leslie, who had a golden retriever named Amy?

         They lived in a townhouse on Dent Place across the street from the fire station, a 15-minute drive from my parents and just a few blocks from the heart of Georgetown. On weekends we’d grab turkey and Brie on baguettes from the French Market or head to Au Pied de Cochon (the Pig’s Foot—yum) for omelets and fries and to flirt with the sexy French waiters. At some point, Wendy started dating Sam Donaldson (back when no one batted an eye at workplace relationships). One day he showed up at our door in a white shirt, white pants, white belt, and white shoes. I turned around and yelled, “Hey, Wendy, the Man from Glad is here!”

         I was a total slob and Wendy was meticulous—she almost had a coronary one day when I balanced a mug of coffee on her crisp white duvet. I’d sometimes rifle through her sweaters, disrupting her elaborate system, everything organized by color and pattern. Knowing the Oscar/Felix thing might not be working for Wendy, my mom drove over to Dent Place one day and pleaded with her not to kick me out. Wendy told her not to worry.

         
              

         

         THERE WERE A handful of female correspondents at ABC, and I studied their every move: Bettina Gregory, a Rosalind Russell–style toughie; motherly Ann Compton, who covered the White House with Sam and hired me to babysit her kids when I was looking to supplement my $7,000 salary; tall, striking, platinum-blond Cassie Mackin, who practically glided through the newsroom on her cool confidence.

         I was just as fascinated by the male reporters: Rising stars Charlie Gibson and Brit Hume calling in on the “hotline” (a literal red phone with a special ring) from Capitol Hill with big scoops; Lou Cioffi, a foreign correspondent who got so miffed when I asked if he was a cameraman (honest mistake—at the time, he was wearing a Members Only jacket and xeroxing his expense report). Don Farmer was a 20/20 correspondent, married to Chris Curle, a gorgeous and talented local anchor at the ABC affiliate WJLA. During one high school summer, I had taken a journalism class that included a field trip to the station. I remember walking by Chris Curle’s desk and seeing, alongside legal pads and pens, hot rollers and a Clairol makeup mirror. Wow, I thought. So glamorous.

         One afternoon, I snuck upstairs and poked my head into Don’s office. “I have some story ideas for 20/20 I’d love to show you,” I said. He smiled encouragingly, knowing the chutzpah that required, and invited me in.

         I read him the six ideas I had typed out, including one about a treatment center for gambling addicts in Pikesville, Maryland. Don listened and nodded, then thanked me. I left him the list and headed back to the newsroom.

         I don’t know if he ever actually used any of my ideas. But I do know that getting on Don Farmer’s radar changed my life.

         
              

         

         IN THE SPRING of 1980, 10 months after I started, Carl Bernstein became bureau chief of ABC News. He strutted around the place like the big deal he was, having broken Watergate with Bob Woodward seven years earlier. He’d replaced George Watson, who was leaving to run a brand-new cable news operation. Watson invited Wendy to come with him, promising he’d put her on the producer track.

         Then he said, “You know the young people here; is there anyone we should take with us?”

         Wendy said there was.

         I nervously walked into Carl Bernstein’s office, nearly blinded by his royal-blue crushed-corduroy three-piece suit.

         I told him that I had accepted an offer at a new cable news network—CNN. He looked confused.

         “Why are you going to the minor leagues when you’ve already made it to the majors?” he said.

         “I know, Mr. Bernstein—but I think I need to learn how to play baseball first.”

         Yep. I actually said that.
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            Chicken Noodle News

         

         I DIDN’T KNOW MUCH about Ted Turner. I knew he was a swashbuckling sailor who’d won the 1977 America’s Cup, held up bottles of champagne at his victory press conference, and appeared to be three sheets to the wind. And I knew he was a millionaire crazy enough to start a 24-hour cable news channel at a time when no one really knew what cable was.

         The entire network had been built from scratch in less than a year. The Atlanta headquarters were in a plantation-style mansion on Techwood Drive known as “Tara on Techwood,” after Turner’s favorite movie, Gone with the Wind. Meanwhile, the Washington bureau was crammed into a two-story building in Glover Park with a piece of paper on which someone had scribbled in Magic Marker Cable News Network, taped to the front door. There was a cemetery across the street, where we ate our salad-bar concoctions from Safeway on pretty days, and a strip club called Good Guys a few blocks up. All an easy walk from our bachelorette pad on Dent Place.

         Ted Turner’s idea of interior design was to ship old, stained sofas and chairs from his other offices; Wendy and I cleaned them up as best we could. Staffers doubled as carpenters, nailing together the anchor desk. The tech crew hoisted a giant satellite dish onto the roof; we ordered legal pads, reporter’s notebooks, Bic pens, and Rolodexes. We’d heard that Turner didn’t like Styrofoam, so Wendy brought in coffee mugs from home. The penny-pinching could get aggressive: one day a memo came around warning against the overuse of toilet paper.

         Stories began to circulate about Turner that gave us all pause. During an orientation for anchors and producers in Atlanta, he showed up unannounced. All eyes turned to their fearless leader, eager to hear his words of wisdom and inspiration.

         “I just want to tell you, we are going to beam this shit all over the world,” he said in a slurry drawl. “And I’m gonna do this because Russia is gonna bomb our ass.”

         
              

         

         SINCE THE SHOP was nonunion, we could do anything—write, produce, edit, run equipment—without fear of a grouchy tech guy yelling at us for touching something we weren’t supposed to. You’d often hear, “Hey, we need someone on the camera!” and whoever was available would jump up, stand behind the massive cantilevered thing, and swing it in the direction of the person sitting at the anchor desk. We were also the makeup artists, rolling giant tubes of beige goo down guests’ faces.

         But there were a few pros in the mix. Bernie Shaw, our lead Washington anchor, commanded the newsroom like Captain Kirk. When he was preparing to do a cut-in, if the sound of keys clacking in the background started to build, he’d wheel around and boom, “Typewriters!”—and everyone would pretend to type until he was done. Dan Schorr, who won an Emmy for his coverage of Watergate (landing him at number 17 on Nixon’s enemies list), was our senior correspondent. Because he was (gasp) 62, people referred to him behind his back as “Dan Schorr, Senile Correspondent.”

         Bloopers were us: A director cutting to a live shot of a monkey at the Atlanta Zoo, who happened to be masturbating. Studio cameras crashing into anchor desks; a correspondent caught wiping his nose (sorry, Mike Boettcher). Our White House reporter, stationed outside the hospital where President Reagan was recovering after being shot by John Hinckley, began extolling the awesomeness of another network’s catering spread—unaware that he was on live television. No wonder we were nicknamed “Chicken Noodle News.”

         And yet even at CNN there were fairy-tale moments. Somehow, Wendy and I managed to snag a pair of seats at the Radio and Television Correspondents’ Association Dinner. It was a big deal among the Washington press corps and the hottest ticket imaginable for “underlings and young idiots like us,” as Wendy later put it, all aflutter in the semiformal dresses we’d bought at Loehmann’s. The Hilton glittered with big-name talent—Tom Brokaw, Connie Chung—although none more glittery than Jane Pauley in a taffeta ball gown, a sleek French braid trailing down the nape of her neck. Wendy and I were obsessed with her—every morning we huddled in front of Wendy’s portable TV to watch Jane co-anchor the TODAY show. In the lobby, people tried to get close to her and grab a brief audience, maybe even a photo.

         Standing several people behind Jane in the line to enter the ballroom, we gawked. “I want to touch her,” I said. Wendy dared me.

         I started snaking my way through the black-tie throng. As I got closer, I saw Jane throw her head back and laugh—what a thrill to see her legendary warmth and graciousness in the flesh. About a foot away, I summoned my nerve and squeezed past, getting close enough to graze her gown with my knuckles.

         After that night, Wendy and I would French-braid each other’s hair, just like Jane’s.
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            Binge, Purge, Repeat

         

         MY NEIGHBORHOOD GROWING up was the postwar suburban dream: hilly streets teeming with kids riding bikes and playing capture the flag, roving house to house on Halloween dressed up as cowboys and witches. Striving middle-class families who’d moved there for the good schools.

         My parents had high expectations for the four of us; they were demanding and strict, and poor Emily was the guinea pig. One night when I was five, I heard her sobbing in her bedroom—she was in big trouble for something. So I tiptoed into the bathroom, wrapped a wad of toilet paper around my chubby hand, and brought it to her so she could blow her nose and dry her tears. I remember feeling so useful.

         Our parents expected her to be a leader. When Emily ran for student council, the kitchen became her campaign headquarters. Our dad helped write her speeches, and our mom oversaw the posters. One of my favorites, tacked up over a water fountain at school, read FREE WATER COURTESY OF EMILY COURIC. (Kiki, Johnny, and I followed in her footsteps, turning our family into a political dynasty—at least in the Arlington County public schools.)

         By the time I was born, my parents were slightly more relaxed, but they still kept us in line. When my dad asked a question and we answered, “Yes,” he’d say, “Yes, what?” Our conditioned response: “Yes, sir!” (Though Johnny’s slight lisp made it “Yeth, thir!”) Thankfully, the Captain von Trapp phase didn’t last very long.

         My father had a bit of that midcentury-dad mystique, driving off to some serious place with a big typewriter and a leather chair that swiveled. On weekends, he tended to manly duties like mowing the lawn and raking leaves (the sum total of his handiness). His favorite spot was an olive-green wingback chair in the den surrounded by hundreds of books and his beloved toby jugs—Farmer John, Admiral Nelson, John Barleycorn…And while he had an air of gentility and formality about him, he was always our loving dad. I think of him helping us so patiently with our homework and telling us to “boat your oars” at the dinner table (a navy term that means placing your silverware across the center of your plate to show you are finished). I can still picture his khaki trunks billowing in the local pool as I dog-paddled frantically toward his outstretched arms.

         But when things got serious, he put the fear of God in us. I remember getting whacked a couple of times when I did something that might hurt me—once when I glanced up at the solar eclipse after I’d been warned it could make me go blind, a second time when I swallowed a plastic bead I’d been chewing on. It was less painful than humiliating. I got the message.

         Our parents wanted us to be good citizens…and have strong extracurriculars for our college applications. Among other things, that meant being camp counselors at the Columbia Lighthouse for the Blind every summer at Mount Vernon College in DC. Kiki did it first and staged a full-fledged production of Peter Pan, starring her campers. I remember sitting with my mom in the audience and being so moved by the performances, I cried. A few years later, my group of 6- and 7-year-olds formed a band; I played “The Entertainer” on the piano while the campers accompanied me on bongos and tambourines. The job also required me to apply ointment to the eyes of a little French boy named Didier every day at lunchtime. For a 16-year-old busy collecting Bonne Bell Lip Smackers and perfecting the Hustle in Janet Taff’s basement, it was intense. To this day I thank my mom for insisting we “experience life beyond 40th Street.”

         Good grades were paramount: My parents regarded getting into a prestigious college as a critical rung on the ladder of life. Emily nailed it, accepting an offer from Smith, one of the “Seven Sisters” and the pinnacle for women before the Ivy League started routinely accepting them. (I knew all about it from studying the Barron’s Guide in junior high, memorizing which colleges were “most selective” versus “selective” and the median SAT scores for each.) I’ll never forget the excitement of our family heading to New York City, having dinner at Schrafft’s, and seeing Emily off as she boarded an ocean liner to Paris for her junior year abroad.

         She set the bar high, and Kiki cleared it, going to Smith a few years later. But I was less disciplined than my sisters, my youngest-child charm helping me get away with things like handing in assignments late and faking my way through a piano lesson. (I could play by ear, so it was easier than you might think.) Yes, I worked hard and did well enough, but my superpower was my emotional intelligence—I learned at a very early age how to win friends and influence people, something that doesn’t necessarily come through on a high school transcript.

         It is burned in my memory, coming home from school one day and seeing an envelope addressed to me sitting on the mahogany dresser in the living room that doubled as a mail table. It was from Smith. It was thin. I knew what that meant.

         Apparently, Smith loved sisters, and having an alum in the family—not to mention two—was supposed to give you a leg up. Emily was Phi Beta Kappa, for God’s sake. But I didn’t even get wait-listed. (Maybe it had something to do with my interview, when I nervously told the admissions lady I admired FDR and the “Big” Deal.)

         It was my first real disappointment. Which I dealt with by turning on myself.

         Stealthily, I grabbed a glass from the kitchen cabinet and a spoon from the drawer, then rooted around in the refrigerator until I spotted the marigold-colored box with the Arm & Hammer logo. I headed to the bathroom, mixed some baking soda in water, chugged it, jumped up and down, and stuck my finger down my throat. A classmate had given me the secret recipe.

         Body issues had been brewing long before Smith weighed in. I was nine when a waifish Twiggy frugged onto the scene in her Union Jack minidress. Stick-thin models pranced across the pages of my sisters’ Glamours and Mademoiselles; their gazelle-like figures seemed fantastical.

         Dieting was a way of life in my house—my mom and sisters subsisted on cottage cheese and Tab. I remember making a tuna fish sandwich one night and Kiki, at a world-weary 17, saying, “Enjoy it, because you’re not going to be able to eat like that forever.”

         My mom would regularly slip up, tossing a giant Hershey bar into the shopping cart; when one of us went searching for it, she’d sheepishly admit she’d finished it off. Her mother was that rare thing, petite and buxom, and I’m sure she got on her less petite daughter about what she ate.

         And my mom got on me. Call it generational body-shaming. When I went off to UVA (which turned out to be a much better fit than Smith would have been), she’d send me sweet letters in her controlled, blocky handwriting with advice and admonitions tucked in:

         
            Do not get angry with me when I say to watch your diet—stay away from fried foods, starches and just use your head about keeping healthy.

         

         My mother passed down so many wonderful traits, a positive relationship with food not being one of them.

         The cycle started with deprivation. Knowing food was my enemy, I’d swear it off. Then I’d get hungry—famished, actually—which drove me to make terrible choices, grabbing a cookie (or 12) or a big handful of chips. Self-loathing and resignation came next; I blew it, I’d think, I’ll start again tomorrow, and eat anything that wasn’t nailed down—doughnuts, ice cream, cold spaghetti, bread slathered with butter—followed by panicky desperation to rid myself of the calories.

         Now at the townhouse on Dent Place, the alluring packages of chocolate-covered graham crackers that Leslie kept in our refrigerator were taunting me. I’d finish off one of the sleeves—that’s 16 crackers, minus a couple that Leslie had eaten (the normal way people consume such things). Furious with myself, I’d reach for the baking soda and gulp the concoction while holding my nose, then expel my guilt. Afterward, it was off to the grocery store to buy another package, tossing out the top four to cover my tracks.

         Starve, cheat, binge, purge—the cycle would take years to break.
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            Who Is That Girl?

         

         MY TITLE AT CNN was assistant assignment editor—not much of a step up from desk assistant. But there was one big difference: Here, I actually got to be on TV (not the vote of confidence it might sound like—there was a lot of airtime to fill and they were desperate for people to fill it).

         On camera was where I wanted to be. After all, I’d been “on” my entire life, whether it was at dinner with my family or at the lunch table with my friends. I can’t remember a time I ever shied away from the spotlight. Which made me wonder: Why would I come up with the ideas, write the scripts, find the visuals, pick the sound bites, and not be front and center? Determined to get on camera, I would settle for scraps, gladly covering an obscure hearing on Capitol Hill or a no-news press conference at the Department of Transportation, hoping they’d turn into stories.

         My big break came in the fall of 1981 when Washington Bureau Chief Stuart Loory, who looked a little like Groucho Marx, said, “I know you’re interested in becoming a reporter. So here’s your chance: Tomorrow morning I want you to go live from the White House and report on the president’s schedule for the day.”

         I panicked. Live? As in live from the White House? I’d never gone live before. Live TV is working without a net—no do-overs.

         “Really?” I said incredulously. “Okay, great.” While inside I was thinking, Oh. My. God.

         That night I laid out my light blue pin-striped pantsuit. Then I grabbed my hairbrush Marcia Brady–style, stared into the mirror, and said in earnest, measured tones over and over, “Katherine Couric, CNN, at the White House…Katherine Couric, CNN, at the White House,” hoping my given name would lend an air of authority my face and voice lacked. My stomach churned. I spent most of the night in the bathroom.

         I woke up at 4:30 a.m., got dressed, and drove to the bureau to rip the AP daybook off the wire machine that detailed the president’s schedule. Unfortunately for me, President Reagan was meeting with former national security adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski—a nightmare to pronounce.

         At the White House, a crew member helped me insert my IFB, the earpiece that allows the control room to communicate with reporters in the field. With minutes to go before my “hit,” I stood there practicing under my breath, waiting for the anchors to throw to me. Through the earpiece I could hear them reading the headlines, then going to a commercial break. As I listened to a jingle about the joys of orange juice, I suddenly heard the anchors’ voices.

         “Who is that girl?”

         “She looks like she’s 12 years old.”

         And suddenly I was on. One of them said, “Katherine Couric is standing by at the White House with more…”

         I heard myself reciting the president’s schedule, my voice so high, it was as if I’d inhaled two balloons’ worth of helium.

         Everything was off—my tone, my pacing, the way I looked down at my notes instead of at the camera (although I did pronounce Zbigniew Brzezinski correctly). After I threw back to the anchors, I looked at the crew for positive reinforcement. They didn’t say a word.

         Back at the Washington bureau, I hoped someone, anyone, would tell me I had done a good job. I walked to the assignment desk, where Bill Hensel was sitting.

         “Hi, Bill!” I said eagerly.

         “Reese Schonfeld”—president of CNN—“just called. He never wants to see you on the air again.”

         “Did he say anything else?”

         “No. That’s it.” Bill looked at me sympathetically and shrugged. As I slunk away, some Sandra Boynton wisdom on a coffee mug caught my eye: DON’T LET THE TURKEYS GET YOU DOWN. Even though they had, and I was. I looked around at the other reporters and wondered, What do they have that I don’t? Then it hit me: experience.

         I’d been at the DC bureau for a year and my reporting future wasn’t looking particularly rosy. By now, Don Farmer and Chris Curle were at CNN in Atlanta and looking for an associate producer for their noon-to-two broadcast Take Two. They asked me if I was interested.

         Uh, yeah. Not only had I found my mentors, I’d found my next chapter.
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            The State of the Onion

         

         I HEADED SOUTH ON I-95 in the white Toyota Corolla my parents had bought me—a gift for going to an affordable state school (my first year at UVA cost less than $2,000). But the car was bare-bones, with no AC, and by the time I passed the giant peach on the big blue sign welcoming me to Georgia, I had a serious case of swamp ass.

         My father grew up 140 miles south of Atlanta, in Dublin, where he spent hot, lazy afternoons shooting squirrels with a 12-gauge shotgun and reading. He was bespectacled and studious; at Mercer University in Macon, he was editor in chief of the school newspaper, the Cluster.

         His great-grandfather Charles Mathurin was an orphan, left on the doorstep of a hospital in Brittany, France. He was taken in and given the name Cour, which in Gaelic means “the smallest little person”; the ic was tacked on as an endearment. Et voilà—Couric.

         In 1831, when he was just a teenager, Charles stowed away on a ship bound for America. Onboard, he met a woman named Henriette Fontaine, who was traveling with her husband and child. Before the ship docked in Pensacola, Charles jumped overboard to avoid getting caught. Soon, he and Henriette crossed paths again—her husband and child had both died not long after they’d arrived. Charles and the widow Fontaine (12 years his senior, an early cougar) fell in love, married, and took a wagon train to Eufaula, Alabama, near the Georgia border, where they settled and raised four children. One of them, Alfred Alexis, was my dad’s grandfather.

         Atlanta figured in my mother’s side of the family too, after a lengthy detour in the Midwest. Her mom, Clara Frohsin (Nana to us, pronounced “Nah-nah,” the French way), married Bert Hene, a successful architect and contractor primarily in a neighborhood of Omaha called Happy Hollow. They raised my mother and her younger brother, Buddy, like high-class nomads, occupying the fancy homes Bert built and moving on when they were sold (a particular point of family pride: my grandfather built the boyhood home of the future Oracle of Omaha, Warren Buffett). When Bert died of a heart attack at 58, Nana joined her brothers Leon and Lewis in Atlanta, where they had opened a pair of high-end women’s clothing boutiques.

         As a child, I loved when Nana came to visit. The minute she arrived, she’d unzip her sky-blue Skylark suitcase and start pulling out gifts—cute outfits and stuffed animals wrapped in tissue for the girls; sugared jelly candies shaped like orange slices for Johnny. I’d sit on her bed and chatter away while she got dressed, rolling a nylon stocking up each shapely leg and attaching it to the snaps dangling from her girdle (that medieval precursor to Spanx). Then she’d step into some formfitting dress (the lavender ultra-suede was my favorite) plus heels. Always heels. Even her slippers had kitten heels. Nana was so accustomed to her calf-flattering heels that when she was barefoot, she walked on the balls of her feet.

         We’d play gin at the kitchen table. Nana would have a tissue tucked under her sleeve at the wrist or in her cleavage. She’d hold a Tareyton between her lips, the ever-lengthening ash threatening to dump on the floor, the cards, my head. Sometimes she’d tap it into an ashtray shaped like a cast-iron kettle on three little legs that now lives in my kitchen. (In seventh grade, I’d retrieve the butts and smoke them in the woods behind my elementary school with my friend Betsy.)

         By the time Nana was in her eighties and started complaining about all the cats she was seeing under her bed, she was moved to a nursing home. Now that I was living in Atlanta, I visited often, playing the piano for her and the other residents, then giving my mom a full report.

         
              

         

         AS AN ASSOCIATE producer on Take Two, my job included thinking of teases for upcoming segments, like cooking demonstrations with British chef Graham Kerr. One time, the recipe involved onions, and because President Reagan had just delivered his State of the Union address, I came up with “Next…the state of the onion.”

         “I love that!” said one of the middle-aged bookers, which put a little pep in my step.

         But I was always on the hunt for opportunities to report. To get past my disastrous debut at the White House, I paid a visit to a voice coach. It was kind of a revelation—she told me not to project from my throat, which resulted in a high-pitched nasal sound, but to relax my belly and speak from my diaphragm. My tone instantly got lower and my voice more mellifluous, but it veered dangerously close to James Earl Jones territory. It would take me another few years to find just the right register.

         I also had to learn the craft of interviewing: how to put people at ease, ask the right questions (nothing that could be answered “Yes” or “No”), act interested (99 percent of the time, I was), listen carefully (but never nod as if I’m agreeing), recognize a sound bite, and write to the pictures.

         Don and Chris knew how much I wanted to be on-air and happily supplied the training wheels. They sent me to interview Ray Charles, Liberace (we played a duet of “Heart and Soul”), and newcomer Boy George as well as former Alabama governor and segregationist George Wallace. I did a story on the outlet malls in Reading, Pennsylvania, putting together a montage of bargain-hunters to the tune of the “William Tell Overture.” When I showed it to Don, he pointed out that the editing wasn’t in sync with the music. I’d never make that mistake again.

         I started dating the show’s director, Guy Pepper. Raven-haired, bearded, and newly separated from his CNN anchor wife, he was not my usual straight-arrow preppy type. But he was so clever and quick (he called me Katrina), and we had a blast soaking up all things Southern: grits and biscuits at the Silver Skillet, horseback riding in Dahlonega (we were almost thrown when our horses got spooked), the laser-light show at Stone Mountain. For me, it was a fun, 20-something extended fling—which reminds me of the time I flung several shoes at Guy when I thought he was cheating on me.

         Taking Take Two on the road always felt like the big time. We went to Dallas–Fort Worth and I did a feature on Billy Bob’s Texas, the massive honky-tonk. I headed home on Christmas Day. Wandering the deserted airport, wearing the black cowboy hat Billy Bob had given me, I remember missing my parents terribly but thinking it was all for a good cause—i.e., my career.

         In the spring of 1982, thanks to a budding bro-ship between Ted Turner and Fidel Castro, we broadcast for a week from Havana—the first American network to do so since Castro took over. A crew that included Don, Chris, me, and Guy chartered a DC-3 to Cuba. I marveled at the pastel-hued buildings and vintage Chevys with their Batmobile fins in a land untouched by time since the ’62 embargo. The hotel buffet was laden with salads drowning in mayonnaise, and everyone drank Coca-Cola by the gallon.

         The embargo had apparently extended to toilet seats. When we got to our hotel, we discovered that nobody had one. Except me. Everyone was so jealous. I’d never won anything, but I guess you could say I hit the jackpot.

         And I got to do some stories, including one on Hemingway in Cuba and his love of the fishing village Cojímar, the setting for The Old Man and the Sea. When I watch that piece now, it sounds more like an eighth-grade book report than an artfully crafted feature, but I gave it my all, and it showed.

         “Your piece was brilliant, Katie!” said Reese Schonfeld over the phone—the same guy who’d banned me from the airwaves a year before.
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            Breast Size

         

         AT CNN WE worked hard and played hard. One of the anchors hosted an annual Halloween party with instructions to come as your “favorite” story of the year. My friend Bonnie came as Grace Kelly, who’d died in a car crash that September; Bonnie wore a ball gown she’d picked up at a thrift shop, a rhinestone tiara, and a steering wheel around her neck that she’d found at a junkyard. A producer came as Vic Morrow, the actor who’d been decapitated while filming the Twilight Zone movie; he wore fatigues and what looked like helicopter blades protruding from his neck. Someone else showed up as a tampered-with bottle of Tylenol.

         I was a flight attendant in a blazer, khaki skirt, and shoulder bag. And ripped stockings and a single shoe. The previous January, Air Florida Flight 90 had crashed into the icy Potomac shortly after takeoff—78 people died, including heroic passengers who’d drowned while saving others.

         I know what you’re thinking. But we were newspeople with a twisted sense of humor whose jobs sometimes required ironic distance. Still, what the hell was wrong with us?

         Clearly, it was a less enlightened time. Especially when it came to women in the workplace. With a new generation looking to get a toehold in the industry, there were easily as many Mad Men–era leftovers who wanted to get the broads out of broadcasting.

         One week, I filled in for a Take Two producer while she was on vacation, attending an editorial meeting in her place. I was running a few minutes late, per usual, so when I got to the conference room, the eight male executives and lone young woman (in charge of promos) were already seated. The number-two man at the network, Ed Turner (no relation to Ted), was running the meeting. As I walked in, he picked up on my arrival and said to the room, “That’s not why Katie is successful. She’s successful because of her determination, hard work, intelligence, and”—here Turner paused—“breast size.”

         I froze. The place went quiet. Some people laughed nervously. Others looked down uncomfortably. I took my seat.

         I couldn’t focus. It wasn’t the first time I’d had to deal with this kind of BS: There was the customer at Gifford’s ice cream parlor who, while I athletically scooped his mint chip, asked if my right breast was larger than my left; the teenage boy who walked by me at a crowded high school football game and casually but firmly cupped my crotch; the GM at a radio station I visited after interning there one summer who leered at my chest and asked, “Did you go on the pill? Your breasts are much bigger than they used to be.”

         After the meeting, I walked into the office Don and Chris shared.

         “You won’t believe what just happened,” I told them, and described what Ed had done. They looked incredulous, then disgusted.

         I was still stewing about it the next day. Don fed a piece of paper into his IBM Selectric. Together we composed the following:

         
            TO: Ed Turner

            FROM: Katie Couric

            DATE: December 14, 1983

            SUBJECT: Tuesday’s Morning Meeting

         

         
            I found your remark that I had succeeded because of my determination, hard work, intelligence and breast size insulting, demeaning, embarrassing, humiliating and totally uncalled for…If you were intending to be humorous, you failed…I request that you apologize to me and that you somehow indicate to the others who heard the remark that you have so apologized.

         

         I hand-delivered the memo to Ed Turner’s office. Within a half hour, he was on the line.

         Hummina, hummina…“I am so terribly sorry!” he said, his voice saccharine, sounding less regretful than like someone who’d been caught. “I was just being funny. I’m so sorry I offended you.”

         I liked the feeling of having his nuts in a vise. “Well, Ed,” I said finally, “it was really offensive. And really inappropriate.”

         He promised it would never happen again.

         “Thanks for calling. I appreciate it.” What else could I say? The guy controlled my fate.

         “What a creep,” Chris said when I replayed the conversation.

         “Good,” Don said. Then, somewhat triumphantly, “Good!”

         For every young woman starting out, I wish you a Don and a Chris. And no Ed Turner.

         
              

         

         THE JOB GAVE me a chance to focus on politics, something I had come to love growing up in the DC area. I did some stories on the Reagan-Mondale campaign and even covered the conventions in Dallas and San Francisco. Apparently, Al Buch, the news director of WTVJ in Miami, was watching; he called and offered me a job on the spot.

         The timing couldn’t have been better. The new president of CNN, Burt Reinhardt, made it known he didn’t think I had the right stuff to be on-air. So I applied for a job in the writers’ pool and got rejected from that too. By Ed Turner. While Wendy found her professional home at CNN—she’d stay 32 years, producing Larry King Live for 18 of them—it was time for me to move on.

         By now my relationship with Guy Pepper had petered out, so before flying south, I had one last adventure in Atlanta—and my first brush (well, more than a brush) with fame.

         I was covering a press conference featuring the cast and crew of the movie The Slugger’s Wife as well as the screenwriter, Neil Simon, the genius auteur behind such American classics as The Odd Couple, Brighton Beach Memoirs, and The Goodbye Girl, which I loved. The idea that I’d be in the presence of such an icon was thrilling. I was determined to get him to notice me.

         I sat in the front row, wearing a white cotton dress with black stripes under a black knit jacket. I’d swiped on my go-to Max Factor Frosty Cola lipstick (I’d read that Connie Francis liked it too). I thought I looked pretty cute. Simon, sitting in a director’s chair, glanced my way several times. I knew he knew that I knew that he noticed me.

         The next day at CNN, the show’s hilarious secretary, Mary, gave me a look as she handed me a pink While You Were Out slip. In her thick cursive, she had written Neil Simon and put a little check in the box next to CALLED.

         I was completely, utterly, and crazily starstruck, laughing with my co-workers, wondering how I’d be able to go grocery shopping without being mobbed by fans when I became the next Mrs. Neil Simon.

         He took me out to dinner. I remember him gazing at me and sighing audibly, his elbow on the table and his chin in his hand, looking like a smitten schoolboy. A bit over the top, but I was flattered to be the object of his momentary infatuation.

         We had dinner again, after which he invited me back to his hotel. It was strange, being with someone 30 years older, but I was all for new experiences. He started kissing me and—well, that’s as far as it got.

         Neil Simon’s three-word explanation: “Blood pressure medication.”
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            Rainy Days and Mondays

         

         THERE WAS AT least one thing I left behind in Atlanta.

         Bulimia had plagued me throughout college. I remember gorging on chocolate chip cookies in my dorm room, then throwing up in a paper bag and stealthily discarding it in a dumpster outside. Sometimes I’d do it three times a week, then months would go by when I wouldn’t succumb to the urge. But the cycle always started up again.

         I shared an apartment in Atlanta with a cardiac rehab nurse. We weren’t especially close, but our quarters were. One night, after hearing me retch in the bathroom, she confronted me. “I’m worried about you,” she said. “I think you’ve got a problem.”

         I felt exposed and ashamed. So I moved out. But the confrontation forced me to face what I was doing to my body. I learned that my eating disorder could wreak havoc on my teeth, my esophagus, my overall health. Then Karen Carpenter died.

         She was a huge star when I was in middle school—I can still remember her distinctive low vibrato in hit after hit, like “Top of the World” and “Rainy Days and Mondays.” I’d say to my friends, “Listen, I sound just like Karen Carpenter,” and perform a few bars of “Close to You,” provoking eye-rolls. Thirteen years later, in 1983, her heart gave out, the result of anorexia. She was just 32 years old.

         I studied Karen Carpenter’s gaunt face on the cover of People magazine at the supermarket checkout. To think this gifted, wildly successful person was so sick she couldn’t save herself and reverse what was happening to her.

         That flipped a switch. Get over this while you still can, I thought. Which I did, and somehow managed to do it on my own. While body-image issues would dog me for years, the death of a childhood idol helped me escape the grip of an illness that, for far too long, had controlled my life.
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            Good Night, David! Good Night, Chet!

         

         MY FATHER LOVED journalism. While he often said the pay was “lousy,” he believed it was important work. He also liked being in the center of the action and thought the people were fun. He once told me being a reporter “feeds your ego, in a funny sort of way.” When my dad covered politics for the Atlanta Constitution, he got such a kick out of the fact that he was on a first-name basis with state legislators.

         But with a homemaker wife and a fourth kid (me) on the way, his chosen career just wasn’t sustainable. So, after working in newspapers and two stints at the United Press, he put away his reporter’s notebook and became a PR man, writing press releases and giving speeches for the National Association of Broadcasters. He was 37 years old.

         Among ink-stained wretches, shifting to PR is like going to the dark side. But for our family, it meant much-needed stability. At roughly 6:30 every night, my dad would come through the door in his felt fedora and trench coat and drop his briefcase on the plastic carpet protector. As my mom welcomed him home, Johnny and I would run into the living room and squeal, “Kissing again!”

         Then my mom would return to the kitchen to finish cooking dinner while my father made himself a drink. Picturing him pouring the Cutty Sark over crackling ice, I sometimes wonder if he was dulling the disappointment, knowing the days of tracking down sources, grilling politicians, and writing a kick-ass lede were behind him.

         
              

         

         I INHERITED MY FATHER’S love of words (for a few months there, he had us bring a new word to the dinner table every night—I was particularly proud of incongruous). He once gave me a dictionary inscribed To Katie, the wordsmith. Like so many girls of my era, I determined early on that math wasn’t my thing. I remember getting off the school bus in first grade and bawling all the way home because I had gotten a 2 instead of a 1 in arithmetic. It set me on a path—as far away from numbers as I could get and into the arms of words.

         My dad also passed down a love of news. At the breakfast table over a bowl of Wheaties, he’d be poring over the Washington Post, pointing out important things that were happening locally and nationally and reading particularly powerful paragraphs out loud.

         Following the news became something we shared. At bedtime, he’d call out, “Good night, David!” I’d yell back, “Good night, Chet!” Chet Huntley and David Brinkley, NBC’s big anchor duo in the 1960s. Soon I was spending every Sunday night eating leftover fried chicken on the floor of my parents’ bedroom, watching a riveting new show called 60 Minutes.

         My very first news story is preserved in my paisley-cloth-covered diary from fourth grade:

         
            Dear Diary,

            On Friday, January 27, 1967, all three astronauts got burned to death on the Apollo rocket. They were Grissom, White and Chaffee. It was very sad.

         

         That same year I started mocking up my own version of the Washington Post in blue ballpoint pen, with news, weather, sports, even obituaries. A few years later, I created my own magazine, called Now, with important articles about the value of a good appearance, nutrition, movie reviews, a crossword puzzle, and original illustrations by yours truly.

         My father noticed it all, including my ability to get my homework done under the wire. On many mornings, he’d find me sitting cross-legged against the front door, finishing a book report with seconds to spare, then slamming my notebook shut and running to catch the bus. He might have been exasperated, but he appreciated my ability to work on deadline.

         I wrote for my high school paper, the Sentry. In college at the Cavalier Daily, I became the associate features editor and launched a series of professor profiles. There was something about getting beneath their academic facade that really appealed to me. With a bulky tape recorder sitting between us, I was good at disarming them and accessing another side.

         My first profile was of an art history professor. The opening sentence: “Ralph Waldo Emerson once wrote, ‘We put our love where we have put our labor.’ This certainly holds true for Frederick Hartt.”

         I sent a copy to my parents. As reliably as the sun coming up, my father had feedback. A typed critique arrived in the mail:

         
            Dear Katie,

            Just a brief note from the office to tell you how much your mother and I enjoyed your first faculty profile. It was excellent. I had the feeling I was talking to him. The typography was lousy but that’s not your problem. I also liked the photo.

            A good profile article gives insights into an individual’s personality. You achieved this to some degree on your first effort but keep digging. Ask some of your subjects about their thoughts for the future. Where is the University heading? What problems do they foresee?

            Again, you did a good job and we are proud of you.

            Love,

            Dad

         

         I was grateful for my father’s guidance through the years. He was almost giddy when I told him my eighth-grade English teacher had read my essay in front of the class. It was his idea for me to intern at radio stations in the summers during college. But I also understood his vicarious interest. Not only had he been forced to give up journalism, but what he’d given it up for wasn’t really working out either.

         It was a Saturday during high school. My mother was making sandwiches for lunch, stacking the tuna and egg salad several deep on a platter, as my dad and I sat down at the kitchen table. I distinctly recall babbling on in a very me-me-me kind of way about something I wanted to buy or do. And I can still see my mother standing stock-still by the table and fixing me with a look.

         “Katie,” she said, “your dad lost his job.”

         It was one of those indelible moments from childhood when you realize your parents are fallible. Vulnerable. They’re hurt—maybe even scared.

         There was no rush to reassure me that everything would be okay like they normally would. I wasn’t the priority here—my parents had bigger things on their minds. My typically loquacious father was speechless, eyes downcast. I can never unsee his head bent in shame.

         I’m not sure what happened. In retrospect, I don’t think schmoozing, a job requirement in PR, was my dad’s strong suit. But he got back on his feet, writing speeches and handling the media for various organizations—nursing homes, podiatrists, the National Association of Retarded Children (at a time when the nomenclature was far less enlightened); he was also an adjunct professor at American University, teaching journalism and public relations, which he seemed to enjoy.

         But it’s not an overstatement to say I pursued journalism for my father. Yes, the excitement of it quickly won me over. And yet the pleasure he took from my success in a profession he’d loved but had to leave was never lost on me. He couldn’t believe the stories I covered, the people I got to interview, the books I had inscribed for him by some of his favorite authors, from David McCullough to Sue Grafton. And, of course, the money I eventually made, so beyond anything we could ever have imagined. I never wanted that to be awkward between us, but the fact is, he reveled in it.

         I was living the dream. Mine. And his.
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            Hot, Hot, Hot

         

         MIAMI WAS FULL of flavor and color and noise in a way Atlanta and Washington just weren’t. My mom had always wanted me to work in a market like Chicago; she thought my friendly openness would play well in the Midwest. But there was just one problem: When I interviewed for a job in Chicago, the news director had zero interest.

         Two other newcomers to South Florida at the time: Crockett and Tubbs, the Metro-Dade police detectives on Miami Vice, chasing down drug dealers and gunrunners in the blazing sun. Who could forget the pink and teal logo, the sexy title sequence that played like a music video with shots of Rolls-Royces, windsurfers, the Hialeah racetrack…everyone, including me, started pushing up the sleeves of their blazers to the elbow.

         My embrace of the whole Miami Vice ethos included dating a Metro-Dade cop of my own—Commander Bill Johnson. As the police department spokesman, Bill was the person local reporters got the scoop from at a crime scene. Local reporters like me.

         We first kissed on a rainy night in the parking lot of my apartment building in Coconut Grove, the kind of kiss where everything around you peels away. When we detached, Bill saw the rivulets of mascara staining my cheeks and said, “I think your eyebrows are running down your face.” I liked the way his tongue tasted after he’d been smoking.

         Bill was divorced, with two towheaded boys. I brought him home to Arlington for Christmas and my mom took an instant dislike to him. Perhaps it was the gold chain or the mesh tank top or the fact that he went to the sidewalk outside our house to smoke. After we left, she was so unsettled, she called Wendy to make sure this wasn’t “serious.”

         She didn’t have to worry. I really liked Bill, but I knew he wasn’t for the long haul—that’s one of the reasons I went out with him. I didn’t want anything or anyone getting in the way of my career.

         
              

         

         MIAMI WAS A great news market for a young reporter. It had crime, immigration, hurricanes, a lush ecosystem under constant threat—once I covered a story about the Everglades from a pontoon boat. Local stories were often national news. It was action central, which made Miami a feeder for the big leagues. So many reporters who’d learned the ropes in South Florida went on to long careers as network correspondents.

         By the time I left CNN, I had a number of features under my belt. What I didn’t have were the chops that come with covering spot news, jumping in the back of a van and hauling ass to a live shot, churning out two stories a day. In other words, I was a rookie, and treated that way. For one of my first stories, I remember dashing out with a cameraman named Carlos Rigau. I pointed at the protest we were covering and said, “Hey, Carlos, can you zoom in?” Then: “Hey, Carlos, can you pan over here?” If looks could kill…he clearly wasn’t enthralled by the new girl literally calling the shots.

         I’m not being modest when I say I was terrible live. I just couldn’t get over people who could stand there and talk off-the-cuff in full sentences, without notes, hitting their “roll cue” (the words that signal the director to roll the tape). If I wanted to do this for a living, I had to get some experience, pronto.

         They put me on the night beat, where I got plenty of opportunities to go live: two dead drug dealers who’d been stuffed in the trunk of a car (a fellow reporter described the corpses moldering in the Miami heat as smelling like “rotten chicken”); an uprising at the Krome Detention Center, where undocumented workers were warehoused; crazed Dolphins fans before a big game, mugging and jumping around behind me (I finally understood why newspeople called TV cameras “asshole magnets”). I went live from fires, home invasions, DOAs on the interstate (proving the adage “If it bleeds, it leads”), and slowly but surely got more comfortable.

         As much as I loved breaking news, I was happiest sinking my teeth into in-depth features. I did a story on the pathology of shoplifters, and another on child-abuse laws that in some cases wrongly separated kids from their families. But the one that will live in infamy was about the homeless in Miami. Whatever you do, please, I beg you, don’t google it.

         It was an era of enterprising stunt journalism, of reporters strapping on “fat suits” and going undercover. I made the boneheaded decision to infiltrate the homeless subculture by pretending to be part of it. That meant buying dingy clothes at the Salvation Army, having my face spackled with wrinkle makeup, donning a curly wig, a knit cap (with a fork stuck in it, for some reason), plus ripped knee-high hose. Then I loaded up a shopping cart with my supposed worldly goods and pushed it down the street, asking passersby for spare change.

         It gets worse. I cleaned windshields and dived for pennies in a hotel fountain. At one point I stretched out flat on the sidewalk. I waited in line with other homeless people for a free meal (and pronounced it fairly tasty). Under the Miami sun, my makeup started to melt; one man I met at the shelter asked me if I was a burn victim. By nightfall, things got a little tense when someone challenged me about who I was and suggested I might be muscling in on his turf. When he reached into his pocket, the cameraman rushed over, blasting us with light.

         I was desperate to go deep on important stories. And, yes, I pointed out how difficult it was to get into a shelter (which required an ID) and how dangerous this life was. But it was just so poorly done, an insult to homeless people everywhere. The spectacle of me shuffling around the mean streets of Miami in costume was bad enough, although some of the writing was even worse: “This is the American dream gone bad,” I noted gravely. “These people only wish they weren’t awake.”

         I don’t even know what that means. I’ll be atoning for that piece for the rest of my days.

         
              

         

         ALL IN ALL, I loved being at WTVJ. Tammi Leader (aka Tammi from Miami) and Lisa Gregorisch, who ran the Broward bureau, would become lifelong friends. But after two years I was nearing the deadline I’d set for myself—to become a network correspondent by the time I turned 30. And I couldn’t see myself settling down in Miami.

         There’d been a few nibbles, so I decided to get an agent who could help me figure things out. It just so happened the woman I hired was dating the general manager at a TV station (that kind of cross-pollination was typical of the news business). Even better, the station was WRC in Washington, DC—a local shop in another news-making city. I interviewed with the GM and the news director. They offered me a job as a general-assignment reporter, bumping up my salary from $45,000 to $60,000 a year. I packed up my apartment, loaded my gray Persian, Frank, into his cat carrier, and headed north.
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            Nice Writing, Ms. Couric

         

         THE HEADQUARTERS OF WRC-TV had all the personality of a municipal building behind the Iron Curtain, with its squat, concrete facade and matrix of windows. And yet I knew I was right where I needed to be, figuratively and physically: WRC was just one flight up from the mighty Washington bureau of NBC News.

         If we were middle school, the first floor was where the cool seniors hung out. Sometimes you’d see Andrea Mitchell or Tom Brokaw walking around as you headed to the stairs. Lining the wall by the entrance were huge posters of TV-news stars, perfectly coiffed with airbrushed skin, staring out of the frames. I’d wonder why Tim Russert seemed to be scowling at me and consider Garrick Utley’s resemblance to a butler in a black-and-white movie. I’d silently greet Bryant and Jane and Willard and Gene Shalit as I passed. And sometimes I’d fantasize, Maybe I’ll have my picture up there someday too.

         WRC was full of characters. Lovable assignment editor Milton Shockley looked like an extra from Duck Dynasty who apparently wasn’t eating much duck—his skinny frame, long auburn beard, plaid shirts, and saggy jeans seemed out of place in a newsroom in the middle of the nation’s navy-blazered capital. Gruff Kenny Gamble was always glued to the police scanners, while excitable Ed Fishel, who resembled a Berenstain Bear with hearing aids in both ears, got everyone whipped up when news was breaking. My fellow reporter, Beltway fixture Pat Collins, had the twinkly-eyed, ruddy face of someone who’d wandered in from County Clare. Had we met a century earlier, he would be happily dipping my braids in the inkwell.

         The newsroom teemed with strong, smart women: assistant news director Kris Ostrowski, who could have doubled as a high school basketball coach and yelled “Couric!” whenever she saw me; warm, impeccably dressed morning anchor Barbara Harrison (the first time I ever saw Bulgari jewelry in the wild); saucy, sassy assignment editor Dana Rudman, whom I bonded with instantly; no-no-nonsense Nannette Wilson, the producer of the 6:00 p.m. broadcast; Susan Kidd, a ballsy anchor with an Angela Davis vibe. Looking back, I realize that racial and gender diversity ruled at WRC before it was even a thing.

         The minute I walked into the newsroom, an assignment editor would bark orders: You’re going with Mike Swann to shoot a school-board meeting/protest/fire—name that news event. Adrenaline pumping, I’d jump in the live truck or crew car and head out, gathering as much information as I could before getting to the scene. Then I’d leap out of the vehicle, assess the situation, grab some sound bites, send some material back to the station, get wired up to do a live shot, throw to a “Sony sandwich” (sound bites or B-roll of the scene that I’d narrate live or play as a stand-alone element). And that was just for “the five and six” (the 5:00 and 6:00 p.m. broadcasts); the 11:00 still loomed.

         As usual, I was a wreck when I had to go live. With seconds to spare, I’d slap on some lipstick, pat my face with powder, and run a comb through my hair. On days I forgot eyeliner, I’d use a black felt-tip pen. And then, showtime!—as the anchors back at the station uttered those five sphincter-tightening words—“Katherine Couric is there live.” I was still incapable of describing things off-the-cuff—I had to write down everything in my reporter’s notebook, then memorize and regurgitate. When I was done, I’d walk around the live truck, mouthing every word I had just said.

         “What are you doing?” the cameraman would ask.

         I’d tell him I was decompressing.

         Reporting stories for the 11 was a whole different animal: There was glamour and edge to covering news at night, especially if you were a woman—racing around the city Brenda Starr–like in our pumps and pantyhose, thrusting mics in the faces of cops at the scene of the crime (crime being the bread-and-butter of the night shift). Out in the field I’d see Nancy Mathis from the CBS affiliate, Channel 9, and Penny Daniels from ABC’s Channel 7. We were fiercely competitive, trying to beat each other with better shots and sound bites, bigger interviews—anything to stand out. Oh, how my heart would sink if I arrived on the scene and one of them was there first. We were faux-friendly, more often sniffing around one another like dogs.
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