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            To all the women warriors who have been scarred in this fight. May you find healing, know that you are not alone, and never give up.

             

            And to Papa and Danny. Wish you were still here and love you always.
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            Author’s Note

and Content Warning

         

         Where dialogue appears, the intention was to re-create the essence of conversations rather than verbatim quotes. Names and identifying characteristics of some individuals have been changed.

         Some of the material contained herein, namely portions of Chapter 2, were originally published as an op-ed I wrote for the New York Times (December 7, 2019).

         This book contains explicit descriptions of sensitive topics and situations that could be disturbing to some. I am including these content warnings to ensure readers are fully informed before continuing.

         My purpose in discussing any of these subjects is to talk about my recovery, and I hope that is the focus.

         I have listed some of the more sensitive topics and the respective chapters below:

         
	Suicidal ideation and attempted suicide, Chapter 2

            	Harassment, sexual assault, and intimidation in the workplace, Chapter 6

            	Abortion, including later-term abortion, Chapter 7

            	Incidents of childhood and adult sexual assault and rape, Chapter 8

            	Cyber exploitation and nonconsensual pornography, Chapter 8

            	Intimate partner abuse, Chapter 9

         

Resources for women who have or are experiencing similar situations to those described are contained within each respective chapter.

         If you are having thoughts of suicide, please call 1-800-273-8255 (TALK) for the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline, or text HOME to 741741 for the Crisis Text Line. If you or someone you know is having an immediate, life-threatening emergency, please call 911.
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            We Are

Warriors

         

          

      

   


   
      
         
            


         

         This year, August 18 (just one week after this book is published!) marks a hundred years since the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment—since women first got the right to vote in the United States. Alice Paul, one of the leaders of the women’s suffrage movement, said shortly after it was ratified, “It is incredible to me that any woman should consider the fight for full equality won. It is just beginning.”1

         I don’t know where she thought we’d be in the fight one hundred years after that historic victory. But as far as I’m concerned—and I hope you feel the same—we haven’t come nearly far enough. We can’t afford to let another hundred years go by before we get there. And if we don’t fight now, we might even go backward.

         So here, we will talk about how to dismantle misogynistic institutions, redirecting resources and authority to young women and working to install them in positions of power. This work is my calling for the next stage of my life—a life very different from the one I envisioned for myself less than a year ago, not to mention when I was a little girl.

         Then again, the big goal I had way back when I was a little girl was always going to be a challenging one. At the time, I dreamed of being Sir Alanna of Trebond.

         If you’re scratching your head, wondering, “Umm…who is Sir Alanna of Trebond?” you are simply not a millennial lady nerd. Alanna is the hero of Tamora Pierce’s iconic Song of the Lioness series, beloved inspiration of nineties preteen girls everywhere. Set in the quasi-medieval fantasy kingdom of Tortall, the four-book series tells the story of a feisty young noblewoman who switches identities with her twin brother in order to take his place at knight school.

         A natural fighter, Alanna is stubborn and temperamental, with flaming red hair and magical purple eyes. Beautiful and impulsive, she’s also funny, honest, and loyal. She fights hard for her friends and her pets, and to the delight of middle school girls everywhere just figuring out and being suddenly overwhelmed by sexual urges, Alanna even goes into that forbidden territory. She seduces a shocking three men (gasp!) over the course of the series: Prince Jonathan, the clingy pretty-boy heir to the throne, whom she dumps in a bid to dodge commitment; George, the King of Thieves, who makes no demands on her life or personal space; and Liam Ironarm, a smoldering battle-scarred mercenary who dies fighting by her side. Eventually, Alanna settles down and marries George, her low-maintenance lover, keeping her full-time job in the ass-kicking field even after they have kids.

         Tortall’s strict gender norms? They’re no match for Alanna. Cultural expectations of virginity and monogamy? Deceased atop the pile of bodies of demons she killed in battle. This warrior has every eleven-year-old girl’s dream life: She owns a cat and a horse, is friends with her exes and their new girlfriends, is gorgeous with incredible purple eyes, and can wield sword and magic alike to defeat her foes. Is it any wonder I wanted to be her?

         If I could go back and talk to my younger self about what happened with this particular dream—the Big Alanna Mood—I’d try not to cry. I’d tell her, We came so close. We came so much closer than most people do.

         I’d show her all the good things we’ve done: the strength and focus I brought to my congressional campaign—how we flipped a historically red congressional district to become the first LGBTQ woman to represent California in Washington, DC, and the first woman and youngest person to ever hold this storied seat. Elected to Congress as one of the youngest women ever, I quickly became known as a rising star in the Democratic Party, serving as a freshman representative to leadership and as the vice chair of the House Oversight Committee under Chairman Elijah Cummings. I’d show Young Katie all the friends and colleagues who continue to stand by us in the fight to make the world a better place, in whatever way they can.

         And the horse! She’d be so impressed, over the moon actually, to know that Adult Katie owns a horse. I started working at age twelve to save up for my own noble steed, just like Alanna’s, and for the last fifteen years I’ve been the proud owner of Marty: a stubborn old Thoroughbred I pay an uncomfortably substantial monthly sum to board at a senior-citizen horse barn. His vibe is more Grumpy Old Men than Song of the Lioness, but Young Katie wouldn’t care.

         I wouldn’t scare her with the dark stuff. Most Americans who follow the news know the part of my story I’m referring to here: how my abusive marriage ultimately led to my political downfall. The divorce and the blackmail. What a casual news consumer might not know, though, was the sheer amount of courage it took for me to leave the abuse, sick with the memory of my ex’s threats and the certainty that he could make good on them if he wished. The hammer of his desire for revenge, gleefully wielded by political enemies and greedy right-wing media, in coordination with local Republicans (see “GOP Enemies Wanted to Beat Katie Hill. Then They Got Her Nude Photos” in the LA Times2), forcing my resignation from Congress as millions saw me naked, gawking at my most intimate and personal moments (most of which I had no idea were documented), including the consensual relationship I had with a campaign staffer. I wouldn’t tell Young Katie that just a year from when I was elected to Congress as a “rising star,” less than a year after I was sworn in, my resignation would be official.

         I wouldn’t tell her that it was more than just me that the people—the institutions—behind this attack were trying to take down. I was used as an example to show women and girls that, no matter how powerful we become, we are still vulnerable. That the louder we are, the more we challenge the status quo and claim our place in this world, the more we expose ourselves. I, like so many other women, was used to show what happens when we scorn men. When we assert our independence. When we step into our power and take our seat at the decision-making table.

         No, I wouldn’t want my younger self to know about all this: about the darkness that has fallen not just over my own life, but over countless women’s lives these past few years.

         The morning after Hillary Clinton lost to Donald Trump in 2016, millions of my peers—many of them raised on rosy, privileged narratives of endless potential, just like I was—awoke to the brutal reality that America is still a deeply misogynistic place. And as we close out the second decade of the century, far too little has changed.

         I am one of the most prominent examples of this kind of takedown, but what happened to me happens every day, across the country and around the world. We’ve come a long way in reducing the overt oppression and abuse of women, but the subversive tactics have continued and even grown, making misogyny more difficult to notice, and often impossible to fight against. Physical domestic abuse is at least no longer condoned (though it’s nowhere near gone), but emotional and psychological abuse like I endured in my fifteen-year-long relationship are pervasive. Sexual assault continues at alarming rates—often in circumstances less obviously violent than a rapist in a dark alley, but just as damaging. The internet provides a breeding ground and endless tools for abusive behaviors where, most times, the perpetrator can remain hidden or protected, as exemplified by the cyber exploitation and nonconsensual pornography that was used against me. Countless iterations of sexism, misogyny, and gender discrimination continue in the workplace and in political office.

         Powerful women who dare to make mistakes still face swifter and more brutal consequences than men. Brett Kavanaugh rode the “boys will be boys” train all the way to the Supreme Court, and Donald Trump ascended to the White House despite credible allegations of not only “inappropriate sexual relations” but full-blown sexual assault and rape. Women’s reproductive rights diminish with each passing day. Cyber exploitation, harassment, and abuse traumatize—and sometimes literally kill—women for merely existing online, while some of the more egregious #MeToo perpetrators quietly make their way back into society and men get away with sexual assault and harassment everywhere, every day. Mass shootings devastate communities hundreds of times a year, so frequently committed by a male shooter with a history of domestic violence or “girlfriend trouble,” but the desire to have power and ownership over women that fuels the gun epidemic rarely gets airtime.

         One such shooting happened right after I resigned and took place painfully close to home. On November 14, 2019, just two weeks after I had resigned, a young man entered my alma mater, Saugus High School in Santa Clarita, California, and shot four of his classmates, killing two of them and himself. I, like everyone in our community, was devastated and angry. I felt the same powerlessness that they did. Except I wasn’t supposed to. At least not like that. The kids in my district, my hometown, my own high school—they needed me. They deserved comfort and advocacy—representation—from their congresswoman. But on that day, the only thing representing them in Congress was an empty chair.

         The Saugus kids deserved a government that took action on gun violence and prioritized their safety, but that government didn’t exist. I no longer had any direct power to fix it for them. Not only that: I imagined that other young women, who might otherwise have put themselves forward to take up the mantle and prioritize issues important to young people like gun violence, were thinking twice about raising their hands. Almost all of us who came of age in our online world have photos, texts, even videos out there that were never intended for public consumption. What happened to me has called into question the post-midterm narrative that outdated notions of “electability” would no longer pose a problem for young candidates with normal lives.

         Who would risk it now?

         I grew sick with rage and grief about this injustice. I was Alanna without her knighthood—a warrior stripped of her power and armor and title. What battles could I fight now? How could I do my part to save the kingdom when the kingdom, ruled by an incoherent orange despot, didn’t even want me?

         Through the depths of my grief, however, I spotted something small and glittering on the ocean floor: an inkling of an idea, a nascent image that gave me hope. I was still thinking about Saugus High: my experiences there in the early 2000s; the kids there now; the school spirit I hoped would surround them and comfort them and lift them up in the trying weeks to come.

         Saugus’s mascot is the Centurion: the brand of ancient Roman military commander, noble but anonymous, who led each hundred-soldier unit in the vast Roman army. Centurions weren’t the caesars or even the generals—theirs weren’t the names that made it into our history books—but they formed the backbone of Rome’s military cohesion, celebrated for their strength. They were the ones who brought individual soldiers into solidarity with one another and led their charges into battle. They were the grizzled ones—the ones who had seen real war and bore real scars, but stayed in the fight and stayed strong for their teams.

         I pictured the bright, imaginative kid I used to be, and the scarred adult I’d become. I thought about the battles that American women still needed to win—battles that I could still help fight. And it occurred to me that I could assume the role of a centurion now. I could help organize women who were just starting to climb the leadership ranks. I could use the relationships I had built to liaise with the generals (those currently in power) and channel the resources that the front-line soldiers needed. I could use what I’d learned to help bring cohesion and demonstrate how to organize at scale. And I could lead by example, showing how to keep fighting and fighting well—even if you’re not Sir Alanna, the most celebrated lady knight in the realm. Adult Katie’s calling was to be a centurion—but instead of an all-male Roman army, ours is a force of modern-day Amazons. And we’re fighting to win the future for young women, to hold down the battlefield for them, and to reconfigure the structures of power forever.

         So, where do we start? I’ve seen so many women struggle to overcome deeply ingrained, gendered beliefs about themselves as they rise in leadership—in the workplace, in politics, or honestly, in any institution.

         “I don’t think I’m ready for that promotion.”

         “I’m sure there’s someone more qualified than me to run for office.”

         “I’m an imposter and they’re going to figure me out any second.”

         One of the queens of feminist writing, Simone de Beauvoir, said, “One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.” I’ve thought about that a lot over the years. It’s not that we grow up, hit puberty, and transition from girls to women. It’s that from the time we can barely walk, girls are indoctrinated with fundamental beliefs about what it means to be a woman and what our role is within the world. In The Second Sex, written in the 1940s, de Beauvoir was among the first to point out the stark differences between how boys and girls are raised, and how that affects women throughout their adult lives. Though we have made some progress, girls are still raised with a different set of expectations and norms than boys. The consequences of that ongoing conditioning are severe, especially when it comes to leadership. So now, in 2020, despite all of the gains we have made, top leadership in every major sector is still overwhelmingly male:3

         
	Women make up just 5 percent of Fortune 500 CEOs and 7 percent of all top executives in the Fortune 100 companies.

            	We are only 6 percent of all venture capital board representatives and lead only 9 percent of venture capital deals.

            	Women accounted for just 18 percent of all the directors, executive producers, producers, writers, cinematographers, and editors who worked on the 250 top-grossing domestic films of 2017, and yet again the 2020 Oscars were seen as a snub to women in the industry, as women were shut out of the Best Director category altogether.

            	And despite the watershed Year of the Woman in 2018, when women were elected to office in record numbers, we still make up just 24 percent of Congress, hold 28 percent of seats in state legislatures, represent 18 percent of governors, and are only 23 percent of the mayors of the 100 largest American cities.

         

Why? A lot of reasons—hence this book. But a major factor is that as a society, we tend to want our leaders to be self-confident, assertive, willing to take risks, and decisive—characteristics that are traditionally considered masculine. Cultural attitudes continue to suggest that women who exhibit those traits are inappropriate or off-putting. From childhood on, when boys raise their hands in class more, offer their opinions, say what they want, or assert themselves in sports, they are praised. When girls do the same, they’re called bossy or annoying, and a lot of times, they’re just simply not called on or heard at all. The result is that, despite our best efforts, there is a gap between the female gender role most women have internalized over the years and the perceived requirements of a leadership role.

         Research backs this up. Study after study has shown that women are significantly less likely to desire and seek positions of power. We consistently downplay and undervalue our professional skills and achievements—a tendency we’ve developed by adolescence, when male students tend to overestimate their skills and female students tend to underestimate theirs in relation to their actual level of competency.4 (*Eye roll*—are any of us actually surprised? We all knew that boy in high school—he was the same one who couldn’t keep it together when you scored better on a test than him.) In the workplace, this manifests as men submitting résumés for jobs or seeking promotions they’re not quite qualified for (and often getting them!) while women hold back unless they’re the perfect fit. In politics, we see it in the fact that mediocre men wake up one day and decide the world needs them to run for office, while the most brilliant women have to be asked over and over before we will even consider it, or plan for years so we feel ready, and we still question whether we’re competent enough.

         Imagine how different society would look if men questioned themselves even a fraction of the way we do.

         Over the decade that I’ve spent in leadership positions in the nonprofit and political worlds, I’ve had countless conversations with women in which I encouraged them to apply for a promotion, ask for a raise, or stand up for themselves to a terrible boss or a defiant subordinate. Most of the time, the reason they need such encouragement (while less qualified men have unfettered confidence) comes down to the fact that we, as women, are raised to think that being assertive is being bitchy or bossy; being confident is being stuck up or full of yourself; being decisive or taking risks is being reckless and, especially if you’re also young, immature.

         We’ve all been called those things, and often worse. We want to shrug it off, but when a seed of doubt was planted deep within us practically at birth and steadily watered over the years, it’s hard not to question ourselves, at least sometimes. And when people describe us in those ways to others in the workplace, it not only affects our own view of ourselves, it starts to cloud how other people see us, which in turn externally impacts our ability to rise through the ranks. All of this leads us back to the problem of women not seeking positions of power, or feeling like they aren’t “ready” or qualified enough. And those who do feel ready are not welcomed when they jump in (see: Hillary Clinton and Elizabeth Warren).

         In addition to societal attitudes around “feminine” traits and how out of step those are with traditional leadership characteristics, the gender roles assigned to women in the home and at work are also barriers. In the home, women still take on the majority of the household tasks and responsibilities related to elder care and childcare, regardless of whether they work full-time outside the home. In fact, even among the younger generation of men who at least theoretically believe in gender equality, not much has changed when it comes to willingness to do housework. As Claire Cain Miller discusses in a recent New York Times article, “Young men embrace gender equality, but they still don’t vacuum.”5 A Gallup survey from 2019 showed that heterosexual couples between the ages of eighteen and thirty-four were no more likely to divide chores equitably than older couples.6 And a study published in January 2020 showed that when asked, more high school seniors today still say they prefer a family arrangement with the man as the breadwinner and the woman as the homemaker over any other kind of setup.7 Women, particularly women of color, are increasingly the breadwinners in their families. This additional time women spend on domestic labor is shown to be one of the biggest factors contributing to gender gaps in pay and promotions in the workplace.8

         With all of the personal responsibilities women carry, we often have different considerations than men when we’re up for a promotion at work that takes more of our time, or before we apply for a job that requires travel. These considerations can hold women back from growing in our careers and making as much money as our male counterparts, and deny us the opportunity to have the impact we should.

         This happens in the workplace all the time, but we see it play out in politics as well. Our traditional views of what is acceptably feminine trickle down to how we view ourselves and our ability to lead, affecting both the political ambition of women and how voters perceive women candidates. Men are more than twice as likely as women are to report that they’ve “seriously considered” running for office at some point in the future (16 percent of men, compared to 7 percent of women).9 Women, on the other hand, are far more likely than men to assert that they would never run, and 64 percent of women, compared to 46 percent of men, said they “have never thought about” a future candidacy. Much research has been done on why that is the case, and there isn’t a singular answer. But it’s clear that it is a combination of several factors: men have more exposure to politics; they are seen as leaders simply because of their gender (men assert themselves as dominant and leaders, which becomes a self-perpetuating truth); they have more experiences with competition and sports, which build confidence and desire to win; and, more globally, men benefit from very deeply embedded gender socialization and gender roles that have made political office seem so impossible for women that they don’t even consider it an option.

         Research also shows that when women run, they win at the same rates as their male counterparts.10 So while voter perception of women candidates is definitely not the same as it is for men, the real challenge on our hands is breaking down the centuries of socialization that has led women to doubt our own potential as leaders, and fundamentally reshaping current gender roles to stop the institutional disempowerment of women so that our family lives, workplaces, and political structures make space for us as leaders.

         There are a number of books written entirely on this subject. In fact, my friends and I often say, “Lean in, Sheryl!” (in reference to Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg’s book Lean In) as a phrase of encouragement to each other. That’s not what this book is about, but it is an important facet of the world we live in—and one of the many systemic barriers we have to overcome if we want to get to true equality.

         But I’m one of the lucky ones. I didn’t have nearly as large a confidence gap to overcome as many women do, and I owe that to the fact that I was raised not only to believe that girls could do anything boys could do and to have full confidence in my own abilities, but to believe that women are warriors.

         My parents are largely to thank for this, but my grandfather played a unique role in introducing and fostering the concept of warrior women in my life. My dad was a police officer and my mom was an emergency room nurse. They tried to work night shifts on the weekends while my sister and I were growing up so they could be home with us as much as possible during the week. That meant that almost every weekend, we stayed with my grandpa (aka Papa) and he was a huge influence on us both.

         Papa was a professor of political science at UCLA. He was a well-respected scholar and educator in Greek political theory, but I think he loved Greek mythology as much as he did the works of Aristotle and Plato. Our bedtime stories included lessons on the origins of democracy interspersed between ones about the Trojan horse and the Siege of Troy and Icarus and Odysseus. But the stories that truly stuck with me were the ones about the women who were even stronger than men—Athena, the goddess of wisdom and warfare, whom the male heroes depended on for help; Artemis, the protector of women and young girls and goddess of the hunt; and her acolytes the Amazons: the warrior women I admired the most.

         My sister and I would pretend to be Amazon warriors fighting battles on our horses (our bikes). And once the show Xena: Warrior Princess came out in 1995, we became total fangirls. It was like the series was written just for us. Papa discovered the show as he perused and notated the weekly (print) TV Guide just as he would scholarly texts, and we watched it from the pilot onward. Every week, he would record it on VHS (I’m an old millennial—yes, we still had those in the midnineties) and save it for us to watch when we came over for the weekend. Our heroic endeavors transformed from generic Amazonian conquests to specific adventures of Xena and Gabrielle that we’d seen on TV. That became awkward once we realized that the two characters were more than just friends. It was perfect timing, though—the Xena/Gabrielle love interest story line was developing just as I had grown too old to be playing warrior princesses on bikes with my sister and had begun to come to grips with my own bisexuality. (By the way—I highly recommend bingeing the six seasons if you’re looking for some nineties feminist warrior inspiration with solid queer undertones.) But I digress.

         The stories of badass Greek goddesses and Amazon princesses were only the beginning of my exposure to strong female fictional characters. I was an obsessive reader from the earliest age, and I credit my mom especially with helping me find the best series to allow me to believe that women—at least in the present day—were supposed to be the heroes of the story, doing whatever independent, fierce thing was needed to save people, or serve justice, or make the world better. In hindsight, I wonder if many girls latched on to these fictional female leaders and heroines because there just weren’t enough women in those kinds of positions in real life. At least not ones that we knew about.

         But like so many other women, often despite our parents’ best efforts, I have sadly gained the awareness that it’s not that easy for us to be the hero in the story, and in fact, while a lot has improved since the time periods I would read about, when women had to overcome impossible societal restrictions (like Felicity or Samantha in the American Girl books), so much truly hasn’t changed.

         During the three years I’ve been involved in politics—running for, getting elected to, serving in, and resigning from Congress—I’ve learned a lot. The most important lesson: We need women to be the heroes, because now more than ever, we need saving, we need justice, and we need a better world.

         And it’s clear that when women are in positions of power and bring our experiences and leadership to the table, a better world is actually possible. Research has shown time and again that women legislators sponsor more bills, pass more laws, and send their districts more money.11

         This book is about what it’s going to take to claim our rightful seats at every leadership table, and to finally achieve real equality. My goal for the next chapter of my life is to help mobilize and support a generation of young women to not just break through those final glass ceilings one crack at a time, but shatter them altogether. I want to make sure the women who are preparing to take up this fight know that it won’t be easy, but that our scars make us that much tougher as we assert our own power in whatever form that might be.

         Countless articles were written about how what happened to me might impact young people who are considering running for office, especially women and members of the LGBTQ community. An op-ed in the LA Times published the day after my final speech on the House floor was titled “Katie Hill Woke Up a New Generation of Voters. How Will Her Resignation Affect Them?”12

         We are at a critical moment in our history—one when people are mobilized and energized, when women are calling out powerful men (and some of those men are even being held accountable), and when more people than ever before who aren’t and never intended to be career politicians are stepping up and stepping in to city councils, state legislatures, and Congress.

         What happened to me was terrible. It’s not something I would wish upon my worst enemy, political or otherwise. And it was a harsh reminder of how women in power and politics still have so far to go and so much to overcome. But I will be damned if that experience deters other young women from running for office and getting engaged.

         Instead, I hope to use what happened to me to drive women, young women especially, to question the roadblocks we face, and to tear them all down and rebuild a future in which we no longer have to imagine what it would look like to have full equality and representation.
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            Still in the

Fight

         

          

      

   


   
      
         
            


         

         On November 6, 2018, I was elected to Congress as one of the youngest women ever. One year later, I was sitting on a train to New York to meet with my newly hired victims’ rights attorneys about suing the Daily Mail for cyber exploitation—and I was no longer a member of Congress.

         A few days before that, I had stepped up to the microphone to deliver my final speech on the House floor. I had barely gotten used to giving such speeches. Over the past year I had awkwardly learned, with many fumbles, how to perform the ritual that so many had done before me: Formally ask the Speaker for recognition, walk to the lectern and smoothly position it to the right height, adjust the microphone so it isn’t blocking your face, and look at the clock so the C-SPAN cameras can see you. Talk slowly and clearly. Breathe; the pauses you take feel much longer than they actually are.

         That day, oddly, I didn’t feel the nerves I normally did. I got every part of the routine right. I felt calm and strong as I began to deliver my remarks, because I had to be.

         I needed to say something to the countless people who had put their faith in me. I needed to say something to the girls and young women who looked up to me, but also to those who didn’t even know my name. Because I needed to make sure that my experience did not scare off other women who dare to take risks, who dare to step into this light, who dare to be powerful.

         
              

         

         Most people have nightmares of being trapped somewhere in the nude, trying to escape. In the days leading up to my resignation, that nightmare became my every waking hour. Millions of people have seen pictures of me naked. Hundreds—maybe more like thousands—of journalists, commentators, politicians, and public figures have written or spoken about my “downfall,” the “poor choices” I’ve made, the lessons young people should take from what’s happened to me, the impact it will have on politics moving forward, the responsibility I bear for it all. I read those articles with the acute sense that writers and readers alike must think I am already dead. I’m not, though sometimes I’ve wished to be. More than half of victims of cyber exploitation (more commonly known by the problematic term “revenge porn”) contemplate suicide in the aftermath.13 Many have attempted it, and too many have tragically taken their own lives.

         After the images of me were released, as I lay curled up in my bed with my mind in the darkest places it’s ever been, countless texts and voicemails came from donors, friends, volunteers, and voters sending love. But they couldn’t drown out the other, horrible messages and calls from people who had found my phone number on the internet. Though staff at my offices got tremendous support, they were also inundated with lewd and threatening messages. One of my former offices was even evacuated due to a letter with a suspicious powder in it. My hometown was filled with people who were worried about me and wanted to see me, yet my mom was followed by people in dark trucks with cameras, my sister’s business was trolled, and my dad drove around our hometown pulling down huge posters of his baby girl in a Nazi uniform with the text “#WifenSwappenSS.”

         
              

         

         Sitting on that train just a couple of days after my resignation had taken effect, I realized that it was one year almost to the minute from when I’d received the call from my predecessor to concede, the day I found out that we had done what many said was impossible—we had flipped a historically red congressional seat. I was going to be a congresswoman.

         We were in the campaign headquarters that morning. The team had been working around the clock for months—some of them for more than a year—as we’d clawed our way to victory in a race that no one thought we could win. When I started my campaign, I was twenty-nine years old, working at a homeless services nonprofit. I was a complete unknown—a young bisexual woman with no political background or experience, no wealth, no Ivy League degree—trying to flip a district that had been held by a Republican for decades. I, like so many women across the country, had been driven to run for office because of the results of the 2016 election.

         I finished listening to the voicemail from my opponent conceding the election, and turned around and told the team that it was official. We had won. VICE News captured that moment in a documentary series about me called She’s Running, so countless people across the country have witnessed it. Everyone cried except for me. I can’t really tell you just how I was feeling then. Shock isn’t quite right—even when no one else did, I had always felt like we were going to win. It certainly felt at least somewhat surreal, but so had so much else over the course of the campaign that the feeling was familiar.

         I was aware that my life was about to change significantly, but it had already changed so much. It was just shifting gears, and I was excited and felt ready. I knew I was a leader, I knew I represented my community, I knew I reflected the change that the country wanted and needed, that I could be a voice for young people and women and those who had been left out for far too long. That I had to be.

         I got to Washington and before we were ever sworn in, the members-elect had to choose a freshman representative to leadership—someone who would liaise with the Speaker, the majority leader, the whip, and other members of leadership on behalf of the class. A few people suggested I run, and honestly, I felt like I could be a voice for this wave of newly elected people and what they represented. My colleague from Colorado, Representative Joe Neguse, and I decided to make the case that there should be two freshmen representatives given the size and diversity of our class (we made up a quarter of all Democrats in Congress, representing the most progressive districts in the country as well as those where Trump won by double digits and everywhere in between). We made our case, the class and leadership agreed, and we were both elected as those representatives.

         Within a matter of weeks of being elected as a member of Congress, I was one of a handful of people who got to be part of key decisions and meetings, working closely with the Speaker and the most powerful Democrats in the House. It was incredible. But, oddly, I knew I belonged there. I didn’t feel awkward or unsure. I was confident. I felt that most of my district really liked me (and the polling showed it), and I knew I was making a difference to so many people, even just by showing them they could have a voice at the highest levels of power.

         Don’t get me wrong, the job was hard. I had plenty of missteps and fumbles, plenty of things I could do better, and so much to learn. But I was figuring it out fast. I was good at this. My future in Congress was limitless, and that mattered not just to me but to the people who believed in me. So much hard work by so many people went into flipping my district and getting me elected to Congress, and it felt good to be able to deliver for them and for our community on big priorities in a big way.

         But my home life was another story. That day on the train was also five months to the day from when I moved out of my house and told my husband, whom I had been with since I was sixteen years old, that I wanted a divorce.

         On that day in June, my dad came with me to our house because I was afraid to go alone. My husband was unpredictable, had dealt with substance abuse issues at various times in his life, owned guns, and was incredibly controlling. Of course I was afraid. I got my things, moved in with my mom, and didn’t look back. But when I’d tried to leave before, my husband had said that he would ruin me. That threat itself was abusive, and kept me in the relationship for far too long. Knowing that he could make good on it was the reason I always went back. Midway through my first year in Congress, though, I had reached the point when I knew I couldn’t keep going. I had to get out. But those words—“I’ll ruin you”—hung over my head every day after I moved out. I knew the risk when I left, but I felt I didn’t have a choice. Despite the looming threat, being out of that house, away from him, made me feel better than I had in years.

         The day my staff ran into my office and showed me the nude photos and private text messages that had been published on a right-wing website called RedState, the hammer that had been hovering—the threat to “ruin” me—finally dropped. I didn’t quite accept it until a few days later, but the future I had imagined as a leader in Congress, the job I was good at and loved and knew I was making a difference by doing, was over.

         
              

         

         I was thinking about all of this as I went to see my lawyers. Then, the train suddenly stopped. We sat there for a long time, and it was finally announced that someone had jumped in front of us. It was a fatality. My thoughts shifted to the person on the tracks while we waited for the police to investigate, for the coroner to come. I know the despair that leads someone to that place all too well. I had been there just a week before.

         
              

         

         I announced my resignation knowing it was the right thing to do—the right decision for me, my family, my staff, my colleagues, my community. But that didn’t make it any easier, and in the days that followed, I was completely overwhelmed by everything—how many people had seen my naked body, the comments, the articles, the millions of opinions, the texts, the calls, the threats. I would start shaking, crying, throwing up. It was hard to talk to my family because I knew they were going through so much too. I didn’t want to talk to my friends because I was humiliated, I didn’t want to hear more pity, and I just didn’t know what to say. Many of my staff had been with me for years at this point and we were, for better or worse, very close. Now I felt like they all hated me.

         I didn’t leave my apartment. I felt so alone and didn’t know what to do.

         It was two days after I announced my resignation. I don’t even know how I spent the day. Probably reading articles (and comments on those articles) about myself that I shouldn’t have read, or noticing the silence of my colleagues. I was grateful that the “squad” (Representatives Ayanna Pressley, Rashida Tlaib, Ilhan Omar, and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez) immediately came out in support of me, but the only other vocal defender I had prior to my resignation, at least that I’m aware of, was Republican Representative Matt Gaetz, one of Trump’s strongest allies in Congress. To the surprise and criticism of many in his own party, Matt stuck his neck out for me, and I will always appreciate him for that. I understood why my other colleagues stayed quiet publicly, but it hurt nonetheless.

         I ignored more text messages and calls, fell in and out of restless sleep. But when it got dark I drew a bath, lit candles, and brought over a whole bottle of wine. It might have been my second bottle of the day…I’m not sure.

         I lay there and thought about what I’d lost. The betrayal. The people on my team and in my life who had been hurt although they’d done nothing wrong. Everyone I’d let down, everyone who worked for me, who campaigned for me, who believed in me. The future I’d thought was in store for me was suddenly and irrevocably gone. I was grappling with and felt endlessly guilty about my own responsibility in my downfall, and also knew that there were other factors at play below the surface that people could just never understand. And those pictures—no one should have ever seen those. I didn’t even know many of them existed, seeing them for the first time with the rest of the world.

         How could I ever face anyone again, knowing what they’d seen? What they knew?

         The bathwater had gone cold. The wine bottle was empty. Suddenly and with total clarity, I just wanted it all to be over. I got up and looked for the box cutter, dripping water all over the floor. I couldn’t find it. A part of my brain was saying, Stop it, this is stupid. You’re not going to do it; go drain the bathtub and get your shit together. But I felt like I was out of my body, like it was moving without me. I got a paring knife—not quite as sharp as a box cutter, but I figured it would do—and got back into the cold bath.

         I stared at the veins in my wrists. They were so thin. They were green in the candlelight. I started tracing them with the edge of the knife, lightly at first, then pushing harder and harder. The knife was duller than I thought. It surprised me how hard I had to push to even scratch the surface. Fine red lines started to appear and I knew that if I pushed just a tiny bit harder I would start to bleed. A couple of droplets started to form on the surface of my skin, like when a leak is beginning to come through the ceiling, one drip at a time, but you know the crack is coming soon. This wasn’t the first time I’d hovered at that edge—thinking it should all just end, knowing how I’d do it, and knowing I could whenever I wanted to. A little more than a year before, I’d come so close.

         Last time, it was late at night on my way home, in the final stretch of the campaign. I hated going home. I had known for a long time that my relationship with my husband was bad. I knew that M, the woman who had worked on my campaign and with whom I had developed a relationship despite my better judgment, was sucked into it now and it was my fault for exposing her to it in the first place. But I thought there was no way I could escape—we had a house and animals and a backstory that had become part of the campaign. There was the public perception and the money and the logistics and the things my husband took care of that I just didn’t know how I’d do with only a month left until Election Day—let alone after.

         Every night was a horrible fight. He said the most vicious and demeaning things to me, and he was getting less stable and much scarier. He wouldn’t get help and he said everything was my fault. People had no idea from the outside—I pretended everything at home was fine and I looked like a successful candidate about to win an election and make history—but my life was held together by a thread and I was hanging on by a fingernail.

         I’d driven past the big oak tree just off the side of the remote highway on the way to my rural house twice a day nearly every day for years. The tree had been struck by lightning years ago and there was a burn scar that looked just like the Virgin Mary. People often came to pray at that spot and would leave flowers and candles and framed pictures and beads. But recently, I had started to feel it beckoning to me in a menacing but somehow hypnotic way. I would take a different route as often as I could to avoid passing it because that feeling scared me. But then I started taking the highway again, as though the burn scar had been sending me magnetic signals I couldn’t resist. I would stare at it every time I passed and think about being held in the comforting arms of the Blessed Mother and closing my eyes forever.

         That night driving home, the dark music and the dark sky and the dark road and the feeling of depletion and of being trapped just added up, and before I realized what I was doing, I’d taken off my seat belt and was pressing all the way down on the gas pedal and driving straight toward the tree. But after a few seconds, when the speedometer hit eighty and I was a couple hundred yards from the tree, I thought of my family, whose lives I would ruin if I did it. I thought of how it would destroy the various religious offerings and how people might stop praying there and might even lose their faith. I thought of my dogs and how I’d never said goodbye. I thought of my staff and all the volunteers and how we wouldn’t be able to flip the district because there wouldn’t even be a Democrat on the ballot and what if ours was the district that determined whether we got the majority in the House?

         I braked hard and swerved back onto the curve of the road, barely before it was too late. I fumbled with my seat belt as I buckled back up, then pulled over and caught my breath for a minute. I drove home in silence with the windows down, trying to keep the car under control with my hands shaking on the steering wheel.

         I sat in the driveway for a while, working up the courage to go in. I really didn’t want to, but I knew that this was a close enough call that I should tell my husband what had happened. And maybe if he understood how miserable I was, he would finally start acting differently or agree to get help.

         I walked into the house and told my husband what had happened, and how deeply unhappy I was because of our relationship. I asked him to see a therapist, to think about the way he was acting and how toxic his behavior had become. He wouldn’t hear it and that set him off in a way I wasn’t ready for, despite at least somewhat expecting it.

         It’s hard to explain how his rages would escalate, but it’s like he wasn’t even there anymore. He didn’t make sense, and he would yell and take the fight in the strangest directions, telling me how it was my fault that he got this mad, and by the end I’d believe it and would just keep saying I’m sorry, can you please forgive me? because that’s the only way it might ever end.

         That night was no different, but this time, as it all escalated, I cried and said I just couldn’t do this anymore. Instead of calming down and trying to talk and make things better, he took a gun that he kept by the side of our bed and shoved it at me, saying, “Here, here, take it! If you want to kill yourself, then why don’t you go fucking do it.” I kept pushing his arms away and saying no and he was in my face and I was backed into a corner in the room and in that moment I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that I would not be okay if I stayed there, but I felt paralyzed.

         Eventually he stormed out of the house with the gun. I took a sleeping pill and just prayed that he wouldn’t drink too much and come in and start raging again with a loaded gun in his hand. I almost locked the door to our bedroom that night, but I knew that if he tried to come in and found it locked it would just be so much worse, and he could get in anyway.

         I don’t remember falling asleep, but I guess I did.

         When I got up, I found him sleeping in the guest bedroom at the back of the house. I recognized that this could be my moment to leave, since I knew I’d never be able to do it with him there and he was never gone when I was home. So, before I could talk myself out of it, I packed up everything from our room that I thought I’d need but that wouldn’t be too obvious because I didn’t want him to have any heads-up that I wasn’t coming back. When I got on the road I called my mom and asked if I could come stay with her for a while. She was very worried, of course, but I said I was fine and I would tell her more when I saw her that night. The next person I called was my campaign manager, who had to not only help manage the logistical challenges and fallout this might create for the campaign, but who had become a tremendous friend and support to me as well.

         All day, my husband texted me apologizing for the night before and sent memes and I love yous and lots of smiley emojis. I replied more or less as I normally would, not wanting him to suspect anything. But when I finished my campaign events that evening, I crafted a long text about how I wasn’t coming home and tried to articulate why and asked him to give me the space I needed. He started calling me over and over until I finally turned off my phone. He then called everyone in my family and said he was going to come to my mom’s house. My mom asked my dad (the cop) to come over and wait with us at her place until my husband calmed down. Meanwhile, my stepfather and my campaign manager met up with him in a parking lot to try to deescalate the situation, but my husband was so enraged that they almost came to blows. He repeated to them what he’d already told me—that he’d ruin me if I left him. Eventually, my dad convinced him that coming to my mom’s house was a really bad idea and that he should go home.

         I stayed away from my house for a couple of weeks. My husband told me he’d started going to therapy and had gone back on his meds. He promised he’d change and he brought me cards and flowers all the time and told me how he couldn’t live without me. I missed my dogs so much and I just couldn’t imagine how to actually make the separation permanent. And with Election Day nearing, I didn’t know how I would deal with everything, including the threats, and I thought maybe this time, the good phase could last until after November 6, at least.

         The absolute last thing in the world I wanted to do was walk back into that house, into that life, into our marriage. But there were always those words “I’ll ruin you”—so I went back.

         That night in the tub brought me full circle to the night with the tree, the day I’d left, and his threat.

         
              

         

         I finally did leave my husband for good. And, sure enough, he fulfilled his promise by releasing those images and texts that ended my career.

         So here I was again. Not contemplating death with a car and a tree but this time with a bath and a knife. But those things that had made me veer off to the side before made me pause this time too.

         Lying in the cold water, tracing my veins, I thought about the people I had already let down so much with my scandal and by resigning. What would this do to my parents? To my brother and sister? To my staff and volunteers and supporters, just like before? Except now, even though I was resigning, I felt an even greater sense of responsibility. Because we’d won, and we’d shown people it was possible for someone like me, someone like them, to make it into power—to achieve something people said we couldn’t do. I thought about the high school students who said how inspired they were by me, the Girl Scouts whose troops I’d visited who told me they wanted to grow up to be like me—and how their parents would explain it if I killed myself, and what it would do to them.

         I couldn’t do it. This whole thing was bigger than me before the election and it had only grown since then. I didn’t get to quit. I had to keep pushing forward and be part of the fight to create the change that those young girls are counting on—even if it’s not in the way I thought.

         
              

         

         The next day was my true day of reckoning—of coming to terms, to the extent possible, with what had happened, what it meant for me, and what I needed to do. I spent the day writing my floor speech. Everyone who has taken a basic psychology class has learned about the stages of grief. That day I cycled through all of them over and over, but writing the speech, alone in my sparse DC apartment, gave me an outlet to work through them and what led me to this point in my life and to the decision to resign. I looked back at the ten days or so leading up to that horrible moment in the bathtub.

         We first heard rumors that pictures might be coming out a few days before they did, but I was in total denial at that point. First, I didn’t even know about all the photos that would have been damaging—I didn’t know my husband had taken them, so I didn’t quite grasp what that meant. Second, I honestly didn’t think he would stoop to that level. When you’ve known and loved someone for your entire adult life, no matter how bad things get, you just don’t think that the person you’ve trusted with everything would be capable of such cruelty.

         But on October 18, 2019, RedState, a right-wing online publication that often posts conspiracy theories and all kinds of hit pieces on Democrats, published the first in a barrage of articles that included pictures and text messages related to the most intimate details of my life. When it first started, I thought that I could stay in office and we could fight it, ride it out. Then more and more photos were released. The harassment was incessant. And it became clear that the longer I resisted, the further those who were launching these attacks would go. A local Republican operative said they had a shared drive with more than seven hundred photos and text messages (this operative said they were supplied by my ex, though he has claimed he was hacked)—and would keep releasing them bit by bit until I resigned or was forced out. Literally every single day from when the first article was posted, RedState published a new slew of images or texts taken out of context, fodder provided by my ex for that takedown he’d promised.

         Then I saw how my colleagues, especially other freshmen from tough districts, were put in the position of having to either denounce or defend me. My roommate, Representative Lauren Underwood, said that trackers (people paid to chase politicians with cameras and catch them with a bad answer or a gaffe) were following her around and asking her how, as my roommate, she didn’t know this stuff about me and why she didn’t do anything about it.

         I knew I was going to have to step back from my position as freshman representative to leadership. I couldn’t risk harming my colleagues by being the face for the class. I also knew I should step back from being vice chair of Oversight, since a huge part of that role was acting as a spokesperson. And the day before the RedState article was posted, we learned of the tragic passing of Chairman Cummings, a hero and mentor to me. Serving as his vice chair was the honor of my lifetime, and honestly, I’m glad that he didn’t have to see everything that happened with me. But because of his passing, the role of vice chair, if I stayed in it, would have been even more magnified, and with my own controversy, I was no longer even remotely the right person to discuss the committee’s work in front of the press.

         And finally, perhaps most important was the fact that the House was about to vote to officially open an impeachment inquiry into the president, and undergo an intensive investigation process during which the right-wing media and Republicans would be seeking any opportunity they could find to distract from the issue at hand—a corrupt and dangerous president. I would not allow myself to be that distraction.

         I was supposed to go to Chairman Cummings’s funeral on Friday, October 25. I stayed home, not wanting my presence to take away any of the attention that should be paid to celebrating the life of such a great man. But I was heartbroken. It was the day I fully realized that I didn’t know how things could go back to normal, how I could be an effective legislator, an effective leader. I tried to imagine what Mr. Cummings would have said to me about my situation if he were alive and could give me advice. I honestly didn’t know what he would say—if he would tell me to keep going and stick it out or to step aside. He had often reminded me of my grandfather, Papa, who had passed away from Alzheimer’s in 2011. Papa was the other person whose advice I desperately wanted at that point—because he was the person who always told me to never quit, never give up. Remember, we are warriors, after all.
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