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For Annie, Ellis, Alden, Margot, and Hewitt






“Do we weigh our own political fortunes more heavily than we weigh the strength of our republic, the strength of our democracy, and the cause of freedom? What is the weight of personal acclaim compared to the weight of conscience?”

—Mitt Romney, January 6, 2021








Prologue

For most of his life, he has nursed a morbid fascination with his own death, suspecting that it might assert itself one day suddenly and violently.

He controls what he can, of course. He wears his seat belt, and diligently applies sunscreen, and stays away from secondhand smoke. For thirty years, he followed his doctor’s recipe for longevity with monastic dedication—the lean meats, the low-dose aspirin, the daily thirty-minute sessions on the stationary bike, heartbeat at 140 or higher or it doesn’t count. Then, one day, his doctor informed him that “low fat” was an anachronism now, that it was sugar he needed to avoid, and the revelation felt like a betrayal. How many months—or, heaven forbid, years—had he lost to what he thought was a harmless ice cream habit?

He would live to 120 if he could. “So much is going to happen!” he says when asked about this peculiar desire. “I want to be around to see it.” But some part of him has always doubted he’ll get anywhere close.

He has never really interrogated the cause of this preoccupation. There was the accident, yes, but it’s more than that. Premonitions of death seem to follow him. Once, years ago, he boarded an airplane for a business trip to London and a flight attendant whom he’d never met saw him, gasped, and rushed from the cabin in horror. When she was asked what had so upset her, she confessed that she’d dreamt the night before about a man who looked like him—exactly like him—getting shot and killed at a rally in Hyde Park. He didn’t know how to respond, other than to laugh and put it out of his mind. But when a few days later he happened to find himself on the park’s edge and saw a crowd forming, he made a point not to linger.

All of which is to say there is something familiar about the unnerving sensation that Mitt Romney is feeling late on the afternoon of January 2, 2021.

It begins with a text message from Angus King, the junior senator from Maine: “Could you give me a call when you get a chance? Important.”

He calls, and King informs him of a conversation he’s just had with a high-ranking Pentagon official. They’ve been tracking online chatter from right-wing extremists who appear to be planning something bad on the day of Donald Trump’s upcoming rally in Washington, D.C. The president has been telling them the election was stolen; now they’re coming to steal it back. There’s talk of gun smuggling, of bombs and arson, of targeting the traitors in Congress who are responsible for this travesty. Romney’s name has been popping up in some frightening corners of the internet, which is why King needed to talk to him. He isn’t sure Romney will be safe.

Romney hangs up and immediately begins typing out a text to Mitch McConnell, the Senate majority leader. Mitch has been indulgent of Trump’s deranged behavior over the last four years, but he’s not crazy. Mitch knows the election wasn’t stolen, that his guy lost fair and square. He sees the posturing by Republican politicians for what it is. He’ll want to know about this, Romney thinks. He’ll want to protect his colleagues, and himself.

Romney sends his text: “In case you have not heard this, I just got a call from Angus King who said that he had spoken with a senior official at the Pentagon who reports that they are seeing very disturbing social media traffic regarding the protests planned on the 6th. There are calls to burn down your home, Mitch; to smuggle guns into DC, and to storm the Capitol. I hope that sufficient security plans are in place, but I am concerned that the instigator—the President—is the one who commands the reinforcements the DC and Capitol police might require.”

McConnell never responds.



Ann doesn’t want him to return to D.C. Romney’s wife all but begs him to stay in Utah until the election is certified and the protest has passed. “Don’t go back,” she keeps saying. “Don’t go back on January sixth.” She has a bad feeling about all of this. She is worried something terrible might happen to him.

He assures her that he won’t be in any physical danger, but says he’ll take extra precautions all the same. He won’t walk to the grocery store like he usually does, or pick up his dry cleaning. Plus, he reasons, “If I get shot, you can move on to a younger, more athletic husband.” He, on the other hand, will be stuck attending “everlasting church” in the sky. Ann is not amused.

“This is too important,” he finally tells her. “This is the certifying of the election. This is the peaceful transfer of power.” Moments like this were the whole reason he came out of a very comfortable retirement to serve in the Senate.

“I’ll be careful,” he tells her, “but I’ve really got to go.”

The truth is that he has a bad feeling, too. But he’s also feeling something else, something that Romney—a walking amalgam of prep school manners and Mormon niceness and the practiced cool of the private equity set—has spent his life learning to control: anger. He is angry at the president for lying to so many Americans; angry at his Republican colleagues for cynically going along with the ploy. He is angry that the United States Senate, supposedly the world’s greatest deliberative body, will be reduced to a pathetic spectacle of antidemocratic theater as lawmakers cast self-serving votes to overturn a presidential election. He wants to be there to tell them how wrong they are, how harmful this whole charade is to America’s system of government. He has been working on his speech for days, and he is determined to deliver it—not angrily, but with conviction—on the floor of the Senate. Staying home is not an option.

Early on the morning of January 6, Romney slides into the back of an SUV and begins the short commute to his Senate office, with a Capitol Police car in tow. He appreciates the escort, but as he looks out the window at the streets of D.C. he can’t help but question its utility. If somebody wants to shoot me, he thinks, what good is it with these guys in a car behind you?

He tries to go about his morning as usual. He has a meeting with Arizona senator Mark Kelly, and another with the chairman of the Federal Communications Commission. He goes to the basement of the Rayburn Building to receive his second dose of the COVID vaccine. But he’s struggling to concentrate on his schedule.

Two miles away, at the White House Ellipse, thousands of angry people are gathering for a “Save America Rally.” Trump is tweeting about widespread voting “irregularities” and “fraud” and calling on his vice president to block the certification of the electoral votes: “All Mike Pence has to do is send them back to the States, AND WE WIN. Do it Mike, this is a time for extreme courage!”

When Romney encounters a gaggle of reporters, he labors to contain his anger. “I’m confident we’ll proceed as the Constitution demands and tell our supporters the truth, whether or not they want to hear it,” he says.

In fact, he is not confident of this at all. He knows what Josh Hawley and Ted Cruz and the rest are planning to do, and he knows there’s no dissuading them because he’s tried. So, at 1:00 p.m., when Romney takes his seat in the chamber where the electoral college votes are to be counted, he’s not surprised when Cruz and Congressman Paul Gosar formally object to certifying Arizona’s election result. The joint session is adjourned, and Romney follows the rest of the senators to their own smaller chamber to debate the objection.

The Senate chamber is a cloistered place, with no television monitors or electronic devices, and strict rules that keep outsiders off the floor, so Romney doesn’t know exactly what’s happening outside. He doesn’t know that the president has just directed his supporters to march down Pennsylvania Avenue—“We’re going to the Capitol!” He doesn’t know that pipe bombs have been discovered outside both parties’ nearby headquarters. He doesn’t know that Capitol Police are scrambling to evacuate the Library of Congress, or that rioters are crashing into police barricades outside the Capitol, or that officers are beginning to realize they’re outmanned and won’t be able to hold the line much longer.

Once the senators are seated, Cruz rises—his brow furrowed, his voice suffused with grave concern—and launches into a deeply cynical speech casting his own decision to perpetuate Trump’s election lies as an act of patriotism. “Nearly half the country believes the 2020 election was rigged,” he explains. “Even if you do not share that conviction, it is the responsibility, I believe, of this office to acknowledge that is a profound threat to this country.”

At 2:08 p.m., Romney’s phone buzzes with a text message from his aide Chris Marroletti, who’s been communicating with Capitol Police: “Protestors [sic] getting closer. High intensity out there.” He suggests Romney might want to move to his “hideaway,” a little windowless room that the senator sometimes uses to rest during late-night votes.

Romney looks around the chamber. The hideaway is a few hundred yards and two flights of stairs away. He doesn’t want to leave if he doesn’t have to. He’ll stay put, he decides, unless the protesters get inside the building.

A minute later, Romney’s phone buzzes again.

“They’re on the west front, overcame barriers.”

Adrenaline surging, Romney stands and makes his way to the back of the chamber, where he pushes open the heavy, bronze-embroidered doors. He’s expecting the usual crowd of reporters and staff aides, but nobody is there. A strange, unsettling quiet has engulfed the deserted corridor. He turns left and starts down the hall toward his hideaway, when suddenly he sees a Capitol Police officer sprinting toward him at full speed.

“Go back in!” the officer booms without breaking stride. “You’re safer inside the chamber.”

Romney turns around and starts to run.

He gets back in time to hear the gavel drop and see several men—Secret Service agents, presumably—rush into the chamber without explanation and pull the vice president out. Then, all at once, the room turns over to chaos: A man in a neon sash is bellowing from the middle of the Senate floor about a security breach. Officials are scampering around the room in a panic, slamming doors shut and barking at senators to move farther inside until they can be evacuated.

Something about the volatility of the moment causes Romney to lose his grip, and he finally vents the raw, primal anger he’s been trying to contain. He turns to Hawley, who’s huddled with some of his right-wing colleagues, and starts to yell.

Later, Romney will struggle to recall the exact wording of his rebuke. Sometimes he’ll remember shouting, “You’re the reason this is happening!” Other times, it will be something more terse: “You did this.” At least one reporter in the chamber will recount seeing the senator throw up his hands in a fit of fury as he roared, “This is what you’ve gotten, guys!”

Whatever the words, the sentiment is the same: this violence, this crisis, this assault on democracy—this is your fault.

What Romney doesn’t pause to consider in this moment is an uncomfortable question: Is any of it my fault, too?



We started meeting a few months after that. Sometimes we talked in his Senate office, after most of his staff had gone home for the night. Sometimes we went to his hideaway. But most weeks, I drove to a stately brick townhome with perpetually drawn blinds on a quiet street a mile from the Capitol Building.

The place had not been Romney’s first choice for a Washington residence. When he was first elected in 2018, he’d set his eye on a newly remodeled condo at the Watergate with glittering views of the Potomac. Ann fell in love at the viewing, and he was ready to make an offer. But when he asked his soon-to-be staffers and colleagues what they thought, they warned him that the commute would be a nightmare at rush hour, and suggested prioritizing easy access to the office. So, he grudgingly chose practicality over luxury and settled for the $2.4 million townhouse instead.

He tried to make it nice, so that Ann would be comfortable when she visited. A decorator filled the house with tasteful furniture and calming abstract art. He planted a garden in the small backyard patio. But his wife rarely came to Washington, and neither did his sons, and gradually the house took on an unkempt bachelor-pad quality. Crumbs littered the kitchen counter; soda and seltzer filled the otherwise empty fridge. Old campaign paraphernalia appeared on the mantel, clashing with the decorator’s mid-tone color scheme, and a bar of “Trump’s Small Hand Soap” (a gag gift from one of his sons) was placed in the powder room alongside the monogrammed hand towels. In the “dining room,” a ninety-eight-inch TV went up on the wall and a leather recliner landed in front of it. Romney, who didn’t have many real friends in Washington, ate dinner there most nights alone, watching Ted Lasso or Better Call Saul as he leafed through briefing materials. On the day of my first visit, he showed me his freezer, which was full of salmon filets that had been given to him by Lisa Murkowski, the senator from Alaska. He didn’t especially like salmon but found that if he put them on hamburger buns and smothered them in ketchup, they made for serviceable meals.

When I first told Romney I wanted to write a book about him, my pitch was straightforward. Few political figures in the twenty-first century had undergone a more interesting transformation than his. In less than a decade, he’d gone from Republican standard-bearer and presidential nominee to party pariah; from careful and calculating politician to unlikely model of moral courage in politics. What had happened? Why had he changed? Were there lessons in his evolution that might benefit future leaders?

Still, I worried that he might not be ready to answer these questions honestly. I remembered his presidential campaigns, the tightly controlled talking points, the near-religious conviction in staying on message. Some of his friends tried to wave me off the project. “He’s not going to give you what you need,” said one. I figured he’d balk when I told him my conditions—full access, complete candor, and to yield no editorial control. (He’d get to read the manuscript before it was published, but I’d be the one to decide what went in it.)

To my surprise, Romney responded to my terms as if they were a dare. He instructed his scheduler to start blocking off evenings for interviews, and told me no subject would be off-limits. He handed over hundreds of pages of his private journals, and years’ worth of personal correspondence, including sensitive emails with some of the most powerful Republicans in the country. When he couldn’t find the key to an old filing cabinet that contained some of his personal papers, he took a crowbar to it and deposited stacks of campaign documents and legal pads on my lap. He’d kept all this stuff, he explained, because he thought he might write a memoir one day, but he’d decided against it. “I can’t be objective about my own life,” he said.

In the spring of 2021, we began meeting every week he was in Washington. Some nights he vented; other nights he dished. He’s more puckish than his public persona suggests, attuned to the absurdist humor of political life and quick to share stories others might consider indiscreet. I got the feeling he liked the company—the conversations sometimes stretched for hours.

Sitting across from Romney at seventy-five, one can’t help but become a little suspicious of his handsomeness. The jowl-free jawline. The all-seasons tan. The just-so gray at the temples of that thick black coif that his barber once insisted he doesn’t dye. It all seems a little uncanny. Only after studying him closely do the signs of age start to show. He shuffles a little when he walks now, hunches a little when he sits. At various points in recent years, he’s gotten so thin that his staff has worried about him. Mostly, he looks tired.

In our conversations, he often sounded like a spy behind enemy lines. He hadn’t told anyone he was talking to a biographer, and we kept our meetings discreet. The senator still had a day job to do, and he didn’t want to give his Republican colleagues another reason to distrust him. But Romney’s disillusionment and alienation during the Trump era had freed him to look at the GOP with clearer eyes—and he wasn’t sure he liked what he saw.

“A very large portion of my party,” he told me one day, “really doesn’t believe in the Constitution.” He’d realized this only recently, he said, and it came as a surprise. Romney had internalized the partisan idea that Democrats were the ones who abandoned Constitutional principles in the name of “progress,” while Republicans were committed to conserving them. But it’s hard to live through an attempted insurrection that was instigated by the leaders of your party and still believe they mean it when they talk about their reverence for America’s founding documents.

Now he was wrestling with some difficult questions. Was the authoritarian element of his party a product of President Trump, or had it always been there, just waiting to be activated by a sufficiently shameless demagogue? Was the rot on the right new, or was it something very old just now bubbling to the surface? And what role had the members of the mainstream establishment—people like him, the reasonable Republicans—played in allowing that rot to fester? To find the answers, he would need to go back, to pick through his thirty-year political career, accounting for the compromises he’d made and looking for clues.

I had never encountered a politician so openly reckoning with what his pursuit of power had cost, much less one doing so while still in office. Candid introspection and crises of conscience are much less expensive in retirement. But Romney was thinking, perhaps for the first time, beyond his own political future.

Shortly after moving into his Senate office, Romney had hung a long rectangular map on the wall. First printed in 1931 by Rand McNally, the “histomap” attempted to chart the rise and fall of the world’s most powerful civilizations through four thousand years of human history. When he first acquired the map, he saw it as a curiosity. After January 6, he became obsessed with it. He showed the map to visitors, brought it up in conversations and speeches. More than once, he found himself staring at it alone in his office at night. The Egyptian empire reigned for some nine hundred years before it was overtaken by the Assyrians. Then the Persians, the Romans, the Mongolians, the Turks—each civilization had its turn, and eventually collapsed in on itself. Maybe the falls were inevitable. But what struck Romney most about the map was how thoroughly it was dominated by tyrants of some kind—pharaohs, emperors, kaisers, kings. “A man gets some people around him and begins to oppress and dominate others,” he said the first time he showed me the map. “It’s a testosterone-related phenomenon, perhaps. I don’t know. But in the history of the world, that’s what happens.” America’s experiment in self-rule “is fighting against human nature.”

“This is a very fragile thing,” he told me. “Authoritarianism is like a gargoyle lurking over the cathedral, ready to pounce.”

For the first time in his life, he wasn’t sure if the cathedral would hold.






CHAPTER ONE The Body Upstream


Even into his seventies, Mitt Romney would evince a childlike excitement when he talked about his father, eyes bright, voice hurried, each anecdote imbued with a boyish sense of awe. The rise and fall of George Wilcken Romney had long ago taken on an allegorical quality in his mind—a parable of courage and duty, of a great man beset by the forces of evil who overcame obstacles and stuck to his guns and paid a tragic price for his ideals.

This story began sixty miles south of the Mexican border, in a remote Mormon colony founded by exiled nineteenth-century polygamists. There, surrounded by rugged mountains and vast stretches of empty desert, George was born into a family with modest means, a strange past, and an uncertain future. When George was five, Mexican revolutionaries raided the colony and the Romneys were forced to flee to the States, where his unlucky father, Gaskell, dragged them across the country looking for work—an ill-fated construction job in El Paso, a failed carpentry business in Los Angeles, a potato farm in Idaho that went bankrupt. Life was not easy for George, who cycled through six different elementary schools in six years, but the adversity made him tough. By the time he hit puberty, he was doing hard physical labor, trimming sugar beet crops by hand and working lath and plaster on construction sites, where, according to family legend, he mastered the art of holding several nails in his mouth at once and spitting them out, pointy end forward, with such force that they stuck into the beams before he hammered them into place.

Traveling the Mormon West with his family, George developed a romantic attachment to his heritage. After visiting one Latter-day Saint temple in Utah, he wrote that it was as stylish as the White House. When he was old enough to serve a mission, the Church sent him to England, where he spent his days preaching from a soapbox. Competing for attention amid the cacophony of speakers in Tower Hill Square wasn’t easy, but George proved resourceful. He partnered with a red-bearded socialist who frequented the square, and the two of them took turns heckling each other to stir up interest from the crowd.

After his mission, George dabbled in college, but dropped out to follow his high school girlfriend, Lenore LaFount, to Washington, D.C., where her father had taken a job in the Coolidge administration. Pretty and bright and blessed with a prosperous family, Lenore had always been a bit out of George’s league, and for a while she resisted his proposals. She pursued an acting career in New York and Hollywood; MGM offered her a contract. But George was as relentless in courtship as he was in everything else. His persistence was charming in its way, as was his mesmerizing ambition. “I’ll build you a round house with seven bathrooms along the Hudson River,” he promised her. Lenore believed him and chose marriage over movie stardom. Every morning for the rest of his life, he would wake early and leave a rose on her bedside table.

True to his word, George was driven in his career. He parlayed a typist job on Capitol Hill into a lobbying gig for the auto industry and then a position at American Motors, the smallest of the major automakers, where he hustled up the company ladder. Once he became CEO, he waged a Davidian campaign against the industry Goliaths, touring the country as he preached against the popular “gas-guzzlers” sold by his competitors. At the time, American Motors’ signature offering was the Rambler, a relatively cheap compact car that contrasted starkly with the boat-size Cadillacs and Continentals, defined by their bulky metal frames and noisy engines. George’s decision to double down on the Rambler went against every bit of conventional wisdom in the auto industry, and drew more than a little snickering from the executives at General Motors and Ford. But swimming against the tide came naturally to George. “When a Romney drowns,” a Mormon leader once observed of George’s ancestors, “you look for the body upstream.”



Every family has its own mythology, the stories they choose to tell about themselves. The Romneys’ stories tend to be about stubbornness. There was George’s father, Gaskell, who sued the Mexican government—and won—after losing his home during the revolution. There was George’s uncle Rey, who defied a Mexican ban on foreign ministers and turned up in Chihuahua anyway, enthusiastically passing out Spanish copies of the Book of Mormon, and George’s other uncle Vernon who staged a one-man walkout at the 1952 Republican convention when the party nominated Eisenhower.

The pattern began with Miles Romney, the nineteenth-century British carpenter who, upon hearing Mormon missionaries preach in a town square, renounced the Church of England, converted to Mormonism, crossed the Atlantic, and walked across the American plains to join his fellow Saints in building their desert Zion.

Charged with designing a tabernacle in the southern Utah settlement of St. George, Miles became fixated on erecting a grand spiral staircase that would lead up to the second-story dais. When the Mormon prophet, Brigham Young, saw the plans, he concluded that the podium would be too high and instructed Miles to cut down the staircase. Miles balked. The prophet insisted. A standoff ensued, and nearly two hundred years later the St. George Tabernacle—with its grand spiral staircase that rises majestically to the building’s second story before awkwardly descending ten feet to the dais—stands as a testament to the lengths a Romney man will go when he believes he is right about something. Romneys were not descended like other humans, the family saying goes. We descended from the mule.



On March 12, 1947, Lenore gave birth to their youngest child and George promptly declared him a “miracle baby.” In a letter to friends and family announcing the arrival of Willard Mitt Romney, George revealed that Lenore had been diagnosed with a health condition that was supposed to prevent her from giving birth again. After the baby was delivered, a doctor who examined her marveled, “I don’t see how she became pregnant or how she carried the child.” To George, the answer was clear: “We consider it a blessing for which we must thank the Creator of all.”

As the family “caboose,” Mitt was able to spend more time with his father than his much-older siblings ever did. George took him to the office, let him watch as he worked the phones and met with subordinates—sometimes stern in his approach, Mitt noticed, but always respectful, never assuming he was the smartest guy in the room. He taught his son about the intricacies of the Rambler’s construction—the unibody frame that was more durable than other models on the market, the ceramic-coated muffler, the first-of-its-kind heating-and-air-conditioning unit—and Mitt became convinced of American Motors’ superiority.

One day, when he was still in elementary school, he asked his dad, “We make the best cars, right?”

“Yes,” George said.

“Then why doesn’t everybody buy our cars?”

“You need to understand,” George replied, “that just being right or just being best doesn’t mean that most people will agree with you.”

American Motors would never overtake its dominant competitors, but George’s bet on the Rambler paid off. Before long, the company’s surprising turnaround had landed him on the cover of Time and prompted speculation about a future in politics. He certainly looked the part. Sounded it, too. Tall and trim, with a prominent jawline and a courtly coif of graying hair, he spoke in a steady, rumbling-train cadence, which, combined with his Jimmy Stewart–esque Midwestern accent, made him sound sensible and earnest. And his tendency to frame every subject in moral terms—whether he was talking about the “twin evils of big labor and big business” or carburetors—added a righteous dimension to his character. (When the journalist Theodore White met him, he observed that George possessed “a sincerity so profound that, in conversation, one was almost embarrassed.”) Perhaps most helpfully, he had an innate populist streak that enabled him to wade confidently into any crowd. As CEO, he fielded phone calls at home from Rambler owners who had mechanical questions. Once, when union bosses refused to let him into a Labor Day picnic, he hopped the fence and spent the afternoon hobnobbing with his employees.

George decided to run for governor of Michigan, but not before embarking on a day of private fasting and prayer to seek divine guidance. The practice was common in his faith, but less common among non-Mormon constituents, and when Mitt casually mentioned it to a reporter, the fasting became a front-page story, causing one labor leader to scoff, Romney “thinks he has a direct pipeline to God.” George, who had a talent for defusing politically fraught situations, responded that everyone has a direct pipeline to God—it’s called prayer.

Soon, Mitt was riding shotgun for his father’s political ascent. When George mounted a campaign to amend Michigan’s state constitution, he drove his thirteen-year-old son to baseball games and sent him into the bleachers with a clipboard to gather signatures. And when George’s campaign began in earnest, Mitt dutifully set up booths with loudspeakers at county fairs to stump for his dad. The experience did not exactly instill in young Mitt a love of politics. On the contrary, he quickly learned that he didn’t get the same charge from working a crowd that his dad seemed to get. “I would not have done it because it was fun,” he’d tell me later. “But did I hate it? It was okay. I’d set up next to the hot tamale guy, because I loved hot tamales.”



Governor George Romney took office in January 1963 and planted himself squarely in the liberal wing of the Republican Party. In his first State of the State address he declared, “Michigan’s most urgent human rights problem is racial discrimination—in housing, public accommodations, education, administration of justice, and employment.” He established the state’s first civil rights commission, and marched with activists protesting racist housing policies. When Martin Luther King Jr. came to Detroit, the governor issued a proclamation announcing Freedom March Day (though George didn’t attend himself because King’s visit fell on the Sabbath).

George saw himself as carrying on a righteous tradition that had defined his party from Abraham Lincoln to Dwight Eisenhower. But tectonic shifts were taking place in the Grand Old Party. Insurgents were taking over. Just a year after George was sworn in, Barry Goldwater—a radical right-wing senator from Arizona who opposed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and wanted to purge liberals from the Republican Party—shocked the political world by capturing the presidential nomination. George was appalled by Goldwater, but he was even more dismayed by his followers—a motley horde of John Birchers, conspiracy theorists, and overtly racist segregationists who had arrayed themselves under a banner they called “conservatism.” They were, in his estimation, “extremists” and “purveyors of hate,” noxious outsiders hell-bent on “infiltrating” his party.

Determined to hold the line against the Goldwater crowd, George traveled to San Francisco in the summer of 1964 for the Republican National Convention. He spent the week fighting to add two new planks to the party platform—one in favor of civil rights, the other a condemnation of extremism—but both efforts were defeated. Walking around the Cow Palace that week, he saw clearly for the first time that he was outnumbered. Thousands of unruly conservatives had turned the convention into a festival of vulgarity—booing and hissing and creating an atmosphere that drew comparisons in the press to a Nazi rally.

When his turn to speak arrived, George delivered a thundering indictment of the new right-wing movement’s excesses and pointedly refused to endorse Goldwater. The Republican Party, he reminded delegates, was originally formed in rebellion against the “extremism and lily-white Protestantism” that had come to define the now-extinct Whigs. His message: Don’t allow the GOP to be overrun by the same forces.

The warning went unheeded, and a couple nights later the delegates enthusiastically lined up to support Goldwater, who declared victory by needling his do-gooding detractors. “Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice,” he said in his speech. When the convention hall erupted in applause, George remained quietly seated. His teenage son, who’d traveled with him to San Francisco, an “associate delegate” badge dangling around his neck, had only a limited understanding of what was going on, but he was sure of one thing. “If thousands of people were cheering and Dad was standing alone, I knew he was right and they were wrong,” Mitt would tell me.



Goldwater suffered a historic electoral wipeout in the 1964 election, and for a brief moment it seemed as if George’s party might come around to his point of view. He was widely touted as a front-runner in the upcoming Republican presidential primaries, and the party’s liberal wing quickly coalesced around his candidacy. But George was unwilling to do what it took to win in this new political climate.

While his chief rival, Richard Nixon, plotted a campaign through the South—channeling white grievance and courting conservatives with a law-and-order message—George insisted on launching his campaign with a tour of America’s inner cities. He met with Black Panthers and new-left radicals; he posed for photos with Saul Alinsky and gave speeches pleading with white America to wake up to the injustices in their country. “We must rouse ourselves from our comfort, pleasure, and preoccupations,” he said, “and listen to the voices from the ghetto.”

When, in the summer of 1967, Detroit erupted into an apocalyptic week of race riots—with footage of bombed-out city blocks and violent clashes with police filling the nation’s television screens—Governor Romney refused to change course. He would not distance himself from the civil rights movement, nor would he join his white constituents in demonizing the rioters. In a statewide televised address, he chastised those who ignored the inequality fueling the riots. “Some already are saying the answer is brute force such as would be used on mad dogs,” he said. “Others are questioning present social and economic programs because they claim Negroes don’t appreciate what has already been done.… As citizens of Michigan, as Americans, we must unhesitatingly reject all these divisive courses.”

Nixon rose in the polls.



The final unraveling of George’s presidential candidacy took place in the studio of WKBD-TV. It was late August in 1967, and he was sitting for an interview with a local news anchor named Lou Gordon. The host asked the candidate if he had changed his mind about the Vietnam War. Two years earlier, when the conflict was still relatively contained, George had visited Vietnam with a delegation of governors. They were briefed by some generals, introduced to some wounded soldiers, and George returned with a hazy impression that the war was “morally right.” Foreign policy had never been his strong suit, but he had a patriotic instinct to support the troops and the commander in chief. Lately, though, he’d been critical of the escalation in Vietnam, and had taken to echoing the antiwar arguments of Martin Luther King Jr. The reversal had become conspicuous.

Now presented with a chance to explain himself, George responded to the interviewer’s question with characteristic bluntness. “When I came back from Vietnam,” he said, “I had just had the greatest brainwashing that anybody can get.”

He was trying to make a point—about the pretenses being used to justify the war, about the dishonest story military leaders had been telling, about the complicity of America’s diplomatic corps and political class who continued to mislead the public while young soldiers were shipped off to die in the jungle. But when the interview aired, nobody wanted to talk about the point George was making. They wanted to talk about that incendiary word—brainwashing—and the unsettling images it evoked. Manchurian candidates. Religious cultists. Communist propagandists.

All at once, the brainwashing quote consumed George’s campaign. The Detroit News condemned him; Republican leaders piled on. His free fall in the polls—already underway before the fateful interview—accelerated, and before a single vote was cast, George was forced to drop out of the race.

By the time all this took place, Mitt was four thousand miles away, serving a Mormon mission in France. Largely cut off from American news, he didn’t know about the political fallout from the Detroit riots, or the potency of Nixon’s southern strategy, or the sweeping realignment taking place in U.S. politics as conservatives completed their conquest of the GOP. What he did know, and what would stick with him for the rest of his life, was that a single poorly chosen word in a local TV interview had abruptly cut short his dad’s march to the White House.

Decades later, Mitt would still get agitated when he revisited the episode, the sheer injustice of it all surfacing long-buried grievances: “When you say, ‘Hey, I got brainwashed on this,’ it doesn’t mean you literally got brainwashed,” he said. “It’s a metaphor, it’s a term that you use. It’s not unheard of. And yet, I mean, I remember the cartoons. They had a cartoon of him in a washing machine, you know, spinning around.… They had another one with bubbles coming out the top of his skull.”

To Mitt, it was so obvious what his dad meant, should have been obvious to everyone. “He’s saying that he had believed he was being told the truth by our generals, and then he realized… that they were lying to him. He was saying, ‘Hey, I was wrong. What they told me were lies and this is the truth.’ ”

The rant felt like one he’d recited a thousand times before. And yet, some part of him—the part that saw his dad’s story as not just a heroic parable but a cautionary tale—also knew that it didn’t matter. George Romney’s presidential campaign—noble, idealistic, maybe a little naive—was felled by his most admirable and self-destructive quality: a stubborn insistence on telling the truth.






CHAPTER TWO “This Means Something”


Strictly speaking, Mitt Romney didn’t know he was a rich kid. His parents didn’t talk about money, and his dad was painfully frugal. When double-breasted suits went out of style, George refused to waste money buying new ones and instead had a tailor take scissors to the suit coats to make the lapels single-breasted. By the time Mitt was old enough to notice the status signifiers that might have tipped him off, his family had settled in Bloomfield Hills, a prosperous suburb of Detroit where everyone seemed to drive the same nice cars and live in the same big, stately houses. Within this bubble of affluence, Mitt sometimes felt he was less pampered than other kids. His parents made him mow the lawn and shovel the driveway and spend his summers working on an Idaho ranch or pulling the graveyard security shift at the Chrysler plant. And yet, he clearly understood something about his place in the world because from a young age he carried himself with a kind of rich-kid carelessness—the untroubled air of someone who knew he could get away with anything.

Skinny and good-looking, with an impish sense of humor, young Mitt glided through grade school, charming and exasperating his teachers. When he was in fifth grade, a dispute over a baseball game at recess resulted in a scrum of shouting and insults and vulgar gestures, requiring the teachers to step in and mediate. Once the warring students were gathered, a classmate accused Mitt’s team of cheating. Mitt, who knew the swear word associated with the middle finger but not what the swear word actually meant, fired back with his own accusation: “That’s nothing,” Mitt announced to the teachers, “Rickie Snyder went around f-ing all the girls!” A moment of stunned silence fell over the classroom, at which point a classmate shouted, “Romney, run for your life!” He dashed down the hallway and locked himself in an empty art room with his friend, who filled him in on the birds and the bees for the first time. His mother was eventually summoned to the principal’s office, but nothing came of it. The transgression had been innocent enough, and besides, that was just Mitt being Mitt.

The Romneys had high hopes for their precocious youngest son. They saw his potential, and in some ways, they saw themselves in him. George delighted in arguing with Mitt, their debates often dominating the family dinner table until both were laughing and gasping for breath. On road trips, Lenore read aloud from the poetry of Sam Walter Foss—Bring me men to match my mountains—and Tennyson’s Idylls of the King. But the calls to greatness fell flat. Mitt loved his parents, but he felt little drive to rise to their expectations.

When he was twelve, he entered Cranbrook, the private boarding school to which Michigan’s ruling class sent its children, and quickly learned that he wouldn’t make it as a jock. The football team cut him at tryouts, and he spent his brief wrestling career getting his limbs bent in ways they were not meant to bend by boys much stronger than he was. Even track, that last refuge of the unathletic teenager, was ruled out after he discovered by way of the presidential fitness exam that he ran the slowest fifty-yard dash in his class. He spent time in the yearbook office and the glee club, and one year his mother even urged him—as a kind of Mormon rumspringa—to join the “smoking club.” “If he wants to smoke,” she insisted, “he can smoke.” Mitt did not want to smoke, but he enrolled in the club anyway to appease his mom and never attended a meeting.

Mitt’s true extracurricular passion was pranks. He was the kid who filled dorm rooms with shaving cream and blared obnoxious ooga horns during slow dances. He liked to dress up as a firefighter and run into stores pulling a hose and shouting, “This place is gonna blow!” After acquiring a siren and some blue lighting gels from the campus auditorium, he drove around town posing as a police officer and “pulling over” his friends.

He was not much of a partier—the one time he drank, he threw up, passed out, and swore off alcohol for the rest of his life—but he had a knack for getting into trouble with the law. By his own count, he was arrested three times between 1965 and 1968. None of the run-ins resulted in a criminal record, in part because they were relatively innocent—one included trespassing on a private hill for a late night of ice blocking—and in part because he was white and wealthy and the son of a governor.

Much later in life, he would recast these episodes as the acting out of a young man riven by insecurity. He wanted so badly to be an athlete, he would explain, but the sports he was good at, like waterskiing and paddle tennis, “don’t really count, you know, in high school.” So, he compensated with mischief.

Not everyone would buy this. Decades later, some classmates would recall Romney bullying a gay classmate at Cranbrook—pinning him down and forcibly cutting his hair while a “prep school posse” cheered him on. When the episode eventually wound up in the Washington Post, in the heat of his second presidential campaign, Romney had no memory of it, and found the accusation implausible. He barely knew what homosexuality was in 1965, he’d claim—in his cloistered suburban world, the only gay person he’d known was his mom’s interior decorator. The idea that he would have suspected a student of being gay, let alone that he would have singled him out for humiliation based on that suspicion, struck him as absurd. He gave a vague apology during the campaign—“There’s no question but that I did some stupid things when I was in high school”—and tried to forget about the whole thing.

But if he was being honest with himself, Romney also knew that he was capable of adolescent cruelty. Certain memories had clung to his conscience—pulling out a classmate’s chair and watching him fall to the floor in tears while the rest of the class laughed; snickering at the boy in church with a cleft palate who blessed the sacrament and seeing the humiliation in his face. Even many decades later, he would think about those boys sometimes, wondering if they were still out there, wondering how he might say sorry, wondering who else he might have hurt.



By the time he reached his senior year of high school, Mitt was churning through girlfriends at a steady clip. He was outgoing and popular and he had a car. (His parents had left a Rambler in the garage when they moved into the governor’s mansion in Lansing.) His pattern, not entirely novel among teenage boys, was to take an interest in a girl, pursue her tenaciously, and then move on as soon as she reciprocated his interest.

Then he met Ann Davies. He saw her for the first time at a party. She was beautiful and wholesome and slightly reserved in a way that intrigued him, not bubbly and loud like other girls. She was also fifteen, a sophomore at Cranbrook’s sister school, which suggested to Mitt that she’d be easy to impress. For their first date, he took her out to dinner at the Detroit Athletic Club, where his dad was a member, and then to a screening of The Sound of Music. More dates followed, as well as regular nightly phone calls between dorms, but as Mitt became more infatuated she remained standoffish.

Shortly after they began dating, Mitt had to spend a few days in the hospital with appendicitis, during which time, he learned, Ann went on a date with another boy. When Mitt confronted her, expecting a sheepish apology, Ann was defiant. “Do you think you own me or something?” she demanded. “I’ve gone out with you a few times, that means I can’t go out with someone else? I’m supposed to clear that with you?” Mitt was in love.

Ann eventually fell in love, too, but she had other things on her mind. One night, after a date, Mitt parked on a quiet hill near his family’s house and leaned in to kiss her. She stopped him with a decidedly unsexy question: “What do Mormons believe?”

This was not a subject he was interested in discussing right at that moment, but he dutifully searched his mind for an answer. He recited the Church’s first Article of Faith: “We believe in God, the Eternal Father, and in His Son Jesus Christ, and in the Holy Ghost.” To Mitt’s alarm, this led to a theological conversation about the nature of God. The subject had been bothering Ann ever since her Episcopal priest suggested to her that he didn’t believe in a divine being so much as a general presence of good in the world—an abstract notion that had left Ann cold and searching. Now, as she listened to Mitt describe his church’s teaching that God is a person, a literal heavenly father who knows and cares about each of His children, she was overwhelmed with emotion and began to cry. With the prospect of romance now fully evaporated, Mitt spent the rest of the evening reciting other passages of Mormon scripture to his intensely fascinated girlfriend.

Mitt took Ann to prom later that year and told her that he wanted to marry her one day. She said she felt the same way. But when he suggested that he might skip his Mormon mission so that they could start their lives together sooner, she balked. Somehow, she knew better than he did how important his faith would become to him.

“You’ll resent me for the rest of your life,” she told him. “You have to go.”



Mitt spent a year studying at Stanford, and when the time came he submitted his papers to serve a thirty-month mission. He prayed for an assignment to Great Britain, where his father and great-grandfather had served. George even called in a favor with a friend on the Church’s missionary committee, who said he would do his best. But when Elder Thomas S. Monson, an apostle in the church, reviewed the list of missionary assignments, he stopped at Romney’s name and said, “That’s the wrong mission. He’s supposed to go to France.”

Mitt arrived in the country a few months later, and was assigned to serve in Le Havre, a working-class port city in Normandy that was still recovering from its decimation during the war two decades earlier. The city had a haunted quality to it; according to mission lore, the last missionaries sent to Le Havre were never heard from again.

Romney and three other missionaries took rooms in a hotel across the street from the train station that they would only later learn to be a brothel and went to work. Rising early each morning and mounting their Mobylettes, they scoured the city for people who were willing to listen to young American men share a message about Jesus Christ in broken French. It was a tough sell. Le Havre was predominantly communist, and the residents’ default skepticism of religion was compounded by their dislike of Americans, whom they blamed for the bombardment that leveled their city in World War II.

Every day, Romney and his fellow missionaries would pick one of the brutalist concrete towers in town, climb the stairs to the top, and spend hours trudging through the halls, knocking on doors one by one and getting them slammed in their faces: “I don’t want any”—BANG—“Get out of Vietnam”—BANG—“No, no, no”—BANG.

Entire months would pass like this, without a single person inviting them in to talk. Their shoes wore out; their feet blistered. The Sabbath offered little respite from the rejection—because there were no Mormons in Le Havre, there was no church to attend on Sundays—and their meager budgets meant that they could usually afford to eat just two meals a day.

For Romney, the governor’s son, the prep school prankster, this was something altogether new. The day-in-day-out grind, the punishing schedule—it was worse than difficult; it felt pointless. “Why are we doing this?” he repeatedly asked the other missionaries. “We’re accomplishing nothing.” Back home, he had friends and school and a future and a girlfriend with whom he was madly in love. Here, he just had those concrete towers with their endless flights of stairs and their ever-slamming doors.

Making matters worse, Romney had developed a persistent case of diarrhea shortly after arriving in Le Havre. The condition left him weak and dehydrated, when he wasn’t scrambling for a toilet, and no matter what he did, he couldn’t seem to find a cure. The low point came one day when he and his companion were talking to a family they’d just met in a courtyard. Suddenly feeling as though he might faint, Romney hobbled out to the street, collapsed into a gutter, and soiled himself.

It was around this time that Elder Romney received a book from his parents in the mail, The Autobiography of Parley Parker Pratt. A distant ancestor on his father’s side, Pratt was one of Mormonism’s legendary early missionaries, having baptized hundreds of people as he preached the gospel throughout North America. Reading the book one night in his run-down room in Le Havre, Romney came across a story about Pratt’s own early struggles as a missionary. Pratt had spent months laboring in New York City without converting a single soul. Then, one day, he kneeled to pray with his companions and received a miraculous vision. “The Lord said that He had heard our prayers, beheld our labors, diligence, and long suffering towards that city and that He had seen our tears,” Pratt wrote. “Our prayers were heard, and our labors and sacrifices were accepted.”

Romney’s room did not fill with light when he read the passage; he did not receive a vision. But it struck him with the force of something divine. Our sacrifices were accepted. This was the point of his mission, he now realized—doing the hard thing, making the sacrifice. Maybe it would yield fruit, maybe it wouldn’t. But the difficulty and deprivation would have their own sanctifying effect, and that was reason enough to keep trying.



Romney’s mission didn’t necessarily get easier after that. In Nantes, a group of drunk rugby players dragged him into a brawl and he wound up in a police station; in Villemomble, he was arrested again for “impersonating a military official” after he made the mistake of wearing an old army PT jacket he’d picked up at a flea market. He lived in a procession of barely livable apartments—one with fleas, one with contaminated water, one with a hole in the floor for a toilet—and discovered a new appreciation for the amenities of home. In Versailles, he spent a winter in a tenement whose only source of heat was a coal boiler that needed to be stoked through the night. One night, a bleary-eyed missionary accidentally set a can of gasoline on fire and flames engulfed the living room. That Elder Romney experienced these things as character-building misadventures was a sign of his growing fondness for missionary life.

There was, it turned out, something liberating about struggling for a purpose greater than himself. He’d seen his father make sacrifices, but had always assumed they were made in a spirit of grim forbearance. Now Romney was glimpsing the peace of mind that came from setting aside personal striving for the sake of service. In a letter to his parents, he wrote, “Getting up at 6:00—cold, tired, allergic, broke, but without a worry in the world; living for others, dependent only upon God; joy when you hear of others’ successes—where would I have ever known these things if it weren’t for a mission?” He was beginning to see his time in France as the beginning of a grand future: “If I keep in the same stream, my joy will double, triple, and be multiplied eternally. Eternal wedlock, service to the Church, children, service to the world and my country! The Lord must have loved us to give us all this joy.”

As his faith deepened and his French improved, Elder Romney got better at finding new converts. But the most meaningful conversion of his mission took place back in Michigan, where Ann had been attending church every Sunday with his parents. He was surprised by the relief he felt when he received the letter from his girlfriend informing him that she’d decided to join his Church. Romney had never especially cared about this before—he would have happily married an Episcopalian as long as it was Ann Davies. But his Mormon faith no longer felt to him like just a part of his heritage, an interesting heirloom passed down by his fathers. It was expanding, gaining texture, attaching itself to every part of him.



On an overcast June morning near the end of his mission, Romney climbed into the driver’s seat of a Church-owned sedan and headed north toward Bordeaux with a gaggle of mission leaders in tow. He felt good. They’d just completed an eventful visit to a small Mormon branch in the southern city of Pau, where France’s mission president, H. Duane Anderson, had been summoned to mediate a feud between two elderly women that was dividing the congregation. After a day of meetings, they’d returned to their car to find it trapped in the middle of an outdoor market, surrounded by vendors’ stalls. Anderson feared they were stuck for the day, but Romney took initiative. “Il nous faut partir!” he announced to the market—“We must go!”—before forging into the crowd and doling out five-franc coins until the vendors cleared a path. It was an impressive display of initiative, the kind of thing that had gotten Romney assigned in these final months of his mission to serve as an assistant to the mission president, the highest post available to a young Mormon elder. After twenty-one years of hearing endlessly about his “potential,” Romney felt like he was starting to live up to it.

Later, he would try to remember those last details of the drive as he wound along the narrow, northbound roads that passed through the village of Bernos-Beaulac. President Anderson and his wife, Leola, sitting next to him; Elder Wood and the Mormon couple from Bordeaux in the back. The contours of the silver Citroën, with its long, animal hood. The viridescent landscape out the window all rolling hills and vineyards. The black Mercedes swerving so fast into his lane that he didn’t have time to honk. The crunch of metal. The shattering of glass. The screams. Were there screams?

But Romney’s only clear memory, the only thing he could be certain wasn’t reconstructed from others’ accounts, was waking up on the ground and peering up at the gray sky as a light rain fell. Then Elder Wood’s hands on his head, and the hurried recitation of a blessing, and the ambulance and the hospital and finally the news: Leola Anderson was dead.



Romney spent several days at a hospital in Bazas after the accident. He’d been in such bad shape when police arrived on the scene that, in their report, they initially wrote he was dead. In fact, Romney was merely unconscious, with a broken arm, a head injury, and some nasty gashes and bruises. While he recovered over the following days, he learned more about what had happened. The driver of the Mercedes was a priest, possibly drunk, and was going about seventy-five miles per hour when he collided with the Citroën at an angle that had pinned Romney’s body against the door and sent the steering column into Leola’s chest, puncturing her lung. She’d survived for a couple of hours, but the doctors were unable to keep her alive.

Leola was a beloved matriarchal figure in the mission, and her death devastated Romney. He’d gotten to know her well while serving as her husband’s assistant. She teased him about Ann, offered relationship advice, served him home-cooked meals. Everybody assured him that the accident wasn’t his fault. The other car was moving too fast. There were no brake marks on the road. There was nothing you could have done. Some even suggested that he should be grateful, that perhaps he’d been saved by divine intervention, but the thought made him uncomfortable.

No one would have blamed Elder Romney for cutting his mission short, but he refused to go home. When President Anderson returned to the States to bury his wife and heal, Romney effectively ran the mission with his companion—setting ambitious new goals, offering solace to mourning missionaries, and generally staying busy enough to keep the grief and guilt at bay. But he could already feel his brush with death changing him. “Being at a point where the person next to you in an automobile dies,” he’d later recall, “and you’re in a position where you could have died—it says, ‘Okay, this means something.’ ” Romney had become violently acquainted with the fact of his own mortality. It was time to start taking his life more seriously.






CHAPTER THREE Hurry


Romney returned from France, just before Christmas in 1968, in a hurry. He proposed to Ann on the ride home from the airport, married her three months later, and immediately transferred from Stanford to Brigham Young University.

He was coming home to America at a moment of enormous social and political upheaval. On college campuses across the country, protests raged and debates over Vietnam and civil rights dominated student life. But on the idyllic, Church-owned campus of BYU, nestled at the foot of Utah’s Wasatch Mountains, a Mormon ethos of pragmatism reigned. Clean-cut students were taught to tune out the noise of the late sixties and focus on the essentials: faith, family, and—for the men, at least—preparing for a career.

Romney, who majored in English, considered going into academia. He loved books, saw them as puzzles to be solved, and imagined a life spent poring over Shakespeare, Steinbeck, and Dickens. But his favorite professor talked him out of it. “You can afford to read all the books you’d like,” he said. “Why would you get a PhD and starve?” The professor suggested an MBA or a law degree; Romney decided to get both.

By the time he arrived at Harvard, he and Ann already had two kids and plans for more. Unlike the other grad students, who lived in cramped Cambridge apartments, the Romneys settled in suburban Belmont. Mitt mowed the lawn on weekends. Ann cooked dinner and took care of the kids. On Sundays, they attended the local Mormon ward. When classmates visited the Romneys’ home, they felt like they were “visiting a friend’s parents,” one reporter would later note, “not members of their own generation.”

As a student in Harvard’s newly formed JD/MBA program, Romney put in long hours studying, convinced that he would fall behind if he didn’t outwork other students. George W. Bush, who overlapped with him at Harvard Business School, remembered Romney as a “sober guy.” “I didn’t spend a lot of time with him, nor did I spend a lot of time in the library as he must have done,” Bush told me. “At Harvard, there’s a lot of people who believe the word ‘Harvard’ entitles them to think they’re smarter than everybody else. Mitt Romney was not that way.”

Romney didn’t have to struggle for long between pursuing a career in business or law. He spent his first summer interning at a law firm in Detroit, where he was assigned to a case involving the placement of a fountain in a public park. He found the low stakes and legal minutiae maddening. I cannot do this with my life, he thought. The next summer, he interned at the Chrysler Corporation, working in a division that oversaw company-owned car dealerships. The work was more interesting, but he was frustrated by his lack of influence as an entry-level cog in a vast corporate machine. “My boss’s boss’s boss had never met the CEO,” he’d later recall. He realized he was too impatient to engage in the slow ladder climbing that his father’s generation had accepted without question. He wanted a job where he could make an impact right away.

He found it the next summer. Management consulting was taking off in the 1970s, and his classmates had begun to notice that the blue-chip consulting firms paid even better than the investment banks that typically attracted Harvard’s best and brightest. Romney liked that his internship at Boston Consulting Group was coveted by his peers, but he was even more taken with the work itself. As a consultant, you didn’t have to wait around for decades of incremental promotions before you were dealing with CEO-level issues; you got to dig in right away. As soon as he graduated, he accepted a job at the firm.

The founder of BCG, Bruce Henderson, had earned his place in the canon of modern management theory with pioneering ideas about competitive advantage, and the environment he fostered at the company was, well, competitive. Inside a closet in BCG’s sixteenth-floor offices, the partners kept a list that ranked all the consultants at the firm by the number of billable hours they logged. Romney instantly identified the list as a race that he needed to win. The competition was stiff: his coworkers included several future CEOs as well as Benjamin Netanyahu, the eventual prime minister of Israel. But Romney slogged through enough late nights and weekends to ensure that he was at the top of the list each week.

His hurry manifested at home as well, where Mitt and Ann had five sons in the space of eleven years. Each boy played his own role in the family. “I was the typical oldest child—type A, driven to succeed,” Tagg Romney would tell me. “Matt was a little bit younger than I was, and liked to push people’s buttons, loved an argument. Josh was a classic middle child, very tender, very much a homebody, would never go sleep at somebody else’s house because he missed his mom too much. Ben was very quiet, reserved, living in his own world, really took after my mom’s dad, who was an engineer—a deep thinker. And Craig was the baby. Totally spoiled, totally lived by his own rules. Everyone adored him, everyone wanted to hold him as a baby and play with him as a little kid.”

The Romney home could be chaotic and loud. Basketballs flew across the living room. Wrestling matches broke out spontaneously. More than once, Ann became so overwhelmed by the boys’ misbehavior that she simply got in her car and drove away. But there were also moments of quiet. At night, they had a tradition of gathering in the living room, turning off the lights, and having an uninhibited conversation where the boys were encouraged to share whatever was on their minds. “As a teenager, it’s hard to talk openly with your parents,” Tagg would recall. “It was a good time to be able to express doubts, share concerns, question things, and be able to not feel like your parents were looking at you and judging you.”

As Romney put in long hours at the office, he began to worry that his professional drive was interfering with his responsibilities at home. He was constantly on the road, and routinely missed family dinners. The guilt he felt was as much religious as it was paternal. Families play a central role in Mormon theology. Marriage is considered an eternal bond, and the afterlife is often depicted as a joyful, sprawling tangle of family reunions. David O. McKay, who was president of the Church when Mitt and Ann married, preached about the need to prioritize family life over everything else: “No other success can compensate for failure in the home.”

When Bain & Company offered him a job in 1977, Romney told the partners he’d take it, but only if they agreed to a few conditions: he would not work on Sundays, which were reserved for church; he would not work on Wednesday nights, which were reserved for volunteer ministry duties; and with few exceptions, he would be unreachable on weekends so he could spend time with his family.

These were unusual demands for a rising corporate star, but Romney knew he would never live up to his ideals as a husband and father unless he drew bright, uncrossable lines for himself. Decades later, he would look back on his life and conclude with satisfaction that he’d succeeded in honoring those lines when it came to his family. His professional life was a different story.



Romney rose quickly at Bain. He was smart, hardworking, and relentlessly analytical, never allowing emotion or ideology to cloud his judgment. He also had an effortless Harvard-man confidence that impressed the bosses. Bill Bain, one of the firm’s founding partners, would recall taking an immediate liking to Romney. “He was very good looking. He was very comfortable in his body. He moved gracefully. He wasn’t awkward. He had the appearance of confidence of a guy who was maybe ten years older.”

But as talented as he was, Romney realized that he would never be one of Bain’s “rainmakers.” The consultants who brought in the most money were the ones who put in the extra hours on the golf course; who took out clients for long, luxurious dinners; who schmoozed. Romney did not schmooze. “As soon as I had solved the problem before me, I wanted to be home with my kids,” he said.

After a few years, Romney was offered a vice president job at a firm in Chicago. When Romney told Bain he was entertaining the offer, his boss made him a deal: Stick around for a promotion, and if it didn’t materialize within the year he could walk away with a $100,000 check. A year later, Romney was placed in charge of the firm’s new private equity arm.

Romney presented Bain Capital as an investment firm that understood the intricacies of operating a business better than the typical spreadsheet-obsessed venture capitalists. Rather than simply crunching numbers from the comfort of their offices, Romney’s “Bainiacs” would embed inside the companies they were funding and draw on their consulting roots to make each business a success. Romney’s early deals suggested a Midas touch—most notably Staples, a local office supply store started by a pair of businessmen in a Boston suburb. With Bain Capital’s help, Staples went on to open nearly eight hundred stores in fifteen years, returning 5.75 times Bain’s investment. Powered by such high-profile successes, Bain Capital grew from a relatively small $37 million fund to one of the nation’s preeminent leveraged buyout firms.

Still, Romney insisted on maintaining an ethic of frugality at the firm. Employees were ordered to fly coach, and told that any meals they expensed while traveling should be “nourishing, but not memorable.” He argued that investors would appreciate seeing their money put to good use and not wasted on lavish expense accounts. But the policy was also rooted in how Romney lived his own life. Even as his personal wealth ballooned during his Bain Capital years—growing to more than $200 million by the time he left—he resisted conspicuous spending. His family had no full-time nannies, cooks, or maids, and despite encouragement from his sons to buy a BMW or Mercedes, he insisted on continuing to drive a dented Chevy Caprice Classic that he proudly nicknamed “the gray grunt.”

By the time the Romneys finally decided to spend some of their fortune—buying an impressive colonial in their neighborhood, and renovating it to include a pool and a tennis court—Tagg was serving a Mormon mission in France. After seeing photos of his parents’ new home, a bewildered Tagg wrote back: “How can you afford that house?”



At the same time Romney’s career was taking off, his responsibilities in the lay leadership of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints were expanding. His choice to abstain from work on Sundays had left him time to volunteer extensively in the small Boston-area Mormon community, and the experience was often humbling. He visited families broken by poverty; ministered to men who struggled with addiction. He developed a special relationship with one boy in his early teens who was suffering from cancer. When the young man wanted to become an Eagle Scout, Romney helped him earn the requisite merit badge. When he decided he wanted to write a will, Romney came to the house with a legal pad and diligently recorded which friends and family members would receive his various possessions. Romney spent the boy’s final days at his bedside in the hospital. “These are experiences that people in the business world don’t normally have,” Romney would recall years later.

After a few years as a bishop in the Belmont ward, he was asked to serve as a stake president, overseeing about a dozen congregations in eastern Massachusetts. He stepped into the role at a tense moment. The Boston suburbs had become the epicenter of a growing Mormon feminist movement that was challenging the Church’s male-dominated hierarchy and some of its teachings on gender. They launched a new publication, Exponent II, and ran heterodox articles exploring the concept of a “heavenly mother” and agitating for women to receive the priesthood. “Mitt was very anti–Exponent II,” Barbara Taylor, a former president of the publication, would recall. “He thought we were just a bunch of bored, unhappy housewives trying to stir up trouble.”

As the activism attracted national attention, Romney was put in an uncomfortable position. On one side, he faced pressure from the Church’s Salt Lake City headquarters, where officials were eager to tamp down the noise. On the other, progressive members of his flock were demanding to be heard. His own views on the matter were fairly traditional, but he was not a zealot—and over time, he found that his natural pragmatism was an advantage.

One evening, after he became stake president, he gathered the most vocal feminists in the stake and leveled with them. “Look, I can’t change the doctrine of the Church,” he said. “So don’t look to me to give women the priesthood.” But if they had other ideas to make the Church more equitable, he said, “let’s talk about them.” Gradually, hands went up and reforms were proposed.

The changes he went on to enact were largely modest and symbolic. He began asking more men to care for children in the Church’s Primary, and broke with an old, patriarchal tradition by inviting female leaders of the Church’s Relief Society to visit other congregations and offer sermons, as male leaders did. He wrote out a list of proposed reforms to share with the Church’s general authorities, including prioritizing women’s athletic programs in the Church and requiring men to share more in the “menial tasks” such as serving dinners at ward functions.

Romney knew these measures wouldn’t fully satisfy the feminists in his stake. And sure enough, some would remember his handling of their concerns as condescending and dismissive. “He is incredibly entitled,” said Judy Dushku, a Mormon political scientist who clashed with Romney in Belmont. He “feels like his story is the most important.” But others saw his gestures as ones of goodwill. “Maybe he’s made some mistakes, but I think he did have women’s best interests at heart,” recalled Robin Baker, who helped run Exponent II. “Was he a little bit flat-sided? Maybe. But he was also light-years beyond the Church at that time.”

A month after the meeting, Romney wrote a letter to the Church’s headquarters in Salt Lake City. “In the weeks that have followed,” he reported, “the energy which had previously been focused on ‘women’s issues’ has declined precipitously.”



In his hurry, he cut corners. Of course he did. No one makes it as a titan of industry by walking the straight and narrow all the time.

Some of Romney’s ethical lapses would feel, later on, like gray areas. His decision to start retroactively charging Bain’s clients transaction fees that they hadn’t agreed to up front might have been questionable, but it was standard industry practice—he was simply bringing Bain in line with his competitors.

Other moves were less defensible. When unionized factories were shut down by Bain-owned companies, executives negotiated the terms of the closure with labor leaders. But the workers at the nonunion plants were often sent packing with a couple weeks’ severance and no job prospects in towns where the closures would devastate the local economy. At the Ampad paper plant in Marion, Indiana, more than 250 workers lost their jobs; at the Dade International plant in Puerto Rico, nearly 300 people were laid off.

When Romney put his mind to it, he could rationalize the layoffs. These companies had already been hemorrhaging money when he got there; he had a fiduciary responsibility to his investors to make them profitable; he was just honoring the employment contracts that the workers had signed. But the logical power of these arguments tended to wilt when Romney was faced with the vivid reality: men piling into cars with pink slips, driving home to tell their wives that they weren’t sure how they’d cover the mortgage or pay for groceries next month.

Romney discovered, during these episodes, a remarkable ability to justify his choices to himself. It’s not that he was without a moral compass; his conscience was well developed and frankly rather pushy. But he found it could sometimes be appeased with sufficient effort. “I have learned through my life experience… that it’s human to rationalize what’s in our best interest,” he’d tell me. It was a trait he’d wrestle with for the rest of his life—never more so than when he entered politics.



By 1993, Romney had conquered the world of high finance, and his eye was beginning to wander. When he was young, his father had advised him not to run for office until he was financially independent and his children were grown. Mitt had paid little attention at the time—watching his dad’s campaigns had more or less spoiled his appetite. But now that he was richer than he’d ever planned on getting and his youngest son was nearly out of the house, politics seemed like the next logical step.

Romney was not particularly partisan—a registered independent, he’d donated to candidates in both parties—but there was one Democrat he was tempted to take on: Ted Kennedy. Widely known as the “liberal lion of the Senate,” Kennedy was a dominant figure in Massachusetts politics, having held his seat since 1962. But people were starting to whisper that he’d lost a step—he’d gained weight and was increasingly prone to verbal stumbles; rumors of day drinking and womanizing abounded.

Romney’s own misgivings focused on policy: He believed Kennedy’s commitment to expanding the welfare state was more likely to trap people in poverty than help them escape. But a stubborn part of him was also put off by the unearned reverence that surrounded Kennedy in Massachusetts. Romney hadn’t forgotten Mary Jo Kopechne, or Chappaquiddick, or all the rumored mistresses and victims of Ted’s appetites. And yet, decade after decade, the surviving son of Massachusetts’ first family skated to reelection without a serious challenger, largely because of his last name. Romney thought it was time for someone to make him earn it.

In a meeting with Bill Weld, the Republican governor of Massachusetts, Romney shared his interest in running against Kennedy and asked what he thought. Weld replied bluntly: “You can’t possibly win.” A few weeks later, Romney met with Charley Manning, an experienced GOP consultant, and put the same question to him. Manning said it would be a suicide mission.

The following Sunday, the Romneys fasted and prayed about whether he should run, but Mitt had all but made up his mind against it. Kennedy was unbeatable. The campaign would be a humiliation. Everyone was telling him the same thing—everyone, that is, except Ann.

That night, she told him that she’d had a strange impression while praying: This will be, for us, like Zion’s Camp. As a convert, Ann was not steeped in Mormon history, and wasn’t even sure she knew what the term referred to. Mitt told her the whole story: that “Zion’s Camp” was a nineteenth-century expedition led by the early Mormons to reclaim territory that had been seized from them in Missouri; that the expedition was disbanded amid a deadly cholera outbreak before any land was reclaimed; that while the expedition failed, the men involved were strengthened by their trials and prepared for greater things to come.

By the time he finished, Romney knew he was going to run.



The first shock in Romney’s education as a Senate candidate came when his advisers told him to grab his Rolodex. To stand any chance of winning, they said, Romney would have to spend much of the next year calling the people in that Rolodex and asking them for money. Friends, family members, coworkers, classmates—everybody would have to pony up. Romney, who had a patrician’s distaste for discussing money in polite company, found the experience profoundly uncomfortable. It was a useful harbinger for what was to come.

Everything about running for office, it turned out, was uncomfortable. The reporters rooting through his personal life. The primping and preening before press conferences. The careful calibration of every public utterance. This last requirement was especially difficult for Romney. He’d seen how his dad, a much greater man than him, had been quelled by a gaffe, and so he was careful to rely on the counsel of the political professionals on his staff. But what this meant, in practice, was that he was never quite allowed to say what he actually meant. Early on, when a Republican primary opponent attacked him for having donated to Democrats, Romney wanted to respond, “There are good people in both parties and I give to the ones I believe in.” But his advisers vetoed the language: there would be no talk of “good people” on the other side while trying to win the GOP nomination.

Even more fraught was how to articulate his stance on abortion. Before he entered the campaign, Manning had told him flatly, “If you’re not pro-choice, you’re not going to win.” Such were the politics of Massachusetts that the state’s Republicans were even more liberal on the issue than the heavily Catholic Democrats. Romney, who took his cues on such matters from his own faith, had long been morally opposed to abortion. Now he wondered if there was any wiggle room in the Church’s teachings. As he studied the question, the incentive for rationalization was strong: He found quotes from church leaders who said abortion was “like unto murder”—but they didn’t say it was murder. And while the Church didn’t take an official position on when the spirit enters the body, he discovered that a close reading of certain verses could lead one to conclude that it took place sometime after conception. He also seized on the Church’s twelfth Article of Faith, which declares a belief in “obeying, honoring, and sustaining the law.” He “began to think abortion was a bit like polygamy,” he told me later. Before Utah joined the United States, the Church acknowledged the illegality of polygamy and renounced the practice out of respect for the law. Abortion, he reasoned, had been legalized through Roe v. Wade—perhaps he had a similar responsibility to honor that?

Eventually, Romney staked out a tortured position on the issue—neither pro-choice nor pro-life, but tepidly supportive of the status quo. If elected, he pledged, he would not vote for any changes to current abortion law.

It didn’t feel at the time like selling out. It never really does. “I had convinced myself that I was right,” he’d later reflect. “I mean, I could have taken a lie detector test.… That’s the point of rationalizing. You don’t have to live with it.”

Of course, taking the stance he did only presented more lines to be crossed. When Planned Parenthood invited him to speak at an event, he dutifully attended—I can’t really say no, can I? In speeches and interviews, he found himself slipping into pro-choice talking points that he didn’t totally believe. A low point came during one of the debates, when Kennedy attacked him for his inconsistency—“I am pro-choice. My opponent is multiple-choice”—and Romney, feeling cornered, launched into a bracingly personal story about a member of his extended family who had died from a botched illegal abortion. The story was true—the woman in question was his brother-in-law’s sister—but his weaponization of it was disingenuous. Even worse, he hadn’t asked his brother-in-law beforehand if he could share the story in public.

Some of the indignities of campaign life were things he would laugh about later—Kennedy’s aides demanding wider podiums at the debates so as to cover the senator’s girth; Romney applying antiperspirant to his upper lip to stop from sweating on TV, only to discover just before going onstage that it had created tiny makeup bubbles on his face. But others would sting, even decades later.

As polls tightened in the fall of 1994, Kennedy’s campaign ramped up attacks on Romney’s record at Bain Capital. They tracked down laid-off workers at the Ampad factory in Indiana and used their testimonials to paint Romney as a ruthless plutocrat who profited from destroying livelihoods. “I’d like him to show me where these 10,000 jobs that he created are,” one worker who lost his job said in a commercial. Another said, “I’d like to say to the people of Massachusetts: ‘If you think it can’t happen to you, think again. We thought it wouldn’t happen here [in Indiana], either.’ ”

Romney was incensed by the attack ads, and instructed his campaign to mount a vigorous defense. But while some of the rhetoric was beyond the pale, it wasn’t until later that he’d realize why they bothered him so much: they contained a seed of truth. “There’s no attack,” he told me, “that hurts like one that’s accurate.”

Pundits would later point to the anti-Bain ads as the silver bullet that killed Romney’s candidacy. But his real problem was that the rumors of Kennedy’s decline turned out to be greatly exaggerated. Romney realized it right away during their first debate. They were discussing criminal sentences for minors, and Romney thought he had laid a clever rhetorical trap for his opponent—only to watch Kennedy sidestep the whole thing and begin righteously bellowing, “Give me a break, Mr. Romney, give me a break!” Romney could hardly keep from laughing. Here was that Kennedy gene that everybody talked about—the charisma, the audacity, the larger-than-life presence. That big fella can hunt! he thought.



There was an irony, of course, to Romney’s distaste for Kennedy’s dynastic advantage. His own political credibility came largely from his father. George was a constant presence in his son’s campaign. He moved into the house shortly after Mitt entered the race, and each morning the Romneys would come downstairs to find him seated at the kitchen table, already awake for several hours, filling legal pads with handwritten campaign memos.

George’s involvement was a net advantage, but he could also be a loose cannon. Once, during a debate, Mitt made a comment about “Iran,” and his mother, who thought he meant “Iraq,” began whispering a correction from the audience. Mitt managed to ignore the distraction until he heard his father say, in full voice, “Shut up, Lenore!”

Later, when the Kennedy camp began invoking Mormonism in its attacks and Romney called a press conference to respond, a campaign aide had to be tasked with keeping the candidate’s infuriated father away from the cameras. The reporters arrived, and Mitt calmly delivered the statement he’d prepared with his advisers. Then George, who’d managed to sneak into the back of the room, stood and began railing against the religious bigotry of the Kennedy campaign. “It is absolutely wrong,” he thundered. The cameras swung, and George’s outburst led the evening news.

By Election Day, it was clear that Romney was going to lose by double digits, but George still insisted on flying the whole family into Boston. They gathered in a private hotel function room, wearing “Team Romney” T-shirts. As the grim returns trickled in, George was defiant. “This is just the beginning for you,” he kept telling his son, to which Mitt kept replying miserably that he would never run for office again. Finally, to illustrate the death of his political career, Mitt grabbed some white lilies from a vase on the table and lay prostrate on the floor with the flowers on his chest. The family laughed, but George was unmoved.

Losing was hard enough for Mitt, but what really bothered him was that after all the speeches and ads and endless campaigning, after dragging his exhausted wife across the state and plowing millions of dollars of their own money into the race, most people could still not answer the question “Why did Mitt Romney run for Senate and what does he stand for?” One longtime Republican would later tell reporters, “His main cause appeared to be himself.”

Romney’s defeat turned out to be an anomaly in a year that was otherwise defined by historic gains for his party. Across the country that night, Republicans were achieving one of the most sweeping electoral victories in modern American history. They picked up fifty-four seats in the House, seized multiple state legislatures and governorships, and for the first time in forty years took control of both houses of Congress.

The architect of the so-called “Republican Revolution” was an ambitious congressman out of Georgia named Newt Gingrich. A former history professor, Gingrich had pioneered a ruthlessly effective style of politics that fed on conspiracy theories about Bill Clinton and brought strategic obstructionism to Congress. To train a new generation of conservatives in political warcraft, he’d even sent out cassette tapes to candidates throughout the country who wanted to “speak like Newt,” providing them with a new vocabulary. In one memo, titled “Language: A Key Mechanism of Control,” Gingrich included a list of recommended words to use in describing Democrats: sick, pathetic, anti-flag, traitors, radical, corrupt.

Romney had not dealt much with Gingrich, and he was unimpressed with what he saw on TV. “He came across as a smug know-it-all; smarmy and too pleased with himself and not a great face for our party,” he remembered thinking. As someone who considered himself a “George Romney Republican,” Mitt found Gingrich’s approach to politics exotic and undignified (and as a moderate running in Massachusetts, he had little use for it in his own race anyway). What he wouldn’t realize until later was that these tactics were about to take over his party—and that the further he rose, the more pressure he’d face to adopt them.



George Romney died eight months after the election, the victim of a heart failure suffered while he was on his treadmill. Lenore discovered his body. She said later that she knew immediately he was gone when she woke up to find no rose on her nightstand.






CHAPTER FOUR Emergencies and Catastrophes


The plane was easy enough to spot on the tarmac at LaGuardia. It was the only private jet, Romney noted with some amusement, that had its owner’s name stamped across the fuselage. It’s not that he was a prude when it came to such things—between his success in the financial sector and his recent Senate run, he’d accumulated his share of rich friends who owned planes. But the financiers and CEOs with whom Romney tended to mingle were respectable types, the kind that knew to indulge their vanity by subtly embedding their initials in the tail numbers of their jets. His host for this weekend was not big on subtlety.

The invitation had come as a surprise: Donald Trump, the celebrity businessman from New York, wanted to fly Romney down to West Palm Beach and put him up at Mar-a-Lago, his sprawling seaside compound. The two men had never crossed paths before, but that came as little surprise to Romney. He’d long placed Trump in a distinct category of rich people that he didn’t overlap with much—“the real estate guy.” There was nothing wrong, per se, with making one’s fortune in real estate. The Marriotts had done it, after all. “But they did it by opening five thousand hotels,” Romney would later explain. “That’s one way to do it. The other is, hey, you build a big building in New York; New York gets really hot; and now you’re a billionaire. It’s a different realm.” Trump, to put it bluntly, was not the kind of businessman who got invited to the World Economic Forum in Davos or the Business Roundtable in Washington—he wasn’t really a “businessman” at all. He was, to Romney’s mind, more of a cartoon character. A few years earlier, George Romney had insisted on hiring a photographer to take a formal portrait of Mitt and Ann. The result was ridiculous—Mitt glowering in a tuxedo, Ann in pearls and a ball gown—and their snickering sons had given the photo a nickname: “The Donald.”

And yet, Trump was quite famous, and Romney was not above gawking at famous people. So, when the appointed morning arrived in January 1995, he climbed aboard the Boeing 727 with the real-life Donald at his side.

Joining them on the trip was Marla Maples, Trump’s most recent wife, and Ted Virtue, a senior executive at Bankers Trust. Virtue was the one who had arranged the trip. Romney assumed the bank was courting Bain Capital’s business, and that Virtue had hoped that he could seal the deal by wining and dining him at Donald Trump’s house. (Trump, who was deep in debt to several of America’s leading banks and in need of a new lender, was in no position to argue.)

After a short flight and a limousine ride, they pulled up to Mar-a-Lago, where a surreal scene awaited them: every member of the service staff—dozens in total—was lined up outside in a white linen uniform, as if posed for a royal reception. Trump grandly exited the limo and strode past the rows of servants, offering a stoic nod to his charges. He looked, Romney thought, like he was impersonating an English lord. Where on earth are we? “I had never seen anything like that in America,” he’d later recall.

That evening, they dined in a small breakfast nook off the kitchen. Marla and her mother doted over Tiffany, their high chair–bound toddler, while Trump flitted in and out, waiting impatiently for the meal to end so that he could lead his guests on a tour. He’d bought the place a few years earlier from the old-money Posts, and promptly set about remaking it in his own image (much to the consternation of his wealthy neighbors). Gold sinks were installed in the bathrooms, massive Jacuzzis were added to the suites, and baroque furniture was crammed into every inch of the estate. He’d initially envisioned Mar-a-Lago as a private vacation home, but now he was preparing to convert it into an elite social club, where he could charge local swells $75,000 for a membership. Romney wondered if this was primarily a business play or a way to get around the fact that none of the other Palm Beach clubs would take Trump.

At one point during the tour, Trump pulled Romney aside. “You’ve got to see this,” he said. They entered a large walk-in vault, where Trump excitedly opened a drawer to reveal a set of gold-colored silverware. “They didn’t know this was here when they sold me the place,” Trump boasted. “The silverware is worth more than I paid for the house. I’m gonna make a fortune on this place.”

Romney, who doubted they were actually looking at solid-gold silverware, chose to smile and play along.

“You know,” Trump went on, “the bank has me on $140,000 a month.”

Romney was confused. “What do you mean?”

Trump explained that his businesses owed more than a billion dollars to dozens of lenders. “The only chance they have of getting anything back is if we keep up appearances,” he said. “So, they loan me $140,000 a month” to maintain the Trump brand. He seemed tickled by this fact, as if he was getting away with something hilarious.

Romney had no idea if Trump was telling the truth, and he didn’t especially care. This was the Trump experience he’d been hoping for—memorable, low-stakes, and deeply weird. Trump might not be a serious person, but he was undeniably entertaining. When the weekend ended, Romney thanked his host, departed Mar-a-Lago, and filed the weekend away as a funny story to tell friends. He doubted he’d ever see Trump again.



In the fall of 1998, Ann Romney went to see a neurologist. She’d been experiencing strange symptoms: numbness, loss of balance, and sudden stretches of overwhelming fatigue. Sitting nervously in the waiting room, with Mitt by her side, she took note of the role reversal now occuring in their marriage. She was usually the one who calmed her husband down when he got worked up—within their family, she was known as “the Mitt stabilizer.” But now, as they leafed through scary pamphlets about Parkinson’s disease and brain tumors, Mitt was the one squeezing her hand.

In truth, he was scared, too. Ann was the focal point of his life. He’d never lost the infatuated thrill he first felt when they met as teenagers—had never really stopped chasing her. Other men in his circle tacked on extra days to their international business trips for sightseeing and extravagant dinners; Romney had no interest unless his wife was with him. When he visited Paris with Ann, they’d stroll endlessly down the boulevards, stopping in at favorite cafés for pain au chocolat. When he traveled to the city for work, he’d eat at McDonald’s and turn in early. The life they’d built together didn’t make sense without Ann. Losing her would feel like losing everything.

After a series of tests and an MRI, a doctor sat them down and revealed the diagnosis: Ann had relapsing-remitting multiple sclerosis. She didn’t know much about the disease in that moment—how it ravages the central nervous system, resulting in neurological, physical, and sometimes psychological deterioration—but she knew immediately that her life would never be the same. When the doctor left the room, she burst into tears.

Mitt cried, too, but he was consoled by one fact: MS wasn’t fatal. “Listen to me,” he told her. “As long as this isn’t terminal we can deal with it. Whatever it is, we’re going to deal with it together.”

In the years that followed, they’d experiment with a variety of treatments and therapies. One of the more effective ones for Ann turned out to be horseback riding. Though she hadn’t ridden since she was a girl, she found that the subtle movements of the sport were ideally suited to maintaining her balance, flexibility, and muscle strength. She became especially enamored of an elite form of riding known as dressage. The sport wasn’t cheap—and if Mitt was being honest, he never quite shared his wife’s passion for it. But decades later, he’d look back on all the days spent puttering around hotels in equestrian towns, waiting for Ann to get back from the stables, and write in his journal that it was time well spent: “Life with Ann is a lot better than life without, regardless of the environs.”



Romney returned to Bain after losing his Senate bid, and the years that followed were some of his most productive and profitable. By the late nineties, his net worth was in the hundreds of millions, and the way things were going, he was poised to become a billionaire in the next decade. But Romney was feeling restless.

The death of his father had made him question how he was spending his time. Those 1,200 people who’d gathered for George Romney’s funeral in Michigan had not turned out to mourn a savvy businessman who excelled at outperforming quarterly profit expectations—they were mourning a public servant. And as much as Mitt enjoyed making deals and turning around companies, he worried that he should be doing more with his life.

One day in 1999, Romney received a call at his office. It was Ann.

“Don’t say no right off the bat,” she began. “Just listen to me.”

She said she’d just gotten off the phone with Kem Gardner, an old family friend and prominent business leader in Utah. The 2002 Winter Olympics, scheduled to take place in Salt Lake City, were in trouble. The bid committee had been accused of bribing international Olympic officials, and the scandal was threatening to derail the Games. Sponsors were fleeing; fundraising had dried up. Utah, and by extension the state’s dominant faith, were at risk of international humiliation. Organizers were searching for a new CEO to turn things around—and Gardner thought Romney should do it. He’d taken the idea to Ann first because he assumed Mitt would dismiss it out of hand.

Romney’s response confirmed his suspicion: “Are you out of your mind?”

Ann went on to lay out all the reasons she thought he should take the job—duty to country, service to their Church—but they all boiled down to an essential argument. “There is more to your life,” she told him, “than just making money.” Romney agreed to meet with the Salt Lake Organizing Committee.

He’d never cared much before about the Olympics, all the pomp and circumstance around curling and luge and other strange winter sports that no one had heard of. But as he listened to the organizers rhapsodize about the Games as a showcase for humanity’s greatest qualities—sacrifice, teamwork, determination—his indifference began to soften. Also compelling to Romney was the chance to help redeem the reputation of a state that his pioneer ancestors had settled.
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