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			Introduction

			Tick. Tick. Tick. Tick.

			The monotonous staccato of the government-issued wall clock was about the only thing breaking up the quietness of the West Wing basement that morning. The ceilings were low, but the walls were densely adorned, giving it a curated feel. Photos of President George W. Bush, my boss, posing at various events dotted the otherwise austere walls. The catacombs of the White House under the North Portico didn’t feature the many windows and open spaces I’d imagined when I accepted a job at the epicenter of world power. I’d only watched “The West Wing” once, and my reality in Washington, DC was nothing like what that or any other Hollywood television series portrayed. At all.

			The office to which I was assigned was just off the hallway belonging to the Situation Room and White House Mess dining room. The West Wing ground floor is not sexy, but it is one floor below the most powerful office in the world—the Oval Office—where every US president since 1909 has grappled with complex decisions that have shaped history.

			In those early days, I learned just how much of the White House’s mystique is built on contrasts—history layered upon routine, gravity intermingled with the mundane. Those halls may have echoed with the footsteps of giants, but on most mornings, they also rang with the familiar sounds of any other ordinary place of business, like mail carts rolling along carpeted floors and the footsteps of employees trying to get to their desk on time. The realities of service in that storied building were far less glamorous than I’d pictured, but the weight of responsibility felt as heavy as those claustrophobic ceilings.

			The setting may not have been what I imagined, but nevertheless, at twenty-six years old, I was beyond thrilled and humbly honored to be working so close to the leader of the free world. It wasn’t a glamorous setup—I shared an office with two other people, Cathy Alex and our direct boss, Deputy Assistant to the President for Management and Administration, Hector Irastorza—but for a girl from a small, but wonderful town, Kittanning, Pennsylvania, it was a dream come true.

			My parents had always told me to keep my feet on the ground and my head held high, but nothing prepares you for the moment you realize you are a witness—sometimes even a participant—to events that will ripple outward and globally for generations. It’s a strange thing to sit in a drab office, sip burnt coffee from a paper cup, and know that just a floor above, world leaders are pondering matters that could change history.

			Outside of the ticking wall clock, it was quiet that Tuesday morning, but the mood would soon change in a way no one could have imagined.

			I looked at my day planner. The date read September 11, 2001. President Bush wasn’t in DC that day—he was in a second-grade classroom at Emma E. Booker Elementary School in Sarasota, Florida, reading to children. But his father, former president George H.W. Bush, was, and he stopped by my office to say hello to Hector, who used to work for him when he was President. I still remember the way the former president’s presence could fill the room—his voice warm with Texan cadence yet edged with a gravitas earned over decades of service.

			Conversations in the White House were often a curious mixture of the mundane and the momentous. For a fleeting moment, the day felt almost ordinary, the air filled with laughter and the gentle hum of camaraderie.

			My chat with former President Bush was abruptly interrupted when the Secret Service hurried in and swept him out of the office. One second, he was there, and the next, he was gone. The suddenness of that moment—its abrupt, almost cinematic quality—left me blinking, unsure if I’d imagined it. At that point, we all knew a plane had hit the North Tower of World Trade Center in New York City, but we all still thought it was an accident.

			My phone rang. It was my dear friend, Holly Kinser. She was watching her television in Philadelphia. The television is always on when you work in politics, and when I turned my head to the television on the credenza, I watched the second plane hit the South Tower in real time.

			No one really understood the depth of what was unfolding, including the news anchors. Initially, people thought a small plane had mistakenly veered into the WTC’s North Tower at 8:46 AM, but at 9:03 AM, when the second plane hit the South Tower live on television, it was clear this was no accident.

			America was under attack.

			At that moment, I was asked to run up to the second floor to help evacuate Vice President Dick Cheney’s staff. As I started moving, Secret Service agents rushed him past me and my office to the bunker below the White House. Other agents told the women to remove their high heels and run for their lives. A third plane had just slammed into the Pentagon only three miles away from the White House, and United Flight 93 had crashed in a field outside of Shanksville, Pennsylvania a short time after that.

			The normally rigid order of the West Wing had given way to chaos. Outside, sirens wailed, and helicopters thundered overhead as the Secret Service secured the building. Phones barely rang, the systems were overloaded and shutting down, delivering fragments of information—some true, some rumor, all alarming.

			There were eight members of the political staff left in the building, including me: I’d been helping others to evacuate while thinking the unimaginable. Someone had obviously wanted to harm the United States, but the culprit was unclear. I knew Afghanistan was a volatile country with a dangerous leadership running it, but the words “Taliban” or “Al-Qaeda” had never crossed my lips.

			The Secret Service told me in no uncertain terms that I should get out of the building. Hector looked at me and said I could stay if I wanted, but, also uncertain of the situation, he couldn’t guarantee my safety.

			I needed to decide whether to stay or go. I grabbed my purse and my bag, began throwing everything on my desk into them, then started toward the West Wing basement door. But I’d no sooner passed through the threshold when I stopped in my tracks.

			No, I would not leave.

			I turned around on my high heels that day and went back inside, not knowing what to expect.

			And that was my first major pivot.

			When I replay that pivotal day in my mind, the details still feel vivid and raw, as if etched into my bones. In my memories, the corridors of the White House—normally filled with a palpable sense of purpose and tradition—now pulsed with an unfamiliar urgency.

			In the office, it was surreal, but for those of us who stayed, there was a job to do. The vice president was busy working with the secretary of transportation, Norm Mineta, and the rest of us were diligently accounting for all fourteen cabinet secretaries, approximately 4,500 planes in the air over the US that were being grounded to the nearest airport by the FAA, and, most importantly, the safety of the president and first lady.

			Even amid a crisis, the machinery of government had to turn, and we became its gears, improvising as procedures did not keep up with the moment’s spiraling demands. There was an unspoken pact among us: We would hold steady for as long as it took.

			We watched the Twin Towers collapse and disintegrate into mangled heaps of concrete, steel, and glass. Manhattan resembled a dystopian wasteland. Still, I knew I couldn’t leave the White House—something compelled me to stay. Was it divine, or was it sheer will? I didn’t know.

			Facing Your Fork in the Road

			I didn’t know it at the time, but I had arrived at my fork in the road. Looking back on it now, I recognize this as a make-or-break moment. My split-second decision took me to the next level and has since enabled me to rise even higher.

			Of course, in that moment, I didn’t have a term for it; there was no “Power Pivot” model I could consciously turn to. But this was a defining instance in my life. How could I have known that making the choice to stay meant I would end up as the first-ever employee of the newly formed White House Office for Homeland Security?

			I couldn’t.

			But I did.

			It had been quite the journey to the White House, made up of a continual series of small pivots. It began with family. My uncle, Doyle Corman, was a state senator in Pennsylvania. My cousin, Jake Corman, also became a Pennsylvania state senator. I followed in their footsteps and interned for Pennsylvania Governor Tom Ridge, who would later become Director then Secretary of Homeland Security. That opportunity happened because I met someone at a wedding who helped connect me with my first internship.

			I moved to Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, lived in an extra bedroom belonging to a then-stranger, and interned in the governor’s office during the summer of 1996, before my senior year of college. I ended up leaving college a semester early because I was offered, and accepted, a full-time position in the governor’s office that paid $18,000 a year. Then one thing led to another.

			Small pivots.

			But if you look closer, none of these steps existed in isolation. Each decision, each fork—no matter how minor it seemed at the time—created a chain reaction that propelled me closer to those critical junctures. Accepting an underpaid government job meant trading comfort for possibility, and that willingness to step into the unknown became my compass. It wasn’t always glamorous, and certainly not always obvious, but those leaps of faith—made quietly, humbly—built the foundation for every defining opportunity that followed.

			Had I chosen to leave the West Wing basement, who knows where I would have ended up that day—or in life—but it certainly wouldn’t have been the Situation Room.

			That’s a perfect summary, though maybe dramatic, for a pivot mindset—knowing when to change course and how to adapt. If you’re working within an organization or company, it’s the difference between staying ahead or falling behind. In those high-stakes moments, adaptation isn’t just survival—it’s the seed of progress.

			That is the essence of a pivot: not just the grand gestures, but the courage to adapt, to commit, and to trust that the smallest step can lead to the most extraordinary destination. And by the time I stood in the Situation Room, history convulsing around us, I finally saw how every one of those steps had prepared me for this moment—not because I was fearless, but because I had learned, repeatedly, to say yes to the unknown.

			Small pivots, repeated with intention, become the building blocks of our lives.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Value of Small Pivots

			After that summer internship in Harrisburg, I returned to college to finish my final year of school feeling changed, and a little older. I’d just experienced “real life,” and it was a fabulous feeling.

			The world outside the lecture halls and dorm rooms had left its mark on me—subtle, but transformative. I noticed it in how I thought about my future, how I approached challenges, and how I began to see even the smallest decisions as opportunities rather than obstacles.

			Just as the fall semester was winding down, I got a call from Governor Ridge’s office, and they offered me a full-time position in his public liaison office in the Capitol.

			I still remember the call. It was one of those moments in my life where time slowed and possibilities branched in my mind in all directions. Of course, I accepted the job. So, I left school. I had just one class to complete. My Westminster College professor, understanding the unique chance I’d been offered, allowed me to write a paper instead of attending class.

			Moving to Harrisburg permanently was another leap into the unknown. I packed my things, nerves and excitement tangled together, and set out for the state capital, a place I barely knew. There, over the next four years, I immersed myself in the world of politics and public service, working for both the governor and a state lobbying firm. The city became my classroom, its fast pace and high stakes my curriculum.

			At the age of twenty-five, I joined the Bush presidential campaign trail—a journey for me that would have seemed utterly improbable just a few years earlier. Although I did not know it then, my experience working on that campaign started with a pivot: leaving the comforts of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, for a Presidential Campaign.

			The campaign was relentless, a blur of long hours, fast-food meals, and adrenaline-fueled uncertainty. On the campaign trail, I traveled to many parts of the country, each one new to me. My work ranged from advance operations to grassroots political outreach on the ground, including meeting with local officials and knocking on doors. It was demanding work. It was grunt work—phone banks, driving long distances, putting up yard signs, fetching coffee—but we were all part of something larger: electing a president.

			The campaign trail is its own education. You learn to adapt quickly, to anticipate needs before they arise, and to function on little sleep. The camaraderie that forms in the trenches is unlike any other; you find yourself bonding with colleagues through shared exhaustion, laughter, and the unspoken understanding that you are all in it together, each playing a small, but vital part in a greater mission.

			The grunt work became even more demanding, if that were possible. First at the Republican National Convention in Philadelphia, then during the infamous Florida recount, and eventually with President-elect George W. Bush’s transition team. The stakes grew higher and the tasks more consequential. All that hard work, small and big decisions along the way, and some luck, is how I ended up working in the White House basement.

			Just weeks after 9/11, the terror campaign against America continued with the worst biological attack in American history. Anonymous letters laced with anthrax started showing up in the mailrooms of media organizations like NBC News and the New York Post in New York City, and in congressional offices, including those of Senator Patrick Leahy and Senator Tom Daschle, in Washington, DC.

			This unleashed a nationwide panic, disrupted mail service and government operations for months, and sent the sales of the antibiotic used to treat anthrax, ciprofloxacin, soaring. The bio attack killed five people, including photojournalist Bob Stevens of American Media, the publisher of the National Enquirer, and it sickened seventeen others.

			On October 8, 2001—the same day the anthrax was discovered at the national media outlets headquartered in New York City—President Bush announced to a joint session of Congress an executive order establishing the White House Office of Homeland Security, which would become my new assignment. He appointed my old boss from Pennsylvania, then–Governor Tom Ridge, to run it.

			Since I was already working in the White House, I was considered employee number one of the new White House Office of Homeland Security, which later became the Homeland Security Council, and Governor Ridge was employee number two. The two of us, five others from Pennsylvania—Mark Holman, Carl Buchholz, Barbara Chafee, Duncan Campbell, and Bob Giles, who had married my mom weeks before—and Admiral Charles S. Abbot, a four-star admiral with a distinguished career in homeland security, became the original eight of the office.

			We worked fifteen-hour days, seven days a week with one unified mission: Keep America safe.

			When we began, life was chaotic. My days in the office began at 6:00 AM, with CIA briefings at 6:30 AM, followed by Governor Ridge briefing the president at 7:10 AM. This was before remote work, just the beginning of BlackBerrys, and years from smartphones, so we were in the office constantly, late at night and, of course, on the weekends.

			Governor Ridge had moved to DC from Harrisburg, but his family had stayed there so his children, Lesley and Tommy, could finish the school year and transition out of the governor’s mansion. As a Vietnam veteran and a dedicated public servant, he was stepping into a new chapter of national service after the horrific attacks of 9/11.
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