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To my team. From the beginning, and through the joy, pain, and personal sacrifice, you left it all on the field. I am forever grateful.






The amount of energy necessary to refute bullshit is an order of magnitude bigger than to produce it.

—ALBERTO BRANDOLINI

I got loyalty, got royalty inside my DNA

….

I was born like this.

—KENDRICK LAMAR, “DNA”
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“Auntie! Auntie!”

A small fist rapped gently on my bedroom door.

I rolled over and reached for my phone. Amara had kept to our deal. It was exactly 7:30 a.m., and my grandniece had waited patiently to wake me at the agreed hour for our promised Sunday pancakes.

I’d flown in late the night before from a campaign event of a thousand people at a packed hall in Provincetown, Massachusetts. Organizers had made a huge-lettered, rainbow-colored sign, VPTOWN, for my event, but there was both energy and tension in the crowd. Joe Biden’s debate with Donald Trump, three weeks earlier, had thrown the campaign into chaos, and I’d had to fend off supporters’ anxious questions.

I threw on sweatpants and an old Howard University sweatshirt and pulled up my hair in a ponytail. I’d promised bacon and sausage with the pancakes, but before that I needed my half hour on the elliptical.

I’d stopped watching the Sunday-morning shows: no more endless rhetoric about the president’s capability. I turned on the cooking channel. The chef was making an elaborate dessert, which captivated Amara, eight, and her sister, Leela, six.

The girls had spent the week with me at the vice president’s residence—the sprawling Queen Anne–style house on the grounds of Washington’s Naval Observatory. They’d be leaving that afternoon, heading back to Palo Alto, California, ahead of the new school year. After breakfast and a wash of greasy hands, we sat on the rug by the coffee table to do a big jigsaw puzzle together while their mom, my niece, and their dad went upstairs to pack.

And that’s where I was when my secure phone rang, at eleven minutes past one.

I glanced at the screen. Caller ID blocked. Only about a dozen people had my secure number. Of those few, only one came up blocked. I unfolded my legs, stood up, and walked around the corner to my office.

“Hi, Joe,” I said.

“I need to talk to you.” He was calling from his home in Rehoboth Beach, Delaware, where he’d gone to isolate after testing positive for Covid four days earlier. His voice sounded hoarse, exhausted. “I’ve decided I’m dropping out.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. I’m going to announce in a few minutes.”

“Why today?”

“It’s the only thing anyone is talking about. And it’s too much. There’s going to be another letter from Democratic members of Congress on Monday. It’s too much.”

Really? Give me a bit more time. The whole world is about to change. I’m here in sweatpants, and the two people staffing me right now are under four feet tall.

I put the phone on mute and went back to Amara and Leela. Eyes wide, eyebrows raised, voice urgent: “Go get your parents!”

My husband, Doug, was in Los Angeles, trapped by the global CrowdStrike software glitch that had grounded many flights. My sister, Maya, was in New York. I needed to start alerting the family before this story broke.

The president was still talking. “I want you to do this.” He would endorse me, he said, but not for a day, maybe two, when he would make an address to the nation.

That would be ruinous, and I said so.

“Joe, I’m honored, but we live in a twenty-four-hour news cycle, and if you wait that long, the airwaves will be full of nothing but questions: ‘Why has he not supported his VP?’ If you want to put me in the strongest position, you have to endorse me now.” I urged him to reconsider the timing. “What we do, right now, is so important,” I said. “People will look at how this moment occurred for decades. There’s no reason to rush this. Can we slow it down so I can prepare? And you need to endorse me at the same time. Any gap between the announcement and the endorsement will lead to the same kind of chaos we’ve had for the last three weeks.”

The public statements, the whispering campaigns, and the speculation had done a world of damage. I knew I was the candidate in the strongest position to win. The most qualified and ready. The highest name recognition. A powerful donor base. And I also knew, as he did, that I was the only person who would preserve his legacy. At this point, anyone else was bound to throw him—and all the good he had achieved—right under the bus.

Joe’s two closest aides, Steve Ricchetti and Mike Donilon, were in the room with him in Rehoboth. He put Ricchetti on the phone. “We were always going to support you. We just want to do this announcement first and leave a little bit of time.”

“Steve, you know that’s not going to work,” I said. “There needs to be no daylight between the announcements.”

“That’s a fair point,” Steve conceded. He gave the phone back to the president.

Joe said, “Let me call you back.”

I waited, hoping I’d convinced them to avoid more turmoil and speculation. He’d resisted this decision for weeks, adamantly ignoring a drumbeat that had ranged from solicitous advice to intense condemnation.

Amid all that cacophony, Joe had said nothing to me about this, until July 15. It was two days after the first assassination attempt on Donald Trump. We were in the Situation Room, at a briefing on the investigation into the shooting. Joe was at the head of the table, as always. I sat to his right. As the meeting concluded, the president thanked everyone and rose to leave. I’m a stickler for protocol, as I believe everyone at the White House should be. I sit only after the president sits, stand when he stands. As everyone else began to file out, Joe turned to me. “Do you have a minute, can you stay?”

Soon we were alone, dwarfed by the long table at which so many momentous decisions had been made. The screens on the walls had all gone dark, except for the red digital clocks showing the time in current conflict zones.

“If for any reason I had to drop out, I would support you, but only if that’s what you want. It’s occurred to me I haven’t asked you.” He’d clearly rehearsed this speech, it wasn’t a spontaneous thought, and it was the first time I knew he was seriously considering it.

The calls for him to drop out, he said, would probably continue. People were throwing his own words back at him, that he had said he would be a transitional leader.

“I’m fully behind you, Joe,” I told him. “But if you decide not to run, I’m ready. And I would give it all I’ve got, because Trump has to be beaten.”

There had been no follow-up discussion. In our relationship, it was common for him to test out ideas on me, and until he decided, I had no reason to believe it would actually happen. All his public statements remained defiant declarations that only “the Lord Almighty” could make him drop out. Then he came down with Covid.

But still, no word. As nearly a week passed, I had come to accept the inevitability that he was staying in the race, that the time for him to make a different decision had passed.

Now here he was, on the phone, telling me otherwise.
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As soon as he walked onto the debate stage in Atlanta, I could see he wasn’t right. He’d had neuropathy in his feet for years. Then he’d fractured his foot playing with one of his dogs. His doctor had prescribed a boot, but he was too stubborn to wear it, and I’m positive that screwed up his gait. Now he walked unsteadily, trying to balance himself with robotically moving hands.

He’d called me a couple of days earlier from Camp David, where he was in the middle of debate prep. It was late afternoon, and I’d been working from home in Los Angeles. I pulled up a chair overlooking our backyard.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

“It’s going. It’s okay.” He sounded downbeat and extremely tired. He didn’t mention that he was coming down with a cold.

“Are you getting some rest? You need to take a break, you know.”

Debate camp is awful. They break you to make you. They prod at all your missteps, all your weaknesses; find holes in your arguments; savage your delivery. It leaves you feeling barely competent. From there, they build you back up, running through every possible line of attack until you feel invulnerable. With the debate fast approaching, Joe should have been in that second phase. By the time he made that call to me, he should have been more upbeat. But he didn’t sound that way, and it worried me.

I reminded him about the tactics we’d previously discussed in dealing with Trump: alternate brushing him off like lint on your shoulder or striking back aggressively. His voice lightened as he recalled how his mother had once promised him a quarter if he went back and punched the bully who’d been picking on him. He did, and she gave him fifty cents. Telling the story seemed to put him in better spirits, so I wished him luck and, trying to buck him up, told him he was going to kill it. I hung up feeling sorry for him. I knew he didn’t want to do this debate, and it seemed like he just needed to talk to someone who would understand what it feels like, what it would take.

Within the campaign, there’d been a whole debate about whether he should debate. Joe had seemed reluctant from the start. Jill didn’t seem to think he should, either. Trump’s refusal to debate during his party’s primary had cleared a plausible path for avoiding it. Nancy Pelosi, for one, argued that Biden didn’t need to lower the dignity of the presidency by appearing onstage with a convicted felon who’d tried to subvert the last election. But some of his most trusted advisers were insistent that this would be the split-screen moment he needed. The campaign was stuck, fighting with Trump for the same limited pool of disengaged or undecided voters.

Doubts about Biden’s age and capacity had been fueled by the report of Special Counsel Robert Hur on his retention of classified documents. Hur had concluded that he couldn’t get a conviction because a jury would perceive Biden as a “well-meaning, elderly man with a poor memory.” The report had detailed concerning lapses. I knew very well that when he was tired, his age showed, and I also knew that depositions can be grueling. And this one began October 8, the morning after Hamas had viciously attacked Israel, when Biden had spent long hours in classified meetings, monitoring the crisis. He would have had the weight of those events, still very much in flux and threatening regional war, on his mind. Trump’s ravings had been getting progressively crazier as the campaign went on. If Biden had lost a step, Trump had, too.

Mike Donilon and Anita Dunn, another of Joe’s senior advisers, had become convinced a debate at this relatively early stage could change the trajectory of the campaign. (And so it did, just not in the way they had anticipated.) These decisions were being made by his inner team, and in the end, I had to accept that they had convinced themselves that Biden could do this.

In 2012, after Barack Obama had flubbed his first debate against Mitt Romney, Biden, as vice president, had trounced Paul Ryan so badly that Sarah Palin said it reminded her of a musk ox running across the tundra with someone underfoot. The nation had just watched Biden deliver a stirring State of the Union address. Donilon and Dunn insisted that the president could do at least as well as he had against Trump in 2020.

I’d been campaigning on the West Coast in the days just before the debate—doing Spanish language press and outreach in Arizona, meeting major fundraisers in California, and attending gatherings with Black influencers in Los Angeles. That morning I’d met with the R&B superstar Usher to solidify his support on our common interest: unlocking credit for minority businesses. Then I’d taped a segment for the BET Awards, discussing issues from voting rights to abortion rights with the actress Taraji P. Henson, who gave an impassioned plea at the awards ceremony for awareness about the damaging contents of Project 2025.

In the evening, I gathered with just three of my staff to watch the debate in an overchilled conference room at the Fairmont hotel in Century City, Los Angeles. Other staffers watched in a room next door. They’d set up a tiny plate of crudités. I ordered pizza for everyone: it was going to be a long night. After the debate, I’d do a quick rallying call for campaign staff and volunteers across the country, followed by four television interviews back-to-back, immediately after Biden walked off the debate stage in Atlanta. The networks had a studio set up, ready for those live hits.

I knew there’d be something to clean up. There is always some small misstatement of fact or gaffe of some kind. Every debate has them. But because of that call from Camp David, I had a gnawing feeling about the night.

That’s why the people in the room with me were the ones I trusted most. I knew I could be completely frank with them as the debate progressed. Brian Fallon, one of my senior advisers, was a seasoned media hand known for not pulling punches. While running a nonprofit dedicated to reforming the way judges are appointed, he’d given his former boss, Chuck Schumer, a C rating. Brian had concluded, earlier than most political operatives, that Trump was different in kind, not just degree. This was not business as usual—Trump was not an ordinary politician; MAGA was not a typical party. He brought a fighter’s mentality to the job.

Sheila Nix, my campaign chief of staff, had come to DC from law school to work at a law firm, been recruited to help with Senator Bob Kerrey’s presidential campaign, and loved every minute. Since then, she’d toggled between campaign work and issue-driven jobs, like working for Bono on poverty in sub-Saharan Africa. She’d also worked as Jill Biden’s chief of staff, so she had good relations with the Biden team.

The third person in the room was my director of comms, Kirsten Allen, a veteran of tight races and high-pressure situations. I’d spotted her in 2018, working for Andrew Gillum, when he lost the Florida governor’s race to Ron DeSantis by a hair, in one of the closest gubernatorial races in history. She’d been my press secretary and special assistant to Joe Biden, and had been our national press secretary for the Covid response.

Jake Tapper’s first question, predictably, was on the economy. Biden answered in a thready voice, rushing through his answer. There was no light in his eyes, no expression in his voice. They’ve loaded him up with too many stats, I thought, as he blurted out numbers. The first question is always difficult. He needs to warm up. He’ll settle down; he’ll get on top of it.

The next question was on the military. He’s got so much material on this—Trump calling our fallen soldiers “suckers and losers.” He managed to get off that line but had stepped on it earlier by saying no one had died in wars overseas on his watch, seeming to forget the thirteen marines who died in the bomb blast at the airport during the evacuation of Afghanistan. I’d been on Air Force Two when it happened, and we had to change our flight plan to get back to DC in the face of that tragedy. How could he overlook that day? I know his deep feelings for those men and women. It’s personal to him.

Trump, meanwhile, was using his words like a weapon, but shooting before he aimed, spouting lies, unburdened by the truth. Biden, striving for accuracy, often stopped midsentence to correct himself, which left him sounding hesitant and garbled. I knew the important policy points he was struggling to convey, and I knew he knew them. He is a master of this material, but that was not coming across at all.

And then, at the end of a string of convoluted sentences in which he twice confused millions and billions, Joe lost his train of thought entirely, looked disoriented, and blurted out, “We finally beat Medicare.”

Trump’s reply: “Well, he’s right. He did beat Medicare. He beat it to death.”

As the ninety minutes ground on, my staffers watched with one eye on the big screen, the other on the small screens in their hands. They were tracking reactions on social media: “Disaster.” “Train wreck.” “Embarrassment.” Kirsten and Sheila were texting each other: Are other people seeing what we’re seeing? Is it as bad as we think?

Doug, at a watch party with Hollywood donors, was getting an earful. Rob Reiner had screamed at him: “We’re going to lose our fucking democracy and it’s your fault!”

During the final commercial break, I went to another room to quickly get makeup and hair touched up. Brian handed me the talking points the campaign had prepped. I glanced down at them.

“JOE BIDEN WON”—all caps, highlighted. “He fought through his cold as he is fighting for the American people.”

Are you kidding me?

I threw the paper back on the table. Then Michael Tyler, Biden’s campaign communications director, called from Atlanta with a similar account of what they expected me to say.

No. Don’t feed me bullshit. Everyone saw what they saw.

I couldn’t help but think of the Richard Pryor joke where his wife catches him in bed with another woman. “You gonna believe me or your lyin’ eyes?” he says.

I was not about to tell the American people that their eyes had lied. I would not jeopardize my own credibility. This night had turned into a disaster, and I was fully aware of the importance of what I was to say. How we handled this, right now, would have a long-term political effect, not just for him but for me. I had to acknowledge what people saw and then try to give them a way to make sense of it.

I got on the phone for the previously scheduled call to the campaign staff and volunteers. I wanted to calm them down, but I needed to speak the truth. I told them that as the debate progressed you could see that Biden wanted to debate on facts, but Trump didn’t. I read to them from the notes I’d scrawled on Trump’s numerous lies.

It was just a few paces to the makeshift studio, but it felt like a death march. My staff crowded around me, stressed, knowing the weight I had to carry. Even in that dark room, I could see Brian sweating. He was nervous that we hadn’t had time to game out a better line of response than the worthless campaign talking points.

I looked at him and said, “I’m ready.”

As I squared my shoulders to face Anderson Cooper on CNN, I shooed the team out of my line of sight. I needed to focus on the real audience, and I couldn’t be distracted by their anxious faces.

Anderson lit straight in. “Some within your own party are wondering if President Biden should even step aside. What do you say to that?”

“Listen, people can debate on style points, but ultimately this election and who is the president of the United States has to be about substance… Donald Trump lied over and over and over again, as he is wont to do. He would not disavow what happened on January 6. He would not give a clear answer on whether he would stand by the election results this November. He went back and forth about where he stands on one of the most critical issues of freedom in America, which is the right of women to make decisions about their own body.” As I went on to point out that women suffering miscarriages had been denied emergency care, he tried to interrupt me, saying that the president hadn’t been able to clearly make that case.

I shot back that what mattered more is a president’s actions in office, pivoting to what Trump had done in inciting the attack on the Capitol. I talked about the bipartisan infrastructure bill, about Joe’s daily work as I’d witnessed it: in the Situation Room, keeping Americans safe; in daily meetings, carefully weighing briefings with the intelligence community and military leaders; on the world stage, where I’d often witnessed leaders leaning on his long experience, seeking his advice. And then I just lost my patience with his line of questioning. “So I’m not going to spend all night with you talking about the last ninety minutes when I’ve been watching the last three and a half years of performance.”

Anderson pressed. “This was a debate that your campaign wanted… Can you say,” he asked, “that you are not concerned at all having watched the president’s performance tonight?”

I had to tell the truth. “I get that this is the after-play for the debate, this conversation that I’m in, and I understand why everyone wants to talk about it. But I think it’s also important to recognize that the choice in November between these two people that were on the debate stage involves extraordinary stakes. And there’s one person on that stage who has the endorsement of their vice president, and that’s Joe Biden.”

Anderson tried to jump in, but I pushed right on.

“Mike Pence is nowhere to be found in supporting Donald Trump, and that’s why he has to look for someone else to run with him, who, as we know, will embolden and rubber-stamp whatever he wants because they’re going to have to make a choice to not be Mike Pence and to put Donald Trump over their country.”

And then Anderson said: “Neither person on that stage tonight made the argument as coherently as you just did.”

As Anderson returned to his panel of pundits, I scrawled one word on a note card and slid it beneath the gaze of the camera to my staff: Feedback?

They slid back an answer: Keep saying 3 ½ years vrs 90 mins. Mike Pence.

Then I was on with the other networks.

Meanwhile, on Cooper’s follow-up panel, CNN’s national correspondent John King kicked off his remarks: “I just want to make an observation about your interview with the vice president… I think one of the greatest acts of political malpractice I have seen in my lifetime doing this is that they kept her under wraps for three years. Now she’s on the road, she has great appeals… She also has potential star power. And on issues like reproductive rights and in the Black community, she is a great asset to this team, and they have kept her under wraps.”
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On the coffee table at the vice president’s residence, the thousand pieces of the harvest festival jigsaw puzzle lay scattered. My grandnieces pounded up the stairs to find their parents, Nik and Meena. Meena was in the closet, packing for the trip home to Palo Alto.

My sister, Maya, had been only seventeen, still in high school, when Meena was born. I was in the midst of my undergrad degree at Howard and had been admitted to law school at Georgetown. Instead, I came home and did my law degree at Hastings so I could help with the baby as Maya went to Berkeley and then got her law degree at Stanford. Meena did her undergrad at Stanford and law at Harvard. She is now a writer, producer, all-round firecracker. And she is a daughter to me.

She was folding clothes when her two girls burst into the room.

“Mommy, Mommy!” Amara exclaimed. “Auntie says everyone has to come downstairs!”

Meena went on packing. “In a minute, honey. We need to get going to the airport soon—”

“No!” Amara waved her hands. “Auntie said”—she scrunched her small face into the best imitation she could muster of the urgent look I’d just given her—“come downstairs right now!”

Meena dumped the clothes and ran down the stairs to the second floor, just as my brother-in-law, Tony West, came sprinting up from the first.



I first heard about Tony when Meena was four years old and kept talking about “my friend Tony.” I finally asked Maya about this little friend of Meena’s. Maya confided that Tony wasn’t a preschool pal; he was her law school classmate and the president of the Stanford Law Review. Maya and Tony married soon after graduation.

Tony is a brilliant lawyer and has been a brother to me for thirty-six years. Even though he had been number three at the Department of Justice, and is now chief legal officer at Uber, Doug and I have taken to affectionately calling him our fifty-year-old teenaged son, given how much we love taking care of him when he stays with us.

He is also an astute political thinker, working on campaigns since he was a teenager, first for Representative Norm Mineta, then for Michael Dukakis, John Kerry, and Barack Obama. A year earlier, he had started what he called the “Red File.” With a president in his eighties, he suggested, it would be malpractice on my part to be unprepared if, God forbid, something should happen. In such a traumatic moment, it would be prudent to have a plan for the first twenty-four to forty-eight hours, so people don’t have to make a lot of decisions in the pressure of a crisis. He had thought through the first twenty-five calls I would need to make to world leaders, the first twenty-five to political colleagues, when to make my first statement, and what the rules of transition are. I didn’t want to dwell on such an eventuality: I left it in his hands.

As the pressure for Joe to drop out had mounted, he’d pulled out the Red File and started adding to it. I did not want to be a part of any such discussions, so while Tony was in town for the family weekend, he’d gathered four members of my core team, without me, for a meeting in the pool house.

Tony had opened the meeting saying, “Let’s assume he’s dropping out tomorrow.”

“That’s not going to happen,” replied Brian Fallon, my chief of communications. “He’s got Netanyahu this week.”

When I sent Nik out to get Tony, the group was on a Zoom call with the DNC convention chair, Minyon Moore, in Chicago. She was midsentence, explaining the delegate process, when she suddenly looked down at her phone, distracted. “Guys, hold on for a second,” she said. Quentin Fulks, Joe’s deputy campaign manager, had called. Biden had just told him he was dropping out. At that same moment, Nik appeared at the pool house door.

“Tony, she needs you in the house.”

I was still on the phone with Joe as Tony burst into my office. When I put the phone down, Tony and I stared at each other, shocked at what had suddenly happened, concerned for what was at stake.

“If this isn’t handled right, he will crap all over his legacy,” Tony said.

We waited for the promised call back from Joe, anxious as the minutes passed. News was starting to leak. Then, the call.

There was no postponing the announcement of his dropping out, Joe said. “But the statement endorsing you will go out a few minutes later.”

“Joe, thank you for this,” I said, relieved. “I will do you proud. I am so looking forward to carrying on the work we’ve done together.”

“You’re gonna do great, kid.”

His announcement that he would not be seeking reelection hit social media just twenty-two minutes after we hung up. Twenty-seven minutes after that, he endorsed me as the Democratic candidate for president of the United States.



From all over the city that hot Sunday afternoon, my staff dropped whatever they were doing and rushed to my side. Some hurried over in their workout clothes. But Steven Kelly, one of my speechwriters, always immaculately dressed out of respect for his White House role, had taken time to put on a suit and tie. “Steven, today you can ditch the tie,” I told him.

The group from the pool house, who had expected to be here for a short what-if meeting, canceled their plans for the rest of the day. The table that had just been the site of a relaxed family meal was suddenly covered in binders and notepads. It became a boiler room, a site for the rolling calls we needed to make right away to secure support from Democratic delegates gathering for our convention in Chicago in less than a month, as well as from the former presidents, elected officials, and labor leaders who would be attending.

I knew I had everything I needed to do this. With Joe’s endorsement and more name recognition than anyone else who might challenge, I had the strongest case. I’d also proven in the midterms that I could help flip seats. I had appeal for moderates and independents.

I also had a powerful personal contact list. On the road for the past four years, touring college campuses to build youth support and, more recently, on my tour for reproductive rights, I’d made a point of inviting local elected leaders to my events. Later, I’d have a moment with them, take a picture, have a brief chat. I would meet fifty to a hundred people a day in this way, and I had made it a point to follow up and keep those connections alive. During the delegate selection process, I’d pressed to include people who were my enthusiastic supporters, not just Joe’s—people I’d known for years. I don’t think too many people grasped the strength of the relationships I’d forged. This was not going to be a coronation. It would be the result of years of work.

But the one person I hadn’t talked to was Doug. He wasn’t answering his phone. I asked Meena and Tony to try calling our son, Cole, also in Los Angeles, to see if he had any idea where his dad was.

On a bike at SoulCycle in West Hollywood, as it turned out. He was catching up with a partner at his former law firm who’d come out as gay during the Covid pandemic. After their workout, Doug was grabbing coffee with Mitch and his boyfriend, Bob, when Bob glanced down at his phone.

“Doug,” he said, “I think you need to see this.” It was Biden’s announcement about withdrawing from the race.

“Guys, I gotta go.”

Doug lurched from the table and sprinted the hundred yards to his car, where he’d left his phone. There was steam coming out of it. As well as missed calls from me, every member of his family had texted: Call Kamala.

“Where the hell have you been?” I demanded. “I need you!”

“I don’t see an endorsement. What’s going on?”

“Don’t worry, it’s coming,” I said. We strategized for a few seconds on how to get him back east, and then I had to take another call.

Maya, meanwhile, had jumped on the Acela in New York, but got stuck when the train broke down not far outside of the city. Nia, my personal assistant, took the little girls to play basketball on the half court that Mike Pence had installed in the backyard. Meena, social media savvy from her work as a producer, huddled with my comms team to create new Kamala HQ messaging for my Twitter account. Someone suggested we put a coconut tree as a logo in my bio. “Absolutely fucking not!” cried Meena, dropping her voice as she realized I was on the phone to former presidents in the next room.

She couldn’t help edging toward the door to eavesdrop. She overheard Bill Clinton yelling for Hillary, who was in another part of their house in New York, and then the two of them struggling to create a conference call. Their reaction was effusive. Others were more guarded. To all of them, I said: I’m in it to win. I intend to earn this. I hope I have your support. I welcome your ideas.

In my notes of the calls:


Barack Obama: Saddle up! Joe did what I hoped he would do. But you have to earn it. Michelle and I are supportive but not going to put a finger on the scale right now. Let Joe have his moment. Think through timing.

The Clintons:

Bill: Oh my God, I’m so relieved! Send me anywhere. Make this your own campaign.

Hillary: We’re thrilled the president endorsed you.

We’ll do whatever we can—we’ll jump on a plane, we’ll get on Amtrak. I want to be part of your war council.

Jim Clyburn, the dean of the Congressional Black Caucus, whose support had lifted Biden to win the South Carolina primary: Let’s go. I’m all in.

Josh Shapiro, governor of Pennsylvania: How you holding up? You will have my support. I have a lot of Trump voters in my state. You have ability to draw them away.

Wes Moore, governor of Maryland: You’ve been loyal. I respect that.

Pete Buttigieg, my primary opponent in 2019, now a close friend: You’re going to be a fantastic president.

Roy Cooper, governor of North Carolina and a fellow former state attorney general: Before you say anything, I’m all in.

Chuck Schumer: I believe we will win with you at the head of the ticket.

Bernie Sanders: I supported Joe because he was the strongest voice for the working class. Please focus on the working class, not just on abortion.

Gretchen Whitmer: I believe you’ll win, but I need to let the dust settle, talk to my colleagues before I make a public statement.

Nancy Pelosi: I’m so sad about Joe. It’s so tragic. My heart is broken. But now it’s you! It’s important there’s a process, we have a great bench. We should have some kind of primary, not an anointment.

J. B. Pritzker: As governor of Illinois, I’m the convention host. I can’t commit.

Gavin Newsom: Hiking. Will call back. (He never did.)

Mark Kelly, senator from Arizona, tweeted his endorsement even before I reached him.





I went from call to call with the clarity that comes when stakes are high, stress is through the roof, and there’s zero ambiguity. Some people I called would offer me support and then ask, “What do you think the process should be?”

If they thought I was down with a mini primary or some other half-baked procedure, I was quick to disabuse them. How much more time would it have taken to pull that off? I could imagine the chaos of even trying to decide how to do it, much less actually doing it, as precious days slipped away.

“This is the process. If anyone wants to challenge me, they’re welcome to jump in. But I intend to earn the support of the majority of the delegates and I’m doing it right now.” Each call took no more than two or three minutes. Outside, in the fierce afternoon heat, a media scrum swarmed.

A few hours into this day of frenzied, nonstop calls, I realized I needed centering. I stopped everything to call my pastor. Reverend Dr. Amos C. Brown is a Baptist preacher who marched with Dr. King. Of course he had already heard the news. I put him on speaker so the whole table could listen to his wise and sonorous voice, and we prayed. He talked about Queen Esther, who saved her people when they were threatened. “You were born for a time such as this,” he said, and I teared up. He asked God to protect me, my family, my team, and to give us an understanding of our purpose in this moment. It grounded us all.

Then we were back on it. Outside, the sky darkened. Storm Horncastle, my indispensable social secretary, got us sandwiches, ordered pizza. Maya abandoned her stalled train and got an Uber for the long drive to DC. Doug hadn’t been able to get a flight that night, so he arranged a plane to get him to campaign headquarters in Delaware the next day. He made calls on my behalf from our home in Los Angeles into the evening, until a neighbor came to the door: “It’s about to get serious: you need to come have a drink.” They tossed down some Johnnie Walker Blue Label as he let his new reality sink in.

At 5:29 p.m., staff alerted me that the British singer-songwriter Charli XCX had posted: Kamala is brat. Brat was the title of her latest album and identified me with her brand: edgy, imperfect, confident, embracing. From then on, our rebranded Kamala HQ social media site was awash in her signature color, lime green, and posts supporting us used that color.

At ten p.m., I finally decided it was too late to call anyone else. We had been going for eight hours. I’d spoken to more than a hundred people. Every single call had mattered. I’d had to be entirely present for each one, giving out and taking in important information. Now the dining room table was strewn with scrawled notes, sandwich crusts, and the greasy remains of a pizza with anchovies—my favorite, no one else’s. I was still in my workout clothes, my unbrushed hair tangled in its scrunchie. Despite that, I decided we needed to record the moment. Before I went upstairs to take a long-overdue shower, I gathered my team.

“Things are going to get wild,” I said. “There will be hard days ahead. We have a lot of ground to cover. But you are the best team in the world, and I know we can do this. Let’s take a photo.”

And there we all are: seventeen rumpled, messy, smiling people. Joyful warriors, about to go into the battle of our lives.
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My campaign rollout would happen that afternoon in Delaware. But first I had other duties.

I was vice president of the United States. The VP always has a daily schedule crammed with myriad responsibilities. My staff secretary, Oliver Mittelstaedt, would deliver the schedule and the fat briefing binders for the events of the next day to my residence late the evening before. The schedule outlined in exquisite detail every move of every person around me, described to the inch and the minute, down to which people will ride the elevator with me at each location. If there will be a photo line at some point in the day, even the number of camera clicks will be noted, indicating whether the shots are going to be with groups or individuals. Dozens of people are involved, from Secret Service to White House staff to traveling press, and all of them must be choreographed. Within this elaborate dance, my moves are indicated by the word “YOU” in bold letters.

Whatever is start time on that sheet, I will be up two hours earlier. A man can work out, shower, shave, pat down his hair, and grab one of half a dozen identical blue suits. As any woman in a public-facing job knows, it takes us longer. Women need to add time for hairstyling, makeup, and more complicated apparel choices, including not repeating the same outfit too often. For me, pantsuits have been a practical choice: if you’re going to be photographed getting in and out of numerous SUVs and climbing stairs on windy tarmacs, they offer less chance of a wardrobe malfunction. As trivial as it may seem, women are still judged on all this. Get it wrong in one direction, you’re a frump. Go too far in the other, you’re vain and frivolous. Like our tone of voice or our uninhibited laugh, it has the potential to be noted ahead of the consequential matters we’re engaged in, be it national security or a billion-dollar infrastructure deal.

I’d barely slept.

The mythology of America says anyone can grow up to be president. But most people don’t think that’s really possible for them.

Did I grow up as a kid with a dream to be president? No.

My mother told me I could be anything, and I believed her, but president wasn’t on my list. I was in my first year as a senator before it crossed my mind—oddly, as a result of a throwaway remark. Doug and I were home in Los Angeles for the weekend, having breakfast at a popular hangout in our neighborhood, when Lawrence O’Donnell, the political commentator, walked in. He wandered up to our table to talk about the dire consequences of a second Trump term. “You should run for president,” he said. I honestly had not thought about it until that moment. The idea took root in my imagination, and, as a result of running against Joe for the nomination in 2019, I wound up as his VP.

I now know that there is only one apprenticeship for president of the United States, and that is being vice president. I’d been a heartbeat away for three and a half years. I knew the job; I knew I could do it. I wanted to do it. I wanted to do the work.

I want to keep people safe and help them thrive.

For me, it’s always been about that work. From the time my mother told me to look after my little sister, I have been a protector. As a prosecutor, my work was protecting vulnerable people, especially women and children, from sexual predators. As California’s attorney general I protected our state from cartels, homeowners from predatory banks, and I made the criminal justice data from the second-biggest justice department in the country open, accessible to reporters and researchers, so we could transparently test our system and see what was most effective. In the Senate, it was getting money to community banks, the most effective funders of small business. In the White House, I was able to work on so many issues that mattered to me: small business, maternal health, child poverty, climate action, infrastructure, repairing our global alliances.

As president, there was so much more I could do. I wanted to see Gen Z given the tools they needed to become a new Greatest Generation, and I had so many ideas on how to help them. I wanted to create a secretary of culture to uplift the immense creative talent of this country. I wanted to change the way we think about our workforce, to assign value based on an individual’s skill, to open up government jobs to talented people who didn’t necessarily have a college degree. I wanted to increase home ownership. All these things, and so much more, all grounded in the fundamental values of dignity, fairness, and opportunity.

My thoughts darted from these promising horizons to gnarly thickets of logistics. I was up at six, reviving with a brief workout on the elliptical as I watched the news.

The previous day’s labors had paid off: the Associated Press had surveyed delegates and reported that I had enough support locked in to win the nomination, although that wouldn’t be official till a roll call in fourteen days.

Trump’s public reaction was to claim I’d be easier to defeat than Biden because I was even further to the left—a “dangerous San Francisco radical.” But reports from inside his campaign revealed dismay. Later that day, Trump whined on Truth Social: “They also mislead [sic] the Republican Party, causing it to waste a great deal of time and money” on political advertising targeting a candidate who was no longer his opponent. After the debate, after the assassination attempt, the Republicans had believed they were on a glide path. Now a boulder had rolled onto the runway, and they had to recalculate their approach.

At breakfast I found Maya, who’d arrived after midnight. She was excited for me. She had been by my side, doing the heavy lifting for every campaign, taking time from her own work as a leader at the ACLU, the League of Women Voters, and the Ford Foundation. She was realistic about what this would mean for me, for our family. She also knew how well I could do this job, and she knew why I wanted to do it. Only a sister, raised with the same values and sense of purpose, could see so clearly how I felt.

I had briefings with my team about my events at the White House and what we had to accomplish in Delaware that afternoon. Some had suggested I do my first big event as a candidate in Pennsylvania, but I pushed back hard. “There are people in Wilmington who have been working round the clock for months. They’re going to be feeling a lot of emotions. I need to see them first.”

I called David Plouffe, who’d run Obama’s 2008 campaign. He dove right into the details. I took notes: I don’t have fidelity with what’s happening on the ground. But I know Trump is doing better than he did in ’16, in ’20. The assassination attempt pushed his turnout 20 percent. Whatever you think his turnout will be, add 10 percent. Don’t listen to anyone who says rely on paid media. Take risks. TikTok, podcasts—risky but important. Four things you can’t mess up: Rollout, First Interview, Convention, Debate. Nail the big moments and don’t sweat the small speed bumps.

At 10:30 a.m., my motorcade left for the White House. It was College Athlete Day, and a crowd of over a thousand students were gathering on the South Lawn to be recognized as champions in the 2023–2024 National Collegiate Athletic Association season. Since the president had Covid, I’d been asked to stand in his place. Now those routine remarks had new significance and needed rapid revisions. I was determined to recognize the weight of the moment and to honor the president for his achievements.

Stepping up to the podium, I looked across the lawn at the spectacular array of young athletes in front of me. I could feel their excitement. I told them the president was sorry his Covid recovery was keeping him from being there and went on to say that in one term, he had already surpassed the legacy of most presidents who served two. I shared a bit of our personal story, telling them I had gotten to know Joe Biden through his son Beau.

Beau and I had been state attorneys general, me in California and he in Delaware. In the aftermath of the Great Recession of 2008, he had stood with me against the big banks who had defrauded so many borrowers, people who’d lost homes. I’d pulled California out of the national negotiations when the banks proposed a settlement that I thought was crumbs on the table given the harm caused by their malpractice and fraud.

Delaware didn’t have nearly as many folks underwater as we did in California, but it did have a lot of influential banks who wanted to get out of their mess by paying the least possible penalty. In an act of political courage and principle, Beau was by my side as we stared down the big banks, and I eventually got $20 billion for Californians who’d been harmed. I will always admire Beau for taking that risk.

Beau and I talked often, comparing notes on our work and becoming close friends. When he died from brain cancer, everyone who knew him, knew his character and gifts, was devastated at the loss for his family, his friends, and for the United States. I flew across the country to be at his funeral. Beau always spoke so admiringly of his father, of his integrity and commitment. I shared that with the crowd, adding my gratitude for Joe’s service to America. Then I went on with my prepared remarks, focused on the young athletes’ achievements.

As I stepped down from the podium, the band struck up Queen’s anthem: We are the champions, my friends. And we’ll keep on fighting till the end… No time for losers. With Trump on the ballot and the threats to freedom outlined in Project 2025, this was the time for fighting. No time to lose. Only 106 days till the election.

A hundred and six days to remake a campaign deployed over a year earlier for the reelection of a familiar eighty-one-year-old guy who had been part of the political scene for the last half century, to repurpose it as the historic campaign of a woman, whom many voters still didn’t know very well, born almost a quarter century later with a completely different set of experiences and accomplishments.

Less than a month to redesign a convention made for Joe into a celebration of an entirely different kind of candidate.

Two weeks to vet and choose a vice president—a choice that would not just reverberate through the campaign but would be integral to the success of my administration.

It would be the shortest campaign in modern presidential history. This, in a country used to having a year or two to learn the plans, policies, values, and character of their presidential candidates. Against a man who had been campaigning for almost ten years, ever since he came down the escalator at Trump Tower in 2015.

As we headed through a sudden downpour to Joint Base Andrews and made the quick hop to Delaware, I worked on the speech I would soon be giving, one of the most important of my life. My usual process for major speeches was to work with Adam Frankel, who had been my senior speech writer since 2021. A deep thinker who had authored a book on the intergenerational trauma of Holocaust survivors, his Democratic Party DNA could be traced in several directions, including to the JFK administration. I would share broad concepts for what I wanted a speech to get across, and after we talked it out, he’d put it down on paper, trying to capture my voice. I’d go over it many more times before it went on the teleprompter, making sure it was words for the ear, not the eye.

But this speech was different. I knew what I needed to say about Trump’s character, his record, and his horrible agenda. For the first two weeks of this campaign, I would have nothing but the benefit of my own instincts. Polling hadn’t been done, messages hadn’t been tested, but I didn’t need polling that day to know what I wanted to say and exactly how I wanted to say it.

Doug’s flight had landed ten minutes earlier. He was waiting in the forward operating base when Jill Biden returned the call he’d made to her the day before, when he first heard the news.

“Be careful what you wish for.” Her tone was desolate. “You’re about to see how horrible the world is.”

When my plane landed, Doug bounded up the steps of Air Force Two and wrapped me in a hug. There wasn’t time to talk. We were once again about to walk through the fire together. He and I both knew it. It did my heart good to receive that big, bearish hug. Sometimes, in a marriage, that’s how everything is said.

The Biden–Harris Campaign HQ had been built in Wilmington, Delaware, because it was Joe’s town. The key staffers were his people, his loyal longtime operatives. We were both on the ticket and the campaign had been tasked to work hard for both of us. There had been an early understanding that Joe would mostly campaign from the White House while I did the heavy lifting on the trail, so I was already aware of how extensive the travel demands would be. But it was a Joe-shaped organism that would need to adapt very fast. There was no way to know if it could.

As I stepped into the room, the place erupted. Young faces everywhere, cheering and crying. In the twenty-four hours since I’d declared my candidacy, the campaign had taken in $81 million. Everyone in the room knew that funds had all but dried up after the debate, and this sudden gush of money was proof of life. I was surprised to see how quickly they’d switched out the Biden–Harris signs and covered the walls with newly printed HARRIS FOR PRESIDENT posters.

My first order of business was to put out a small brush fire. Jen O’Malley Dillon—JOD, as everyone called her—was chair of the campaign, a seasoned pro who had led us to a win in 2020, the first woman campaign manager for a successful Democratic ticket. I had called her on Sunday to ask her to stay on in the role. But there were questions about how the campaign would need to be reshaped, and when David Plouffe called her to discuss strategy, there was confusion. In a quick meeting, I reassured her that I wanted her and the campaign manager, Julie Chávez Rodríguez, to remain in their roles. I didn’t have time to build a new plane; I had to fly the aircraft available. It would have been a self-inflicted disaster to blow it up, 106 days from the election. Everyone in that HQ was dedicated. They often worked around the clock. Many had given up jobs, hauled themselves across the country, to live in Delaware and do this work.

But I had my concerns. Some, like Mike Donilon, one of Joe’s closest advisers, had moved from the West Wing to the campaign because he was expert in channeling Joe; he knew Joe’s every whim and inflection. It was unclear how that expertise could work for me. In fact, he left the campaign and returned to the West Wing less than two weeks later.

For several months, the Biden–Harris campaign team had been holding meetings in what’s called the “tennis hut,” a pavilion on the grounds of the White House. These political briefings often made no sense to me. Mike Donilon would filter the data from the polls and present the numbers in soothing terms: that the razor-thin, within-the-margin-of-error results were no cause for hair on fire; that really there was nothing to see here. Doug had wanted to stop sitting next to me because he got tired of me kicking him under the table when I asked a question and got a nonanswer. My chief of staff, Lorraine Voles, turned to me as we left one of these meetings and said, “If I ever organized that sort of dog-and-pony bullshit for you, you’d have my head on a platter.”

I’d had to learn from the news, a month earlier, that there was a planned $50 million ad buy, even as big donors were sitting on their hands. I didn’t see how we were going to fix the problem by throwing money at it, even if we had the money to throw. There were no specifics about which swing states to prioritize, which demographics to target, just happy talk about how we were “going to right the ship.”

On July 5, I was on Air Force Two, headed to New Orleans for Essence magazine’s Festival of Culture, one of the most significant gatherings of Black talent in the country, when Joe’s chief of staff, Jeff Zients, reached me. “I’m willing to fight to the death for this president,” I told him. “But the campaign can’t have us out there like the emperor with no clothes. My name is on this ticket, so I don’t want to hear XYZ is happening or not happening when the facts just don’t support it.” I’d become concerned that the data was being filtered to manage Joe’s mood and lift his spirits. “I need straight talk. We have many pollsters—are they all in agreement on what’s being presented at these meetings?”

My team members, like Kirsten Allen, Sheila Nix, Brian Fallon, Ike Irby, Josh Hsu—the people clear about what I wanted—would now have to elbow their way into the campaign structure. I told JOD that my own pollster, David Binder, who had been with me since I ran for district attorney, would be taking a more significant role. One of the first calls I’d made was to Kristin Bertolina Faust, a key political strategist who had been with me since my race for attorney general. When we hung up, she packed and left her husband and two teenagers in Sacramento, arrived in Wilmington, and did not leave till November 6.

David Plouffe, I said, would join us as a senior adviser as soon as he extricated himself from existing commitments. Room also needed to be made for the raft of young people newly drawn to my candidacy. We’d keep the Delaware HQ but would open two new offices right away in Northern and Southern California, where we could tap the talents of people who had supported me for years, and deploy them to Nevada and Arizona.
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