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To my loving mother

Theresa Manigault





Prologue




“The Staff Works for Me, Not the President.”

On Tuesday, December 12, 2017, I was sitting at my desk in the Eisenhower Executive Office Building (EEOB) in the White House complex, when my assistant, Alexa Pursley, walked in looking perplexed.

“I just got an email from General Kelly’s executive assistant,” she said. “He wants to meet you in the Situation Room at five.”

“Really,” I said. Ever since General John Kelly had become chief of staff at the end of July, replacing Reince Priebus, he rarely had two minutes for me. And now, suddenly, he wanted a meeting? It was highly unusual to be called to the Situation Room in the West Wing—where former president Barack Obama plotted the strategy to kill Osama bin Laden; where President Donald Trump planned the attack on Syria to retaliate for their use of chemical weapons; where every president since John F. Kennedy had top-secret conversations with world leaders. Why didn’t Kelly want to meet in his office?

At the appropriate time, Alexa and I walked over to the Situation Room. We sat down at the large boardroom table. Next to arrive were several White House lawyers, including Uttam Dhillon, deputy counsel to the president, and Stefan Passantino, deputy White House counsel in charge of compliance and ethics. Finally, General Kelly walked in.

A brusque man, Kelly looked at Alexa and asked, “Who are you?”

She said, “Omarosa’s assistant.”

He said, “Could you leave us alone?”

Alexa gathered her things and left.

General Kelly sat down and said, “We’re going to talk to you about leaving the White House. It’s come to my attention there have been significant integrity issues related to you. The integrity issues are very serious. If this were the military, this would be a pretty high level of accountability, meaning a court-martial. We’re not suggesting any legal action here. It’s a pretty serious offense. I’d like to see this be a friendly departure. There are pretty significant legal issues that we hope won’t make it ugly for you. If we make this a friendly departure, you can look at your time here in the White House as a year of service to the nation. You can go on without any type of difficulty in the future relative to your reputation. But it’s very important that you understand there are serious legal issues that have been violated and you are open to some legal action that we hope we can control.”

I asked whether the president was aware of this.

“This is a nonnegotiable discussion.”

“I’d like the opportunity to understand,” I said.

“There are serious integrity violations,” he said.

Why was he being so vague? What violations?

“The staff works for me, not the president. So after your departure, I’ll inform him. With that, I’ll let you go.”

What is he talking about? Where is this coming from?

Quickly, I connected the dots.

This had to be about the N-word tape.

•  •  •

THE FIRST TIME I heard about the N-word tape was during the campaign. The day after the infamous Access Hollywood tape came out, a former Apprentice producer named Bill Pruitt sent a tantalizing tweet that “there are far worse” tapes of Donald Trump captured on set; in October 2017, Pruitt told NPR the tapes contained unfathomably despicable words about African Americans, Jewish people, all of the above. At that time, Pruitt had reached out to several people in Trumpworld, including Lynne Patton, then Eric Trump’s longtime personal assistant who was running HUD’s programs in New York and New Jersey, to try to raise awareness about this tape. Jason Miller, the campaign’s communications director, had also received a heads-up call that the N-word tape was about to drop. On a four-way conference call with Jason, Lynne, spokesperson Katrina Pierson, and myself, we discussed whether it was possible Trump really had said those things and, if so, how it would be handled. But the tape never came out. I had to assume something or someone stopped it from happening. We got through the election and hadn’t heard a peep about it again.

Until now.

Speculation about the N-word tape had become intense again, and I was determined to get to the bottom of it. When I’d first heard about the possibility of a tape of Trump using the N-word a year ago, I was highly doubtful that it existed. My first thought was to protect the candidate about something false. But in the year since, my mind was turning about the man I’d called a friend for almost fifteen years. I’d been loyal to him all this time, but if I had any proof that this tape was real, I would pack up my office and submit my resignation immediately.

I’d had one foot out the door since the mishandling of the Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, in August 2017. And, in October, there was Trump’s insensitive condolence call with the widow of an Army Special Forces soldier killed in Niger, followed by Trump and Kelly’s racially charged attack on Representative Frederica Wilson who heard the call and told the press about it. Trump’s endorsement of Alabama Senate candidate Roy Moore, a man who’d been accused of sexual misconduct by multiple women, only added insult to injury.

The N-word tape would be the last “last straw” for me. With so much speculation, I had to assume that its release was imminent, and I did not want to be sitting at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue if and when the story broke, with Trump’s scrambles to defend his usage of that word played repeatedly on every news channel for weeks.

I’d informed Hope Hicks, the White House director of communications at the time, that chatter about the N-word tape was heating up. The very existence of it fell squarely in my portfolio since it centered on race relations. I’d emailed before one of our daily comms meetings that a source from The Apprentice days had contacted me and claimed to be in possession of the tape.

By that point, three sources in three separate conversations had described the contents of this tape. They all told me that President Trump hadn’t just dropped a single N-word bomb. He’d said it multiple times throughout the show’s taping during off-camera outtakes, particularly during the first season of The Apprentice.

I appeared on the first season. I was the only African American woman, and Kwame Jackson was the only black man, in a cast of sixteen. I had to wonder, if Trump used the N-word so frequently during that season of the show, had he ever used it to refer to either Kwame or myself? I would look like the biggest imbecile alive for supporting a man who used that word. And if he’d used it about me, the betrayal would be devastating. I’d known him since the first day of shooting The Apprentice in September 2003, and we’d grown closer ever since. If he’d spewed that hateful word about me or anyone, I had to know.

“I need to hear it for myself,” I told Hope.

“What’s the plan?” she asked. “What are you going to do?” Ever since that meeting, she’d been eager and asking frequently about my progress on the matter.

What I suspect happened: Hope Hicks had told John Kelly that I was this close to getting my hands on the tape. As had been widely reported, Kelly had been dying to get rid of me since his first day. Now he had cause. I wasn’t sure how he’d justify it, but I was sure it all led back to that tape.

In the Situation Room, with Kelly now gone, I turned to the lawyers, dying to hear what my significant infractions were. One of them said, “We found out that you abused the car service.”

“The car service?” As a commissioned officer, I had the use of the car service for official business. Additionally, I lived in Penn Quarter, which was a ten- to fifteen-minute walk from my office. I mostly Ubered or walked back and forth between home and work nearly every day—and I had the daily Uber and Fitbit logs to prove it.

“We understand that you took the car service to a Washington Nationals game for personal use,” said one of the lawyers, looking smug, like I was busted.

“What was the date of that?”

“June fifteenth,” he said.

I checked my calendar. “That was the Congressional Baseball Game. That was certainly official business.” The game was an annual charity event, of particular importance that year, because House Majority Whip Steve Scalise and three others had been shot by a deranged man at a practice the day before, and we wanted to come out in force in honor of him and to show unity between the parties. Half the White House had taken government cars there! Kellyanne Conway, Steve Mnuchin, Gary Cohn, and Ivanka Trump and her kids were there, too. I hadn’t been to a Nationals game since I’d been back in Washington, and the only time I went to Nationals Park was on that day.

The White House lawyers looked back and forth at one another cluelessly, like the Three Stooges.

“It’s the first time I’m hearing about this.” It just didn’t make sense. I’d never received a warning or notification. During my entire tenure in the Trump White House, I’d never heard of anyone taken to task over car-service trips, and certainly not in the Situation Room with the chief of staff!

“I have a running list of every time I used the car service for official business; I can give it to you, and we can compare notes,” I said. You better believe I kept vigilant records of everything. As the only African American senior staffer, I crossed every t, dotted every i. I shook my head in disbelief, thinking, This can’t be the only thing you could come up with to justify getting rid of me.

But they had nothing else! We went back and forth. They kept saying things like, “We know about some serious violations!”

“Just tell me what they are!”

“Well, you had your husband ride in the car with you.”

“We’re allowed to bring our spouse in the car if we’re attending the same official event.” The guidelines were clear; I knew them by heart. This was my second tour of duty working in the White House, after all. I’d worked for a year in Al Gore’s office when he was vice president, and then in Bill Clinton’s presidential personnel office during the last year of his presidency.

Stefan shrugged and gave me a look that said, Yeah, we’re just grasping at straws.

Were they really coming after me about a totally legitimate car ride? Mind you, Secretary Steven Mnuchin’s use of private jets—to the tune of nearly one million dollars of taxpayer money—had just been given the “okay” by the inspector general for the Treasury Department. Scott Pruitt, the head of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), spent upward of $3 million on a nineteen-man security team, and he still has his job. Several months after I left, Ben Carson got to keep his job after ordering a $31,000 dining set.

“I see a long line of White House appointees’ official vehicles at the same events, and I’m in violation, not anyone else? This is why I kept records of every trip and meeting and asked for guidance on travel. I want to go one by one through this. I keep detailed logs. I’m ready for it. I’m prepared.”

“We’re not going through this one by one,” said Uttam Dhillon, the same lawyer who reportedly misled Trump about FBI Director James Comey’s firing. “It’s not a fight that’s winnable.”

My temper flared. “I’m being railroaded,” I said.

“This discussion is over. Let’s bring in HR,” said Dhillon.

Irene Porada, who has worked in White House HR for twenty years, handed me a water and said, “I know this is a bad day.”

We discussed my departure, and I had to negotiate how I was going to leave the White House. Eventually, they said I had to resign immediately but would be paid through January 20. They insisted on packing my office for me and sending the contents to me, but I pushed back on that. I asked for a statement to be released from the president immediately. I asked what would happen to my assistant. They said they’d get answers to all these questions.

All they cared about was a quiet, calm exit so that they could “control the message in the media” about it, as if social media didn’t exist, as if people wouldn’t hash over it on every news channel for days or weeks.

They were delusional.

I’m an asthma sufferer, and I began to feel a tightness in my chest. I had to calm myself down or I could have had a full-blown asthma attack. I asked if I could go get my purse, where I had stashed my inhaler, and they wouldn’t let me leave the room. I asked why I was not allowed to leave, and they said this is how Kelly had set up the meeting. They let my assistant, who was seated outside, go get my purse. My asthma is triggered by stressful situations, and this was definitely one. I asked again if I was allowed to leave the room or speak to my husband, and they refused. I was being held against my will in a secure room guarded by men with guns.

Irene told me that she’d never been in the Situation Room in her entire career in HR at the White House and certainly never to facilitate a separation.

After a considerable amount of time, they allowed me to leave and agreed to let me pick up some things in my office, but only after they checked to make sure the path to my office in the EEOB was cleared so people wouldn’t see what was happening. Everyone had already gone to the Christmas party in the West Wing, which they knew would be the case.

I stood up, my legs surprisingly steady, and walked straight back to my office, Stefan and Irene in tow.

The only people in sight were my husband, John, who’d come to accompany me to the Christmas party, Alexa, and my intern, Dexter Taylor. As soon as I saw my husband, I quickly told him what had happened.

He said, “Honey, you don’t look well.”

Stefan and Irene were hovering behind me.

I said, “Let’s get my things and go. We can talk at home.”

He nodded, sizing up the situation and my mood instantly.

We quickly packed up my briefcase, my coat, and a couple of boxes with personal items. Irene asked me to hand her my badge and my laptop. John, Alexa, and Dexter loaded the boxes into Alexa’s SUV, and we left the premises.

•  •  •

THE NIGHT OF my departure, we drove straight home from the White House. My husband and I unloaded my things from Alexa’s SUV. She was shaking and clearly upset about the situation. I told her that we would talk the next day and not to worry, everything would be cleared up once I spoke to the president. John asked me if he should cancel our dinner plans for that evening. We had friends in from Jacksonville whom I’d invited to attend the White House Christmas party that evening, and we agreed that we should go to dinner with them. My breathing now under control, we headed out to see our friends. At dinner they asked why I missed the party. I told them I had gotten tied up at work. My head was spinning, and we left early.

My dominant emotion? Relief. I was out. No more fighting an uphill battle, day in, day out. No more scrambling to do damage control over tweets. No more N-word tape haunting me every day.

I assumed the White House would issue a statement in the morning thanking me for my service, etcetera, and that would be that. I certainly wasn’t the first to leave, and I hoped that the announcement would be no big deal.

“Omarosa Manigault Newman resigned yesterday to pursue other opportunities,” announced White House Press Secretary Sarah Huckabee Sanders the next day from the podium at the press briefing room. “We wish her the best in future endeavors and are grateful for her service.”

Exactly as I expected.

What I didn’t expect: Within hours, a completely fabricated and over-the-top, insane narrative about my departure was reported on social media. Soon news outlets started to pick it up. Supposedly, John Kelly and I had gotten in a big fight at the Christmas party in front of the six hundred invited guests and he’d yelled, “You’re fired!” I apparently proceeded to have a complete meltdown; hurled obscenities; tried to fight my way past security to get into the residence, triggering alarms; and had to be dragged away physically by the Secret Service, screaming that I wanted to talk to Donald.

I never imagined that this ludicrous story—pure gossip—would blow up like it did. It dominated the news cycle for days.

A producer at ABC told me to my face that she had multiple sources confirm the Christmas party meltdown. And yet . . . no one in attendance took a picture? I haven’t walked into an event in fifteen years without someone snapping my picture. Thousands of photos and videos of the event were posted on social media and news outlets, but not a single one of me, flipping tables and shouting curses? Someone would have tweeted. A video or photo would have been worth serious money. But it didn’t exist. It didn’t happen. I wasn’t there.

All day long, I texted Hope Hicks and Sarah Huckabee Sanders, asking, “Where’s the statement?” When were they going to say what really happened?

At 3:08 on December 13, the Secret Service tweeted the truth. It. Did. Not. Happen. “Reporting regarding Secret Service personnel physically removing Omarosa Manigault Newman from the @WhiteHouse complex is incorrect.” A follow-up tweet four hours later said, “The Secret Service was not involved in the termination process of Ms Manigault Newman or the escort off of the complex. Our only involvement in this matter was to deactivate the individual’s pass which grants access to the complex.”

I’m eternally grateful that the Secret Service had my back. Thank God they issued that statement, because things were getting crazy!

The president, a.k.a. Twitter Fingers, didn’t tweet until nearly an hour after the Secret Service, and nearly a full day after my meeting with Kelly. At 3:58, he posted, “Thank you Omarosa for your service! I wish you continued success.”

The tweet was weak. When the press shouted a question to him about me a couple of days later, he said, “I like Omarosa.” Vague. Faint praise. He didn’t defend me at all. After fourteen years, this was the best he could do for me?

Where did the hysterical rant story come from? Someone had to have leaked this fiction.

I suspect that it came from the chief of staff’s office. He’d threatened me in the Situation Room that it might get ugly and there could be “difficulty” to my reputation, and there was. That would explain the clandestine meeting, so no one else would see how it had really been handled. In their effort to discredit, distract, and deny—their usual pattern—they had the added bonus of making me look crazy to frighten away the anonymous N-word tape source.

General Kelly attempted to assassinate my character. I asked myself, Why? Given the circumstances and timing, I had to believe that the purpose was to prevent me from getting the N-word tape, which, by logic, I was now convinced had to be real.

While all this was going on, I called my sources about the tape and couldn’t reach any of them. As soon as the fiction hit the news, the trail went cold. Ice cold.

I tried to set the record straight on Good Morning America on Thursday morning. Michael Strahan and I had a very polite conversation. I made my points, asking why there were no photos of my being dragged away, and discussing the absurdity of a raving woman barging into the residence of the most secure building in the world. Michael reminded me of something I once said about the reason I worked at the Trump White House: “If you’re not at the table, you’re on the menu.” Then he asked me where that left me now that I was no longer at the table.

Considering what was going on, I’d say my place on the plate was fairly obvious. I couldn’t speak out against the White House while I was still on its payroll, so I was intentionally vague about what happened and didn’t volunteer new information.

That Saturday, Leslie Jones played me on Saturday Night Live, standing outside the White House, ranting at Alec Baldwin as Trump to let me back in. The narrative of the blinded Trump worshipper was good for laughs, but it couldn’t have been further from the truth.

•  •  •

I GOT MANY offers after leaving the White House, but I chose Celebrity Big Brother because it has always been one of my favorite shows, it started right away, and I knew the spotlight would be on me. I figured that if anyone threatened to hurt me, the world would be watching. Bad things can happen to you in the shadows, in the dark, especially when you’re threatened by one of the most ominous figures in US government. But on Big Brother, I’d be on three live TV shows a week. Twenty-four-hour live feeds. Anything they tried to do would be litigated in the court of public opinion.

On the show, I said some things that were not flattering to the president.

The day after that episode aired, Raj Shah, the deputy press secretary, stood up and contradicted what Sarah Sanders had previously said from the podium. “Omarosa was fired three times on The Apprentice, and this is the fourth time we let her go. She had limited contact with the president while here; she has no contact now.”

So which is it? Did I resign or was I fired? Had I exploited my walk-in privileges and spent too much time with the president (the predominant complaint of other advisers for the first six months of my tenure), or did I have no access and never spend any time with him at all, contrary to the hundreds of videos and photos of our often daily White House meetings?

This White House has a problem with the truth. But at least they are consistent—and only too predictable—with the lies they tell.

I left the White House to a barrage of threats from John Kelly’s staff. They accused me of keeping my White House computer. Mind you, when Stefan and Irene oversaw my packing, they provided me with a checklist that I signed, turning over all my technology and my ID. It’s standard protocol for departures. I wouldn’t have been able to leave the complex with any of it.

My assistant, Alexa, was barred from communicating with me and was effectively banned from all department meetings and correspondence after I left. They tormented her daily, until she got out several months later and moved to a new job.

In the rush to get out of the White House after my meeting with Kelly, I left behind some very personal items: financial documents, a drive containing my wedding proofs, photos, gifts, cards, and most important, my commission certificate. According to an email from the White House counsel’s office, if I wanted to see my personal items again, I would have to sign a draconian departure nondisclosure agreement (NDA) about my time at the White House.

I’d read that White House counsel tried to make other appointees sign NDAs during and after their tenure at the White House (some were forced to), but I refused.

At the time of this writing, General John Kelly is still holding my personal items hostage at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue and advising the counsel’s office to harass me constantly.

A normal person would have crumbled under the kind of scare tactics and pressure they put me under. But I’m not your average person. And I’m not easily intimidated. In my previous experience in the White House, with the Clinton administration, I saw what happened when people abused power and how that ultimately led to their downfall.

That experience of being locked up in the Situation Room was extremely traumatic, but it was not the worst situation I had ever faced in my tumultuous life.

Believe me, I am the ultimate survivor.





Introduction




Loyalty Over Logic

Since driving out of the gates of West Executive Drive on that night of my separation from the White House, I’ve had a lot of time to reflect. The months that followed were very emotional and exhausting, but also cathartic.

In hindsight, I can see that there were so many times I could have—and perhaps should have—left Trumpworld. But at every single juncture, I stayed. Many have wondered why I stood by President Trump for nearly fifteen years. The simple answer to this very complex question: I stayed because of loyalty.

Loyalty is a loaded topic when it comes to Donald Trump. His moblike loyalty requirements are exacting, imperishable, and sometimes unethical (as in James Comey’s case). But for the people in Trumpworld, loyalty to him is an absolute and unyielding necessity, akin to followers’ devotion to a cult leader.

My membership in Trumpworld began when I was in my twenties, in 2003. He was one of the most famous men in America, a businessman I admired and wanted to emulate. I grew up poor and on public assistance, and I looked up to affluent figures like him. I desired to experience his extraordinary success for myself, to have a life of wealth and luxury. Donald Trump was uncannily intuitive and extremely perceptive. He seemed to be able to sense when certain individuals were susceptible to being influenced by his power and abiding by his loyalty demands—as was seen later with people like his longtime lawyer Michael Cohen, his first campaign manager Corey Lewandowski, and Hope Hicks. His demands increased over time, as did the loyalty of his followers.

Even if people are banished from Trumpworld, it’s usually only temporary. No one can ever leave for good. As soon as you get out, they reel you back in, like ousted adviser Steve Bannon (now back on in an unofficial capacity), fired campaign manager Lewandowski (now working at Mike Pence’s PAC, or political action committee), and personal aide John McEntee (now on the Trump reelection campaign).

Just a few days after my departure from the White House, I received a call from Eric Trump and his wife, Lara Trump. They were calling me together from Mar-a-Lago to check on me. Lara said, “You know how much we love you, how much DJT loves you. The first thing he said to me on Thursday night was, ‘Where is Omarosa? Is she okay?’ He wants to make sure you’re okay and taken care of. I’d love to have you on board the campaign.”

She was calling on behalf of the president to offer me a senior position on his 2020 reelection campaign. I expressed my gratitude to Lara and asked her to send the details of the offer over in an email, which I received soon after. I called to share the news with my husband, who expressed incredulity.

Treating someone with love and kindness after abuse is a classic cult tactic. I felt myself being manipulated, but refused to allow that to happen.

Before ending the call, Lara mentioned a recent article about my departure in the New York Times by Katie Rogers and Maggie Haberman, where they reported, “Mrs. Newman said in the Good Morning America interview, ‘I have seen things that have made me uncomfortable, that have upset me, that have affected me deeply and emotionally, that have affected my community and my people. It is a profound story that I know the world will want to hear.’ . . . [Mrs. Newman] had been trying to raise ‘grave concerns’ about an issue that would ‘affect the president in a big way.’ Former and current White House officials said they were uncertain what she was referring to. . . . The woman who cultivated a reputation as the ultimate TV villain is urging viewers to stay tuned to find out why she really left.”

Lara continued, “That’s something you can’t tell people about,” she said. “If you come on board, we can’t have you mention that stuff.”

In the moment, I believed she was referring most specifically to The Apprentice–era N-word tape. Or was it the nearly fifteen years of Trumpworld insider information I was privy to?

I turned down the president’s offer to work for the 2020 campaign. In my response declining the position, I explained that I was not interested in working for his campaign, his company, his family, or for him directly in any capacity. My break with Donald Trump was not just a matter of resentment over how my separation was mishandled by John Kelly and the team of lawyers who locked me in the Situation Room that night. The change in my mind and heart was due to a combination of factors, but mainly, my growing realization that Donald Trump was indeed a racist, a bigot, and a misogynist. My certainty about the N-word tape and his frequent uses of that word were the top of a high mountain of truly appalling things I’d experienced with him, during the last two years in particular. It had finally sunk in that the person I thought I’d known so well for so long was actually a racist. Using the N-word was not just the way he talks, but, more disturbing, it was how he thought of me and African Americans as a whole.

•  •  •

SOME PEOPLE MIGHT say they knew his true colors all along, so why didn’t I? I’m not sure that I could have, given our long history and the slow evolution of our connection.

Among all The Apprentice alumni, I was the first contestant Donald Trump singled out, whom he had invested in professionally, who he’d brought onto his campaign and into the White House. When we first met, he needed his show to have big ratings and to be a resounding success. I sought to win the job, lead one of his companies, and learn valuable business lessons from “one of the most successful businessmen of all time,” as he described himself. If I gained fame and fortune along the way, that would not be a problem for me.

We were repeatedly told how lucky we were to have been selected from 215,000 applicants for the first season of the show. I did feel very fortunate to have been chosen, as it changed the trajectory of my career and my life. Our relationship was symbiotic; we exploited each other. Trump and NBC used me to promote the show, lobby for an Emmy, and bring in diverse viewers. I used the success of the first season to catapult my Hollywood career on multiple shows, movies, a book deal, and celebrity appearances. Back then, being in Trumpworld was lucrative.

It paid social dividends as well. People thought it was so cool to know Donald Trump personally. Very frequently, people came up to me and said, “Wow, you know him! What’s he really like? Is his hair real?” They were fascinated by him, and by me for knowing him.

The Donald Trump of 2018 is not the same man he was in 2003. When I met him, many of our beliefs were aligned. He identified with Democrats and supported commonsense gun control, like banning assault weapons; legalizing marijuana; universal health care; and even a tax hike on the wealthy. He thought Hillary Clinton was a “great” senator and donated money to her campaigns and at least $100,000 to the Clinton Foundation. Between then and his run for the White House, he changed his party affiliation several times, landing on Republican. When he announced on CNN’s Larry King Live his exploratory committee with possible intent to run for president, he said, “I’m a registered Republican. I’m a pretty conservative guy. I’m somewhat liberal on social issues, especially health care, etcetera. . . . I think that nobody is really hitting it right. The Democrats are too far left. . . . The Republicans are too far right.”

I couldn’t say I disagreed. When his campaign began, I received calls and notes from friends and confidants warning me to be careful not to get used or exploited. I was confused about their concern. I would reply, “Donald and I have known each other for years, and I’m loyal to him.” My loyalty was baked in by then. And remember, in the summer of 2015, no one took his campaign seriously, or thought he was ever going to win. What harm was there in helping out my old pal, especially in light of my having been betrayed by the Clinton campaign a month earlier? (We will get to that a little later.)

That fateful evening when I was locked in the Situation Room was one of the most pivotal moments in my adult life. The next day, when people laughed with glee about my departure, I wasn’t surprised. They thought I had it coming, and that might have been fair. I’m famous for dishing it out, and I can take my lumps, too. I also believe that mocking me was their way of belittling Trump. Donald Trump, the president of the United States, was unreachable to them, but I was low-hanging fruit, an easy target to swing at. If the story that was being reported was true, it confirmed their suspicions, that Trump was just using me and would discard me the first chance he got. Having been in politics for twenty years, I’ve seen this type of bad behavior on both sides of the aisle. I worked in the Clinton White House and the Trump White House. I worked with the Democratic Party and the Republican Party. I’ve observed the media and voter manipulation, lies, corruption, and scandals from both parties. Considering that acrimony in politics touches everyone, I never took it personally. I used their mockery and meanness to fuel my comeback plans.

Leaving this job or being mocked in the media are hardly the worst things I’ve faced. I am tough because of the extraordinarily difficult things I have been through in life. As hard as times have been, my life is an example of how great and powerful the American dream is. A girl from the Westlake Terrace housing project in Youngstown, Ohio, can grow up in abject poverty and rise—not once, but twice—to work as a political appointee to two US presidents. I accomplished this despite preexisting racial biases toward strong black women. Say what you will about my standing by Trump for way too long (which I agree with!), I was the only African American woman in the room, the only one speaking up for a community that, in the Trump White House, had not one other voice.

I’ve been cast as the villain since my first day on television, and I nurtured that persona because it worked for my Hollywood career. That was fine for a reality TV star. But people didn’t want to see a reality star in the White House—I mean, other than Trump himself.

It’s time to tell my story.

It’s a good one.

No doubt, you’ve come here with prejudice about who you think I am. But all I’m asking is that you hear me out.





Part One





The Apprentice Years






Chapter One




“Make Us Proud”

In the moments leading up to my first face-to-face meeting with Donald Trump, I was certain that the next twenty-four hours would change my life. I stood in Trump Tower and looked around to take in the scene. It was warm there, with all the production lights beaming down on each of us, sixteen in total. Sitting behind the big reception desk was Robin Himmler, one of Trump’s executive assistants. Robin’s voice broke my reverie. “Mr. Trump will see you now. You can go in over there.”

By “over there,” she meant The Apprentice boardroom, where Donald Trump was sitting with his two advisers, George Ross and Carolyn Kepcher. Once we walked through those doors, the adventure of a lifetime would truly begin.

The sixteen cast members of the first season of The Apprentice, including myself, had been sequestered for a week before we began taping the show. We weren’t allowed to meet or speak with one another and were kept in different hotels. When we were finally brought to 725 Fifth Avenue, Trump Tower, it was the first time we’d been able to assess the competition.

Donald asked us to go around the table and introduce ourselves, a scripted repetition of our show intros: “My name is Omarosa Manigault Stallworth. I grew up in the projects but I am now a PhD candidate and work as a political consultant. Four years ago, I worked at the White House for the president of the United States.”

I didn’t know if Trump had been briefed with a deeper biography. I assumed he knew something about my background but not the whole story.

•  •  •

WHEN MY MOTHER, Theresa Walker, met my father, Jack Manigault, a long-distance truck driver, they fell in love, got married, and in quick succession, they had my brother Jack Jr., followed by my sister, Gladys, and, finally, me. I was born in 1974, the year of the tornado outbreak. Ohio was hit with the most violent tornado outbreak ever recorded until then, thirty-one—including me.

We lived in Westlake Terrace, a four-hundred-unit barracks-style apartment complex in Youngstown, Ohio. Built in the 1940s, Westlake was one of the first public housing projects in the nation, situated near the Mahoning River, a highway, and a US Steel Ohio Works mill. At its peak, Youngstown was a bustling steel manufacturer, and when the steel industry collapsed, the city was devastated. As work became scarce, gangs and violence flooded the community. One of my earliest memories is of an afternoon when my sister Gladys and I were playing on the playground swings, when, all of a sudden, we heard gunshots. A man came tearing through the playground and ran between two of the projects’ buildings. A policeman was chasing him, firing rounds every few seconds.

My mother dashed for us from the back door of our unit. “Get down, get down!” she screamed.

Mother grabbed both of us and ran back through the door, making us crouch down on the floor between the refrigerator and the stove until the commotion subsided. If we hadn’t made it to the door in time, we might have been trampled or killed. Scenes like this became common in Westlake, and my family was determined to get out.

One evening, my siblings and I were sleeping at my grandma’s house at 10501/2 Wilson Avenue when an electrical fire swept through. There were four adults (my grandmother Betty, my aunts Mary and Evelyn, and my uncle Carl) and nine kids (Gladys; Lester, my older half brother; and Jack Jr.; and my cousins Belinda, James, Gerald, Lydia, and Tanressa).

I remembered being awakened by the dogs barking loudly and the adults yelling, “Fire!” and being taken by my grandma to the flat roof of the porch. My aunt Evelyn picked me up and threw me off the second-story back porch. My uncle Carl caught me with no problem, put me down into the snow, and told me to run in the direction that the others were headed. But my feet were cold and wet. The snow seemed so deep. Probably driven by comfort and curiosity, I tried to run back toward the burning building. My uncle grabbed me and pulled me away. (That’s so indicative of my life. I’m always running toward the fire, unafraid of anything.)

My three-year-old cousin, Tanressa, was sleeping on the far side of the house, and, try as he might, my uncle couldn’t reach her. The firefighters arrived and carried her out of the house. They performed mouth-to-mouth on her but were unable to resuscitate her. She hadn’t been burned at all, but the smoke overcame her and she died. Tanressa’s mother, Brenda, was not at the house at the time of her death; in fact, she was at the hospital giving birth that morning to a healthy baby girl named Mildred. My mother had to go with her sisters to the hospital to deliver the news that Tanressa had been lost in the fire.

At that tender age, I learned this bittersweet complexity of life, that joy and pain are two sides of the same coin.

Picking up the pieces after the fire and the devastating loss of Tanressa, our family grew closer and stronger. We spent most weekends together and did not miss a chance to celebrate life’s milestones, like birthdays and graduations. My mother and father smothered us with attention and love to help us through our grief. As a truck driver, my father was on the road a lot, but when he was home, we would go to Mill Creek Park or fishing at Lake Erie. He loved to take us driving around town to visit friends and family in his prized Cadillac.

Several years later, my father got into an argument with a friend over property that the man had stolen from my dad. The argument escalated into a fight, and my father was badly beaten and left for dead. He was found and taken to a hospital, where he lingered for two weeks before he died from his injuries. The perpetrator was caught and charged with murder.

I remember going to the wake, walking up to the casket, and looking at my father’s body, with my sister and a cousin at my side.

My cousin said, “He’s sleeping.”

I said, “No, he’s not going to wake up. Mommy said he’s going to heaven now.”

At seven, I understood the finality of death, that I’d never see my father again.

My mom went to work at a plastics factory, and we didn’t get to see her much anymore. She worked from three to eleven o’clock at night, would take a short break, and then work a second shift until seven in the morning. She’d come home to help us get dressed and off to school, and then she’d sleep until her next shift started in the afternoon. My oldest brother, Lester, was responsible for feeding us dinner, helping us with homework, and getting us ready for bed. Most often we’d go to Grandma’s new house on the north side, or to the homes of other members of our huge family. I had six aunts and three uncles, two sets of grandparents and sixty-two first cousins.

We all attended the same church, New Grace Missionary Baptist Church, where we made up half of the congregation. New Grace was like a second home for me, a safe, happy place, with a wonderful pastor, Reverend Albert Ross Sr.

As you can imagine, after my father’s death, our single-minimum-wage-income family of five struggled to make ends meet, and we relied on public assistance like food stamps and Section Eight, a program where the government subsidizes rent in public housing.

Nowadays when you receive government assistance for food, you are given an electronics benefits transfer (EBT) card. But when I was growing up, food stamps were actual colored stamps in multiple denominations. I remember circling the store and trying to wait until the other shoppers cleared out of the grocery store so they wouldn’t see me putting the stamps on the counter to pay. The looks were withering, and the stigma was real. To my knowledge, the United States is the only country in the world that has created a separate currency for its poor. To me, it seems to be a form of intentionally shaming those in need. After my father died, we wouldn’t have had enough to eat without that aid. That was the new reality of my mom as a widow and having to raise four kids the best way she knew how. She did what she had to do to make the most out of the difficult situation we found ourselves in back then.

Ohio was, and still is, a political battleground state, and many politicians made their way through the state every four years. In 1984, Reverend Jesse Jackson made several trips to Ohio, and I remember our pastor, Reverend Ross, taking a small group of us to listen to Reverend Jackson speak. I was only ten years old, but the presidential candidate and preacher made a huge impression on me. I remember his powerful words: “I am somebody, I may be poor, but I am somebody! I may be on welfare, but I am somebody! I must be, because I am God’s child! I must be respected and protected! I am beautiful and black and I am somebody!”

I hung on his every word. I felt like he was speaking directly to me and speaking specifically to my situation. It was a pivotal moment in my life and I believed every word he said!

Afterward, I stood in the rope line with everybody else and got to shake his hand. He was the first famous person I’d ever met. It was like meeting a big movie star or a famous athlete. Reverend Jackson’s first presidential campaign as one of the first black men to run for president was historic. My pastor pledged that he and the entire congregation would do everything they could to help him win. We made signs at the church and passed them out in the neighborhood. I remember asking Reverend Ross if he thought Reverend Jackson could really become the first black president. Reverend Ross looked me squarely in the eye and said, “With God, all things are possible!” To say the experience made an impression on me would be a huge understatement.I Up to that point my life hadn’t been full of hope and dreams. But when I heard Reverend Jackson speak, a little light came on.

Around this same time, I became interested in politics and public speaking, especially after hearing an inspiring speech given by Ohio State Representative Les Brown in the early eighties. I also became fixated on newscasters. There was a newscaster on the local news named Ode Aduma, who was my absolute favorite. He was dynamic on camera and had a melodic voice and an African name like mine. I admired the authority the newscasters had, and the way they spoke and sat tall with dignity. I started modeling my own posture and speech after them. Watching women like Barbara Walters and Connie Chung was formative for me. When Oprah Winfrey’s show debuted on national TV in 1986 when I was twelve, I was in absolute awe. I never imagined that years later I would be interviewed by Barbara Walters on the Emmys red carpet or sit on the famous yellow couch with Oprah and Donald Trump for an interview about being the breakout star of The Apprentice.

As I grew up, I sought any opportunity to stand out and make a name for myself. My junior high and high school years were defined by competition and performance. I played volleyball for coach Paul Oakes. I was on the debate team and chess team with Jocelyn Dabney and on the track team with Henrietta Williams. And also in the marching band with six of my cousins.

Thanks to my amazing mentor Ms. Dabney, who was also our school’s librarian, I started competing in beauty pageants. My first title I won was the Miss Buckeye Elk pageant. Later that same year I was crowned Miss Youngstown and missed my high school graduation to attend the Miss Ohio pageant, a preliminary for the Miss America pageant. It was a very exciting time. I started to feel more confident about myself and my ability to make something out of my life.

The news of my becoming Miss Youngstown was covered by the local TV news and dailies. I was famous in my hometown that day. Making my family and my community proud made me feel really good. I’d grown up with a lot of labels—poor, welfare kid, a projects kid. That night, I was referred to by a new label: beauty queen. Receiving accolades and scholarships for college gave me hope and helped to erase some of the negative labels I’d carried.

Finally, I was somebody.

While life for me was generally looking up, things for my brother Jack Jr. were going in the opposite direction. Jack had started hanging out with gangs and getting into trouble. One night during my senior year in high school, someone shot at our house. A bullet came through the front window, through the back of the couch, and hit the fireplace. Thank God no one was hurt. I had to get out of Youngstown.

The late eighties was a deadly time to be in Youngstown. Street violence took the lives of many of my classmates. The threat wasn’t just close to home for us. It was impacting my family directly. My brother had been in and out of the juvenile detention system for years, including a stint at the Cuyahoga Hills Juvenile Correctional Facility outside Cleveland. Two weekends a month, we’d drive an hour each way to visit him there. I loved my brother and worried about him. Our family had suffered enough violence already. My father had been taken by it. I was determined not to let that happen to me.

Sports saved me. Volleyball brought me a full scholarship to Central State University (CSU), a historically black college in Wilberforce, Ohio.

My paternal grandparents drove me the 230 miles to Wilberforce from Youngstown. My grandmother hugged me goodbye warmly, handed me a little note, and then they left. Standing among my suitcases, I realized that I had never been alone before. I opened Grandmother’s note and read it out loud. “We love you, Onee, we believe in you. Don’t forget to read your Bible and make us proud!” Tears ran down my cheeks as I watched their car pull away. I was determined to do exactly that, to make my family very proud.

After a rocky few days, I befriended my teammates, also housed in my dorm, and we became a tight unit. I also bonded with our team’s coach, Rosie Turner. She taught me that nothing matters more than winning. Her coaching style was the reason I chose Central State over other schools that offered packages. I had to overcome too many losses in my life already. I would never get tired of winning.

Wanting to attend a historically black college was instilled in me by watching two of my favorite shows of all time, The Cosby Show and A Different World. Like the fictional Hillman College (based on Stillman College) from the shows, CSU was an empowering environment that celebrated African American culture and excellence. There was so much cultural pride and opportunity for leadership and advancement there. Finally armed with the tools I needed to be successful inside the classroom, I had a whole new concept of what my life could be.

I’d lost my father very young, but I bonded with three mentors at college I called my CSU dads. Donald K. Anthony was the head of alumni affairs and connected me to people and opportunities that would help advance my education and career in Cincinnati, where he lived. Dr. Emil Dansker was my journalism professor and helped me develop my strong writing skills. Dr. John “Turk” Logan was the head of the campus radio station and the TV station. Dr. Logan helped me develop my own on-air personality and understand “show business.” Dr. Logan chose me to host an early-morning-time-slot show on WCSU 88.9 that I titled Jazz Awakening, where I honed my newscaster voice.

Dr. Dansker ran a program he called the National Conventions Project to give student journalists the chance to cover political conventions and presidential inaugurations. I applied for the program and was thrilled to be selected to cover the Summer Olympics in Atlanta in the office of press operations for the Atlanta Journal-Constitution. Later that summer, I covered the Republican National Convention in San Diego and then the Democratic National Convention in Chicago for the Dayton Daily News. I did double duty working for the Associated Press as a film runner, literally grabbing footage shot on the floor and running it to the editing room. I also got to work the inauguration of President Bill Clinton in January 1997.

Working at these high-profile events, I was even more committed to pursuing a career in media. After I graduated from Central State University with a bachelor’s degree in broadcast journalism, I continued my education at Howard University, the prestigious historically black college in the nation’s capital, to get a master’s in mass communication with a focus on telecommunication and policy.

Howard University is a special place. It is one of the largest producers of black professionals in the country, graduating more African American PhDs, MBAs, lawyers, doctors, and dentists than any traditional university. The school has an incredible legacy, so just being accepted was an honor.

Perhaps the best thing about Howard for me was its location—Washington, DC. Working at the 1996 conventions and 1997 inauguration exposed me to the world of politics and political journalism, and I appreciated the role journalists played in keeping politicians honest.

I learned in a heartbeat that politics was all about connections. During my graduate studies at Howard University, I took a job at a luxury apartment building called the Lansburgh. There, I met a lot of powerful people including Janet Reno, Mary Landrieu, and, most important, Doris Crenshaw, a lobbyist who’d hired me to do part-time clerical work and knew everyone in DC. After I got my master’s in May 1998, she made introductions that helped me land a job in then Vice President Al Gore’s White House office. As a scheduling and advance coordinator, I assisted in processing all the correspondence and requests that came in, and coordinating the logistics in advance of his travel.

In Gore’s office—a progressive, liberal, allegedly diverse administration—I was one of just a few African Americans.

It was a turbulent time to work in the White House. Then President Bill Clinton had been under investigation by special prosecutor Kenneth Starr over the Monica Lewinsky scandal for some time. When the allegations first started to come out, no one in the administration thought they would amount to much. But every day brought a new revelation. Recorded conversations between Lewinsky and her colleague at the Pentagon Linda Tripp. The blue dress. Photos. Denials. Depositions before Senate committees. I watched as his people denied, distracted, and deflected the allegations. And then, when that didn’t work, they attacked and vilified his investigators. I didn’t know it at the time, but I would see the same tactics twenty years later from a different man sitting in the Oval office.

Gore and his people were focused on his upcoming presidential race. The big question was, should he put some distance between himself and Clinton, or should he stay loyal to the president? I’d heard about a position opening up in Bill Clinton’s office for the final year of his second term, and I took it, even though my family wanted me to leave because of all of the investigations and the toxic environment in the administration at that time. As soon as I arrived there, I was labeled a “Gore person” because I continued to support him by volunteering for his campaign at night.

I was thrilled when Gore selected Donna Brazile as his campaign manager. Donna was smart, powerful, self-possessed, self-aware. I loved working with her. And, above all, she was an unapologetically strong black woman. Many black political people tried to refine themselves by losing their accents and culture signifiers. But Donna wore her Louisiana roots like a badge of honor.

I continued to do logistics work for the advance office and had an opportunity to do advance work for Hillary Clinton as well. Before the impeachment, I was absolutely captivated by Mrs. Clinton. She was remarkable. A strong woman with her own voice, she had a clear vision for our country and the direction she wanted to take it. She was the first First Lady since Eleanor Roosevelt to have a hand with setting domestic policy.
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