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For my daughters,

Sherry and Sydney






PROLOGUE

When my siblings and I were little, our grandmother Esther Whitmer, whom we called Nino, gave us three pieces of advice: Work hard. Don’t get married until you’re at least twenty-eight. And never part your hair in the middle. Like any kid getting advice, I probably rolled my eyes. But as I got older, I saw that Nino was right about a few things.

My brother Richard, my sister Liz, and I all grew up to be very hard workers. When I was still in middle school, I mowed our lawn every week and babysat for neighborhood kids. As a teenager, I worked one summer as a cashier at Burlingame Lumber and another maintaining the buffet line (gross) at the Royal Fork Buffet. But my favorite job was at Target, because I worked with two of my best friends there. I still remember the day when one of them had to put price tags on boxes of condoms, and I could hear her cracking up from two aisles away.

As for Nino’s other pieces of advice, none of us married before twenty-eight (although Liz barely made it, marrying right at that age). And I don’t know what to tell you about that third one. Seriously, part your hair wherever you want. I don’t happen to part mine in the middle, but it’s totally fine if you do. What business is it of my grandmother’s?

Nino, who was my dad’s mom, didn’t know everything, but she knew a lot. Born on a small farm in Ohio in 1913, she lived one hundred years, right through the whole roller-coaster ride of the twentieth century and well into the twenty-first. She lived to see two world wars, depressions and recessions, humans setting foot on the moon, and the dawn of the computer age. Nino used to tell us that the world had changed more in her century than during any other in history. She was probably right. And even if she wasn’t, it’s not cool to argue with your hundred-year-old grandmother.

My mom’s side of the family had been in Michigan for generations. I loved growing up here. We used to take family trips to Lake Michigan, fishing, playing games, sitting around bonfires. During football season, my dad would take us to watch Michigan State games, and we’d bundle up in our MSU sweatshirts, snug against the autumn chill. In the winter, we’d go sledding and have snowball fights, and in warmer weather we’d gorge on the best cherries in the world. Michigan has a little bit of everything—all four seasons, the music of Motown, great classic cars from Detroit. I’ve lived here my whole life and never wanted to be anywhere else.

Our house was a small two-story white colonial in East Lansing, with a big corner-lot yard that had crabapple and birch trees. Dad built us a little tree house in the back, and we used it as a clubhouse—even though, as I think about it now, it probably wasn’t particularly comfortable, or level, or even safe. The grown-ups had their own kind of clubhouse, a basement with a wet bar and red shag carpet, which every house seemed to have in the 1970s. But the best part of living in East Lansing was that we could walk to Spartan Stadium for the football games, or to MSU’s Jenison Field House to see Magic Johnson play basketball. It’s no surprise that I became a huge Spartan fan and would end up going to college there myself.

Nino and our grandfather Dana Whitmer, who we called Dano, lived in Pontiac, about an hour away by car. This meant I got to spend a lot of time with her, and we became close. Nino was an elementary school teacher, and she used to send me letters with math problems. I’d work through them, then mail my answers back. Though she wasn’t able to turn me into a mathematician, I loved getting those letters, our special little tradition.

Nino set a great example for us. She was smart, strong, and funny, a rebel who wore white jeans year-round long before fashion icon Anna Wintour said that was okay. She drove until she was ninety-eight, and her last car was a cherry-red Oldsmobile convertible. (I’d be reluctant to give up driving too, with a car like that.) Her neighbors called her the “flower lady,” because she put pink flowers in every window of her house and planted them in the park across the street. And she taught us that you can always find something good in a person. “Even the meanest person might have pretty eyes,” she used to say. That advice stuck with me—the determination to always look for the good in any given person or situation.

So my grandmother had a big effect on me. I’ve tried to emulate her in many ways, and apparently that now includes offering advice. It’s not that I think I’m the be-all-end-all or wiser than anyone else—far from it. I share the opinion of my dad, Dick Whitmer, who told a reporter during one of my early campaigns that “Gretchen knows she’s not special.” Thanks, Dad!

Actually, I knew what he meant—that I don’t think I’m better than anyone else. He’s the one who taught me that, after all, leading by example. Whenever we asked if we could bring friends along to fun events, like going to the Cedar Point amusement park, Dad would always say yes. He always made the point that not everyone had the same opportunities we did, so we should include people. “We’re not special,” he’d say. “We’re just lucky.”

So it’s not that I think I have some kind of superior insight. But I have lived through some strange and difficult events, particularly in the past few years: Revealing on the floor of the Michigan Senate that I’d been sexually assaulted in college. Governing through pandemics, armed protests, and polar vortexes. Learning that certain members of a far-right militia planned to kidnap and assassinate me. It’s hard to find the good in these situations, but following Nino’s example, that’s what I’ve tried to do. And I want to share what I’ve learned.

I feel honored to have served the people of Michigan for more than twenty years, first as a state representative, then as a state senator, a prosecutor, and now as governor. And while my grandmother bore witness to most of the twentieth century, I’ve spent the first quarter of this century watching as the arc of our politics and the tone of public life has bent uncomfortably toward incivility and strife.

Traveling around the state and beyond, I often get the question “How do you stay positive in light of everything that’s happening?” The world feels very heavy right now. War is raging in the Middle East and Ukraine. Xenophobia and hatred of “others” is on the rise. Young people are facing a whole range of fears, including the effects of climate change, gun violence, and worries about the job market. But we have to find a way to keep moving ahead, to embrace our community and love our neighbors. We have to figure out how to do the next right thing, whatever that may be. And yes, the phrase “do the next right thing” is from a song in Frozen II, but the sentiment is real, and it’s one we desperately need these days.

That’s why I decided to write this book: to put a little light out there in a dark time. If I can tell a story that will help you feel less alone, or share something I wish I’d known when I was younger, or even make you laugh—that’s what it’s all about.

So, settle in, or if you feel like it, take some time to make a pan of Nino’s famous clover rolls to snack on while you read. The recipe, from a family cookbook my sister made called Cooking with Halfwhits, is on the next page.
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    Nino's Clover Rolls

    Ingredients

    
        	1 cup warm water

        	1 pkg dry yeast (2 ¼ teaspoons)

        	¼ cup sugar

        	3 ½ cups flour

        	6 T butter chopped into small pieces (salted okay)

        	1 egg

        	1 heaping teaspoon table salt

    

    Directions

    Note: By hand or mixer with a dough hook it's important to add ingredients in the order they are listed: water, yeast, sugar, flour, butter, egg, salt. (Yeast likes sugar but salt will kill it, so keep them apart before mixing.)

    Mix with a wooden spoon or in mixer first with paddle attachment then when mostly incorporated, switch to dough hook. Mix with dough hook on low for about 6-8 minutes. Alternatively, mix with spoon until ingredients come together then knead by hand. Dough should be smooth and not very sticky.

    Put dough in oiled bowl and cover with plastic wrap. Set in warm place for 90 minutes or until it has doubled in size. Spray a 12 cup muffin pan with nonstick spray. Divide dough into 12 equal pieces and then divide those into 3 pieces. Roll them into balls and place them in each prepared cup. Let rise again covered in a warm spot for around 75 minutes. When they look puffy, bake in a 350 degree oven for 15-18 minutes. Turn halfway if it is getting too brown on one side.

    
        Esther

        Dinner Rolls

            
            	1 pkg dry yeast

            	1 c warm water

            	6 T shortning-Crisco

            	1 t salt

            	¼ c sygar

            

    Put yeast in cup, wi pour on 2 T water

    Put the shortning, sugar, salt in remaining H2O

    Add 1 egg

    Add yeast mixture

    Stir in 3 ½ c flour gradually (-put in regrig now)

    Let rise 1 ½ hours, till double in size bake 10-12 min at 425 in top part of oven






CHAPTER 1 DON’T LET THE BULLIES GET YOU DOWN


In 1981, when I was ten years old, the TV show Three’s Company was a huge hit. It was a silly comedy about two women and a man sharing an apartment, a situation that back then was seen as a little bit shocking. Everybody in my fifth-grade class watched it, tuning in every Tuesday night to see what kind of trouble Jack, Janet, and Chrissy were getting into.

In November of that year, the show introduced a new character named Greedy Gretchen. Played by actress Teresa Ganzel, Greedy Gretchen was a blond bombshell who wore a spaghetti-strap dress to show off her ample bosom. Unfortunately for me, I had started developing earlier than other girls in my class, so even in the fifth grade, I was already getting kind of busty. Not surprisingly, some of the boys started calling me Greedy Gretchen. Did I hate it? You bet I did. The only thing worse than having boobs suddenly sprout on your fifth-grade body is having hormonal boys point it out every three minutes. At age ten, I really didn’t want to stand out. But what could I do about it?

I hated that nickname, but I didn’t know how to respond. When I was a kid, people used to say, “Just ignore it.” Or worse: “If a boy teases you, it means he likes you.” No one ever suggested that I stand up for myself, and so I didn’t. The boys kept calling me Greedy Gretchen until middle school, when most of the other girls finally started developing too.

If I could go back and talk to my ten-year-old self, I’d tell her to share with a trusted adult what was going on. Ask for help. Advocate for herself. And I’ll be honest: I still struggle with doing this sometimes. Because even as adults, women get unwanted commentary on how we look (more on this later). People sometimes judge us more on what we’re wearing, rather than our intellect, our humor, our empathy. When that happens, it’s okay to tell them that what they’re doing isn’t right. And if you see that a friend is going through it, it’s okay to step up and support them, too. Add your voice to encourage people to focus on what matters.

Greedy Gretchen was just the first of many nicknames. A few years later, I went to a summer church camp in West Virginia. Our family wasn’t super religious, but my parents divorced when I was six, and my mom and stepfather used to take us to Cascade Christian Church on the weekends we were with her. For whatever reason, the youth group took an annual trip all the way to West Virginia, so that’s where I was the summer after I got my braces off.

I used to love these trips, because we’d all pile into a bus and just cut up and laugh all the way through the eight-hour ride. Dad used to joke that we packed enough food for two weeks just for the bus trip. Some of my best friends were in this church group, and it was exciting to take a trip together, away from our parents, to run wild at this camp five hundred miles from home.

One afternoon, we were playing a game that involved running all over the place, and another girl went to tag me. But instead of just tagging, she pushed the hell out of me (so much for church camp), and I went flying face-first into the cement. The impact knocked out both of my front teeth, scraped up my hands, and opened a huge gash on my knee. We were out in the woods, in the middle of nowhere, and with blood gushing out of my knee, the counselors had to improvise, using maxi pads to clean it up. When I finally got to the hospital, it took thirty stitches to close the cut, and the doctors sent me home toothless and in a wheelchair.

I looked awful, but I wasn’t worried about what my friends might think. I mostly dreaded seeing my dad. He’d just paid thousands of dollars for braces to fix the gap between my front teeth—and now they were gone. All that money, wasted! I was so worried he would be mad that I was actually glad to have been hurt so badly, because he might feel sorry for me instead.

When I got back to Michigan with my busted face and torn-up knee, my dad could only shake his head. Gravity Gretchen, he called me, and the nickname stuck. I had always been a klutzy child, banging into things and falling, and even though that girl had pushed me, this episode served to cement my reputation. But unlike when the boys nicknamed me Greedy Gretchen, I didn’t mind Gravity Gretchen. It was funny because it was true. And because my dad laughed when he called me that, it helped me learn how not to take myself too seriously.

People gave me other nicknames over the years: Stretchin’ Gretchen, Fetchin’ Gretchen, and much later, Big Gretch. But there was one nickname in particular that managed to propel me into the newspapers—though, in fairness, the coverage came about not so much because of the nickname itself, but because of who gave it to me.

“That woman from Michigan.” That’s me! President Donald J. Trump bestowed this very special name on me in the spring of 2020—though what he actually said, speaking to Vice President Mike Pence at a White House press conference, was “Don’t call the woman in Michigan.” It was his latest salvo in a battle that had been brewing between us for weeks, ever since Covid-19 began shutting down the country and growing numbers of Michiganders were dying.

In the early days of the pandemic, the White House didn’t take it seriously enough. As hospitals overflowed and makeshift morgues filled up, governors scrambled to get basic medical supplies such as masks, surgical gloves, and ventilators. Detroit was hit particularly hard, along with New York City, Chicago, and New Orleans. We hoped and expected that the federal government would help, but instead, the president pitted the states against each other in a cruel Hunger Games–style scramble for equipment.

After I pointed out the lack of a federal strategy to combat Covid during a March 16 interview on MSNBC, Trump took to Twitter—now called X—the next morning to chastise me. “Failing Michigan Governor must work harder and be much more proactive. We are pushing her to get the job done. I stand with Michigan!” he tweeted at 9:27 a.m. Well, good morning! So I tweeted right back: “Now that I’ve got your attention, Mr. President—attack tweets won’t solve this crisis. But swift and clear guidance, tests, personal protective equipment, and resources would.”

I didn’t love that the president of the United States was calling me out, but that was a very minor concern compared to what really mattered. Getting help for people was my job. That’s what was important. If I’d lost the plot, or begun to think that this was all about me, I might have gotten distracted. But leadership isn’t about protecting your own ego, it’s about keeping your eye on the ball. So I stayed focused on trying to get the supplies we needed to keep people alive in Michigan.

At that time, in late March of 2020, the whole world had turned upside down. I had planned to have an eighteenth birthday party for my daughter Sherry, but instead, her school—and every other school in Michigan—was shut down during her senior year. As a parent, I was heartbroken for my kids. As a governor, my focus had to be protecting the people of Michigan. When the districts shut down our schools, we had no idea how long that might last. No one had lived through anything like this before. (To find out how my daughters Sherry and Sydney felt about this, and many other events described in this book, check out the Q&A with them in the back.)

On Thursday, March 26, I requested that the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) declare a federal disaster in Michigan, which would release funds for our state. At least seven other states had already received this designation, and I wanted to make sure Michiganders got the federal dollars we needed. Trump didn’t like it. His ego was bruised, because he takes things personally. He makes everything about himself, rather than about helping others.

He called in to the conservative commentator Sean Hannity’s show that evening, and amid a rambling forty-minute interview, he said, “And your governor of Michigan, I mean, she’s not stepping up. I don’t know if she knows what’s going on. But all she does is sit there and blame the federal government. She doesn’t get it done.” He took a moment to complain about Washington governor Jay Inslee, then came back to me, saying, “We’ve had a big problem with the young, a woman governor from, you know who I’m talking about, from Michigan.” Did he not know my name? Or was he just acting like he was too far above me to speak it?

I decided to help him out. “Hi, my name is Gretchen Whitmer, and that governor is me,” I tweeted, shortly after the Hannity interview aired. “I’ve asked repeatedly and respectfully for help. We need it. No more political attacks, just PPEs, ventilators, N95 masks, test kits. You said you stand with Michigan—prove it.” I had been governor for only a little over a year, and getting into a fight with the president wasn’t something I was keen to do. I did it because I was scared. Michiganders were dying, and I had to do whatever it took to get the federal government’s attention and help. The great South African leader Nelson Mandela once wrote that courage is not the absence of fear, but the triumph over it. I had to face down my fear in order to keep Michiganders safe.

The next day, March 27, was the day Trump talked about me at the White House news briefing. Once again complaining about how governors were too demanding and not “appreciative” enough, he relayed advice that he’d supposedly given to Vice President Pence. “I say, ‘Mike, don’t call the governor of Washington. You’re wasting your time with him. Don’t call the woman in Michigan.’… You know what I say? If they don’t treat you right, I don’t call.”

And then it was off to the races for That Woman from Michigan. People jumped at the chance to tweet about it, talk about it, even make T-shirts and bumper stickers with it. My team sent out emails quoting the nickname, instantly turning it from a liability into an advantage. One woman even got an image of my face and the words “That woman” tattooed on her leg. And when another sent me a blue T-shirt with the phrase stenciled in giant white letters, I wore it during a video interview on The Daily Show with Trevor Noah.

To this day, people are still selling That Woman from Michigan stickers, mugs, shirts, candles (scented with “lime, rose, geranium, & musk”), pillows, trucker hats, and even nail polish (handmade, toxin- and cruelty-free, in Traverse City). So, it was not only good for me; you could argue that it’s been good for Michigan’s Etsy community. And it only happened because I refused to let the president define me. I took his insult, flipped it, and made it my own.

[image: Image]

That’s the secret to dealing with bullies: You take their weapon and make it your shield. You can’t let their words get to you or take them to heart. Knowing that you are worthy of respect, from others but also from yourself, is an important step in developing a strong sense of self.

Every time Trump gave me a nickname, I made it my own. On March 27, 2020, he tweeted, “I love Michigan, one of the reasons we are doing such a GREAT job for them during this horrible Pandemic. Yet your Governor, Gretchen ‘Half’ Whitmer is way in over her head, she doesn’t have a clue. Likes blaming everyone for her own ineptitude!” Oooh, “half-Whit.” Good one! Good enough to put on the cover of our family cookbook, where it makes me laugh every time I see it. (Liz and I now call our kids half-Whits too, since they’re half Whitmer.) And hey—at least the president finally learned my name.


[image: Image]
Our family cookbook





Sometimes bullies need a taste of their own medicine. In late 2011, when I was in the Michigan State Senate, the Republican majority passed a supposedly anti-bullying bill. They named it Matt’s Safe School Law, after a fourteen-year-old student named Matt Epling who took his life after upperclassmen hazed and assaulted him. Matt, who had lived in my district, was an honor roll student and a sweet kid whose fellow eighth graders voted him “Best Smile” and “Best Personality.” His suicide was shocking and tragic, and it would have been entirely appropriate to honor his memory by naming a true anti-bullying bill after him.

But at the last minute, the Catholic Church, among others, pressured the bill’s authors into adding language exempting people who bully for a “sincerely held religious belief or moral conviction.” Seriously? This made a complete mockery of what the bill was supposed to do, giving anyone a free pass to bully if they claimed to be religious. Matt’s dad, Kevin Epling, said it “tarnished the memory” of his son. In a floor speech, I tore into the stupidity of it, saying, “Not only does this not protect kids who are bullied, it further endangers them by legitimizing excuses for tormenting a student. After the way you’ve gutted it, it wouldn’t have done a damn thing to save Matt! This is worse than doing nothing! It’s a Republican license to bully.”

That phrase gave my team an idea. We printed up a big cartoon of Senate majority leader Randy Richardville, showing him holding a driver’s license with the words “License to Bully.”

Now, I didn’t have any personal beef with Randy, and in fact we were good friends. He and I served together for many years in the House and the Senate. The world is small in some ways, and it’s smart to build relationships—even with people who have different beliefs than you do, because you’ll probably cross paths again somewhere down the road. Getting to know one another takes energy and effort, but it helps you find common ground. And whatever differences we might have politically, in the end we’re all people.

So, Randy and I have known and liked each other for years. But creating that cartoon seemed like the best way to draw attention to the sheer callousness of the bill they were trying to push through. It distilled the argument, making it very easy for the public to see the impact of bullying. And while Randy wasn’t thrilled about seeing his caricature up in front of the Senate, he respected the creativity. Because here’s the thing: it worked. The Republicans changed tack, adopting the House version of the bill, which condemned bullying full stop—no exemptions.

Politics can feel like a blood sport these days. Luckily for me, we Whitmers have thick skin and short memories. We each learned early on that by turning insults into humor and laughing at ourselves, we can take away their sting. That’s why, on my high school powder puff football jersey, I chose the name Greedy. It’s why Liz wears a necklace that says “Elizabitch.” And it’s why Richard wears a big old belt buckle with the name DICK on it. You can’t make fun of us, because we’re going to beat you to it. It’s the best way to disarm bullies, by turning their weapon into your shield. You can trust me on this, or I’m not That Woman from Michigan.
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