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Introduction [image: ] Born to Run It



By every imaginable metric, I should have been a Democrat.


And a liberal. A feminist. Probably a man-hater, too.


I was raised in a house of all adult women. Four Italian Catholic women. In a small town in southern New Jersey between Philadelphia and Atlantic City. The only male in our all-female household was Pudgy the dog, and he stayed outside. (The inside dog, Beauty, was a girl.) This was the golden age of the women’s liberation movement. Roe v. Wade. No-fault divorce. My father left us when I was three with no child support and no alimony. I was half Irish, half Italian. The men in my life—uncles, cousins, family friends—were union members.


All arrows pointed to me growing up at a time and in a way that should have had me, on January 20, 2017, my fiftieth birthday, ironing my pink pussy hat, printing my protest signs, and joining the “Women’s March” in Washington, D.C. Instead, I wore a red hat and stood in front of the U.S. Capitol, steps away from President Donald Trump and Vice President Mike Pence as they were sworn into office, and then began my new job in the West Wing as counselor to the president. I should have been running Hillary Clinton’s campaign or at least helping “the nation’s first female president” find her way into the same White House Madonna said she “thought about blowing up” and where I now worked.


By then, I’d spent a quarter century as a fully recovered attorney, plying my trade as a pollster, a political strategist, and a TV talking head. I know all the reasons why some people become Republicans and other people become Democrats and a growing number join no party at all. I was a child of 1970s New Jersey, raised in a hardworking blue-collar area by a single mom whose friend sent her copies of Ms. magazine. Do I sound like a future Republican to you?


Yet there I’d been months earlier, on August 12, 2016, on the glittering twenty-sixth floor of Trump Tower in midtown Manhattan, staring across Donald Trump’s battleship of a desk, on the verge of going to a place no woman had ever gone before. And I’d be going there with the highest-profile real estate developer, reality TV star, and business leader in America, whose immediate goal was stopping Hillary Clinton from becoming America’s first female president while he became the nation’s first president with no prior military or political experience. I had earned my way in, but it was the last place I imagined I could be.


I was already working on Trump’s 2016 campaign as one of the five pollsters and a senior advisor to a thoroughly uninterested Paul Manafort. He literally fell asleep during my PowerPoint on how to close the gender gap with Hillary. (He must have still been on Ukraine time.) But the morning of the twelfth, I got a call from Manafort’s deputy, Rick Gates, saying, “Mr. Trump is asking for you.”


The candidate was recording videos for a few events he could not attend in person. The taping wasn’t going so well. When I breezed in, there were a dozen anxious-looking people in the office and one hair-and-makeup artist who had just been told (by Trump) not to go near him. I could tell immediately he was in a fit of pique.


“Look at that,” he said to me, motioning toward a video monitor. “Why am I pink? Who hired you people? Kellyanne, tell them I look like a pink, three-year-old baby.”


Oh-kay, I thought to myself. I’ve had babies. I’ve had three-year-olds. They were sorta pink. Let me see what we can do about this. When the taping finally wrapped, Trump announced: “I want everybody out of here except Kellyanne.”


“Are you coming on the plane to Pennsylvania?” he demanded as soon as the room cleared out.


“No, sir, I…”


“Why not? I thought you said you were.”


“It’s a smaller plane, I think. It’s okay. I’ll come next time.”


“It’s not okay,” he corrected me. “Why do they keep putting the same people on the plane?”


“I don’t know how that works,” I answered. “I went on the road yesterday with Governor Pence. North Carolina looks like Trump country.”


I took advantage of the extended pause. “But what’s really going on?” I asked. Something had to be troubling him beyond the camera lighting and the airplane seating chart.


He leaned back in his huge leather chair and folded his arms. “Everybody tells me I’m a better candidate than she is.”


I nodded and smiled. “That is empirically true.”


“But she’s got the better people.”


“She’s got many more people,” I said. “She has a person whose only job is Lackawanna County.”


One arched eyebrow.


“We have, like, one person in charge of Pennsylvania and three other states,” I said. “So, yes, it is different.”


That’s when he got to what was really on his mind.


“Do you actually think we can do this?” he asked me, which I took to mean beat Hillary on November 8, less than three months away.


I didn’t sugarcoat it.


“Yes, you can win, Mr. Trump—but right now we’re losing. You’ve come this far. It’s been remarkable. Look, she’s too much Hillary and not enough Clinton. Bill was the charmer with the everyman appeal. People are skeptical of her. She rubs people the wrong way. She is seen as direct, but curt and not honest. Right now, sir, the entire conversation and election are about you.”


“I know.” He cracked a faint smile. “I get the best press coverage.”


“You get the most press coverage,” I retorted. “For you to win, the election needs to be about her, or at least more about her. The ballot won’t say ‘TRUMP’ or ‘NOT TRUMP.’ People will have to actually suppress how they feel about her to vote for her.”


“Go on.”


“The polls are rough right now. And the window is closing. But, of course, you can win. I’ve been talking about the ‘undercover, hidden Trump voter’ for weeks now and met international ridicule. Those voters are real, and they will be there for you. The question is, are there enough of them? We also need to convince the fence-sitters, the crossover voters, and the conscientious objectors. They call themselves Independents not because they are not focused on politics but because they are. They don’t like Washington, the career politicians, the system. They’re on the outside, just like you.”


I still had the floor.


I kept going, “I don’t know a billion things about a billion things, sir, but I know consumers. I know voters. And I know polls.” Then I dished up a quick version of the presentation Manafort had dozed through and others in campaigns past had ignored. “Look,” I said, “women who are running for office usually have three distinct advantages, and Hillary can’t claim any of them.”


Trump always liked reviewing Hillary’s deficits. He perked up at the prospect of hearing some new ones. “Women candidates are typically seen as fresh and new. There’s a reason you’ve never heard of the ‘Old Girls Network.’ There isn’t one. A couple of years ago, Joni Ernst cleared the primary threshold of fifty percent and then became U.S. senator. Iowa had literally never sent a woman to Washington before. The second advantage is that women are seen as less corruptible, more ethical, beyond reproach. Fairly or unfairly, often after a man is caught behaving badly in office, people immediately say, ‘We need a woman. We need a woman.’ ”


Trump smiled at that, and I pressed on.


“Nobody sees Hillary as fresh and new,” I said. “Nobody sees her as ethical and beyond reproach. In both cases, it’s the opposite.” And then there was the third advantage that Hillary lacked. “Women candidates are often viewed as peacemakers, earnest negotiators, consensus builders, as generally interested in how they can hammer out a deal with the other side. Who sees Hillary Clinton that way?”


“Nobody,” Trump agreed.


As I laid all this out, I could tell I still had his attention, which was saying something. “Hillary’s blue wall is real,” I said finally. “But if we can break through it, you will win.”


Then came the surprise question, the one I wasn’t remotely expecting when I’d walked in the door. The world-famous dealmaker wanted to make one with me.


“You can do that?” he asked me.


“I can do that.”


“Do you want to run this thing?”


“What do you mean, ‘run this thing’?”


“The campaign.”


“The campaign?”


He was serious. That made me nervous, so I just kept talking. “We need to focus on the states Obama-Biden carried twice with more than fifty percent and where Hillary is now polling below fifty and a Republican governor and/or senator was elected during the Obama years. We know people aren’t allergic to Republican leaders in those states.”


It wasn’t the first time I had made that pitch, but it was the first time Trump had heard it, uninterrupted, and with less than one hundred days to go. He liked what he heard. Jared and Ivanka were on a cruise on the Danube. Don Jr. was hunting out west. This was a Friday, so Manafort’s weekend in the Hamptons had begun a few days earlier.


Donald Trump waited for my response.


I wanted us both to succeed. So getting to yes required a few additional conditions that I wasn’t even certain I could demand without sounding disrespectful or dissuaded. There was no use doing this if we couldn’t do it right. “I’ll need direct access to you at all times,” I said. “Given the limited time before Election Day, we’ll need one other new person in the C-suite. And I’ll need the latitude to look at data more granularly, more situationally. Forget the national polls about the fiction of electability, which portends and pretends who can and can’t win. The Electoral College is how you do or don’t win.”


Trump agreed to all of it. We had a deal.


“Who do I need to tell, sir? Who else needs to meet with me?”


Trump looked to either side and looked puzzled. “You talk to me. Just me.”


If you’re going to make history, who needs hierarchy?


The political warrior in me was elated. I’d just been handed the opportunity of a lifetime. I had earned it but never thought I’d achieve it. A man who’d been offered that job would have walked out of presidential nominee Donald Trump’s office and immediately leaked the news to a favored reporter or commanded an impromptu press conference in the Trump Tower lobby. “I’m the new campaign manager,” he’d have announced to the clicking cameras and klieg lights, exuding confidence through his jutted jaw and furrowed brow. “Everything’s different now. We’re going to win this thing.” But I didn’t do that. The political warrior was one thing, but I was also that girl from South Jersey, raised in a household of loving yet self-denying women, who had a hard time accepting yes for an answer. I had triumphed over some men but let other men trample all over me.


“You know what?” I said to Donald Trump. “We’ll talk about it again tomorrow after you get back from Pennsylvania. See if you’ve changed your mind.” I handed the legend Donald Trump, also my party’s presidential nominee, a chance to rethink his offer and maybe even renege. What man would do that?


“Okay, honey,” he said as I reached for the office door. “Leave it open, Kel,” he added, a harbinger of things to come. “This is going to be great.”


I was numb as I walked down the hallway toward the elevator, nodding goodbye to his trusted assistants Jessica and Rhona. Instead of hitting 14, where my office was, or lobby, where the press were, I reflexively hit 24 and changed elevators on the residence side. Would he tweet it? Had people overheard us? Would I blurt it out to the thirsty press corps corralled in the main lobby waiting for scoops and sound bites? Instead, I went down to the residence lobby and ran smack into Reince Priebus, chairman of the Republican National Committee. “Hey, Kellyanne, are you coming with us to Altoona?”


“No,” I replied, avoiding eye contact and heading toward the side exit on 56th Street.


“So whadaya think? Can he really do this? It’s too late—right?—the polls, the tweets.”


“Yes, of course he can win this,” I said. “I smell change in the air. Things are looking up. He’s making some moves.” I was as cryptic as Reince was frantic.


The only person I told that day about Trump’s offer was my husband, George. “You’re doing this,” he said to me without a whiff of equivocation and with a tear in his eye. “This is your shot. I’ve listened to all these people deny you, dismiss you, and sell you short for all these years. They never took your advice, and maybe he will. You’re going to do this.”


I nodded, knowing George’s support was genuine and unconditional.


“Kellyanne,” George said, “Trump can actually win with you.”


George was certainly right about the first part. I’d been cut down and cut off and cut out by some of the most famous and infamous men in business and politics. George had been around for plenty of it. He had little regard for the Republican consultancy that rewarded failure, operated like a walking RICO violation, and, lately, had never seen Trump and his appeal to a broad coalition of voters coming.


And so began the wildest adventure of my life, personally and professionally. I would certainly be changed by it, and so would America. I had talked my way into being Donald Trump’s campaign manager. Now we’d see if I could talk him all the way into the White House. But first I had to talk myself into believing I was worthy of the historic moment.





I LIKE TO talk. Then again, that’s not exactly breaking news.


I have spoken millions of words in public. On TV. In speeches. At rally podiums in front of roaring crowds. Before more modest but no less captive audiences in converted barns, in fancy living rooms, in hotel ballrooms, in wood-paneled boardrooms, on rooftops, and on hilltops. But I also like to listen. That’s what good pollsters (and moms) do. We listen. Carefully.


Perhaps I’ve never had more to say than I do right now. When someone told me that a book like this one is usually around one hundred thousand words, my reaction was perfectly predictable: “Is that all? I’ve crammed that many into a single TV appearance.”


Talking is what I love to do. It’s also how I make things happen. It’s a big part of who I am. I chat up strangers and find common bonds. I reconnect with old friends and reveal something new. The world is my focus group. I want to listen. And laugh. And learn.


Put it like this: I like to talk almost as much as my husband likes to tweet. On Twitter. About my boss, the president. George loved how I talked about Donald Trump, until he decided one day he couldn’t stand it and chose to throw our lives into an uproar. Opposites may attract, but similars endure. I live my life mostly offline. George spends a major part of his day online. Then and now. That may be our greatest divide… and America’s.


I’ve never had much of a filter between my brain and my lips. No notes, no net: That’s been my MO all along. Announcing exactly how and where and among whom Donald Trump was going to win the presidency. Cheerfully appearing on five Sunday shows. Delivering unscripted speeches that make people ask, “Is she using a teleprompter? Is someone in her ear?” No, that is not the way I do it. But, yes, living on a limb like that also has its perils. When the whole world is listening and you’re out there all alone—too little research, too little sleep—things don’t always come out artfully or as intended. I made my bones in traditional media, live television, and ten-minute uninterrupted live radio, which is much more difficult than sitting around, writing, curating, editing, and tweaking the perfect tweet.


Alternative facts… remember those?


The jackals sitting on their asses lying in wait to pounce had for years played a one-way parlor game of parsing a phrase here or there from the millions of words I’ve spoken, hoping to denigrate and castigate me. No matter. They are the ones who often have thick skulls and thin skin (and marbles in their mouths when they speak). These elites were never my audience, anyway. The people are. I was speaking to them and sometimes for them. Rather than lash out and clap back at every mean post or miserable person, I decided to take the high road and the long view. That didn’t happen quickly and that hasn’t come easily, but it has kept me safe and sane, improved my outlook, and allowed me to retain joy on the journey of life.


I’ve been a little quiet lately, quieter than I usually am. I even took a long break from television. I jumped off while so many others were begging to get on. When I announced on Sunday night, August 23, 2020, that I was leaving the Trump administration as senior counselor to the president—one of Donald Trump’s longest-serving senior aides—Election Day was still a few months away. I had decided to spend some much-needed time with my four growing children—ages ten, eleven, fifteen, and fifteen—and disconnect from Washington for a while. I’d given at the office. It was time to do more giving at home.


I went off the grid just as I’d promised to. George not so much, though he had vowed to give his poison Trump obsession a much-needed breather. I held my tongue, stayed out of the media, drove lots of carpools, and started nagging my children face-to-face again.


That time has been important, for all of us. But you knew I couldn’t sit quietly forever. This book is called Here’s the Deal for a reason. Rest assured, this is not one of those all-MAGA-all-the-time titles, packed with obsequious fawning, written by someone who lacked my daily proximity to or first-person perspective on President Donald Trump. This is also not another insufferable “tell-all” from an author spinning through a cycle of incredulity who has decided to place profit over principle, fame over friendship, attitude over gratitude.


Lots of people already know who I am. But not from where I’ve come, what makes me tick, how I found myself in the middle of incredible opportunities and wild dramas.


The Jersey girl, raised by independent women, who left home with hope and passion and strong beliefs. The young entrepreneur who made it to the highest levels of politics and media and did it on her own terms. The public servant who began at fifty and marveled at how decisions and actions could positively affect so many lives. The wife and mother who did her best under excruciating circumstances, as wives and mothers almost always do. The political professional who stared down entrenched careerists, petty jealousies, the old boys’ network, the new boys’ network, lies, personal attacks, and a man the president of the United States called the “husband from hell.” Who else has had a life like mine? It’s Quite The Story.


And it all began in a tiny town called Atco.










Part I [image: ] Jersey Girl











Chapter 1 [image: ] Golden Time



I have an early memory of my father.


The two of us are eating pancakes together, sitting at the kitchen table like normal families do, acting as if the scene was certain to repeat itself a million times over. So here’s what’s strange about that father-daughter breakfast: I’m not sure if it really happened or if it’s only wishful thinking on my part. But I cling to that early, early memory of us because it’s the only one I have.


John Kainath Fitzpatrick was his name. I was three when he left for “the other woman” and “the other child.” He and my two grandfathers had eight children with their wives and another eight children out of wedlock with their… nonwives. The men in our family didn’t just have side pieces. They didn’t just have comares, as we say in Italian. They had side families. And it wasn’t a secret to anyone. They all went off to be with those other families, leaving their original wives and children to face their own new normals and fend for themselves. Which is how I came to be raised by a houseful of strong, independent, wonderfully loving women who were pretty sure the whole world revolved around me.


I was born Kellyanne Fitzpatrick in Camden, New Jersey, on January 20, 1967. I favored my father’s Irish side, with light skin and bright blue eyes, quickly becoming a stocky and curious little girl who was bursting with energy and thought almost everything was fun. My mother, Diane DiNatale Fitzpatrick, 100 percent Italian, the youngest of four sisters, had expected to devote her life to raising a big, happy family. Instead she was married at twenty-one, had me at barely twenty-three, and was divorced at twenty-six, never to seriously date again. When my father left, she got busy, not mad, ready to do whatever it took to provide for herself and especially for me—shielding me from adult problems and letting me be a kid.


Jobs at her father’s Chrysler-Plymouth auto dealership, the local bank, and then a higher-paying position as a gaming supervisor at Atlantic City’s Claridge Casino allowed her the dignity of work and an ability to spoil me by 1970s and 1980s New Jersey standards (read: inexpensively). We moved back in with her mother and two unmarried sisters at the old homestead, 375 Hendricks Avenue in tiny Atco, where the four women shared bedrooms so I could have my own.


My grandmother, Antoinette Lombardo DiNatale, was the unquestioned matriarch of our family. She, like my father’s mother, Claire Muriel (Kainath) Fitzpatrick, had the selflessness, patience, and poise of a woman who had trudged through the Great Depression, foreign wars, and battles at home. Grandmom, as we called my mother’s mother, suffered through a devastating car crash in her forties that took the life of her sister-in-law and left Grandmom bedridden for a year. She was told she would never walk again. She heard what the doctor said, then willed her way through it with prayers to St. Jude (the patron saint of lost causes), a fused hip, the hint of a limp, and zero self-pity.


My father’s mother had crippling arthritis and buried two of her eight grandchildren, one from leukemia at age eight and another from an automobile accident at eighteen. Despite my father’s long absence, I maintained loving relationships with his sisters, Aunt Gail and Aunt Ruth, and their children, Gaillynn, Tony, Sammy, Diana, A.J., and Jillese, and later my father’s son Scott.


Grandmothers Antoinette and Claire did nothing for the glory, for the praise, for the honor, or for the money. Nothing. They were ladies with limited formal education and endless wisdom. They certainly had plenty to complain about. But to this day, I never remember either of my grandmothers complaining about anything. They smiled through their physical pain and emotional scars. They made our lives easier. And they would remain friends and travel buddies for decades past their children’s divorce.


They were just spectacular.


That stone rancher at the corner of Route 30 (White Horse Pike) and Hendricks Avenue was bursting with love. Grandmom and my aunts Rita (“RoRo”) and Marie (“MiMi”) all took a daily hand in raising me, as did the aunts’ married sister, GiGi (for Angela, whom we also called Angie), who stopped by nearly every afternoon with her two children, my first cousins and first friends, Renee and James (“Jay”). Together these vibrant women were South Jersey’s version of TV’s “Golden Girls,” with housecoats, biting humor, late-night dessert benders, and life lessons. Grit was practically a genetic trait with them, but so was an ability to make everyone feel welcomed, special, and loved. Our wooden kitchen table was like the town square. Visitors filled their bellies and eased their burdens. Laughter was the theme song.


My mother’s sisters were charitable with their time and modest treasure, frank in all their attitudes, and, as I can see looking back, way ahead of their time. Aunt Angie and her husband, Uncle Eddie, owned Mama D’s Italian Specialties and the Country Farm Market, thirty yards in front of my house. Aunt Rita had been a technician in a doctor’s office for decades and then owned a “custard” (soft-serve ice cream) shop and mini-golf course with Angie and Eddie next to the market. MiMi, who’d helped her father run his businesses, later returned to teaching eighth-grade math. She was known to her students as strict and mean because she didn’t take excuses for late assignments and didn’t try to be their friend. Then, years later, when they’d run across her around town, they’d often remark, “Thank you. You cared about us. You prepared me for high school. You taught me how to think.”


These women didn’t preach equality. They lived it. Why march in a parade or label yourself when your back door swings open for all comers, your heart and home open to all? My values and compassion for others were instilled by them, their careful nudging, our shared Catholic faith and their adherence to the Golden Rule. They knelt for the Lord and stood for the flag. Their love was unsparing and unconditional. What all that meant for me was an unshakably secure upbringing despite whatever circumstances might have pointed the other way. Whenever I felt awkward or unsure of myself, as all kids do, those women were right there for me, telling me how unique I was, that I could do and be anything, and that if I changed my mind (or couldn’t cut it in “the real world”), I could always come home. Most parents and loved ones convey this to their kids. Mine absolutely meant it.


As millions of women know, you don’t need to have a child of your own to love children. We all spoil someone else’s son or daughter at some time. My aunts Rita and Marie forwent marriage and motherhood and instantly had the center of gravity in their home shift to the needs of a little one. GiGi found herself with a niece/third-child combo. Led by Mom and Grandmom, this circle of selfless women took all the love they had inside them and lavished it on me.





FROM THE DAY I started talking, I didn’t stop. Probing. Pontificating. Polling people. Performing every chance I got. Constantly asking questions that started with “how come…?” I’d line up my dolls and stuffed animals like I was in a courtroom and they were my jury. They all sat there in stunned silence as I played judge, prosecutor, defense counsel, and all the witnesses. I loved to mimic whatever I’d just seen on television, and we certainly watched a ridiculous amount of it. I had an aptitude for remembering names and numbers, dates and data. I had zero skills (still) for designing, decorating, or drawing anything. By the time I was four, everyone agreed I should grow up to be a lawyer.


My formal education got off to a bit of a rocky start when I dropped out of nursery school (pre-K). I went dutifully for a few weeks, then decided the whole thing was stupid and I’d rather hang out at home and get a real education from Grandmom. We folded clothes, cooked, and crocheted. I helped to roll the gnocchi and snap the string beans. We watched soap operas, more game shows, and, every night at six, the Channel 10 news with John Facenda or Channel 6 with Larry Kane and his successor Jim Gardner, the same Philadelphia newscasts Joe Biden was watching in Delaware. Grandmom would tell me stories about the old days and offer her perspective on handling different people and different situations. She’d sneak in a little crème de menthe or sloe gin. Her lessons seemed wise at the time, and they still do. Even as a little girl, I recognized that our family was different. Not different-bad, but different. When I entered kindergarten at St. Joseph’s Catholic School in nearby Hammonton, where I would stay for the next thirteen years, I was the only child of divorce in my class.


We didn’t know what we didn’t know, but our days and lives were constantly full. Five nights a week, we played poker, dominoes, pinochle, and Kings in the Corner at the kitchen table. Lifelong friends and new acquaintances from work or church slipped in the back door unannounced. It was 30th Street Station in there. God forbid that anyone thought of calling first. They knew a hot meal and warm conversation would always be waiting. Maybe they’d stay a night or three.


I realized later that the conversations were contemporary and the content somewhat controversial. Abortion, divorce, homosexuality/AIDS, alcohol, drug and gambling addictions, adultery, arrest. The family friend who left his wife and five kids for another man. The nun who left the convent to get married. The local business owner who lost it all at the craps tables. Yet I cannot recall a single political conversation. Not one. I suppose the women of the house voted for Democrats, at least until Ronald Reagan came around, and certainly for that handsome young Catholic, John F. Kennedy. But the pictures that hung on our walls weren’t of presidents or politicians. They were the pope and the Last Supper and my latest artwork from school, along with the crucifixes, scapulars, and saint statues that loomed in almost every room. I was taught to rely on God, my family, and myself—not some politician who would never know me… literally.


The one exception to the “politics-free” childhood occurred in August 1974. I was seven years old. The Watergate hearings were on TV. And I was prancing around the house with homemade “Impeach Nixon” buttons on my cotton dress. I’d cut them out of a piece of paper and used safety pins. I hardly knew who Nixon was. I certainly didn’t grasp the concept of impeachment. I’d heard people saying Nixon should be impeached, and I guess I was following the crowd, annoyed that these tedious hearings had preempted our regularly scheduled game shows and soap operas.


My cousins Renee and Jay slept over almost every weekend. The three of us were less than three years apart, and I was the youngest. They were like siblings to me. The card players had us empty ashtrays and fetch mixed drinks. Saturday mornings meant Jay trying to pry me awake so that my nearby sleeping mother couldn’t hear us, then us dumping an entire box of sugary cereal and the entire sugar bowl into the biggest Tupperware we could find, grabbing two ladles, and watching cartoons for hours before Renee and I would leave for dance school. Renee guided me through the female rites of passage and gave big-sister, tough-love advice. We spent countless nights side by side in her canopy bed, dreaming and scheming, imagining our future husbands, children’s names, and destinies. Jay, ten months my senior, made me the brother he never had, and I have all the scars on my knees and elbows to prove it. From sliding into home plate on the concrete “field” to flying off his Huffy bike. From Jay I also got an above-average knowledge of all things football and became a field hockey fan who’d yell “Pandemonium!” from the sidelines.


Every winter, Grandmom and Aunt Rita headed to Florida for three months. Mom and I would move in with Aunt Angie, Uncle Eddie, Jay and Renee, so there would be someone to look after me while Mom was at work. Uncle Eddie treated me like one of his own, including me on hunting and fishing trips, even letting me call him “Uncle Daddy” when I was terrified to participate in the Father’s Day celebrations in elementary school.


Once or twice, someone may have suggested show business as a possible career for me. I took dance and voice classes and did a stint at modeling school. And my growing repertoire of imitations was vastly expanded by the premiere of Saturday Night Live. I was allowed to stay up late and watch because my aunts loved that show. By Sunday afternoon, I was slaying my small audiences with my killer reenactments of Gilda Radner’s Roseanne Roseannadanna and of Dan Aykroyd and Jane Curtin’s point-counterpoints on “Weekend Update.”


“Dan, you pompous ass.”


“Jane, you ignorant slut.”


Shades of CNN and Fox segments to come, even if I wasn’t entirely sure yet what all those insults meant. But I had my doubts about showbiz as a career for me, and a lot of it was how I looked. Until around fifth grade, I was taller than the boys and chubbier than the girls. Thankfully, nature and hormones did their thing. I slimmed out, the boys shot up, and all was right with the world again.


The friends I made in those years would still be my friends decades later, indeed some of my very closest friends in life. Christine Ordille and I found each other in kindergarten. She was the youngest of seven. Her father died when she was nine. She spent a lot of time with our family, and me with hers. We’d stay in my room for hours, experimenting with music and makeup and talking to boys on the phone. So many of us went through K–12 in the same school together: Linda, the Kathys, Sheri, Patty, Rohna, Francine, Antoinette, Steven, and Benjamin. My neighbors Jimmy Baker and Todd Ferster have been by my side for decades.


High school brought more friends and lots of Petrongolos, including Michaela, with whom I’ve shared life’s biggest, best, saddest and funniest moments. She was the only person I’d ever met named Michaela, decades before every third girl seemed to have it, and her friendship came without jealousy or judgment. Since Michaela was one of ten children and I was one of one, we had very different backgrounds. There were Petrongolos in every grade. Her parents and siblings are in my life. Her sisters Marina and Angela are among my very close friends.


Given my father’s disappearing act and the family tradition he was carrying on, I certainly could have developed an anti-male ethos. But my upbringing oriented me differently. Uncles, cousins, and male family friends provided strength, compassion, and life skills. And incredibly, the women never spoke ill of the men who had wounded them. The prevailing wisdom was that a family’s dirty laundry should remain inside the house. What I saw as restraint, grace, resilience, and self-reliance, others might view as a failure to dump good-for-nothing jerks who’d refused to honor their wives as equals worthy of respect. What I got was an education—unspoken but potent—in women’s empowerment. My mother, grandmother, and aunts made their own way on their own terms, independently and self-reliantly.


The fact is, I never heard a negative word about my father from any of them. That helped fortify me when, at age twelve, my father suddenly reappeared, watching from the back of St. Anthony of Padua Catholic Church as Jay and I and other parishioners received the Catholic sacrament of Confirmation. My mother had run into him somewhere and invited him.


Soon after that, my father asked if the three of us might meet for dinner. I agreed to go, more for my mom than for me. I was curious, but I could have gone either way. Then I had to decide whether to invite him into my life. Christine gave great advice. I said yes, got myself a father and a half brother, Scott, and learned the value of forgiveness, redemption, and second chances. He quickly became a cool dad, taking my friends and me to arcades, scary movies, and Phillies games, and would stay in my life and grow in my heart for the next forty years.


Though I wasn’t even a teenager yet, I could see there was a certain unspoken tragedy to him, just leaving my mother the way he did. He missed out on a great wife. He stepped back into my life at an age when girls really need paternal attention and affection. When I finally had children of my own, I’d see no point in passing on any of that pain or regret to the next generation. We loved having PopPop John active in our lives.





OUR LITTLE ATCO wasn’t even officially a town. It was just a speck on the map in Waterford Township, Camden County, a part of New Jersey that looks more toward Philadelphia than to New York. This was a part of New Jersey that deserved the slogan on the license plates: “Garden State.” I always felt at home with the wide-open spaces, the solid traditions, and the genuine simplicity. Atco wasn’t even named for a person or a geographical feature, the way most places are. It was named for a company. Local lore has it that, in 1904, when the Atlantic Transport Company of West Virginia placed an order for four large vessels with a shipbuilder in Camden, the surrounding township became known as Atco, a sign of appreciation for all the new jobs. To the extent that outsiders know the place at all anymore, it’s often because of the high-octane Sunday afternoons at the Atco Dragway, New Jersey’s first drag strip. My mother’s father, a short, stocky man ironically nicknamed “Jimmy the Brute,” had owned the Atco Speedway, another drag strip, which closed before I was born.


Though our house was only half a block off White Horse Pike, the old Route 30 between Philadelphia and Atlantic City, the scattered subdivisions hadn’t yet crowded out all the fruit farms and other open spaces around us. I got my first summer job at twelve, packing blueberries at a farm just down the Pike in Hammonton, the self-proclaimed “Blueberry Capital of the World.” The operation was owned by Billy DiMeo and his family. Billy and my mom were high school classmates and the adult leaders of our parish youth group. They may have regretted bringing impressionable tweens and teens to see movies like Grease and Saturday Night Fever. In the early years, my friend Brenda would walk down the path from her grandmother’s house to my grandmother’s house by seven thirty every morning, and my mother or an aunt would drive us to the Indian Brand packing shed. For eight solid summers, I would do my best to uphold Hammonton’s blueberry pride.


Blueberry packers took the pints filled by blueberry pickers and covered the containers one by one with cellophane, using a little square form to make sure the seal was even and tight, before wrapping everything with a rubber band and putting the pint into a crate. Each crate held a dozen pints. We were paid sixteen cents for each crate we filled, and I was so fast, people would come by to watch me. My mother stopped by sometimes to help, but we would usually end up firing her because she kept eating the blueberries instead of packaging them. They were delicious, plump, sweet, and warm from the sun.


The blueberry shed is where I learned the meaning of working hard. The DiMeos, Mike DeLuca, Gina, the Roseannes, Lynnie and Shelley, Renee, Jay, and Christine worked there, too. Whatever gifts God gives, I came to understand, depend on the rocket fuel of hard work. With that, almost anything is possible.


In our family, money was just a means to an end, not the end itself. My mother taught me this not only through her own prodigious work ethic but also by the way she always put her family first. No matter how much or little we had, I learned early on that what mattered was to give more than you take and to work harder than everyone else. If you outwork them, you’ll probably outsmart them. There was so much to learn from my mother. When I got into my teens, sometimes I would wait up for her to drive home from her night shift, and we would talk while she ate a late dinner. Even though she was often working, she was always present and available to me. I called her at work regularly, almost as often as my kids FaceTime me now. Feeling neglected wasn’t ever an issue as Diane’s daughter.


Despite her warm and supportive nature, Mom was anything but a pushover. Her standards and sense of propriety were as plain as the gold crucifix around her neck. In the fall of 1981, my freshman year of high school, I was sitting on our powder blue velvet couch with Michaela, watching TV. Something came on—I can’t remember what it was—that somehow offended fourteen-year-old me.


“God damn it!” I hissed from the living room couch.


My mother was stirring a pot in the kitchen. I could see her in the distance. The words had barely come out of my mouth when she came whipping around the corner and straight toward me. I swear that crucifix was bouncing off her chest.


“What did you say?” she demanded.


“I don’t know,” I answered. “What did I say?”


“I heard you. What did you say?” Her question was even sharper the second time, and now she was raising the wooden spoon she was gripping in her hand. Michaela looked terrified. I knew what she was thinking. She was thinking, Your mother is going to hit you with that spoon! My mother would never hit me, though she probably should have sometimes. I could see the sauce dripping from the spoon. She was steaming mad.


“Mom—”


“You took God’s name in vain! Son of a bitch!”


“I just—”


“That’s a commandment. Don’t ever take God’s name in vain again. I don’t care if you say ‘Motherfucker! To hell with this shit!’ But don’t you ever take God’s name again.”


It was a classic case: My mother, this loving woman who wore a gold crucifix and no other jewelry and had this humble, self-denying life, also had a drunken sailor’s potty mouth. My father was the truck driver, but Mommy actually spoke like one.


Decades later, when the pre-K teacher would summon me the day after Easter to say that my sweet, well-mannered four-year-old son had acted out of the ordinary and said, “Son of aaaa BITCH!” complete with intonation and hand gestures, I would know exactly where that came from.


“Oh. He was mimicking his mommom. That’s just what my mother said after Easter Mass yesterday when someone pulled in front of her in the church parking lot,” I explained.


“At the church?” the teacher asked me, half amused, half in horror.


“Yes,” I said. “I guess that’s why we go.”










Chapter 2 [image: ] Beltway Bound



You think I’m busy now? You should have seen me in high school.


I sang in the church choir and performed in the school plays. I took dance classes. I had field hockey practice from three to six every afternoon. I worked on the floats for our local parades. I was the homecoming princess for my grade and a staple of the first honor roll (all As). High school was a whirlwind. That doesn’t mean I was particularly excellent at any of it except for my schoolwork, but I liked having a lot going on. The idea of skipping school or not having my work done never even occurred to me. When I turned sixteen, I got my farmer’s driver’s license, thanks to my still-roaring career in the blueberry packing shed at the DiMeos’ farm. Finally, Brenda and I didn’t need my mother to drive us on summer mornings anymore. We made the trip to Hammonton in my Subaru BRAT with the open-bed back and two backward-facing plastic seats, and, later on, in my far sportier Camaro Berlinetta with a T-top. My blueberry triumphs continued. I was crowned Blueberry Pageant Princess (no swimsuit portion, mercifully). I won first prize at the town’s blueberry festival one year for packing thirty-nine crates and nine pints (477 individual pints) in thirty-five minutes, thanks in large part to the supervision and coaching of the DiMeos’ niece and my lifelong friend, Donna Mortellite.


The summer of 1984, between my junior and senior years, I attended a program at Georgetown University, living on campus for three weeks and taking intermediate French and American government. The girls from Chicago, Miami, Los Angeles, and South America had style—panache—and designer goods I’d seen only in magazines. It wasn’t my first time in Washington, but it was the first time I’d spent more than a couple of days there. I like this place, I thought to myself. Later that summer, our local paper, the Hammonton News, asked me to write a guest column about the Democratic and Republican national conventions. I was beyond excited that an Italian Catholic woman, Geraldine Ferraro, had been chosen to run for vice president on the Democratic ticket. I couldn’t wait to sit in front of the TV and hear her rousing address to her party’s convention in San Francisco. I planned to center most of my column around her speech. But then I watched President Ronald Reagan address the Republicans in Dallas. A man old enough to be my grandfather. More familiar with Hollywood than Hammonton. No common denominators whatsoever with my young life in South Jersey. And yet he had something I’d never heard from someone whom people described as a leader. He was aspirational and accessible. Patriotic. Resolute. It was like he was talking straight to me.


He became the lead in my column.


Then, on September 19, 1984, something amazing occurred. President Reagan came to Hammonton to campaign. This was a major deal for us. Our little corner of New Jersey didn’t get a lot of presidents passing through on their way to the G7. Twenty-five thousand people packed downtown that Wednesday. The schools closed so the students could attend. In his speech, the visiting president even sang the praises of a local hero.


“America’s future,” Reagan said, “rests in the message of hope in songs of a man so many young Americans admire, New Jersey’s Bruce Springsteen.” The crowd roared! He definitely connected with his audience that long-ago September day. And for me, Reagan’s speech wasn’t even the best part. Since I was co-captain of the field hockey team and had been New Jersey Blueberry Princess, I was among the handful of young people who got a chance to meet him.


It wasn’t any more than a polite hello and a handshake. But I was hooked.


A few months later, I came home from school one afternoon and announced to my family that Sister Alma Blume told me I would be the valedictorian of my 1985 St. Joseph’s High School graduating class. I already had in my brain pieces of the speech I would deliver on June 6.


My mom, my grandmother, and aunts were all in their usual spots at the kitchen table, engrossed in another fierce game of cards. When I broke the news, and before I could preview my speech and postgraduate plans, Grandmom Antoinette looked up from her hand and smiled at me. “That’s great, honey,” she said. “We’re so proud. There’s a roast beef on the stove.”


The other women smiled and nodded, too.


“It’s your turn,” one of them said, but not to me.





PARTLY, IT WAS the summer program at Georgetown. Partly, it was meeting President Reagan. Partly, it was because I could drive my car back and forth to New Jersey. At some point, the idea occurred to me: I should go to college in our nation’s capital.


I got wait-listed at my first choice, Georgetown. The other “better schools” I was accepted by, including Boston College, the year after its star quarterback Doug Flutie won the Heisman Trophy and where applications were way up, weren’t in Washington, and I hadn’t applied to any other schools in D.C. Then my mother heard about Trinity College. Maybe that was the right fit for me. Founded by the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur in 1897, it was the nation’s first Catholic liberal arts college for women. The school had great professors, a proud academic tradition, and a roster of notable alumnae that included future Democratic Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi (Class of 1962, when her last name was still D’Alesandro). By the time I arrived in the fall of 1985, enrollment had dipped a bit after some formerly all-male colleges went coed. But Trinity was less than three miles from the U.S. Capitol and an easy three-hour car ride from home.


In those days, the District of Columbia was infamously known as the “murder capital” of the United States. But to me, it looked like a magical city filled with fascinating people and endless opportunities. I could be independent but still close enough to Atco to take my laundry, angst, and newfound friends home on the weekends and then return with a trunk load of homemade goodies.


“I think that was a gunshot,” Mom said anxiously as we settled into our room at the Holiday Inn the night she moved me down.


“I think it’s just a, uh, an engine backfiring,” I assured her. “It’s fine.”


The next morning, we had breakfast and I lazily watched a rerun of The Bionic Woman on TV as my mom ironed all my clothes (again) and stuffed twenty-dollar bills and love notes from different family members throughout my belongings. That day, my mother left her only child at college. And, God bless her, she did it alone. I’m sure she cried the whole way home. Thank you, Mommy.





I HAD LIFE-CHANGING experiences at Trinity, on and off the campus on Michigan Avenue NE. I gobbled up internships and lectures. I did research at the Library of Congress. I volunteered on Capitol Hill. I loved the halls of democracy and the people in them. I watched an oral argument in the United States Supreme Court. One of the best things about a small liberal arts college is that the education you receive really can be tailored to you. I know mine was. I was itching to explore the wider world around me.


I spent my entire sophomore year in England, studying in a program at Oxford University, where I met American graduate students named Peter Flocos and Frank Luntz, dear friends to this day. Frank was obviously bright, and he was a natural networker. He introduced me to one of his rumpled but brilliant and engaging British friends, Boris Johnson, who coedited the university’s satirical magazine, Tributary, and would eventually become prime minister of England.


I visited a dozen countries that year abroad with fellow student and forever friend Mary-Ellen Pearce and returned to the States, eager to grab every opportunity I could. Semester-long internships. Non-blueberry summer jobs. Volunteer gigs to immerse myself in the Washington political scene. Spending time with new friends like Cathleen, E.J., Deborah, Maggie, Nicole, Dawn, Laura, Sylvia, Christine, and Tara. My friend Maureen Blum and I revived the College Republican Club on campus and urged our friend Tricia Callahan to revive the College Democrats. Friends who wished to remain politically neutral attended both clubs’ activities. Our timing seemed promising, a year ahead of the next presidential election.


In the fall of 1987, I volunteered to work on Jack Kemp’s Republican campaign for president. Kemp was a rising congressman from Buffalo, who’d come into politics after stints as a college and NFL quarterback. But when I showed up the Friday before Labor Day at the Kemp-for-president headquarters, I was dispatched instead to his congressional office, where I was brought in to meet the congressman’s foreign policy legislative assistant, Raul Fernandez.


“Nice to meet you,” Raul said, handing me a stack of passports with barely a glance.


Kemp was leading a large delegation of important people on a trip to Central America. This was months after the Iran-Contra scandal—President Reagan’s secret attempt to broker freedom for American hostages in Lebanon by supplying arms to the Contras in the Nicaraguan civil war. Kemp’s group was set to depart on Monday. My first task was to make sure that everyone had a valid passport, no one’s was expired, and all of it was sorted out by takeoff time.


When I got to Raul’s passport, I froze.


How was I going to tell him that his date of birth was wrong?


There was no possible way Raul Jose Fernandez Jr. had just turned twenty-one. No way this man who had an important job in Congress and was ordering other staffers to do important things was only seven months older than me.


No way.


Except that he was. And besides organizing international fact-finding missions, he was also using his Spanish-language and computer skills to help position Kemp as a conservative leader and heir apparent to the Reagan legacy. But if that meant that I was interning in an office where youth and energy were rewarded, how bad could that be? It gave me an incentive to work harder and smarter. Raul kept giving me more and more responsibility, and I enjoyed the challenge so much I never did go back to the campaign. When other volunteers groaned about having to run the copy machine, I jumped at the chance and read every document that passed through my hands. I stayed on as Raul’s foreign policy intern for the entire semester. We became fast friends, and that friendship blossomed into romance. We would end up dating on and off for the better part of a decade, racking up memories and life-shaping experiences that are untouchable in the time capsule of those years of my life.





ATCO WOULD ALWAYS be my home, but Washington was becoming my city. And in those college years, there was nothing I enjoyed more than bringing my two worlds together the best way I knew how. At Thanksgiving. At Easter. On any random weekend. In Atco.


I loved introducing my hometown and my Golden Girls to my new college friends. Our house became the Ellis Island of Sundays and holidays. Grandmom fed the masses with four burners, two ovens, no pantry, no microwave, and no boxed or canned foods. She was organic before organic was cool.


Hopping into my Chevy for the three-hour drive north, my friends had heard I was an only child. Then they were greeted by dozens of people referred to as “aunt,” “uncle,” or “cuz,” all huddled around makeshift tables and unmatching chairs, ready to feast. One Easter Sunday, the usual arguments about sports, movies, TV shows, and relationships were percolating and circulating around the table, competing with the noise of clanging platters and serving pieces, when my cousin Renee motioned to me to look at my visiting friend. The poor girl had nothing on her plate and a painful mix of terror and anguish on her face.


“What’s wrong?” I asked her.


“Why is everyone mad at each other?” she wanted to know.


Now I had the contorted face. “MAD!? No one is mad. Pass the gravy! Mad at each other?”


“Then why is everyone yelling?”


“No one is yelling,” I yelled. “We’re talking.” I wasn’t even sure she could hear me over the decibels of explosive laughter and interruptions around the table.


“We’re not mad, and we’re not yelling,” I repeated in a more reasonable tone. “We’re just opinionated. We love to talk. We love to eat.”


I started piling things onto her plate, explaining, “My cousin over there? He thinks the Dallas Cowboys are great. I love him, but he’s wrong. The one across from us? He broke it off with the nicest girl we ever met. He’s a stunod who likes the puttanas. You see the pretty brunette down the way with the hair? She has the nerve to say that the Rocky and The Godfather sequels are better than the originals. She’s lucky we let her into the house.” I started to attack the lasagna instead.


“Capisce?” I asked in Italian. “You understand? Does it make sense?”


It didn’t, but she politely nodded, enjoyed her weekend, and returned to Washington with more leftovers than could possibly fit in her dorm fridge.


Another year at Thanksgiving, a different friend was eating everything put in front of him. An overflowing charcuterie board and hot hors d’oeuvres were the opening acts to a seated fish course, followed by homemade pepperoni bread (stromboli) and escarole (Italian wedding) soup, and then meat lasagna or manicotti. By the time the stuffed turkeys (plural) and seven sides arrived, my friend had the look of terror and anguish. He said, “I’m already so full I don’t think I can have another bite.” Everyone dropped their utensils to look at him with stunned disappointment, like he’d killed the family dog.


“What?” my aunt said. “It’s Thanksgiving! You have to have turkey.”


“I know,” he fumbled. “I, I thought I smelled one cooking, but I mean, all this food, I figured you just ate other things.”


“Don’t insult my family,” I implored. “Just keep eating. It’s your fault for wearing a belt and pants with buttons.”


No matter when I came home, who I brought with me, or what day of the week it was, full meals would appear as randomly as cousins of somebody’s neighbor’s cousin, and there were generally so many desserts it seemed that “one pie, one person” was enshrined in our house constitution.


Despite my repeated protests, MiMi insisted on giving up her room whenever I had guests. “Honey, I made up the beds for you,” she would say, ignoring the reality that my friends and I always ended up sacking out like newborn puppies on the living room carpet. Stepping over us one morning after yet another needless night on the sofa, MiMi finally surrendered: “I’m getting too old for this shit,” she announced. “No more making beds. I’ll just vacuum better from now on.”


How fortunate I was to be raised in this hive of activity where conversation was easy and friendships lasting! From early childhood through college and beyond, I was exposed to a wide variety of views and beliefs. Nuns and priests showed up for Sunday dinner after Mass, met at the table by “Uncle” Hyman Rosen or “Aunt” Esther Malinsky, who taught me cool words like kibitz and mazel tov and introduced me to knishes, lox, and bagels. Or a wild-child cousin who had hitchhiked to get there. Or mechanics from Puerto Rico and Yugoslavia (and their families) who worked at Grandpop’s Chrysler-Plymouth agency, or “Uncle Willie” and his family from the neighboring town. All those cousins from Philly and Trenton. The names and the memories still make me smile. These men, women, and children all laid the foundation for the vocation I would eventually choose. Listening to them talk prepared my ears for anyone and opened my mind to what I call our “unifying differences.”





WHILE RAUL MENTORED and loved me, I also learned polling at the knees of a master while I was still in college. I got a summer research position at the Wirthlin Group in the Washington suburbs. Frank Luntz had gone to work there, and he put in a good word for me. Dr. Richard Wirthlin was the legendary pollster to President Reagan. As senior advisor, he’d helped to shape Reagan’s message going all the way back to California. He’d been Reagan’s chief strategist, political consultant, and top pollster for twenty years, from 1968 through the second term of Reagan’s presidency. For all I knew, he was the one who suggested President Reagan make a campaign stop in Hammonton.


The position paid eight dollars an hour, a step down from what I’d made packing blueberries. I had calculated I could bring home $320 a week, plus maybe a little overtime. That was a lot of money to me in 1988, even with my student loan payments and the intention to go to law school. Then I got my first paycheck and, with it, the rude awakening that millions of Americans had discovered before me: Taxes can really take a bite and FICA is not my friend!


I worked on issues like how to break the gender gap and was put on a top-secret project for General Motors for what would be their Saturn vehicle. Once or twice, Dr. Wirthlin called me into his office to share his insights on this field he’d helped to define. My immediate bosses, Neil Newhouse and Bill McInturff, invited me to tag along with them to a meeting at the Republican National Committee. Masters at work! I couldn’t believe my good fortune. I was in the room where it happened, albeit in the back row.


I even felt privileged to drive fifteen minutes each way, each day to retrieve a hot-off-the-press, hard copy of The Hotline, the nation’s premier daily digest of all things politics. As soon as I got back to the office, I made copies and delivered them to each of the principals.


“The client you pitched last week is mentioned on page nine,” I’d announce excitedly to one of my bosses, my yellow highlighter still in hand. “Looks like that [congressional] seat in Ohio may open up. Do you want research?”


I developed a reputation for working hard and never wearing the same outfit twice. People presumed I came from money and had a killer wardrobe, endless budget, and a personal stylist. I had none of the above. What I had was a load of generous friends the same size and a scarf collection to rival that of Dr. Deborah Birx.


Later on, at times I was dispatched abroad to Ukraine, Spain, Chile—to help teach our international clients how to use polling and other Western campaign techniques. I spent four weeks in Israel, working with the Likud party and sharing a room with Frank Luntz at Tel Aviv’s Commodore Hotel. (Until I met the man I would eventually marry, that was the longest time I ever shared a room with any man.) I learned a great deal culturally, politically, and professionally from those couple of weeks in Israel, and we even met a guy named Benjamin Netanyahu, who seemed destined for bigger things.


What was true in Atco was true in Washington. My life wasn’t always so easy, but it was always so good. I’d been launched by wonderful women and then helped by others along the way: men and women, teachers and mentors and friends. But if I was going to keep making progress, I could already see by then, how far I would go would depend on the generosity of others, a little bit of luck, and mostly, me.










Chapter 3 [image: ] The Pollstress



I sure went to a lot of trouble not to practice law.


Three years at the George Washington University Law School. A clerkship in the U.S. attorney’s office, where my friend Betsy Schuman and I were both assigned to the brand-new sex crimes unit in the Felony I division. A summer-associate position at a top Washington litigation firm. Four—count ’em, four—bar admissions, which gave me the right to call myself a lawyer in New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Washington, D.C. Lots of close law school friends and lifelong connections, including Shelly, Chris, Andy, Andrew, and Michael Freeman, whom I nicknamed “Dollface” as soon as he noted that I seemed to call everyone “honey.”


My family was proud of me, in their usual well-of-course kind of way. I was satisfied. But still. As I was about to leap into my lifelong career as a lawyer, something didn’t feel right. I was like all those young women who break up with their boyfriends and protest: “It’s not you, it’s me.” In this case, it really wasn’t the law. It certainly wasn’t the six-figure salary I stood to earn my first few years out of law school. That was mighty enticing to a twenty-five-year-old up to her eyeballs in student loan debt.


It was me.


Politics was still bouncing around in my head, and I couldn’t seem to shake it.


My second year in law school, I’d almost taken a full-time job in the Bush-Quayle White House, an entry-level position with the Office of Presidential Personnel. I had four interviews, got an offer, and—juicy gossip—learned how the Bush people were trying to hustle the Reagan holdovers out the door. I loved the idea of working for the president, and I had it all scoped out. I could transfer to the nights-and-weekends program at law school, while I spent my days in the Old Executive Office Building, three blocks from campus. But Raul advised against it, saying the job was too low-level to justify diverting from full-time law school. So in the end, I said, “No, thank you.” I’d have to wait another quarter century before I’d finally get my White House security badge—and a Secret Service nickname to boot.


I gave the law one last chance, clerking right after graduation for Judge Richard A. Levie of the D.C. Superior Court, a self-described liberal, a Reagan appointee, and a terrific mentor. It was fascinating seeing the court system from the inside. I coauthored what they told me was, at the time, the longest civil case opinion in D.C. Superior Court history, 213 pages, in a massive asbestos dispute. But ultimately I glanced into the mirror, gazed into the future, and did what I knew I had to do: I withdrew my acceptance of a full-time offer from the litigation firm where I’d been a summer associate. The law and me, we were just too awkward a match.


Typically lawyers were expected to “be seen” from early morning until late at night. Many of the successful female lawyers who’d made it to partners in the late 1980s and early 1990s seemed to have delayed or forgone marriage and/or children, some by choice, others through circumstance. I didn’t know when I might be ready for that, but I didn’t want to rule it out. And then there was the question of passion. To me, politics seemed to stir more of it.


So instead of toiling as a first-year associate in a law firm and cashing in on a big payday, I went to work for my friend Frank Luntz, who by then had been let go by Dick Wirthlin and gone off to start his own survey-research firm. Frank was the one who’d first opened my eyes to the inside world of politics. Now he was welcoming me into his own chosen corner of that sprawling field. We worked on Rudy Giuliani’s first race for mayor of New York City, the one he lost to City Clerk David Dinkins. We were hired to help stop First Lady Hillary Clinton’s proposed takeover of the nation’s healthcare system, and we did. We also got busy on something called the Contract with America, a groundbreaking effort by Republicans in Congress to distill their conservative principles into a few clear points. That campaign was a smashing success, proving Frank’s almost religious belief in the power of well-chosen language. If politics was going to be a war of words, Frank and his client (and soon to be Speaker of the House) Newt Gingrich believed, Republicans might as well win.


Frank seemed to trust me and like having me around. When he couldn’t make a meeting, I stepped in for him. When a reporter couldn’t get Frank on the phone, I’d dish up a quote or two. From our polls and our focus groups, we had access to valuable data, and part of our business model was sharing it. As time went on, Frank seemed to step back a little and give me more frontline responsibility. Part of it was sheer busyness and part of it was his trust in me, but it got me thinking, “How would I do this if I were out on my own?”





AS I BEGAN to learn the many secret passages of political Washington, I had an awesome ally at my side in Raul Fernandez.


My young prodigy of a boyfriend was prescient about the coming dot-com boom. With $40,000, some of it mine, he started his own company, Proxima. In Spanish, proxima means “next,” the name of a company Steve Jobs had started. That little start-up would eventually become a top global provider of e-business services and an early partner to Fortune 500 companies like MCI and AOL. But in those early days, Raul was no dot-com bazillionaire. We shared a Welsh Corgi named Jesse. We’d push Raul’s stick-shift Toyota or his used Nissan 300 ZX up the incline and splurge on a bucket of chicken and biscuits and a couple of milk shakes. I would handwrite the weekly checks for Raul’s handful of employees and we dreamed of what might be.


Raul and I truly adored and enjoyed each other. Michaela went to work for him, first living with me in Washington, then to NYC, and then eventually moving to Italy with his company. To those who knew us well, marriage seemed imminent. But our road was sometimes rocky. We broke up and got back together a couple of times. Both of us were busy and could be awfully headstrong. When he was ready, I wasn’t. When I was ready, he wasn’t. Eventually we pulled the plug on our epic relationship and went our separate ways. I never regretted a day I spent with Raul. We parted with sadness and gratitude, he grew his tech empire and I got Jesse the Corgi. I would feel pride and pleasure in the years ahead watching Raul become a wildly successful entrepreneur, sports executive, philanthropist, husband, and father, as I went off in search of my own new adventures.





THERE COMES A time for some people, and that time came for me—the time I knew I was ready to make my professional move. I could just feel it. I’d worked hard. I’d teamed up with excellent people. I’d had my share of luck. I was ready to fly, without getting my wings clipped or soaring too close to the sun. For me, that time came in 1995, when I was twenty-eight years old. I was young for such a momentous decision, but I’d always believed in leaps of faith. I decided to leave the comfort and credibility of the Frank Luntz cocoon and fly off on my own.


Though I had tech prodigy Raul as my role model, twenty-eight is still awfully young to start your own company, especially in a world as old, male, and entrenched as the one I was hoping to reach the top of. But I’d always been impatient, for as long as I could remember, and I wasn’t about to put the brakes on now.


“the polling company, inc.,” I would call my new firm.


That’s no typo, as I had to explain to the print shop clerk who took the order for my first box of business cards. Small letters. No capitals. We would be the company without pretense or pomposity, and we could tackle almost anything. We’d underpromise and overdeliver. Do you like how I was already saying we? As if I had a massive staff behind me. At that point, I had a summer intern named Simone and a full-time staffer named Kim. Plus, I just kind of liked the way those small letters looked. To me, they were young and modern and cool. No caps wasn’t such a hipster cliché in the mid-1990s.


The old warhorses of Republican polling didn’t exactly lay out the welcome mat for the skinny, young, blond woman who was suddenly elbowing her way into their field. I think some people snickered in their certainty. But I worked hard to establish a roster of clients and a reputation in the industry. Some of the clients liked that I was a woman and could explain to businesses how they could reach female consumers and tell Republican politicians what it took to close the gender gap. Being young and hungry meant I had lots of time to travel and learn more about Americans where they lived. I pitched myself to potential clients as a fresh alternative—someone who would charge less and be more present in meetings and on the road than all those brand-name pollsters who somehow analyzed every inch of America from comfortable corner offices in Alexandria, Virginia, or midtown Manhattan. I’m sorry, but that claim was always a con job, no matter how the old boys tried to explain it to the clueless clients who hired them.


“We don’t trust her numbers,” one in particular would sneer about me. They hadn’t seen my numbers. But I had their number. They weren’t so impressive or insightful. Years later, an opposition researcher would take me to lunch and say to me, “I’ve never encountered one person so universally gossiped about.” Let them curse the darkness, I thought. I’m on the 6 a.m. to Seattle. But it did sting.


I never bothered my family with any of this. Those same strong women were busy enjoying my cousins’ babies (Ron and Renee’s Alexa and Astin, and Jay and Angel’s Giovanna and Jimmy), minding Grandmom’s health and their own. The Beltway game of mowing people down and occasionally moving them out put me in an entirely new league now, something I’m not sure they would have completely understood. But from the loving and sturdy women who had raised me, I knew exactly how to respond: keep showing up and hold my head high. Outwork, outfox, outsmart, and outclass them.





MY MALE COMPETITORS defined themselves as political pollsters, working the Republican side of the street. There was a whole other group who serviced Democrats. I took a broader approach. I preferred to think of myself as a cultural anthropologist, digging out hidden truths no one had even thought to look for. That could mean working with a political candidate, a corporation, an advocacy organization, or a do-good group. Regardless of the turf or the industry, the truth-seeking techniques were the same. It all came down to three things: the science and art of survey research. The patience to listen and keep an open mind, which I had inside me, along with an abiding curiosity, from growing up in such a noisy home. I also possessed the third thing, the analytical skills to interpret the results. The critical thinking I’d learned in law school was a big help with that. There’s nothing you can’t discover about the true feelings of Americans if you survey the right people and listen to what they say. Don’t judge them. Just let them talk. Then it’s up to you to apply their authentic opinions to the issues at hand. Mentors and colleagues like J. Patrick Rooney, Len Sanderson, Arthur Mason, Grover Norquist, Karen Kerrigan, and Pat Pizzella opened doors and took a chance on me. I learned quickly to accept hearing the word no more often than I said it. Sure, there was hierarchy and misogyny, but there was even more opportunity—and who knew if it would “knock twice.” I knew I would face rejection. I could not control others’ reactions, but I could control my own input and integrity. High risk, high reward. Patience and perseverance. Courage over fear. I learned the hard way that in business there is plenty of room for passion but very little for emotion, and to not confuse the two. Noting that our skills do not always meet our ambition or others’ expectations, a wise judicial clerk named Charlotte told me, “If you can’t always be good, always be nice.” There was something to that.


The Republican pollsters and consultants who filled all the seats on the gravy train did me a huge favor. They could make a living from doing just politics, but I was forced to branch out and do nonpolitical work for corporations, associations, and nonprofits. While my competitors focused only on what “likely voters” were thinking and doing that off-year election cycle, I was learning about the other half of the country, too: how Americans spent their time, their money, what their aspirations, expectations, and frustrations were. Years later, my firm was one of three invited to pitch on a substantial project for Better Homes & Gardens, then one of the most-read, widely circulated magazines in the country.


In the workplace, sometimes you’re on and sometimes you are less “on.” Sometimes you’re off. I’d experienced plenty of each over the course of my career. That day in a skyscraper in Manhattan, Monica Watson and I were on. Our audience was attentive, inquisitive, and collaborative. When it was time to leave, I was already thinking about a creative thank-you package to restate our commitment and to remind them of our presentation. Then I noticed that the bigwig who was the ultimate decision-maker on this project was staring at me. Not at my face, or my chest, or—this being Manhattan—at my purse or shoes. He was staring at my belly. I was in my third trimester, pregnant with twins.


“Well, obviously, soon you will be out of commission, so who will be servicing our project?” he asked. “Who will be the key contacts?”


“You can’t ask her that,” objected his female colleague, an older, accomplished woman whose generation was among the first to navigate such things.


“No, it’s okay,” I quickly interjected. “I don’t mind if he asks me that.”


I did mind, actually. It is fair to ask who would be the day-to-day contact on a project. It is fair to inquire about cost, experience, competitive advantage, vision, deliverables, and the like. What’s not fair is the selectivity of who gets asked which questions. The implication, of course, was that new motherhood would rob me of adequate time to fulfill the contract terms. So I continued.


“I don’t mind if he asks me that, so long as he asks the men who are competing for this contract how often they golf, gamble, play video games, watch sports, frequent bars and restaurants, and carry on clandestine affairs or similar activities that divert their time and attention from ‘servicing’ your project.”


That was my competition. Now this guy saw his competition as a couple of newborns.


The decision-maker responded with a stunned look. What else was he going to say? Ultimately, Jefrey Pollock, a Democrat, and a former colleague with whom I’d shared an office at Luntz Research (along with Ron Dermer, former Israeli ambassador to the United States), was awarded the project. Jefrey is both an excellent pollster and my friend. Maybe his presentation or prices was better. Maybe he was secretly expert in housekeeping and gardening. Maybe it was something else.


Soon, some other major clients were liking what they heard and signed with me. The acting commissioner of Major League Baseball, Bud Selig, wanted my help attracting fans and navigating novel issues. At Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia, the eponymous founder and her team demanded smart, strategic results from a coterie of consultants, and I was thrilled to be one of them. There was Harlem Success Academy (later renamed “Success Academy Charter Schools”), the brainchild of Democrat official Eva Moskowitz. I told my growing team we weren’t curing cancer, but we really could do good in the world by helping groups like these charter school pioneers who were offering children in failing schools a second lease on learning. ABC News. Ladies’ Home Journal. Lifetime Television. Various food, beverage, and service companies. It was enriching work that dropped me right into the middle of apolitical America. In strip malls, outside stadiums and movie theaters, in apartment buildings and parking lots, I developed a keen sense of what people thought, including far from the cities and coasts, and became skilled in asking the right questions.


My law degree came in unexpectedly handy, competing for business and being out in the field. It gave me a credential that the other pollsters didn’t have, and, yes, that mattered in hypercompetitive Washington, especially for someone young and different.


New York, Miami, Los Angeles, Boston, Chicago, Silicon Valley—most other major American metropolises seek, reward, elevate, and celebrate youth. Young people have energy! Young people have creativity! Young people work cheaply and constantly! In Washington, seniority is supreme. Maybe it comes from the way power is doled out in Congress. Hang around long enough and they’ll probably make you a chairman of a subcommittee. Bald heads and gray heads seemed to have the most power and authority.


The unofficial slogan of Washington should probably be “Wait your turn.” It wasn’t at all clear to me that “my turn” would ever come naturally. I felt like it had to be nudged… or shoved. In politics, inertia is the most powerful physical force unless and until overtaken by friction. I’d remain respectful, nearly deferential, would shut up and listen, and find a way to politely be the friction.





SUCCESS DIDN’T COME overnight for me, but my plan was already unfolding in the ways that I hoped it would. It did have one noticeable drawback, though. All I seemed to do was work.


My office at 1220 Connecticut Avenue, just off Dupont Circle, and not far from the White House, was a gorgeous loft that once housed fashion designers and would later become a nightclub. On Saturdays, I would run a few miles, clean my condo, do what I had to do, then go into the office with my corgi and work, work, work. I’d walk around the corner to St. Matthew’s Cathedral for Saturday night Mass, then come back and work till 9 p.m. That’s about the time of day when the neighborhood transformed into what reminded me of the lively European nightclub zones I had visited during my sophomore year at Oxford. But for me now, those Saturday nights weren’t so different from the other six nights of the week. All my days and nights were the same. I worked. I visited with old friends from home and school. I drove up to Atco to see the Golden Girls and my cousins and their new babies whenever I could. But I was building a business and establishing myself and traveling all over for work, and that meant I was crazy busy most of the time. I couldn’t complain. It was the life I had chosen, the life I loved. My strategy was working. My client list was multiplying. Talented men and women wanted to work with me. My competitors were noticing. And without even realizing it, I was also becoming famous, at least by Washington standards.


Which is definitely better than infamous.


I still had a lot to learn about how to fight for myself, believe in myself, and assert myself. That much became clear when I took a surprising call in my office one afternoon. On the other end was a representative from a professional speaking agency. He said I had been requested by name, along with a male pollster who worked for Democrats, to address the annual meeting of a major financial association. Each of us would speak for twenty minutes, then take questions together for twenty minutes. It would be at the Mayflower Hotel, just a few blocks from my office.


“Sure,” I said. Why not?


“Do you have an agent we should contact?” the guy from the speakers’ bureau asked. “What is your speaking fee?”


Right there, I froze.


I’d made speeches regularly but not for money. Sure, I’d studied “free speech” in law school as protected under the First Amendment. But lately, “free speech” meant, “[If you don’t have a speaking budget], call Kellyanne.” It was about to happen again, and this time, I had no one but myself to blame.


Someone had literally just asked me to name my price, to tell my value, and I was hesitating like a zero. I knew I was on the verge of undercutting my worth. Even when I didn’t have to, I was about to sell myself short again.


I was this close to prattling, “Sorry. It’s okay. You don’t need to pay me. I’m just up the street. You’ve invited me for lunch. That’s plenty.”


Instead, I reached for Meg Ryan’s line from the iconic Katz’s Deli scene in the movie When Harry Met Sally.


“I’ll have what he’s having.”


“Sorry? What?”


“You said Mark and I would be doing the same thing, and you already talked to him, and he agreed to it, so—I’ll have what he’s having.”


“Well, Mark has asked for $3,500 net. Would that be acceptable?”


I suppressed a squeal, feigned standoffishness, and responded curtly in some pseudo-snotty accent, “That will be fine.”


I hung up the phone in disbelief and fell to the floor. Thirty-five hundred dollars to walk down the street and charm a crowd with polling data? I was clearly a pushover in need of a makeover. But at least I was learning the game.










Chapter 4 [image: ] The Pundettes



Gail Evans flew up from Atlanta to have breakfast with me. She was the vice president for talent and booking at CNN, the highest-ranking woman at the network. Joining us that morning in the elegant dining room at the Four Seasons Hotel in Georgetown was Tom Hannon, who oversaw CNN’s political coverage in their D.C. bureau.


This was January 1996. I’d had my own polling company for a grand total of seven months by then. Gail got right to the point.


“You know you do very well on our network. We’d like to offer you a contract to be a regular political analyst on CNN.”


Get paid for going on television? I think the first word out of my mouth was “What?”


I’d been on TV a bit over the previous year and a half. It began one day that Frank Luntz didn’t show up. The booker called our office in a panic, and I rushed over. I plopped into the chair. The director counted us in. The host did his open and then turned to me.


“What does your data show?”


I didn’t think I was ready for that moment. But I was ready for that moment.


I started talking. My facts and figures landed where they were supposed to. I had a few snappy lines of analysis. I wasn’t nervous at all. If I could keep my wits about me at our raucous dinner table in Atco, how hard could a TV studio be? Soon I was getting calls from other shows and networks.


My time at CNN was magical and important for my career. I got tons of air time to cover everything from caucuses to conventions, primaries to political rallies.


The year after my CNN gig, Fox chief Roger Ailes invited me to audition with different people, including Democrat NPR reporter Juan Williams. I enjoyed the sparring segments. Ailes made me an offer in his office at the News Corp headquarters. I told him I was flattered, but I loved my work as a pollster, was about to take on my first presidential race (former vice president Dan Quayle), and needed to stay available to appear on all networks.


Declining an offer from the legendary Ailes was not something done often. I’d struggled with the decision, yet I wasn’t sure I wanted or would be good at a full-time TV job.


By then, my office was already being flooded with handwritten letters and calls. (This was pre-email.) Everything from marriage proposals to death threats to “your hair is a disaster” to “how can I hire your company.” I especially liked those “hire your company” calls. Somebody was watching this stuff. And not just one or two somebodies. Clearly these cable news channels were powerful, and they all had at least two things in common:


They all had twenty-four hours a day to fill. And they all needed people to fill it.


People like me.





ONE DAY IT struck me. Being a regular presence on television provided a one-on-one audience with anyone who was watching. In her living room. On his office TV. In an airport or at the gym. A chance to share my views and insights. A chance for all those people to get to know me. A chance for them to decide for themselves. No one could intimidate me or interrupt me or stand between me and the camera. No one could turn me into something I wasn’t. It was a direct and pure kind of communication, even though lots of people had lots of reasons to hate TV. Now it was just me and you and whoever else was watching. And you could decide: Do you like what you are hearing? Do I seem to make sense? Do I provide compelling evidence to support my arguments? Am I someone you’d like to hear more from?


Do you have any idea how important a competitive advantage that can be in the world?


I was hearing directly from all kinds of people. Directly from congressmen. Directly from senators. Directly from political candidates. Directly from speaking bureaus. Directly from book publishers. Directly from businesspeople who might want to supplement their outside research team.


“Hey, I saw you on CNN,” their emails and phones message would say. “Can you give me a call?”


These were people, many of them I’d have never been able to reach on the phone in my pre-TV days. But once they felt like they knew me from their own living rooms, they were suddenly wanting to talk to me. I recognized immediately: This isn’t just good for my ego. It could be very good for business, too.


Though I was never nervous appearing in front of the camera, I still had plenty to learn. Stop talking with my hands. Give the hair and makeup artists more than ten minutes to apply those tricks of the trade that make us all look prettier and better rested. Thankfully, I had an honest critic who wasn’t scared to mention them: my childhood friend Michaela, who came to live with me for a year in D.C. The people who knew me longest and loved me deepest—forever friends and closest relatives—could be the most frank.


“Why do you look angry on TV?” Michaela said to me early in my TV journey.


“I don’t look angry,” I shot back reflexively.


“You do,” she assured me. “In real life, you’re so funny. You’re always laughing. You’re cracking people up.”


I went back and looked at myself on VHS tape, which was the only way we had of doing that then. And I had to admit it: Michaela was right.


“What were you thinking at that moment on the air?” she asked me.


“I was thinking of being serious,” I said. “I was thinking of being taken seriously.”


“People already take you seriously,” Michaela said, probably too polite to tell me that what I really should have been focused on was my awful hair. “That’s why they keep having you on.”


This came from somebody who loved me unconditionally and would never be jealous. Michaela was always going to root for me. And she was giving me constructive criticism. “You don’t seem like yourself on TV,” she said.


“A lot of people don’t seem like themselves,” I said. “And you’re right. I hate that. I want to be exactly who I am.”


“Then be you,” Michaela told me. “You is enough.”


You is enough. I’ve reflected on and reminded myself of that so many times since, and shared it with other women and girls, including my own daughters. Ladies, how many times do we feel like “less-than”? Or apologize even though we did or said nothing wrong? Pass it on: “ ‘Being you’ is enough!”





I WASN’T THE only young woman in Washington or New York who was developing a growing presence on cable TV, not even the only young female Republican. Now that CNN, Fox, MSNBC, CNBC, Bloomberg TV, and others were in the game, we seemed to be everywhere. Young. Lively. Stylish. Opinionated. Thin. TV is a visual medium, and it’s always had its rigid prejudices. But beyond whatever physical attributes they had, here was the good part: Almost all these women had a lot to say.


There was Laura Ingraham, who’d clerked for Supreme Court justice Clarence Thomas. There was lawyer Barbara Olson, the chief investigative counsel for the House Government Reform and Oversight Committee, who was married to Washington power lawyer and later U.S. solicitor general Theodore Olson. (Sadly, we would lose courageous Barbara when she was murdered on her early-morning flight, American Airlines 77, on 9/11.) There was April Lassiter, then policy advisor to House Majority Whip Tom DeLay, who was our own Fox-ready Joan Jett. When April wasn’t denouncing Democrats on Hannity & Colmes, she was playing and singing in the bar band “Joe,” fronted by a Florida Republican congressman named Joe Scarborough.


“I have no patience for your wink-and-nod politicization,” she sang. “I have no interest in your femi-Nazi actualization.”


There was Ann Coulter, also an attorney, who had worked for U.S. senator Spencer Abraham of Michigan and became the outrage-provoking “bomb thrower” of the group. There were a few others. And there was me.


I was the legally trained data expert and businesswoman of the group. As a professional pollster appearing on CNN and then on other networks, I wasn’t interested in screaming on television or delivering personal insults, an occasional counterpunch or earned dig notwithstanding. I could call on actual facts to support my arguments. Survey results. Focus group illustrations. When I said, “The American people think…” I could back it up with fresh data, facts, and figures. I’d just been inside the heads of hundreds, sometimes thousands, of them. And as a lawyer, I knew how to marshal evidence into coherent arguments. I wasn’t as interested in pissing people off for the sugar high, even as some would invite it by throwing the first punch. The businesswoman in me and the adult version of the toddler who longed for a daddy liked building bridges, not destroying them.


On TV, I was often paired with Democrats—men as frequently as women, and more than a few members of the media (occupying the “Democrat” seat). I tried to make my points with passion and professionalism without attacking my sparring partners personally… and still be me. In fact, I liked many of the people I was paired against. Celinda Lake. Douglas Schoen. Peter Fenn. Howard Fineman. Hilary Rosen. Many of them I respected professionally and enjoyed personally. Some of them just happened to be tragically, hopelessly, politically wrong. And I was happy to show them how with a big smile on my face.


TV gave me an unexpected taste of fame; my little business furnished the fulfillment. I still boarded those 6 a.m. flights to “flyover country” to pitch a new client or to the West Coast for a lunch speech and a thousand-dollar fee about what women really want. “How’s it playing in Peoria?” the old saying goes. I’d hop on a prop plane to discern precisely that.


There were even more things to learn. When you go on TV to express your opinions, a thousand opinions flow. People will comment on how you look more than what you say, and it won’t always be flattering. I lacked some of the natural beauty and the Ivy League degrees of other commentators. I was a first-generation college and law school graduate and politico. When people saw me, I hoped they would say “Wow, who is that? She sounds really smart.” And maybe they would also say “She’s not bad-looking, either. I’d like to know who that woman is.” That is part of why I also had talk radio appearances in my repertoire. That forum forces the listener to focus on substance, not whether I was having another bad hair day, and offers long-form interviewing.


“Where do you get that stuff?” my college friend Mary-Ellen asked me one day when I dropped by to see her and her newborn in Concord, New Hampshire, in early 2000 during a first-look focus group in the “First in the Nation” primary state. “We can’t stop laughing when you quote The Brady Bunch or Golden Girls episodes on TV.” Who needs to be in class with Harvard professors Laurence Tribe or Alan Dershowitz if you can quote Greg and Marcia Brady or Sophia, Blanche, Rose, and Dorothy?


I was lucky to be there at the right moment, just as the news channels were growing and the Clinton scandals were exploding and a heightened interest in politics was spreading across the land. Before you knew it, major newspapers and national magazines were running long takeouts on the pundettes. Pundettes, that’s what they came to call us, this new tribe of skinny, young, (mostly) blond, conservative women who seemed to have suddenly stomped their way into the center of the fast-changing arena of TV news.


For those of us caught in this media tornedo, the daily challenge was managing to still sound smart and focused and real as the craziness swirled around. Magazines photographed and profiled us. (Hanging with John F. Kennedy Jr. for the second issue of his business brainchild, George magazine, was cool.) Some of it got a little ridiculous, even in the conservative media, as when a truly ugly male (inside and out) at The Weekly Standard branded us “a new class of Washington-bred cigar-and-martini bimbos.” Really? I never smoked cigars. And I could handle, like, half a martini. Sometimes I got a kick out of the whole thing and played snarkily along. I can’t deny retorts like thankfully, “my broad mind and small waist have not switched places.”


My self-deprecation was not self-deprivation. I was keeping it real—and keeping the mouthy mean boys and girls in check.


When it came to the rise of the conservative women on television, ample credit goes to Bill Maher, the comedian and talk show host whose programs Politically Incorrect on ABC and Real Time on HBO regularly featured men and women of different opinions. Bill seemed to fancy us for our energy, our preparation, and what we had to say. That’s what made us fixtures on Politically Incorrect, which was just then moving to Los Angeles and ABC. This was big. The show was on right before Nightline. It had selfish benefits, too. For me as a small businesswoman, getting a free, first-class ticket to Los Angeles and a nice hotel room was golden. Once American 77, the morning flight from Dulles, landed at LAX, I didn’t whoop it up on Rodeo Drive or seek out celebrities at the usual haunts. I packed my schedule with business meetings and client lunches instead. I’d get back to the hotel, grab a quick nap and a shower, then arrive at the studio in plenty of time for a spirited back-and-forth with the host and his other guests. Then I’d take the red-eye back to Washington or I’d stay over and fit in a few more meetings the next day.


Bill Maher was great to us. He thought we were smart. He liked the fact that we came with something to say. We held our own against liberal lemmings or Hollywood honchos. And we weren’t only spouting the predictable Republican Party line. Just to be clear: I didn’t know what the party line was most of the time. No one was telling me what to say on any of these shows. That was up to me. It wasn’t like today, when too many in Washington repeat the talking points from one party or the other or both and fear giving airtime to the other half of the country, the one that disagrees with them. It wasn’t like that at all. We had to think for ourselves, and on our feet. We had to craft our own arguments and make our own bones.





I KNOW MY clients and potential clients in the polling business were paying attention, and there wasn’t much my frustrated competitors, who ran the gamut between never being invited on TV or going on once and never being invited back on, could do about it.


Oh, the sniping from the Old Boys Network (and the New Boys Network) endured. It always would. If anything, as I got bigger and my media presence continued to rise, the grumbling grew louder and more intense. My jealous male competitors—and a few females—made a sport of trashing the educated, creative young woman who had invaded their turf. They spread the same types of old rumors and insinuations women have endured for ages. I won’t repeat much more of their garbage, but you can well imagine. Now multiply by ten.


“Oh, yeah, she’s a nice person,” I heard one of them say dismissively. “We wanted her to join our firm a while ago, but we really don’t know how she’s doing on her own. Maybe she’s trying to prove herself. Maybe she got in a fight with Frank. But we’re not worried in the least about her. She isn’t on our level at all.”


Foolish and shortsighted. Because day after day, there I was, talking directly to and often for America through the magic of television. It delivered opportunities. Soon it would even deliver love.










Chapter 5 [image: ] For Better or for Worse



I’d been in business for four years by the time George T. Conway III blipped across my radar screen. He’d seen me on TV and then on the cover of Capital Style, a shiny D.C. magazine running a story about “Kellyanne Fitzpatrick and the Pundettes.” George had picked up a free copy on the Metroliner between New York and Washington. That’s when he asked his pal Ann Coulter, who was not on the cover but was featured in the article, to make an introduction.


Looking back, this was unlike George. He was shy in a sweet and unassuming way. He could have easily tossed that magazine aside in favor of poring over a much thicker and heady legal brief. Marriage wasn’t on my mind. My dating life was more theoretical than real. The only going steady I’d done lately was with the polling company and my four toddler godchildren, Alexa, Astin, Giovanna, and Jimmy, in South Jersey. Friends and colleagues had been trying to fix me up with people. But I had zero interest in dating anyone.


“What’s wrong with him?” a friend would ask each time I rebuffed another potential suitor.


“Nothing, probably,” I’d shrug. “It’s me, not him.”


I just didn’t see the point of another round of Q-and-A with a stranger over dinner and me stuck in my work clothes for the seventeenth consecutive hour.


Not all dates were disasters. Some were better than others. I did follow up with the nephrologist whom I’d dragged to a minor-league baseball game and client dinner in Trenton, albeit a year later.


“Kellyanne, wow, it’s so nice to hear from you!” the good doctor exclaimed after his office pulled him out of an appointment. “I…”


“I’m sorry I never called, uh, for like a year or year and a half. It’s definitely me, not you, but look, my grandmother has been ailing, and now they tell me her kidneys are failing. I’m driving up from Washington. What can we do for her?”


Fred Thompson’s gift for storytelling and fill-the-room personality is memorable. A few months of flirtatious dinners, deep conversation, and uncontrollable laughter with the actor-turned-senator-from-Tennessee had its roots in an interview I’d given to the New York Post. Asked about future presidential candidates, I separated true “presidential timber” from the “woodchips.” I mentioned Thompson, who was divorced and a rising star in the Republican Party. I told the paper he had the makings of the total presidential package except for one thing: He lacked a First Lady.


Soon after my quote appeared, I was seated at a big annual black-tie dinner at the Washington Hilton. A waiter slipped me a handwritten note. It said, “Kellyanne—I saw your quote in the New York Post about what I’m lacking. Are you available? Fred.”


“I’m mortified, if that counts,” I said sheepishly when the senator wandered over later that night, and I agreed to go to dinner.


Where I come from, thirty-two is past the average age for marriage and motherhood. Way past. When my cousin Renee got married in my second week of law school, she turned and threw her bouquet directly at me. Hell no. I threw it right back at her and received instead a rare rebuke from Grandmom Antoinette, who must have put Renee up to it. Ten years later, I still felt no urgency to find a soul mate and settle down, whomever and whatever that might eventually look like for me. I was happy with the life I had made for myself. My business was still growing. I was constantly on TV. I had a wonderful family. It just didn’t include a husband or children and I loved waking up every day, running, walking Jesse, hanging out with old and new friends, working, pitching new clients, working some more, going on TV, returning to South Jersey regularly so as not to miss out on the godchildren and elders. Also flying around the country collecting the opinions, ideas, and demands of a diverse collection of Americans, then sharing all that with the people making decisions on their behalf. Dating just didn’t seem worth the trouble, especially since my professional and social interactions provided so many opportunities to engage with different people, minus the small talk, the bio exchanges, and the “now we’re on a date” contrivance.


Meeting for drinks or dinner in the buffer zone of a larger group sometimes allowed me to size up potential suitors without risk of rejection by either of us. “Dating on the cheap,” a friend of mine liked to call it, and it had nothing to do with money.


“I want to set you up with my friend George,” Ann Coulter announced one night after we both exited the Washington set of Geraldo Rivera’s CNBC talk show. “We just came back from skiing in Austria,” Ann added casually, flashing a photo of beautiful people in front of a stunning snow-covered mountain. She suggested maybe we could all go skiing together.


Pass. I had broken my jaw skiing (sliding headfirst into a boulder) on a bunny hill in New Jersey. With Michaela behind me, screaming “slow down!” Never again. Plus, I absolutely hate the cold.


“He’s a lawyer…”


Pass. I was a self-hating, fully recovered lawyer. Why double the misery?


“… in New York.”


Pass. New York always felt chaotic and overwhelming to me. And a little lonely. Whenever I had business there, I took the train or shuttle flight up and back the same day. It was a running joke among my friends that I never stayed long enough in Manhattan to buy a bagel, let alone a pair of shoes.


“He’s loaded,” Ann said, delivering what she assumed would be the irresistible coup de grâce.


Pass.


Oh, dear. I’d finally ended it once and for all with a newly minted, new-media dot-com multi-multi-multi-millionaire. The happiest times I’d had with Raul were when he and I were younger, sitting on the banks of the Potomac or stealing away to West Virginia for the weekend.


Plus, I was making my own good coin by then.


“You know what?” I told Coulter. “I’m sure George is a really nice guy, and we can definitely put our heads together and find someone for him. It’s not him. It’s me, I assure you.”


That phrase again.


I had no intention of budging. Had Ann Coulter’s relentless powers of persuasion finally met their match? It was looking that way for sure.


Ann waited a few months, then tried again, inviting me to a cocktail party she was hosting at her apartment at the famed Kennedy-Warren apartment complex in Washington. Her boyfriend at the time worked for Senator Joe Biden of Delaware and would be there, along with some others. George would come to town, and we would meet in the small crowd. No big deal, not a date. Just a few of Ann’s friends, drinking and mingling and enjoying each other’s casual company.


I agreed to go, then didn’t show up. It was snowing that night in Washington, and after having dinner with three girlfriends at Tahoga in Georgetown (all of whom would later be bridesmaids in mine and George’s wedding), one of them was afraid to drive on the icy roads. So I navigated her back and got home late. Too late for cocktails at Ann’s place. I did call George the next morning to apologize. I asked if he had breakfast or lunch plans, but he was headed back to New York, no doubt convinced I was rude or a prude.


And that was that with George. It would take another nineteen months for the two of us to meet. Weeks after our near-miss nondate, he began dodging subpoenas in the Linda Tripp–Monica Lewinsky episode of the Whitewater investigation. Ironically, it turned out that we were both working a bit for the same cause and against the same president, William Jefferson Clinton. I was on TV daily discussing sexual harassment, censure, and, of course, impeachment, taking my law degree out for another spin. The Wall Street Journal published an op-ed I wrote about what to expect from plaintiff Paula Jones and defendant Bill Clinton. George was one of three conservative lawyers known in right-wing circles as “the elves,” who were moonlighting pro bono for Jones. Paula was the former Arkansas state employee who in 1991 had been summoned to a room at the Excelsior Hotel in Little Rock, Arkansas, to see then-governor Clinton and who was now suing him in his personal capacity for sexual harassment, and with a little help from “the elves” and her attorney, she prevailed. The U.S. Supreme Court ruled unanimously that she could continue her lawsuit. Clinton coughed up $850,000 (in 1998 value) and later lied under oath. From sources he would never reveal (not publicly, anyway), George had obtained Linda Tripp’s audiotapes of phone conversations with her friend, a White House intern, Monica Lewinsky, who confided details of an Oval Office affair with President Clinton. George shared the damning evidence with Newsweek’s Michael Isikoff, and when the magazine’s editors refused to run the exposé, George gave a blogger named Matt Drudge the gift of a lifetime. George wrote the brief. Ann wrote the book. Literally.


That scoop placed Drudge on the major media map and Clinton on trial in the Senate.





IT WAS INTRIGUE at first sight when I finally met George Thomas Conway III on a Saturday afternoon in Quogue, New York, a beautiful hamlet in the Hamptons. It was the summer of 1999. George had rented a home on Dune Road for the month of August, and Coulter invited me to stay over. I didn’t think that was such a good idea. But I agreed to rent a car and drive from New York City, where I’d been overnight for work, and stay for a few hours before heading to Philly, where I was booked to appear early the next morning on the local ABC affiliate. I was not staying at this man’s house in the Hamptons. Not even with mutual friend Ann playing matchmaker or chaperone.


George was quiet in a mysterious “I’ve got something to tell you, but I’ll wait” kind of way. Our conversation was easy but guarded. I learned he was the only child of an electrical engineer father who worked for the defense contractor Raytheon, and an organic chemist mother who emigrated from the Philippines. George grew up in Marlborough, Massachusetts, a working-class suburb of Boston. Like me, he was valedictorian of his high school class. Unlike me, he graduated magna cum laude with a biochemistry degree from Harvard at age twenty, and from Yale Law School at twenty-three. There he made law review and was president of the campus Federalist Society. A year out of law school, after he and his friend Bob Giuffra clerked for Judge Ralph K. Winter on the U.S. Second Circuit Court of Appeals, he joined powerhouse law firm Wachtell Lipton Rosen & Katz and by thirty was a partner in the firm’s litigation department. It was clear from the get-go that he was generous to a fault, a gentleman who footed the bill for the proverbial party even if he wasn’t the life of it. Not unlike my own path, George’s route to success was circuitous and very much a modern American Dream, riddled with college and law school debt (each of us had paid ours off by the time we’d met) and punctuated by opportunities and lucky breaks.


I was reserved. He kept us busy. George drove me in his Corvette to a polo match in nearby Bridgehampton. As a house guest for even a few hours that day, I’d brought enough food to last them the rest of August. Grandmom Antoinette would have been proud. I left as planned late that afternoon, but the chase already seemed to be on. He kept angling to come down from New York to see me in Washington, trying to lure me out with hard-to-get reservations at some fancy French restaurant in Georgetown or an invitation to some A-list social event.


The problem was, I really did prefer to be at home on the weekends in my sweats, hanging out with Jesse the Corgi and my no-fail pals, Ben & Jerry. I spent my work weeks flying around the country and eating at fancy restaurants with clients. The treat for me was not having to do that. But I knew George was trying to make a good impression and being creative about it. Then he hit on something that was far more likely to work. He emailed to say he had two tickets to the American League Division Series. Now he was talking my language. I was finally in. We watched the New York Yankees dismantle the Boston Red Sox. Nothing heavy, just a fun day in the Bronx with my new friend George.


I’m a total sports fanatic, going all the way back to my scraped-knees days with cousin Jay in Atco. I was the tomboy who played football on the front lawn with the neighborhood boys, went to Eagles games at the Vet, and Phillies games with my father, Scott, and Christine. I was glued to the World Series every October and knew each of the U.S. Olympic hockey players’ names before they delivered the “Miracle on Ice.” I broke my nose playing field hockey in college and gave up on golf after two uninspiring lessons, when my client, friend, and golfer Rich Marcus noted it was more of a game than a sport. When George told me that he happened to have tickets for the National League Division Series as well, I ditched Ben & Jerry and headed back to New York on the spot.


When we saw the New York Mets play the Atlanta Braves with John Rocker pitching in the epic National League Championship Series of 1999, Matt Drudge and Ann Coulter joined us. Then the Yankees advanced, and all of a sudden George had tickets for the American League Championship Series. And then all of a sudden he had tickets for the World Series. George and the Yankees were both on a winning streak.


Our courtship was fun and easygoing. We really had a ball. We could talk about anything and everything. Sports. Our different backgrounds. Our shared politics. Places we’d traveled. People we knew in Washington and New York. We were on the same page politically and religiously. George was a solid conservative-libertarian, and he had recently reclaimed his Catholic faith. We never argued, not even about sports. We adopted each other’s teams. I became a Yankees fan, and he cheered for my beloved Philadelphia Eagles. He joined the cult of Pembroke Welsh Corgi worshippers, too. George even braved the insanely gluttonous Thanksgiving Day meal with my extended South Jersey family and managed to find Atco on a map. He bought my four-legged Jesse a Donovan McNabb NFL jersey and a novel snack, pigs’ ears. Clearly, he knew how to get my attention.


Spending more time with George meant spending more time in New York City. I was surprised when I noticed myself falling in love with both of them.


“What’s up with this George?” my friend Betsy asked me a few months and ten professional sporting events into our budding romance. “He seems to be around a lot. Do you like him?”


“Do I like him?” I repeated out loud. I was as interested in the answer as Betsy was. “I find that his near-constant presence does not annoy the hell out of me.”


“Oh my God, Kels!” she exclaimed. “For the rest of us, that’s head over heels.” Now this was getting serious. Our Bronx-to-Beltway fairy tale had officially begun.


George surprised me with tickets to Barbados aboard the Concorde. At breakfast one morning, he made note of an elderly couple seated near us. They’d sat there quietly through the meal, saying almost nothing to each other.


“That’s so sad,” George said. He asked me if I thought the couple had run out of things to say after all these years or was it that they just didn’t like each other very much anymore?


“Probably a little bit of both,” I answered reflexively.


By now, I could really see the essential sweetness of George Conway.


One day we were at a friend’s house for a get-together and George, handsome in his lavender shirt and purple tie, caught my eye and winked at me. There was something just so charming and intimate about that simple gesture. When we went to brunch later that weekend, he mentioned a couple he knew and said of them, “You know, he doesn’t adore her anymore. He doesn’t treat her nicely with respect in front of other people. There’s no adoring. You have to adore, have to cherish.”


I liked that, and I never forgot it.


On October 14, 2000, George tied a diamond ring around Jesse the Corgi’s neck and sent her to find me. It was after midnight because George realized when he got to my house in Virginia that it was Friday the thirteenth. So he waited to pop the question.


I said yes.


The entire next day we stayed at the house while I finished polling analyses. It was two weeks before the 2000 presidential election between George W. Bush and Al Gore. I was typing with the engagement ring that Betsy helped him select newly glinting on my finger. I was all in, but could not silence the self-doubting, self-denying voice in my head.


“Are you sure, George?” The man I loved was willing and eager to commit himself to me, and even at my age (thirty-three) and my stage (financially independent homeowner and business owner), I was self-sabotaging and giving him an escape hatch.





A LITTLE MORE than five months later, on April 28, 2001, we had an amazing wedding, with five priests on the altar (including “Uncle Father Joe,” Monsignor Joseph DiMauro, the closest thing to a brother the four South Jersey Golden Girls ever had) at the Cathedral Basilica of Saints Peter and Paul. It’s the mother church of the Catholic Archdiocese of Philadelphia, a domed Palladian affair built between 1846 and 1864. We chose Philadelphia because of its location between New York and Washington and right across the Benjamin Franklin Bridge from South Jersey. I’ll say this much: None of our 360 guests would go home hungry.


My wedding dress was Aunt MiMi’s gift to me. We had browsed at Vera Wang, Kleinfeld, and a couple of the other bridal emporia in New York City. But we ended up at the Bridal Garden in Marlton, New Jersey, and I’m so glad we did. My white dress was off-the-rack and off-the-shoulder, skinny up top with a sparkly bodice, full and flowing below. I had lace, elbow-length gloves, and a simple, white veil. And it all meant more to me because it came from Aunt MiMi.


On the ride to the cathedral, my mother and father and I had a quiet moment together in the limousine. Both my parents were basking in my joy, and it made me happy to see them so happy… together. They walked side by side down the cathedral’s center aisle, the first time they’d taken so many steps together in thirty-five years.


I walked myself down the aisle.


Ann Coulter did one of the readings, as did my law school friend Shelly Werge Allen. George and I each had a friend from college do a reading; mine was E. J. Collins, whose initials stand for Epiphany Joelle, and George’s was Vicky Gorman Jacoby, whose cousin by marriage in Little Rock, Mary Jacoby, wrote the Capitol File cover story magazine that encouraged George to ask Ann about me. (Mary’s husband is Glenn Simpson of Fusion GPS and discredited Steele Dossier fame.)


If you wanted to follow the arc of my first thirty-four years, all you had to do was glance up and down the pews. There were friends from childhood, friends from college and law school, friends from Washington and New York. There were relatives, near and nearer. Our four-day-old goddaughter, Abigail, traveled six hours in a rented Winnebago from New Hampshire with her champ of a mother, my college friend Mary-Ellen, Mary-Ellen’s husband, parents, sisters, and sweet nineteen-month-old toddler, Emily. All the Petrongolos were there, and that’s a lot of Petrongolos. Judge Levie, whom I clerked for right out of law school, came, too. I had a knockout lineup of bridesmaids from every chapter of my life: Christine Massarelli (K–12), Michaela Petrongolo (high school), Deirdre Mastrangelo and Maureen Blum (college), Angel Coia (my cousin Jay’s wife), Betsy Schuman (law school), and Rachel Pearson (D.C.). My matron of honor was my cousin Renee. These women didn’t just love me. They were a part of my DNA.


George’s best man was Bob Giuffra, his classmate from Yale Law School and Judge Winter co-clerk. The Supreme Court litigator (and almost federal appellate judge) Miguel Estrada was a groomsman. So were Harvard classmate John Tormey II, Jerome Marcus, and Richard Porter. Along with George, those last two had been the undercover Clinton impeachment “elves,” three conservative attorneys who fed damaging and embarrassing evidence to independent counsel Ken Starr. The other groomsmen were my cousin Jay, my cousin Ron (Renee’s husband), and my half-brother, Scott. And we didn’t neglect the younger generation. We had two junior bridesmaids, the beautiful Alexa and Astin, who were ten years old. They wore matching white dresses with long, white gloves and floral tiaras, and carried bouquets of pink and white roses. My godson Jimmy and George’s godson Jake were ring bearers, and precious Giovanna was our flower girl.


Yes, it was an over-the-top wedding. There’s no other way to describe it. And George, who at that time did not like to be on the periphery of attention, let alone in the center of it, probably would have been happy to elope. But the way I looked at it, it may be the one time in your life when so many people you love are gathered together for a happy reason. And they sure did come. It was a big occasion for us and a big occasion for so many of them. The reception upped the bar even higher. It was in the Crystal Tea Room at the historic Wanamaker Building, across from Philadelphia City Hall. George and I missed the two hours of cocktails, caviar, escargot, Alaskan king crab legs, and other passed hors d’oeuvres while we zoomed around the city being photographed at iconic Philly locales, including, of course, the famous Rocky steps at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, where I’d taken my final “single girl” run that morning. Then everyone sat for an elegantly served dinner of sea bass and filet mignon with an array of side dishes I can’t even remember anymore. That was followed by a Viennese dessert selection, an ice cream bar for the kiddies, and a six-and-a-half-foot-tall wedding cake created and assembled by famed New York baker-creator Sylvia Weinstock.


In between dances, George stood to welcome everyone. He thanked his family and my family and all the guests who came. Then I got up and said a few words. For once, just a few.


“Until I met George, forever just seemed like a very long time. Now I wonder if it’s long enough. With George I can do absolutely anything or absolutely nothing and be equally happy.”


Then the music cranked up. The dancing really got going. I kicked off my shoes and even dragged George onto the dance floor. We had two wedding songs: “Jersey Girl” by Bruce Springsteen and “Grow Old with Me,” from John Lennon’s later years. We spoke to every single guest. All of it was loads of fun.


When the party was finally over, we headed back to the Marriott hotel, where we had reserved the honeymoon suite. The suite had a living room, a large dining area, a small kitchen, and two bedrooms. George and I took one of the bedrooms. But we weren’t alone. My mother was in the other bedroom with Aunt Susie, her childhood friend, who’d been the maid of honor at my mom’s wedding and who’d joined Donna Mortellite and Billy DiMeo as participants in our ceremony by bringing the gifts to the altar (the Offertory). Uncle Rocky and Aunt Joan also stopped by. Oh, and Aunt Rita, Aunt MiMi, and Aunt Angie stayed in the suite with us. “George and the Golden Girls” sounded like a cover band, but it was a fitting introduction to our new life.


At 2 a.m., George and I could hear the women in the other room, talking and laughing and reliving the whole special evening, while they tallied the cash from all the wedding envelopes our many relatives and old friends had slipped to us.


“I thought it would just be us,” George said with a sigh before he reached over to turn off the light.


“Welcome to your new life,” I told him. “When you married me, you married my whole family.”


It was a joke. Sort of.


Soon we were off to Italy for our honeymoon. George had never been to Italy before. We took a detour to Milan to surprise Michaela, who was working there for my ex, Raul. I think Michaela was even more surprised when I insisted she spend a few days with us touring Italy.


“It’s your honeymoon,” she protested. “Don’t you want to—?”


“Nah,” I told her with a smile. “I’ve been vacationing with you my whole life. George is the new kid on the block,” I joked. And that’s how Michaela ended up, for real, as part of our honeymoon. “Forever is a long time,” I reminded her. “He’s got plenty of time with me.” But it was George who pulled the real honeymoon surprise.


It was only after we got to Rome that I learned he had arranged for us to meet Pope John Paul II. And not just meet the pope. We were there as sposi novelli, newlyweds, and would receive a special papal blessing. I could hardly believe it. We’d be meeting the pope in Italy and be blessed by him! Thankfully, I had something to wear. George had secretly enlisted the help of my mother and my uncle Joe, the priest in our family. Uncle Joe had friends in the diocese, who had friends at the Vatican. He knew the drill. And my mom helped George pack my gown into a separate suitcase, which George hauled uncomplainingly all the way from home. I was genuinely shocked by the planning and stealth of all involved.
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