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				Eyes glued to computer monitors. Constant click of fingers on keyboards. The steady ding of email notifications. Phones ringing and vibrating. Staccato beat of conversations. An invisible line of energy, taut with anticipation, connecting it all. This is what a typical election day is like in a television newsroom. But, the day before is often just a regular news day, not really thinking ahead, but staying focused on the current day’s news.
			

			
				November 5, 2012 was no different at Channel 16, WNEP-TV, the ABC affiliate in Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, Pennsylvania where I had been working as a broadcast journalist since 1984. My current role was news producer and lead anchor of our top-rated 6 p.m. newscast. I was also the solo anchor of the noon newscast, another show with an enormous audience. It was a balancing act, but I loved every second of it. I never grew tired of the rush of gathering facts, putting them together, and sharing the stories on-air.
			

			
				I have to admit, election coverage wasn’t my favorite. I always felt uneasy approaching election days. While I always focused on delivering accurate facts in all my reporting, there was something a bit more stressful about election results. I worried about saying everything just right. I’m sure that was somewhere in the back of my mind, but I remember it being a routine news day. I don’t remember any breaking news. So, I was calm coming off the set after anchoring the noon news, focused on finishing my responsibilities for that day, not the next.
			

			
				The news I was about to receive, though, had nothing to do with elections, national or world stories, or local news – not yet – but it would change my life forever.
			

			
				The newsroom in the middle of a regular day is somewhat quiet, and this was the case on that November day in 2012. Reporters and photographers were out gathering news. The assignment editors, and news producers and directors were the only people in the newsroom. It was missing the late-afternoon energy when everyone is back from the field, looking at the clock as a tight deadline looms. I walked back to my desk in the newsroom, which was a maze of cubicles separated by partitions that were only about chest high. The assignment desk was elevated above us all. So, the environment fostered yelling over to a colleague to ask a question about an upcoming story. It didn’t provide a whole lot of privacy for phone calls.
			

			
				I stood in front of my desk as I checked my phone. I had a voicemail from my neighbor who lived across the street. I thought that was strange. He never calls me, let alone, leaves a voicemail.
			

			
				As I listened to the message, my stomach felt like an elevator in a free-fall.
			

			
				“Marisa, it’s Art. I’m not sure if you know this or not, but the police have your home surrounded. I see state police, local police, and it looks like FBI agents are trying to bust in your front door.”
			

			
				My heartbeat quickened. My mouth went dry. Blood whooshed in my ears. My legs felt wiggly, and my stomach did a few back flips. I steadied myself against my desk. Not again, I thought. But, I sensed a tornado in the distance moving as fast and loud as a freight train. And I was in its direct path.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter 1
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				During my senior year of high school, I caught the bug for communications and journalism while serving as the editor of my school’s newspaper. After graduation, I attended Cedar Crest College in Allentown, Pennsylvania, a small, all-women’s school at that time. I majored in communications and dreamed about writing for a newspaper someday. But then I took a broadcasting course that changed my career path. I wanted to finish my degree at a school with a more established communications program, so I transferred to the Roy H. Park School of Communications at Ithaca College in upstate New York.
			

			
				I often found it strange that I became a television anchorwoman because, as a child, I was shy. I dreaded every time my mom pulled out the Kodak Instamatic camera—so much so that many times I broke out in tears. To this day, I don’t understand why. Maybe it was those weird flash cubes.
			

			
				I was that kid who always worried about having just the right answer, who never raised my hand, and who got upset if a teacher called on me. I never wanted “all eyes on me.” The newspaper route I shared with my younger brother Tim when I was 12 brought me out of my shyness shell. Every Saturday, we went door-to-door to collect money. Tim would finish his route and collections in 30 minutes. It would take me an hour and a half because I was striking up conversations with all my newspaper customers. Then, when I was 15, I started working as a waitress at a restaurant right off Interstate 80 not far from my hometown of Danville, PA. Since it was near a major highway, and I knew the customers were probably traveling somewhere, I always asked my guests questions like where are you from? Where are you heading? I guess even back then, I was curious about people and wanted to hear their stories.
			

			
				These first jobs helped me overcome my shyness and instilled a strong work ethic, which was also nurtured by my parents, and something I definitely carried into my career as a broadcast journalist.
			

			
				 
			

			
				.   .   .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Staying with the same employer for over 30 years is rare these days, even more so when you work in broadcast journalism and at a local television affiliate. So, I knew how lucky I was to have had a career at WNEP-TV Channel 16 that spanned more than three decades. I certainly never would have imagined that happening when, thanks to a close college friend who put in a good word for me with her news director, I landed my first television news job at WSLS-TV in Roanoke, Virginia three months after graduating from Ithaca in 1982.
			

			
				I envisioned hop-scotching my way across the country as I worked my way up through the television news ranks. I think every broadcast journalist dreams of working in a major, top-20 market. And I did have dreams of working in Philadelphia, but it was more like a fantasy. My real dream was to work at WNEP. I knew how respected the station was; knew it was a news leader, one of the best in the country. That’s where I wanted to be.
			

			
				And it was home. I grew up in Danville, a small borough about 60 miles west of Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, but still within the WNEP viewing area. I wanted to eventually go back home and knew Roanoke was a pit stop on the route to get there.
			

			
				I was thrilled when I received the letter confirming my position at WSLS-TV. My hard work in school had paid off. I was on my way, but my elation came to a screeching halt after I handed the letter to my parents.
			

			
				“Marisa, how are you going to live on $7,200 dollars a year?” my mother asked. My father’s concerned look mirrored her words.
			

			
				My childhood was synonymous with the 1950s/60s ideal American middle-class family. If you remember the affable television show Father Knows Best, you will get the gist. I was the middle of three children, sandwiched in between my brothers, Christopher and Timothy. We respected, loved, and feared our parents in equal measure. They were definitely in charge. Household rules were strictly enforced and discipline carried out when any of us stepped out of line, which was very rare for me. We were raised to believe, think and behave like our parents and were not really allowed to make decisions on our own. It was out of the question to question them. Deviation from the norm was not an option and neither was compromise in our house—even as my brothers and I grew into young adulthood.
			

			
				The fact that my parents were questioning my starting salary at WSLS-TV and my ability to be able to live on it worried me. But I knew I had to get my foot in the door of television news, and I knew this was my chance. So, I reassured my parents that I would make it work. It was one of the first adult decisions I made without their guidance or enthusiastic support.
			

			
				Fortunately for me and my meager budget, a college friend who was already working at the station arranged for me to live with her and two other women, who both worked at other television stations in the Roanoke-Lynchburg market. We lived in an old brick home in the western part of the city that we called “Media West” because of the location and the fact that we all worked in broadcasting. My chunk of the monthly rent? $100.
			

			
				My father helped me move my belongings to Virginia. A mahogany bed that belonged to my great grandmother, a matching nightstand, bent-wood rocking chair, stereo receiver with a turntable, and a 13-inch black and white TV. I kept that TV for years as a reminder of the humble beginnings of my broadcasting career and where I had to start to “get my foot in the door.”
			

			
				And that first year was tough. After taxes and health insurance, I was taking home far less than $7,200. I could not afford a car, so I bummed rides off my housemates to do errands, go grocery shopping, even to get to work. My dinners mostly consisted of Ramen noodles. Every so often I would splurge on spaghetti sauce and pretend I was having a legitimate pasta dinner. But sometimes I was so hungry that I helped myself to leftovers my housemates kept in the refrigerator. They knew I was taking their food, but never said anything. Although as tough as it was financially, I didn’t care. I was getting work experience in television news and that is what mattered to me.
			

			
				I spent about 18 months in Roanoke living and working with breathtaking natural beauty all around me. (I always said I wish I could have brought the Blue Ridge Mountains back to Pennsylvania with me.) My first position was as a beat reporter covering local government and school board meetings. Even though I aced my journalism classes at Ithaca, once I got out into the real world, I felt like I did not know anything. But I wanted to learn, and I worked hard. I was promoted to weekend anchor and producer, and finally as weeknight co-anchor. It was a fast track that I did not know I was stepping onto, but the experience helped me make my next move.
			

			
				My brother Tim, who was a college videography intern at WNEP (he also attended Ithaca and majored in broadcasting), was the one who told me the morning and midday co-anchor position at Newswatch 16 was open. He had overheard people saying that Dorothy Lucy was leaving to take a job in New York.
			

			
				Right after college and before I left for my job in Roanoke, I had contacted Paul Stueber, who was the news director at WNEP at that time, about job opportunities at the station. Paul was a big, burly guy who looked and sounded like Burl Ives. Having worked in major markets like Detroit, Pittsburgh, Indianapolis, and New York City, Paul had a commanding presence. He knew everything about news and news production.
			

			
				“You need some professional experience first,” Paul had written in a letter. “Come back and see me in about a year.”
			

			
				When Tim told me about Dorothy leaving, I took it as a sign to try again. Since I was now anchoring the 6 and 11 p.m. newscasts in Roanoke, I had the experience Paul told me to go find included on my resume tape. I sent the reel to Paul and crossed my fingers. I was called in for an interview, and soon after, was offered the morning co-anchor/field reporter’s job. I could not pack my bags fast enough to return home for my dream job.
			

			
				When I arrived at WNEP in 1984, I quickly realized that how the television station ran on the inside aligned with its public reputation. The news department was built on a foundation of policies, procedures and impeccable standards that cultivated excellent broadcast journalism, even though Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, PA was the 50th largest market in the nation. The ratings success of the station graced the cover of Broadcasting Magazine around the time I started. “America’s highest rated newscast is in Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, Pennsylvania,” the April 1984 cover read followed by:
			

			
				“Newswatch 16 at 6 with a 35 rating and a 54 share is seen in more homes than news leaders in many markets almost twice its size.”
			

			
				Ratings are measured in two ways: rating points and share points. So, if the 6 p.m. newscast receives a 35 rating and a 54 share, it means out of all television households in the viewing area, 35 percent were tuned into that broadcast and out of all households with a television currently on, 54 percent were tuned into that newscast. Most television stations would kill for those kinds of numbers. And while those numbers slightly declined over the years as cable and satellite became more popular, Newswatch 16 remained a behemoth in the market and still is today.
			

			
				The broadcast journalism world always carries a certain level of competition. Most reporters dream of sitting in the anchor seat, but there was not a cut-throat, backstabbing culture at WNEP. We were a team working toward a common goal – to put out the best news possible. The station’s motto was (and still is) Proud to Serve. And we were all proud to serve everyone in northeastern and central Pennsylvania.
			

			
				Another unique aspect was low turnover. People who were hired at WNEP eventually settled into northeastern Pennsylvania – got married, had children, bought homes, raised their families and became a part of the community. It was easy to get into that comfort zone and decide to stay. I definitely did. Once I returned, I never thought about going after a larger market like Philadelphia again. I felt so fortunate that this was my home. Where you are born and bred and have the chance as a broadcast journalist to work in that area, is just far different from going to another part of the country. You have the competitive edge because you know the area, demographics, streets, roads, terrain, and most importantly the people. You know how long it takes to get from Bloomsburg to Stroudsburg. You just know because you were born in the area. You grew up in the area. That gave me confidence to keep moving toward my goal of becoming lead anchor. I don’t think it would have happened if I had been an outsider.
			

			
				When I started at WNEP, the station was located near the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton International Airport near Avoca. Most of production and administrative offices were in a building, but the newsroom was in two double-wide trailers that were attached to the rest of the property. The WNEP newsroom consisted of big, clunky desks in rows, filthy carpet, and an ever-present curtain of cigarette smoke. Associated Press machines rhythmically printed out the latest breaking news from around the globe while the anchors tapped on electronic typewriters. Reporters had to resort to manual ones. When scripts were finished, the pages were scotch taped together and fed into the teleprompter. Police scanners constantly blared from the assignment desk. Factor in a news producer periodically yelling about whether a story would make deadline, and the newsroom was filled with nerve-racking noise levels. But it was exhilarating and fun.
			

			
				It seemed to me as though the news department had everything: live trucks that allowed reporters to go live from the scene of breaking news, countless news vehicles to transport crews and equipment, and even a helicopter named Skycam 16. The weather forecasts were done like no other in the nation: from an outdoor set and aptly dubbed, “Weather from the Backyard.” Reporters were seasoned journalists and put together dynamite, enterprising stories day after day, night after night. Newswatch 16 was the leader in local and breaking news. By 1985, the 6 p.m. newscast became the highest rated local news broadcast in the country.
			

			
				WNEP was the premier television station. As much as the Newswatch 16 brand was admired by viewers all over northeastern and central Pennsylvania, WNEP itself was known for broadcasting the big Saint Patrick’s parade in Scranton, the Children’s Miracle Network telethon, and the Jerry Lewis Muscular Dystrophy telethon every Labor Day along with many other special events. Hatchy Milatchy, a daily children’s program with Miss Judy played by Lois Burns, was extremely popular and was still airing when I started at WNEP. It was thrilling to be working at a television station that was so committed to the community. Number one in the market, we left the competition in the dust.
			

			
				Since I was hired as a morning reporter and co-anchor of the 6:30 a.m. and noon news, my days started by being at work by 5 a.m. I primarily did live reports “out in the field” when I was not inside anchoring the news with Frank Andrews. And I did this for three years.
			

			
				I never had the opportunity to go live when working in Roanoke. The station just did not have the technological capabilities at that time. So, my first chance to do so was at WNEP. And what a disaster it was…
			

			
				I was assigned to do an interview with Luzerne County Commissioner Frank Trinisewski. My God, my first live interview, and he has to have a Polish last name? I will never be able to pronounce his last name correctly, I thought. What a test, and one that I failed! Not only did I annihilate the commissioner’s name, I was so scared about going live that my voice was quivering beyond control. Viewers probably thought I was about to break down in tears!
			

			
				After it was over, all I could think was I’ve ruined my career at WNEP before it barely began. But when I returned to the station, Paul and I talked about my horrible opening-day performance and what I could have done better, besides pronouncing names the right way. That was the first of many lessons I would learn from him. His guidance, philosophies, standards, values, and news judgment not only helped me hone my broadcast skills, but really shaped Newswatch 16 into the force it still is today.
			

			
				Like most things in life, the more you practice, the better you get, and I would like to think that I improved with each live shot I did. And honestly, I liked being out in the field more than anything else. But when my co-anchor and producer kept me inside to anchor the noon news, I welcomed that as well because I wanted to get more experience in the anchor chair, too.
			

			
				I became famous for my reports on road conditions during a snowstorm with the temperature below zero. I also became known for the outfit I wore to try to stay warm: a white snowsuit that made me look like the Michelin Man. On frigid days, when I was not too happy about being out in those severe temps, everything was covered except my eyes. Yes, even my mouth! People tuned into us since we were the only game in town at that time to turn to in the morning for road reports and the latest information that broke overnight. Our ratings at 6:30 a.m. were through the roof.
			

			
				When you are in the field, you work closely with a photographer. It was a team effort, pure and simple. A water main break. A crash. A fire. We would get in the news vehicle and head out to wherever there was a story. If it happened to be a slow morning, we would tape fronts like “later today here at the courthouse…” We’d go live between 6:30 and 7:00 a.m., and during 7:25 and 8:25 a.m. cut-ins when network tossed to local. Then, a quick phone call to our noon producer Frank Andrews about what taped story we would send in that morning. Live at noon, usually with a full-fledged story, before calling it day at 12:30 p.m.
			

			
				I was young, enthusiastic and hungry for the experience. I wanted to work. Yes, when the alarm went off at 4:00 a.m., it was tough to get up, but it was my job, and I was grateful for it.
			

			
				At the end of 1985 WNEP was bought by one of the most respected and prestigious news organizations in the world: The New York Times. The company invested millions of dollars in the station making even more improvements in equipment. In 1989 the station moved to a new state-of-the-art studio near Montage Mountain outside Scranton. It was the first property at the base of the mountain, so executives had the right to choose its address: 16 Montage Mountain Road. Pretty cool. It was also cool to brag that our station was owned by The New York Times.
			

			
				However, several years of the early morning schedule started taking its toll. So, by the late 1980’s and after many requests to be rotated off the early morning shift, management assigned me to a dayside reporter’s position, including covering the esteemed Scranton beat, followed by a promotion to anchor the 5 p.m. newscast. Then, in 1990, the coveted and prestigious 6 and 11 p.m. co-anchor spot suddenly opened up after Karen Harch announced she was leaving. Karen married former WNEP sportscaster Alby Oxenreiter, after Alby had landed a job in Pittsburgh. They had a long-distance marriage from March until June of that year, when she also moved to Pittsburgh. She eventually became a reporter in the Steel City as well.
			

			
				Like me, Karen was born in northeastern Pennsylvania. She was a consummate professional with impeccable reporting and writing skills. She commanded respect in the newsroom and she certainly deserved it. I looked up to her and aspired to be the kind of professional she was. On Karen’s last day, Tim Morrissey, the news director who took over after Paul Stueber became a news director in Baltimore, called me into his office. A calm and reserved (most of the time) news director, he wanted nothing but excellence when it came to journalism and expected it from his employees.
			

			
				“You’re already anchoring the five. You’re next in line. You’re local. You’re from Danville. People like you, so we thought you would be the best fit to sit next to Nolan. We’re going to draw up a new contract.”
			

			
				Karen left on a Friday. I was sitting in her anchor chair the following Monday. I was 29, and now a main anchor. A dream and a sought-after position I never thought would come so quickly.
			

			
				Those first few nights on air with Nolan Johannes were surreal. Just a few days earlier, Karen Harch, a respected news writer and broadcast journalist was still in the seat. And now here I was. I thought, My God, I have big shoes to fill. I was excited, but nervous. I wanted to be there, but I was very unsure I would be able to do what Karen did. I knew I was nowhere on the journalistic level that Karen had attained. She was my mentor, and now, here I was, trying to be the lead female co-anchor at WNEP! I was suddenly catapulted from a minor player in the newsroom to a major player. And add sitting next to this legend of Nolan Johannes who was one of the most beloved personalities ever in the market.
			

			
				I remember my first night walking out on the set and being introduced by Nolan as his new partner. The energy was exhilarating, but the nervousness was nearly uncontrollable. I wanted my hair and makeup to be perfect. I wanted to make sure my outfit was impressionable. I practiced to make sure I read every script perfectly to avoid making a mistake on air. That would have been mortifying—especially sitting next to a legend like Nolan.
			

			
				He was a wizard at connecting with the audience. Nolan came to Newswatch 16 in 1982 with no former news experience. He was a broadcast personality in Buffalo, New York, mostly doing on-air announcements, when the station hired him. He never claimed to be a journalist, but perhaps that’s why he was so successful and endearing at WNEP. When he looked into the camera, he was talking to one person, and that was you. No fancy suits or ties. Completely down-to-earth and humble, yet the epitome of class. A gentleman with gentle ways.
			

			
				He made viewers feel like family. And he did so in a strong, but calming, dignified voice. He was a master at intonation and pacing. He also gave me little lessons on grammar, life, common sense things. One that stuck with me is “a cake is done, your cupcakes are done, but you complete or finish something.” He was a person who led by example. I watched and learned.
			

			
				We became the most-watched anchor team at WNEP, and two of the most recognizable people in northeastern and central Pennsylvania. People asked for our autographs like we were Hollywood celebrities. I relished the notoriety even more since I was a local gal. Back then, I did not think much about what it was like to be on the other side of a newscast, to be the subject of a news story. Never did I think that years later I would find out.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter 2
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Nolan retired from WNEP nearly two months after I had my first daughter in January of 1996, which happened two years after I married the proverbial man of my dreams I had met on a blind date arranged by a mutual friend, Kelly Rippon. If her last name sounds familiar it is because her eldest child, Adam Rippon, is a former competitive figure skater and Olympic Bronze Medalist. Kelly’s husband also worked as a graphic artist at WNEP at the time.
			

			
				 
			

			
				.   .   .
			

			
				 
			

			
				It was August 1992. I had just returned from a trip to Houston, Texas where I covered the Republican National Convention and the nominations of George H.W. Bush and Dan Quayle as president and vice president of the United States. Yes, this was still during the days when local affiliates sent their own reporters and anchors to cover national political events. And yes, Houston in August is soupy and sweltering, which did not make my 14-hour workdays while I was there easy. I was physically tired from the heat and mentally tired from the long hours spent with the local northeastern Pennsylvania delegates and generating two or three stories each day.
			

			
				I returned home exhausted and craving time on the couch with a good movie and air conditioning. But Kelly called. “Marisa, there is someone from high school I want you to meet. I think you might like him,” she said. “He’s a really good guy from a nice family.”
			

			
				I usually stayed far away from blind dates. I protested a bit. I tried to play the I’m-exhausted-and-need-time-on-the-couch-in-AC card. Kelly kept at it and finally persuaded me with the promise of good food and good company on a laid-back Saturday evening. So, I abandoned my hopes for couch time and headed to Kelly’s house in Clarks Summit. And I was so glad I did…
			

			
				Mark Kandel was the first person I saw when I walked into Kelly’s home that night. He looked like an L.L. Bean model dressed in a button-down shirt, khaki shorts and Docksiders. All six foot two of him. He reminded me of Superman’s human persona, Clark Kent, with his full head of dark brown hair and amber-beer eyes, minus the eyeglasses.
			

			
				He introduced himself and joked that he knew what I looked like by “turning on the news.” I never met a man more charming and with such a keen sense of humor and split-second wit. His impersonations resembled comedic talents from the likes of Dana Carvey, Martin Short, and Bill Hader-- all wrapped up in one.
			

			
				Kelly and her husband stepped out of the living room for a while after dinner so Mark and I could talk alone. We shared our likes, our dislikes, hobbies, interests, and backgrounds. In no time, we discovered we had a lot in common (both liked movies, shopping, traveling). After graduating from Scranton Central High School in 1978, Mark went to East Stroudsburg University in Pennsylvania and majored in Special Education, then received his master’s degree from Shippensburg University also in PA. The summer I met Mark he was in the midst of completing his Ph.D. in learning disabilities, special education policy and school administration from the University of Maryland and was living off a fellowship. He occasionally drove back to Scranton on the weekends to see his family.
			

			
				I remember saying to myself that evening, “Well, this will be a delightful experience, but why in the world would a guy like this be interested in someone like me?” My self-doubt always came into play when it came to relationships with guys. My first impression of Mark was that he was in another league, one that I did not have the stats to join. I was short. I was physically fit, but not really athletic. He was tall, athletic, and charming. I could tell that people just gravitated toward him. He was a Ken doll who needed a Barbie, and I was the opposite of her. I never thought I would see or hear from him again. But as we walked to our cars that night at Kelly’s house, Mark asked me for my telephone number. I was thrilled! He jotted down my phone number on a piece of paper, escorted me to my car, kissed me on the cheek and said, “I will definitely call you. I want to see you again.” I got into my car, and he closed the door like a perfect gentleman. We both left Kelly’s at the same time. I remember feeling like I was on cloud nine.
			

			
				Our first date was a picnic at Lake Winola where Mark’s parents were members of the Canoe Club. Mark made an impression by bringing along a picnic basket, filled with grapes, cheese and red wine. We picked a spot and sat down. All of a sudden we noticed bees buzzing around us. It did not take us long to figure out we had sat near a ground nest full of yellow jackets! We quickly moved and then settled into our picnic. We talked for hours as we sat next to the lake in the warmth of the late afternoon August sun.
			

			
				That night, we went to the movies to see Single White Female. Not sure why we chose that. It doesn’t seem like the best first-date movie, but we did. I insisted on paying for the tickets. Now, I was doing the impressing. Mark said I did not have to, but I insisted. He thanked me and said it was thoughtful and generous.
			

			
				After that first date, he headed back to College Park, Maryland for the start of a new semester. And we started a two-year, long-distance relationship. Every two weeks, I would jump in my car as soon as my shift ended and head south on Interstate 81. On the opposite weeks, Mark came back home. It was hard, but we knew it was temporary, so we made it work.
			

			
				At this time, I was living alone in an apartment in West Pittston. My trips to Maryland were a bit more interesting. Since money was tight for Mark, he took on the responsibility of resident advisor for a fraternity on campus. It meant free room and board while he completed his doctoral coursework, which certainly helped ease the strain on his budget. But our times together while I was visiting, including the private, intimate moments, were usually interrupted by loud, obnoxious frat brothers who loved to party and play loud, obnoxious music well into the middle of the night.
			

			
				I quickly saw that Mark was like a father to these young men and provided guidance, advice and encouragement whenever needed. So, I did my best to go with the flow in terms of his living arrangements. Again, it was only until he finished graduate school. He enjoyed mentoring them and definitely acted like the adult in charge, but he also joked around with them like a big brother would. He allowed himself to be “one of the boys.”
			

			
				Before the University of Maryland, Mark worked for the Department of Defense as a high-school teacher for students whose parents were stationed at Bitburg Air Force Base in Germany. He took advantage of his five years there to travel all over Europe. He kept his souvenirs from those trips and proudly displayed them in his frat house where they were always conversation starters. Mark was always ready with a story of his travels and his trinkets.
			

			
				Perhaps it was Mark’s travel experiences and his appreciation for diversity that kept him so positive all the time. You never heard him criticize anybody or anything, as he always found the best in people. Connecting with others seemed so natural for him. The world was not always about him. He listened when others spoke, and I think this attracted people to him the way a lamppost harkens moths on a dark summer night.
			

			
				And then there was that spontaneous sense of humor. He had a knack for doing impersonations that would make everyone laugh until our stomachs ached. I think the fact that he made me laugh every single day was one of the things I found most attractive about him. No other man I had ever dated made me laugh like that. But I also loved that he was a gentleman who opened doors; a romantic who wrote thoughtful messages in every card he gave me; a man who sent flowers on birthdays and Valentine’s Day. He made me feel important. His life revolved around me and mine around his. I just felt so safe and secure in our relationship. I fell in love with him, and I fell hard.
			

			
				In March 1993, just seven months after Mark and I met, we decided to head south for spring break on our first vacation together. Mark’s parents owned a condominium in Bradenton, a Florida gulf-coast retirement community between Sarasota and Tampa, where they spent winters. We would get to spend time with them as well and relax on the beach with a Gulf view.
			

			
				The plan was for me to drive to Maryland and then Mark and I would fly to Florida from Washington D.C. Before I left, Mark’s younger sister Kim, who lived in Scranton, dropped off a sealed box and asked me to take it to her brother. She innocently described it as a care package.
			

			
				“He knows it’s coming,” she said without giving me any more details about the contents.
			

			
				Mark and I were so excited about our trip, but when I arrived in Maryland, he seemed a bit nervous. He asked me for the box, I took it out of my bag and handed it over. He never opened it in front of me, and I did not ask any questions. We flew out the next morning.
			

			
				That week, cool temperatures blanketed Florida and gusty winds blew. It was the backside of the blizzard of ‘93 that was marching its way through the northeast. But Mark still insisted we venture to the beach. His mom knew what was about to happen. She had tears in her eyes as we headed out. I did not stop to think about the why behind the tears.
			

			
				We huddled together on a blanket with another one wrapped around us. The often-calm Gulf was kicking up some waves. Sand blew around. Not my ideal beach day, but at least I was getting to spend time with Mark. Suddenly and seemingly out of nowhere, he pulled out a stuffed animal of two dinosaurs embracing.
			

			
				“Folklore has it that when two dinosaurs found true love,” he said, “they would seal their bond like this.” At that moment, he turned around the stuffed animal, and on one of the dinosaur tails was a diamond ring.
			

			
				Even before he could get the words out, we both began to cry.
			

			
				After a few minutes he was able to manage, “Will you marry me?”
			

			
				“Yes!” I said enthusiastically as I held out my hand for him to put the ring on.
			

			
				I suddenly also realized what was in that box. Mark had ordered the diamond ring and had it sized to fit my finger at a jewelry store back home in Danville. Rather than send the ring through the mail, Mark and his sister concocted a plan to have me transport my own engagement ring. So, unbeknownst to me, I traveled from Pennsylvania to Maryland with my own ring in tow.
			

			
				We set July 16, 1994 as our wedding date to give us time to plan. I had always wanted a big, formal wedding with all the lavish fairy-tale details and that is what we had in my hometown of Danville at The Basilica of Saints Cyril and Methodius. It was, and still is, used as the convent chapel for the nuns at their mother house, Villa Sacred Heart. The distinguished bell tower is a landmark in Danville. But inside, marble, mosaics and stained glass fill this majestic chapel. I felt like Maria from The Sound of Music walking down the long aisle. I didn’t see our family and friends in the pews. My eyes were on Mark waiting for me at the altar. At the same time, WNEP sent a news crew to our wedding ceremony and a good portion of the video that was shot aired that night during the weekend news. When a significant life event occurred with our on-air people, the station made it a point to cover it because it made the viewers immediately become part of “our” family.
			

			
				After a traditional Roman Catholic wedding ceremony, the fairy tale continued at our reception on the campus of Bucknell University with nearly 200 guests where we ate, danced, and laughed well into the night. A night I never wanted to end.
			

			
				Mark had reserved a suite at the Inn at Turkey Hill not far from Danville for our wedding night. We arrived late after our long, memorable day, but he had already arranged to have flowers and candles for our romantic night. He carried me over the threshold, and a few minutes later started a bubble bath in the jacuzzi for us to enjoy as a married couple. And then it hit me. I stood there frozen in front of him. I suddenly realized my name legally changed from Burke to Kandel. That I was going to share the rest of my life with this man. And all the excitement of preparing for our wedding was over in an instant. That huge letdown and the realization that I was now married with a new last name overwhelmed me. I started crying uncontrollably. Mark, who wanted the night to be perfect for me, could have easily snapped in disgust and disappointment. But he did not. He sat on the edge of the bed holding me close and repeating, “It’s okay honey. Let it out. This is a huge change for you.” Because of my mood, we never had sex on our wedding night.
			

			
				A few days later, we left for our honeymoon, which I thought was going to be spent at his parents’ Florida condo, empty during the summer when his folks were back in Scranton. But Mark surprised me and instead of flying to Tampa, we flew to Miami for a cruise to the Bahamas. On that trip, we just could not get enough of each other. We were riding the wave of honeymoon bliss. Every day was filled with tropical fun, gourmet food and of course, laughter. Lots of laughter. And I felt like the luckiest woman on the planet; my head filled with beautiful memories of a story-book wedding and married to a man who truly cared about making me happy. And finally, the fulfillment I longed for in my personal life to balance the success of my professional life! My life felt so complete.
			

			
				 
			

		

			
				Chapter 3
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Mark grew up in Green Ridge, a Scranton neighborhood filled with big, older homes and tree-lined streets. Green Ridge was, and still is, known as one of the finest residential sections of Scranton. Many of the city’s most prominent citizens—mayors, bankers, doctors, and attorneys – call it home. And now that we were married, it seemed like the logical next step to look for a house there.
			

			
				At the time, we were living in an apartment in another part of Scranton and Mark was still working on his doctorate. We were managing on just my salary, but we were not going for extravagant during our house hunt. The first time I stepped through the front door of a two-story colonial on Richmont Street, built in 1925, I knew it was just right for us.
			

			
				When we bought the house for just $94,000, we thought we were getting a steal. Unfortunately, the sellers were going through a divorce. But they were in a hurry to sell, so their misfortune actually played to our benefit. Our first home had four bedrooms, two full baths, a grand front porch, a gorgeous eat-in kitchen with cherry cabinets, and a manicured backyard. The day after we moved in, we started renovations to update both bathrooms and to finish the third floor, which Mark made into his office.
			

			
				Wedding: check.
			

			
				First home: check.
			

			
				And as the saying goes, “new house, new baby.” Two months after moving, I found out I was pregnant.
			

			
				Not long after, Mark turned to me and asked, “How would you feel if I ran for Scranton School Board?”
			

			
				My first reaction was surprise. I was counting on Mark’s undivided attention during my pregnancy. I also knew that because of my job in television news, it would be ethically impossible for me to campaign with him. After just buying a house, being in the midst of renovations, and preparing for the arrival of a baby, I was concerned about the financial investment of a campaign. But Mark was fascinated by politics and was a strong advocate for public education. He and his siblings were educated in public schools. So, he thought running for school board was a logical next step. He was especially excited to hear about the plans to build a new high school in Scranton and knew that by serving as a school board director, he could have a direct impact on how those plans would be carried out. I understood all of that.
			

			
				“If this is what’s in your heart, then go for it,” I said. “Just keep in mind that we can’t even think about putting a political sign in our own front yard because of my job. And obviously, I can’t campaign with you.”
			

			
				Personally, I never understood why anyone would want the hassle of being a school board director. It’s a thankless job, without pay, and you’re scrutinized for everything you say or do. It’s the epitome of the adage, 
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