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My shift was over, but I wasn’t ready to go home. I was wide awake, pacing America’s Most Famous Parking Lot, despite not having slept more than a few hours a night the last few weeks. Caffeine and adrenaline make one helluva cocktail.

But how could I sleep now? This was the moment I’d worked toward for the last five years—from covering the first weeks of America under Donald Trump’s influence as a candidate in 2015 to now, in November 2020, covering the first moments after a majority of Americans decided they wanted someone different. For me, the 2020 election was a continuation of 2016. These last five years were one long chain of political controversies and eroded norms, a film reel of democracy stretched to its breaking point set to the bizarre soundtrack of a Trump rally: “Nessun Dorma” and “You Can’t Always Get What You Want” playing out our country’s collective foundational principles as they foundered under Donald Trump.

On Saturday—four days after the polls had closed—Americans were learning the news about who had won the presidential election. Many spent the afternoon dancing, waving Biden-Harris signs, salty tears soaking into the cloth of their masks. Exultant Biden-backers were spontaneously gathering everywhere you’d expect them to be. New York City. Los Angeles. Washington, D.C. Chicago. Philadelphia. Atlanta . . . Wilmington, Delaware. Far from a place that most Americans could easily point to on a map, it had become the center of the political universe in the latter months of 2020, thanks to the pandemic that kept Joe Biden close to home. As soon as the networks called the race, a crowd began gathering here too, outside The Parking Lot, in anticipation of the victory rally that Biden’s campaign had been planning, then holding off on, then re-planning all week.

The Biden team had set up a media row outside the Chase Convention Center here in Wilmington. A massive flag had been hoisted on a crane above the area, waving to the Secret Service stationed at checkpoints around the cement and greeting the steady stream of sleepless reporters who rolled in with the changing tides of their shifts. Our changing of the MSNBC guard came daily, just before 3 a.m. My producer, Molly Roecker, and I shuffled from our hotel across the street and into the lot to relieve our colleague Mike Memoli from his post in front of the camera. Mike and I had been splitting twelve-hour shifts on MSNBC, NBC News NOW, and any other NBC-family platform that we were asked to join to give the latest on Biden’s waiting game.

Behind us, the stage had been half set since Election Day five days ago. SUVs and trucks in Americana red, white, and blue were driven in from a dealership nearby for the anticipated drive-in rally. Lights cast over the stage, then went dark; mics tested “one, two three,” then cut; candidate speeches were prepared, then scrapped in favor of different remarks that would keep Joe Biden and Kamala Harris visible on the airwaves, coming right up to the line of declaring victory eventually but not declaring victory right now while votes were still being counted.

That careful, purposeful, cautious approach was a far cry from what the White House was doing. Trump falsely claimed he won on Election Night, even with millions of votes still to be counted. “Stop the count,” he said, as if that was how this worked. It’s what he’d always promised he would do if he lost: say the election was rigged, scream that he won anyway, gaslight about the results. Back in 2016 when he first crafted this built-in excuse, he didn’t have to use it. Now, it was all he had.

Saturday morning on November 7th was the start of another Groundhog Day. Sources had been telling us for days that they expected to see Biden win Pennsylvania “tomorrow”; no, “tomorrow”; no, “tomorrow, it has to be.” If they won PA, they’d win it all. Some of my sources were frustrated: what were the networks waiting for? The campaign was waiting on us to make it official, despite knowing they had the win based on the way mailed-in ballots were breaking for them, especially in historically Dem-heavy areas of the map.

The networks, for their part, all wanted to be careful. But they’re always careful. The folks on our Decision Desk want to be accurate and err on the side of caution. They want to be right, and they really never (ever, ever) want to be wrong or have to retract a call. So, we all waited for victory’s “i” to be dotted and her “t” to be crossed.

I stood in the same place I’d been standing for the last five days: on a two-foot-tall riser with my back turned to the parking lot, attention focused on the camera in front of me and the monitor displaying MSNBC’s live air just underneath it. Molly stationed herself to my left with both ears listening to separate conversations: one on MSNBC—which matched what I was hearing in my earpiece—the other on the producer bridge, which was Molly’s way to communicate with the control room if I had news to report or something to say on the air. While on standby for a hit that would never come, I took notes on the new vote totals MSNBC data guru Steve Kornacki was reporting from his famous Big Board in a studio at 30 Rockefeller Plaza. The key to “tap dancing,” or filling time, on television is amassing as many facts as possible and organizing them into an overarching theme, creating lots of different steps that can be danced to the same music. But as I was scribbling ideas for my next steps, the music stopped.

“Okay, we have an announcement to make: Joe Biden is president-elect of the United States.”

“They’re saying it,” I said, looking up at the return monitor flashing our election graphics: PRESIDENT-ELECT, JOE BIDEN. The former VP’s smiling face in the corner of the screen, a big yellow check mark animated next to his new title. Literally checking Democrats’ top agenda item off the list, four long years later.

You could almost hear the collective exhale of relief from Biden’s staff. Now-at-ease campaign flaks and Democrats flooded my phone with messages as I stepped off the riser and delved into fresh reporting. They careened between euphoric highs—winning Wisconsin! massive turnout!—and manic lows—white women came out for Trump in bigger numbers than last time! Trump did better with Black Americans than any Republican since 2012! He upped his margins with Hispanic voters in the critical battleground states of Texas and Florida!

“Democrats have to acknowledge we do not fully understand a good chunk of this country,” one Democratic strategist told me early in the week, at a point where Biden’s prospects did not look nearly as rosy as they did now. Another operative, at one of the bleaker points in the Election Week waiting period, texted: “Put me in a coma and wake me up in 4 years.”

Trump lost, yes, but he wasn’t the only one. Democrats lost ground in the House. They would ultimately flip four Senate seats, half of them in Georgia due to years of grassroots organizing by Black women as well as good, strategic policy focus on providing Americans badly needed COVID relief in the form of direct stimulus checks, which Republicans had positioned themselves against. But broadly speaking, Biden’s coattails didn’t really usher in a wave of fellow Democrats with him, despite his campaign’s strategy that sought to re-create the blue wave that washed over Congress in 2018. And while Barack Obama’s former veep won a record-breaking number of votes, so did Trump. More than 74 million Americans believed that another four years of the forty-fifth president was preferable to the alternative. That couldn’t be ignored. There were warnings in the data; signs that had to be heeded by the party going forward, Biden or not.

Still, all the sources who said “today would be the day” for Pennsylvania to deliver Biden the presidency were ecstatic about finally being right. But within the collective exhale of relief and jubilation from Biden-Harris voters, there was also some shrugging. Because to get to his electoral trouncing of Trump and become the forty-sixth president of the United States meant that Biden dashed directly through the hopes and historic prospects of six women running in the same Democratic primary cycle—more women running at one time than ever before.

We can’t take that for granted. We’d seen women run before, alone in a pack of men. We’d seen women—one woman—win the Democratic nomination for president before. And that, weirdly and unfortunately, was all we’d seen. You had to specifically attend a Hillary Clinton event in 2016 if you wanted to see a Democratic woman run for president, or a Carly Fiorina event if you wanted to see a Republican woman do so. By contrast, in 2020, you could—and I did—spend a full day doing campaign trail coverage and not even realize until you packed it in that you’d just spent it with three different candidates . . . all of whom were women. The six women of 2020 ran on what Hillary Clinton had already built, while also showing how many different ways there were to run as a female leader in America. Most of these women, specifically the four senators, were not just running—but running viably and credibly. They were qualified, competent lawmakers with heavy policy portfolios. They attracted top staff and notched key endorsements. They all fell short of the ultimate prize.

This is not to say that the women stumbled solely because of their gender. It was a factor, and this book will detail how much of one and in what ways, but the usual political forces were also very much in play. All of these women lacked the national name recognition of a former two-term vice president. None of them had run for president before, meaning they needed to build out a massive national campaign infrastructure and a national donor base to pay for it. Their lists to solicit grassroots donations needed to be grown, in some cases from near-scratch.

The field’s most formidably positioned female candidates were senators Elizabeth Warren and Kamala Harris, each with her own established national brand, albeit for a very niche audience of cable news faithful and dedicated political observers. That’s to say: even they had work to do to grow their public persona so Americans could get to know them. Comparatively, Senator Bernie Sanders had run for president just three years before and his campaign operation never really shut down after the 2016 primary. And Joe Biden . . . was former vice president Joe Biden. Of the Obama-Biden administration. Of eight years in the office adjacent to the one he wanted now. Of an historic and optimistic 2008 election that Democrats badly wanted to relive after the last four years. Biden’s nomination closed the door to a female president in 2020. That failure is why this book exists in the first place. But his nomination also presents the promise of progress to come.

Once in the position of president-elect, Biden once again found himself on the verge of history—or at least, adjacent to it and having played a critical role in creating it. The parallel between serving under Barack Obama—America’s first Black president—and serving with Kamala Harris—America’s first Black, South Asian, and female vice president—wasn’t lost on Biden.

On his final day in Wilmington as president-elect, he spoke from Delaware before coming to Washington for his own inauguration. There had been plans for him to take the train—one final Amtrak trip for the man colloquially known as “Amtrak Joe”—but it was scrapped due to security concerns. The train station, named in Biden’s honor, stood decorated with bunting and flags for the arrival of the city’s VIP who would never come to enjoy it.

Still, the terms Biden spent as VP and the term he’d soon start as president were inextricably linked. And they were on his mind that day. “Twelve years ago, I was waiting at the train station in Wilmington for a Black man to pick me up on our way to Washington, where we were sworn in as president and vice president of the United States of America. And here we are today, my family and I about to return to Washington to meet a Black woman of South Asian descent, to be sworn in as president and vice president of the United States,” Biden said.

Biden’s being Biden—an affable member of Washington’s boys’ club for decades—made him the consummate insider, but also the ideal candidate for heralding change from the inside out. While Obama and his team knew their presidential chances would not rise or fall solely on Joe Biden—running mates don’t have that kind of electoral power—they knew he would bring a certain familiarity and comfort level to the ticket. Because while vice-presidential running mates don’t win elections, they do have an indirect impact on the way voters think about the man at the top of the ticket. For anyone concerned with gaps in Obama’s resumé, Biden’s decades in D.C. provided reassurance—and a few gray hairs. But he also embodied the status quo, for anyone unsure of the change Obama was pitching, both in policy and in persona.

“He’s not going to be saddled with the burden of racism that Obama was saddled with,” the thinking went, according to a person close to Obama. “[Biden] can say things about police who are engaged in racist misconduct. He can talk in a language that’s more direct” and not get as much backlash. “And he knows that. He knows he can push the envelope in ways others would have to tread more carefully.”

Biden’s stable and steeped-in-history leadership style allowed him to meet the moment—in 2008 and again in 2020. “In the wake of a tumultuous year and racial unrest, this older, working-class, white guy might be just what our country needs to make progress,” the same person said of 2020.

Similarly, as Biden searched for his own Biden, his white maleness—an embodiment of what had always been—allowed him to reach for history again, this time by selecting a female running mate. The VP selection process, for all its sexist tropes about “ambitious women,” brought not just history, but tangible proof that politics was no longer a game that could be played successfully by men alone. Biden saw it firsthand in 2018 from Iowa to Florida to California, talking with aides about the energy and excitement around female candidates he stumped for and using that information gleaned from the front lines to inform his own mindset in 2019 and 2020. He raised the prospect of putting a woman on the ticket hypothetically throughout the campaign, making the decision an easy one when the time came.

Even with that sentiment, though, the truth was that it would’ve been political malpractice not to run with a woman—especially after knocking six of them out of the primary at a time when Democrats knew women had been critical to their success in 2018 and would be even more so in 2020. There were some, including me, who thought the fresh memories of that borne-out female electoral success—combined with Clinton’s unfinished business with history in 2016—would have buoyed the women of the 2020 Democratic field in their presidential bids. Studies and polls lent to this, too. Instead, they were consistently tagged with an air of risk and that elusive specter of “electability”: Can they win? That’s a foundational skepticism about one’s leadership profile that Biden didn’t necessarily have to confront. Though a good amount of ink was spilled over questions about his age and acuity, he was mostly seen as the man whose nomination it was to lose. At times, it seemed like he would do just that. But in the end, Democratic voters chose the seventy-seven-year-old former VP out of the most diverse Democratic field ever to represent them against Trump. Which made Biden’s veep choice even more significant.

“It appealed to him to be positioned as a transitional figure,” someone close to the Biden team recalled. “Someone who would bridge old and new,” but also someone who would allow Biden to be remembered as a change-maker throughout the latter years of his political career; someone who, ultimately, “passed the torch” even as he held on to it. Slamming a door shut, to open a window later. Or, to put it plainly, female progress on a man’s timeline. Selecting a woman would not just solidify his legacy as president, but also allow him to lean into actualizing a phrase he had long told members of his inner circle: “It’s time” for a woman.

Biden didn’t even consider any men during his VP selection process, a choice that led to mixed reviews among Democratic women and political watchers. Some found that empowering—the idea that Biden was telling the men of his party to “sit down”; that this time wasn’t their time. Others, meanwhile, felt it would have been better if Biden picked a woman after a public vetting process that considered both genders, leaving overt identity politics aside. Picking the best person for the job, as opposed to the best woman for the job. Even though the former is who he and his team believe he chose, process aside.

“He could have just waited until he chose a running mate,” a longtime campaign aide allowed, detailing the deliberations around Biden’s March 2020 promise to run alongside a woman. “But he wanted people to understand that this was important to him, and he wanted to do it from a position of strength,” having just all-but-clinched the nomination.

“This was like, ‘I’m going to be the nominee and so I want to make this commitment that I’m going to elevate a woman, that I want people to see my partner in governing,’” the aide recalled. “It was important for people to know that it’s going to be a woman.”

The woman he finally chose was a former prosecutor with a resumé full of firsts. In nearly every role she attained, she was denoted as “the first woman” or “the first African American and South Asian American woman”—or both—to hold it. District attorney to California attorney general to senator from California to Democratic candidate for president. First, first, first, and only. On her political journey, Kamala Devi Harris—KDH as her aides abbreviated over text—often quoted her mother, who told her “you may be the first to do many things, but make sure you’re not the last.”

The Biden-Harris ticket showed what had always been, as well as what could be. And while it remains difficult to singularly find the impact of a running mate, one survey released after the election showed that 68 percent of female Biden voters said Kamala Harris was a factor in their voting decision. “Factor” could mean many things, including adding enthusiasm where there was little. The same poll showed more than 60 percent of women excited about having a female VP—including one in four Republicans.

The government Americans saw Biden assemble in 2021 was yet another sign that systems can change, but members of the oppressive class of patriarchal society can, and must, be forced toward hastening progress. Those with privilege must be part of leveling the playing field. What it came down to for Biden was a lived allyship. Not necessarily for fully altruistic reasons—this was good politics above all else—but for decisions made by a male leader with an eye toward changing structures that had been built to protect and enshrine male power. Biden blew up the status quo of who holds power in Washington when he chose a woman, and woman of color.

“He was the president who chose the first African American and Asian woman as vice president,” historian Michael Beschloss told me, a sentence so simple, and yet it would have been almost unbelievable even ten years earlier. “That required some boldness, since it had not happened before.”

I’ve wondered often—and asked many—if we could ever have seen these steps toward progress from anyone other than an older, white, male politician of Joe Biden’s generation. Whether any other archetype of a politician would’ve offered the same reassurance and moderating public presence while changing the very makeup of what government looks like and who has a seat at the policy-crafting table. In the end, it comes down to an answer someone close to Biden gave me: “I don’t know if anyone else could have, but the reality is: he’s the one who did.”

It’s not clear whether Kamala Harris will be the one to clear the threshold of that final “first”: first female president of the United States. But because of what she called the “audacity” of Joe Biden to put someone who looked like her on the ticket, she’s closer than anyone else has ever been.

Experts and sources on both sides of the political spectrum insist that having her there—in the most presidential non-presidential role there is—makes it a little easier for any woman who comes next. But all these women—Republicans, Democrats, and even Harris herself—will have to contend with the reality that while a woman has been elevated to the closest presidential point, she has never been elected to the presidency, outright and on her own. That’s where things get tricky. The question is how that happens. And why it’s (still) taking so long. These are not easy questions to answer, but we must try.

Make no mistake, though: 2020 and the things that have changed in leadership because of it have literally changed the face of the political world. That is due to voters’ deciding to back Joe Biden, yes. But it’s also very much about Biden’s deliberate decisions to create the most reflective government in U.S. history: The first female vice president, Kamala Harris, who he chose. A cabinet made up of ten women and eleven people of color, whom he nominated. Seven of them—eight including Harris—broke barriers with their confirmations and elevations. The numbers were similar for under and deputy secretaries throughout agencies. Representation that touches all parts of policy and governing practice.

Some of these still struggled under the weight of Capitol Hill politics. Neera Tanden’s nomination for Office of Management and Budget director, for instance, was felled by a slew of “mean tweets” against progressive Democrats, like Bernie Sanders, and Republicans alike. During her confirmation hearings, Republican Louisiana senator John Kennedy—who himself regularly riffs about the story of the day with colorful quotes to the Hill press corps—described the Twitter dust-up: “It wasn’t just about Republicans. And I don’t mind disagreements on policy. I think that’s great, I love the dialectic, but the comments were personal. I mean, you called Senator Sanders everything but an ignorant slut.”

The wave of criticism of her words, and then the administration’s pulling her nomination, was followed by questions about whether Washington would’ve demanded the same penance from a man for the same actions—especially in a time when sassy tweets are par for the course in an increasingly hyper-partisan D.C. echo chamber.

Still, Biden exemplifies a lifelong politician heralding forth the kind of systematic change that can only happen when someone trusted and on the inside of a system decides it needs to happen. Public pressures help, too, of course. Sustained polling from after 2018 bolstered enthusiasm about female leadership. So, too, did research and data that speaks to the increased financial productivity and intellectual innovation that comes from inclusivity and an overarching goal of diversity in team structures within business, and in this case, government.

President Biden elevated women to positions of leadership, branded their diverse lived experiences as strengths, and allowed them to thrive as leaders in their own right across cabinet-level positions. Janet Yellen: the first woman to lead the Treasury Department, during an economic recession that decimated the female workforce and rolled back a decade’s worth of gains for working women. Deb Haaland: the first Native American to lead the Interior Department, with responsibilities over millions of Native people, as well as the steward of hundreds of millions of acres of public land and federal waters. Avril Haines: first female director of National Intelligence after sustained erosion of public confidence in U.S. intelligence apparatuses by President Trump.

And women were not the only ones breaking barriers. Lloyd Austin is the first Black man to head the Pentagon. Alejandro Mayorkas is the first Latino to lead the Department of Homeland Security, at a time when the immigration crisis is at a continued fever pitch. The first Latino to lead the Health and Human Services Department, Xavier Becerra, is serving during a years-long COVID pandemic that has killed in greater numbers along racial lines.

In that parking lot in Wilmington, we had no idea of the cabinet Biden would create. The doors he would open and the diversity of demographics and lived experiences he would usher into powerful positions in Washington. But we did know we were experiencing history.

The sun was setting, my shift was long over, but I was still on TV. It was Biden’s moment, to be sure, but the historic nature of Kamala Harris’s elevation needed its due. Videos of her in gray athleisure against a rustic backdrop were everywhere as she announced the long-awaited results on the phone with Biden. “We did it!” she crooned. “We did it, Joe. You’re gonna be the next President of the United States.” It was internet gold and perfect cable news fodder in an instant.

The clip played right before MSNBC’s Joy Reid brought me into the discussion, the sun setting in Wilmington behind me. As with all of my TV hits, there are the questions the show wants me to answer, the points they ask me to highlight from my reporting, and then the points that I am personally passionate about bringing into the conversation. I laid out what to expect from Biden’s anticipated remarks—“healing the nation”—and how he found out he’d won—from his grandchildren, who had all gathered with him for this moment after quarantining and testing. Then, finally, I came to the reporting I really wanted to talk about: this moment for Kamala Harris and women across the country who shared in it.

This moment, I said, is “not just Joe Biden getting the job that he’s been questing for since he first ran for president in 1988. But historic in that Kamala Harris is the first female vice president. You and I talked about this on your podcast, Joy, a lot of little girls out there, for Halloween dressing in their blazers and Chuck Taylors [sneakers], now, tonight, seeing themselves in the next vice president–elect of the United States, Kamala Harris.”

After Joy Reid’s thanks and Molly’s praise of my last hit, I was off the clock—brain totally fried from forming sentences on too little sleep, at all hours, for weeks—but my heart was still in it. The impact of Harris was more than Chucks and pearl necklaces on Halloween. It was women and girls across the U.S. seeing themselves reflected and respected. It was the Black and South Asian women who would see Harris on stages across the country and say, “I feel seen.”

During Kamala’s own run for president, a teenager holding a KAMALA banner at the San Francisco Pride parade in June 2019 told the California senator, “I’m Jamaican and Indian too. I’ve never met someone else who’s Jamaican and Indian before.”

“Well, now you have,” Harris said back.

And now America sees someone with that lived experience and demographic profile as vice president—even as speculation about what Harris will do next heats up in real time. Given that she is the rare politician who literally re-molds history every day she shows up for work, and that she ran for president before, the speculation is unsurprising. It also complicates an already complex role. Every success and every screw-up are historic because no one like her has ever done them. Every mundane vice-presidential task takes on an aura of newness. Each cabinet secretary who she swears in, every small business she elevates, every policy specialty she adds to her portfolio—new, in that everyone who’s done them before has never done them looking like, living as, and knowing what Kamala Harris does.

Now, there is no filter and no degrees of separation between the female experience and one of the top people advising the president. There’s a lot of power in that, evidenced by the ways in which women were prioritized in the initial Build Back Better Biden-Harris agenda and the deliberateness with which this administration has sought to implement policy that dismantles systemic racism. That’s not to say it’s all because of her, but her perspective at that table helps keep those issues at the fore.

What Harris embodies and normalizes, though, also other-izes her. It puts her successes and failures through a second lens, layering and contextualizing her vice presidency “as a woman” or “as a person of color” over the political frame of the moment. That requires extra strategizing, more time dedicated to avoiding pitfalls, and an immeasurable, if often unseen, emotional toll. In Harris’s role there is both power and risk; signs of progress, but also constraints. In her unique perspective there is opportunity—expanding the breadth of policy championed by the White House on maternal mortality or voting rights, for example, from the viewpoint of a woman of color. But it also means the leeway given to failures or mistakes is often less; each stumble imbued with the potential to be a massive trip-up.

It’s a reminder that the progress Harris represents comes at a price, one that she will uniquely bear. It’s true of all barrier-breaking women. Her moves will be scrutinized more keenly—sometimes fairly, sometimes not. Her mistakes will be bigger; her successes, shared; her ambition mistaken and manipulated as something sinister or to be mistrusted.

Breaking through glass ceilings means you get cut. It was true for Hillary Clinton, and it’s true for Harris. Some who’ve spent time around her see the scars from the glass she’s already shattered manifesting in reticence and second-guessing that make it harder for her to follow her instincts.

“The battle scars of her career experience and the [Democratic] primary have left her a little bit unsure,” one person who worked closely with Harris during the 2020 campaign told me. “It is hard to articulate that knowing that whatever you say, some people are gonna cut you down. And it is hard to articulate that when you know, as a Black woman, you’re not gonna be given benefit of the doubt.”

More than a year into her time as VP, America is still learning the answer to the question “Who is Kamala Harris?” And it’s incumbent on her to define that—“battle scars” and all. In Wilmington, on the night the race was called and Harris skyrocketed into the history books, she began that self-definitional process.

Before Election Night’s festivities began, Molly and I popped into the lobby of the nearby Westin Wilmington Hotel to buy ourselves tiny mini-bar bottles of wine. We’d earned it, after all. Sitting in plastic folding chairs at the foot of the media riser on which I’d done dozens of live shots, we poured the bottles into to-go coffee cups and smushed our Styrofoam together in solemn cheers.

That night meant the beginning of the end of our year together, one that started in Atlanta, Georgia, just before a Democratic debate and would go through Inauguration Day in Washington. We began as two strangers who both operated on the energy frequencies of people who were either drinking coffees, holding coffees, or looking for their next coffees. We were also both young women who had advanced quickly on our career tracks by being perpetually prepared, rarely asking questions without first trying to find the answer ourselves, and rising through the ranks by asking for what we wanted—in a typically “no worries, if not” way that was neither too brash nor too ambitious nor too offensive. After a year of nonstop work, nonstop travel, and nonstop stress, we walked away dear friends who shared a deep understanding of how having a true partner who makes you better can make even the hardest work joyful and fulfilling. Some of the best work I’ve done I did with Molly, in large part because she saw the political world of 2020 through the same intersectional-feminist lens that I did. She also felt it was an essential frame to impose on our coverage because it was a perspective that percolated through the voters we met in states across the country, to the female candidates we covered on the road. To explain this moment in politics, you had to showcase the female experience across geographic and demographic spectrums.

Molly and I had encountered women in America who told us a woman couldn’t, or shouldn’t, be president because it wasn’t a woman’s place. There were also women who wanted so desperately to see one elevated: “someday, in my lifetime,” they’d say wistfully. There was the woman and her two daughters whom I met in Montana in 2018 at the peak of the Kavanaugh confirmation hearings who were enraged by the allegation of sexual misconduct against him. “Groping [a woman]? What is that?!” the woman exclaimed. “I mean how many guys do you know that think that’s no big deal?” She turned toward her nodding daughters. “It’s not a big deal. It doesn’t take away from his character.” Thankfully, there were thousands of other women motivated to scream, march, protest, and organize because they felt the normalcy of that kind of status quo was very much a “big deal.” There were the women buoyed by Biden’s choice of Harris, and also women who would never be swayed from Trump and Pence and party politics. We refused to let these conversations with, and about, women fall too far out of our daily political, and then pandemic, coverage, constantly pushing to elevate women’s stories out of the niche and into the mainstream.

Tonight, though, there was no push needed. No one could deny the power of women in this moment, embodied by one woman who took the stage just as dusk fell, decked in white—a nod to the suffragettes, imperfect in their work because as they fought for women’s right to vote, Black women were not largely included. Here, Harris was not, as vice presidents can be, a political decoration or a sideshow. It was Joe Biden’s night and Joe Biden’s win, of course, but it was Kamala’s chance to begin her place in history.

Soaking in it, she greeted the crowd with several “good evenings” as she began her remarks. “You chose Joe Biden as the next president of the United States of America!” she told the crowd, who responded with honks and waving flags. But they also chose Kamala Harris.

In the aftermath of that choice, Harris was thinking of her mother: “I am thinking about her, and about the generations of women, Black women, Asian, white, Latina, Native American women who throughout our nation’s history have paved the way for this moment, tonight. Women who fought and sacrificed so much for equality and liberty and justice for all. Including the Black women who are often—too often—overlooked but so often prove they are the backbone of our democracy.”

Kamala’s speech harkened back to a conversation I’d just had with a Black woman I met in the celebratory crowd in Wilmington. I interviewed her live on MSNBC. I talk to everyone, but today I wanted to center women, specifically Black women, in our reporting because they were a big reason why we were here. Black women turned out—big—in the primaries for Biden in South Carolina, and then again nationally on General Election Day. Their reactions were critical to understanding how America reached this milestone.

“I wanna introduce you to one of the women I met out here,” I told Ali Velshi, who was anchoring our broadcast in New York. “What comes next?” I asked her. “What are you hoping to see from this ticket?”

“Well, I hope it’ll be a progressive ticket. I hope he’ll be able to pass progressive legislation that supports the people who put him here, especially the Black women, the Black people who voted for Biden-Harris; we need to see progressive legislation that will directly impact our lives,” she told me.

Tonight, Harris was talking to her. To “all the women who have worked to secure and protect that right to vote for over a century. One hundred years ago, with the Nineteenth Amendment. Fifty-five years ago, with the Voting Rights Act. And now in 2020 with a new generation of women in our country who cast their ballots and continued the fight for their fundamental right to vote and be heard.

“Tonight, I reflect on their struggle, their determination, and the strength of their vision to see what can be, unburdened by what has been. And I stand on their shoulders,” Harris intoned, her voice washing through speakers and over the cement parking lot. “And what a testament it is to Joe’s character, that he had the audacity to break one of the most substantial barriers that exists in our country and select a woman as his vice president.”

History can be the dry words of textbooks. The stuff you have to cram into your brain for tests and then forget as soon as it’s over. But this history—living it, front row from a plastic folding chair in a crowded parking lot with cheap wine and dear friends—was emotional, raw, real, and unforgettable. As Harris spoke, women around us silently cried, tears dripping over the smiles on their lips. Their hearts were full. And so was mine.

Not because of the politics, but because of the personal. I’m a journalist at work, assigned beats or candidates to become an expert on, but I’m a human being the rest of the time. I’m also a feminist—which doesn’t make me partisan or biased, it just makes me a believer in equal treatment, pay, and opportunity for both men and women. I believe in parity and the elevation of women to every space where important decisions are being made. So, for just a few minutes, I let myself take in the moment devoid of the policy and politicking and sources sniping on background of the last five years. Progress was still progress, even if it wasn’t as all-encompassing as many had hoped.

“While I may be the first woman in this office, I will not be the last,” the new vice president–elect said. She addressed “the children of our country” who could see tonight that “regardless of your gender, our country has sent you a clear message: dream with ambition. Lead with conviction. And see yourselves in a way that others may not, simply because they’ve never seen it before.”

Now we’ll see if she’s right.
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Kamala Harris and the Sparkly Jacket

Authenticity

February 2019

I heard Kamala Harris coming before I saw her. It often happens this way, with the click . . . click . . . clickclickCLICKCLICKCLICKclick of the photographers’ camera shutters announcing a candidate’s arrival to the rest of the press corps.

“Hiiii!” Harris said as she walked through the front door of Styled by Naida, a thrift store in Columbia, South Carolina, on Lady Street—which was exactly what it sounded like: a street of predominantly lady-owned small businesses, most of the owners women of color.

“I’m so glad to see you,” Kamala said as she greeted Naida Rutherford like an old friend with a hug that made the room feel warm.

“Come on in!” Naida, the owner, said, matching her enthusiasm.

I was enthusiastic, too, being in the best/worst primary state. I say “best” because South Carolina is home to great weather and a fantastic food scene. I say “worst” because somehow, for reasons that still escape me, my jeans are always a little tighter when I leave the state. Go figure.

But I was also enthusiastic about getting to see Harris—not at a press conference like the one I attended on the day she announced at her alma mater, Howard University in Washington, D.C., less than five weeks earlier, but in a true campaigning environment. A day before driving north here to Columbia I had hovered, salivating in the corner, as Harris dined out on barbeque in Charleston at the ever-scrumptious Rodney Scott’s BBQ. When she finished, she made the rounds to other tables, people wiping the sticky sweet sauce off their hands in order to shake hers properly. Harris seemed at ease in the one-on-one conversations, some with people who knew her, most with people who didn’t, all with folks she hoped to turn into part of her budding voter coalition.

After all, the conventional thinking went, South Carolina should be prime territory for Harris. The Democratic electorate was majority-Black and Harris’s historic potential as the first Black female president could carry her with them. For many reasons, this never actually translated into a real groundswell of support from Black voters here, but the expectation still persisted for the first months of Harris’s candidacy.

The premium put on these voters as important electoral decision-makers was well-known from the start of the primary. It was one of the few takes of the presidential cycle that was neither too oversimplified nor overblown. To win, candidates needed South Carolina’s majority-Black electorate. The game-changing power of this state, and this electorate, went on full display in late February 2020 when they single-handedly saved Joe Biden’s candidacy. And in the first year of his presidency, he would be reminded more than once that he resided in the White House, in large part, because Black voters, in the Palmetto State and beyond, put him there.

But all of that was months away when Harris went to the heart of Lady Street.

“I can campaign and shop?!” she said, laughing loudly and liberally—something that critics would deem both inauthentic and grating over the course of the campaign. She headed straight to the racks of clothes, taking in the bright colors and touching the loud patterns that didn’t have much of a place in her campaign wardrobe of neutral tones and tailored suits.

Still, she remarked on the flamboyant hats in yellow, white, and green—“I don’t know when I’ll wear it, but . . .”—and the belts—“let’s do that, too.” Naida, ever the saleswoman, suggested a turquoise, wide-brimmed hat and black suede belt, pulling them down and passing them off to Harris’s sister, Maya, who was standing nearby, but just out of view of the cameras. Maya was rarely visible in the press, but she was influential in her sister’s campaign, carrying the scars of having worked for Hillary Clinton in 2016 and now channeling the unfinished business of that race into this one. She was small in stature but exuded bigness, both for the power she wielded on this campaign full of high expectations and for the connection she had with her sister at the center of it. Some people close to her likened theirs to a Bill-and-Hillary-style connection that similarly cut both ways: the involvement of a family member who has all the political acumen and experience to have been hired into the inner orbit even if they weren’t blood, and the inevitable tension that comes because, despite those skills, they still are.

“Would anyone else like to shop?” Harris turned and teased the reporters clustered around her, more than a dozen of us with some form of camera—video, still, or iPhone—pointing in her direction.

On this particular day of touring female-owned places of business, Kamala Harris was followed by a predominantly female national press corps and surrounded by a coterie of mostly female aides. I stood next to women I admired—people like Maeve Reston of CNN, Caitlin Huey-Burns of CBS, and Juana Summers, then of the Associated Press—all of whom had covered previous elections and were known as fair-minded, smart reporters. They were also fun people, which matters when you aren’t just covering campaign events but also trying to feel some semblance of normalcy by having dinners and commiserating about travel.

“Tell me about your business,” Harris told Naida, her tone more serious now. This was, after all, why she was here.

“Styled by Naida started as garage sales,” Naida said, explaining her life journey from the foster care system to homelessness. When she got to Benedict College in Columbia, she “literally didn’t have sheets to go on my bed,” but she did have people who “poured into” her during that time. Now, Naida wasn’t just an entrepreneur, she was an inspiration: running her own business, mothering her kids, giving back to her community through a program that gave clothes to people who needed them, and explaining it all to a California senator who was trying to become The Most Powerful Person in the World.

Harris used to talk about campaigning as getting to meet “the angels among us,” a nice sentiment, and mostly true—but not always. At least not in my experience. I thought, for instance, of the dozens of times I was called “a traitor” to my country or told to “fuck off” for doing my job, or tear-gassed as pro- and anti-Trump protesters clashed outside campaign events. Hardly moments that call to our nation’s better angels.

But here, there were.

Americans innovate constantly. For a wannabe president, meeting them, knowing them, and learning from them can build a road map for Washington lawmakers to solve problems. And maybe that’s the story that would’ve been written about this Saturday on Lady Street. But then someone brought a sequined, rainbow-colored jacket to Kamala Harris’s attention.

I’m still not quite sure how it happened. Some of us were told to head outside to pre-set for Kamala moving to the shop next door. When the transition took longer than usual, I reentered the shop just as the jacket became the focus of conversation. As Harris was checking out, a reporter asked Naida about the sparkly jacket hanging nearby. Naida (of course!) urged Harris to try it on. To me, a graduate of New Orleans’s Tulane University, the coat screamed “Mardi Gras,” with its boxes of colorful sequins and retro, structured shoulder pads. To Harris, it was perfect for the upcoming season of LGBTQ+ Pride parades. The reporters laughed and oooh’ed at the item. It wasn’t fashionable, but it was a fashion statement.

Harris reluctantly yet playfully pulled it on over her blazer, adjusting the too-big shoulder pads as she walked toward the mirror. There was a chorus of “oh yeahhh”s.

“Oh my God. It’s amaaaazing,” a voice intoned.

“That’s it,” someone mocked gently. Giggles abounded. Hell, I laughed! Harris, of course, did, too.

“No pictures!” she fake-yelled at us.

She started to take the jacket off, but then pulled it back and turned toward the full-length mirror on the shop’s back wall. Her hands fully covered by the sequin-laden sleeves, Harris declared, “I think it’s too big.”

The sleeves could be taken up, Naida offered. “You need something this fun in your life,” she said.

CNN’s Maeve Reston posted a video of the try-on to Twitter, crediting me with the Mardi Gras moniker and adding her usual hashtag: #CampaignFashionReport. She had popularized this niche space on social media over several election cycles, filing photos and videos to it that ranged from the bizarre to the inane from events that spanned both sides of the aisle. Other trail reporters contributed, too—a way of capturing voter color and playing with your colleagues online, while also letting followers in on the joke. This sparkly jacket was a definite campaign fashion moment.

I re-tweeted Maeve and Caitlin Huey-Burns, while tweeting my own: “@KamalaHarris trying this amazing rainbow coat (to me this screams Mardi Gras coat!), inspired by an inquiry from @MaeveReston of #campaignfashionreport fame.”

I followed up with tweets that “she bought the jacket” but also the important context that while “These Harris stops have had a lot of levity (as you can tell from photos) . . . there’s also a strong component of community activism & female business owners overcoming hardship to succeed.”

It wasn’t hard-hitting news, but then, my Twitter feed regularly boomeranged between informed political reporting and live-tweeting episodes of ABC’s The Bachelor/ette. Twitter was, for most reporters, a stream-of-consciousness platform where scoops and nuggets were posted but so, too, were self-important takes about the woes of incessant travel and pictures of our pets for a bit of humanity. For a platform that I regularly call “the hell site,” I had to find some upside to staying on it. We all did.

Press and candidate alike left Naida’s shop in good spirits—and Harris’s staff left with a few more bags than they’d entered with. In one of them lay said sparkly jacket, the prize find of the day, made for whimsy and celebration. And also, apparently, made for controversy.

While we continued our coverage into the T-shirt shop next door, some White Men of Political Media tuned in to the women covering the woman. They, I imagine, clutched their ties and patted their furrowed brows with kerchiefs. Brit Hume of Fox News fame was among those first offended. “This is just embarrassing,” he tweeted. “So now journalists are going shopping with Harris, helping pick out clothes and then putting out glowing tweets about it.”

The “outrage” ballooned from there. James Taranto of The Wall Street Journal chided Caitlin: “This is a CBS reporter noting, without evident disapproval, that a CNN colleague is helping dress a Democratic candidate she’s supposed to be covering.” The Daily Mail’s David Martosko tweeted: “If this is what the 2020 campaign is going to be like, President Trump’s complaints about the media could have even more staying power with his base than the last time around.”

Conservative radio hosts, Trump staffers, and random users alike sent similar tweets, swelling the chorus to the point where conservative news blogs and FoxNews.com wrote up the story, embedding our tweets and seeking to legitimize the outcry. “Reporters have historically interacted with candidates on the campaign trail,” FoxNews.com wrote, “but picking out clothing pushes boundaries in the eyes of many critics.”

There were two things happening here: a criticism of the female-led coverage that seemed overly chummy and a second, and more veiled, discomfort that stemmed from the nature of the campaign event itself.

Harris was hardly the first candidate to make a stop that involved frequenting local businesses and buying something local. In fact, “retail stops”—which this, quite literally, was—are as much the bread and butter of presidential campaigns as the classic, booming rally. Most candidates stump in coffee shops, burger joints, and diners before reaching the level of notoriety that earns them the ability to do the classic big rallies and town halls. No mom-and-pop shop left unfrequented; no local delicacy left untasted.

The difference this time was who was doing the retail politicking. In the same way that the small number of female presidential candidates has left a pitifully small set of leadership archetypes, it’s also meant creating and normalizing the playbook of campaigning while female somewhat in real time. The male playbook for that has been settled for, well, ever. And it includes, allows, and even rewards a wide range of events that help to humanize the candidate. From breweries—a frequent stop for now–Colorado senator, once–Colorado governor John Hickenlooper during his brief 2020 presidential bid that earned him good local coverage and called to his business background—to skeet-shooting, which reporters tagged along for with Senator Lindsey Graham in July 2015 as he was running for president. “I actually stood directly to the South Carolina Republican’s left at one point, calling out ‘Pull’—the required command, apparently, to launch a clay pigeon into the air—and popping off a few (wildly off the mark) rounds,” Ashley Parker wrote then in the New York Times of the outing.

Shopping, it turns out, was also an option.

In March 2014, President Barack Obama went shopping at The Gap during a trip to New York City, considering sweatshirts and stripes, ultimately buying sweaters for his daughters and a workout top for Michelle. While he shopped, photographers maneuvered with reporters in tow. “It never hurts to bring something back when you’ve been on a road trip. You get points when you go home,’’ he quipped to the press. “I think the ladies will be impressed by my style sense,” Obama bantered, telling one of the cashiers to repeat herself for the cameras when she said, “He’s better looking in person!” and faking surprise that you can “sign on the screen” after swiping his credit card. “I’m just kidding, everybody,” he said, facing the press and laughing.

The stop was, like Harris’s years later, literal retail with a relevant policy connection. The White House later explained the visit as a show of support for Gap’s wage increase for U.S.-based employees, the need for which Obama had spoken about in his State of the Union that year. The New York Post snarkily dubbed the president “the Shopper in Chief,” but neither the event nor its coverage caused journalistic alarm.

During the 2012 cycle, then–GOP presidential candidate Mitt Romney shopped for local memorabilia for his grandkids in Iowa and for a new coat for his wife at a shop in New Hampshire, bringing his press corps along for the ride on both occasions. Media types were not offended or outraged that the press followed the candidates, or that items of clothing were considered and purchased. One colleague of mine who covered Romney remembers some even thinking it was thoughtful of him to shop for his family. Maybe Harris’s sequins were just a step too fashion forward?

Point is: these are all typical retail politics stops for politicians. They can sometimes relate back to policy and they can sometimes just be made-for-TV moments meant to highlight how “real” or “down to Earth” or “authentic” politicians are—even ones who have already spent several years in the White House. They’re low-calorie political fodder, light on substance and big on humanizing sugar high. The casual setting can make it easier to connect one-on-one with voters and provides a chance for the press to get to know the candidates a little bit beyond their policy platforms. When done right, these stops are big on upside for local media coverage, which translates into the chance to get their message—or even just their name!—in front of more primary-state voters.

“The woman who owns that business, and patronizes that business, or gets her coffee down the street, and sees a candidate where they spend time is meaningful,” Harris’s then–communications director Lily Adams told me. “That’s just good strategy.”

The male candidate moments I laid out are unremarkable. There are dozens like them. Retail stops that mostly served their intended purposes. Some, like Parker’s “freewheeling” outing with Senator Graham, were described as “revealing—not to mention refreshing and fun.” But then, they would be, wouldn’t they? Barring any gaffes or awkward photos of eating phallic-shaped foods on a stick, they’re made not to be breaking news events. Certainly, there was little outcry from conservative men in the media—or media broadly—about those events or about the way reporters covered them. We’re used to seeing male politicians visit breweries or go shooting or shop for the women in their lives. We’re less used to seeing a female politician do those things. And we’re certainly less used to seeing a female politician do a stereotypically female task, in a female-owned place of business, surrounded almost exclusively by female reporters.

Or, as my colleague Chris Jansing wryly described it a few days later when I joined her on MSNBC: “Suddenly, Twitter blows up, Ali, because Kamala Harris tries on a sparkly jacket. You were there. Explain, sort of, the context of that.”

The camera turned to me, twenty-four hours post–“Sequin Gate,” now stationed far from South Carolina on a snowy New Hampshire front lawn. “Well, Chris, as you well know, on the campaign trail you do retail politics stops. You meet with store owners, you go into communities, and you try to get a sense of what makes these communities tick. While she was in Columbia, South Carolina, Senator Kamala Harris stopped into several Black female-owned businesses. One of these was a thrift shop . . . The rest is Twitter history,” I explained, my voice tired and a little gravelly, worn from days of travel and little sleep.

I loved that we did the segment. I loved the opportunity to highlight how asinine it all was, in real time, in hopes of avoiding more sexist news cycles like this going forward. But I also couldn’t help but shake my head at the chicken-and-egg nature of the news cycle. We were calling it out, but were we also amplifying the very issue in the first place?

Months after the shopping trip, Caitlin Huey-Burns would still get an occasional Google Alert about it. More than a year later, when Harris was announced as Biden’s VP pick, the stories resurfaced once again, revived on Twitter and social media. Maeve, Caitlin, and I joked about it over text, laughing to keep from crying over the unfortunate reality that sometimes (oftentimes) there are extra potholes in the path of female reporters, even as we’re covering a political landscape becoming more and more crowded with female politicians. And if there are extra objects in our path? There are definitely extra objects in the paths of the candidates.

“I say she revives the sequined jacket for her debut tomorrow,” Caitlin joked in our group text on the day that Harris was announced as Biden’s running mate.

The sequin jacket was a reminder: just because candidates had shopped on the campaign trail before, none of them had shopped while Black and female and running for president in the modern political age. It was a reminder for me that the old male guard of political reporting was very much still present, and some were seemingly unwilling to expand their view of what it looks like to campaign for president and cover that endeavor. We were shifting the window of “what’s allowed” for both women campaigning, and women covering them, in real time. And while we shifted it, female candidates risked that those moments that should be slam dunks carried higher potential for negative fallout.

The whole thing was also a lesson in how non-stories could become real stories within hours: fringe tweets from biased actors picked up by sympathetic outlets, which then inject the story into the mainstream. Maybe that story is then covered extensively, maybe it’s briefly mentioned or questioned; either way, it’s brought to the attention of the audience. Stories like Sequin Gate can balloon into something that needs to be dealt with and prepared for, even if it deflates into nothing quickly. What makes it tougher is the unpredictability.

Unpredictable for how some could react to women covering women doing stereotypically female tasks (like shopping), even after decades of men doing the exact same thing. But it also spoke to how we allowed female politicians to present different sides of themselves. In Harris’s case, her longtime spokeswoman Lily told me she saw it as a lack of respect being paid to Harris “as a three-dimensional person,” while instead trying to put her in boxes (Black, female, progressive, etc.).

“Do we even let female politicians be three-dimensional?” I asked, while also thinking about it myself. “Like, if she does go shopping and is also a tough prosecutor, if one of those things doesn’t jell with the other, is there this recoiling?”

“Mhm,” Lily said. “I think the answer to your question is we don’t do it enough. We don’t let them do it enough.”

And when that space is given, the questions come quickly. Is she being genuine? Is the authenticity authentic—like actually, or is it politically calculated in some way? If it doesn’t match our initial perception of who this person is as a politician, if it reads as fake, it’s immediately treated with skepticism or mocked. That’s not just a line to walk for women—male candidates can read as inauthentic or stiff or inaccessible, too—but it takes less for women to be viewed this way. In 2020, we’d continue to see it with Harris, Warren, and other women in the field. Be it over sequin jackets or drinking beers in the privacy of their own kitchen on Instagram Live. And we’d certainly seen it before with Hillary Clinton.

Specifically in April 2016, when Clinton appeared on the popular urban radio show The Breakfast Club—a well-trod stop on the campaign circuit due to its mostly Black listening audience—and said she always carries hot sauce with her. “Really?!” the hosts exclaimed.

“Are you getting in formation right now?” co-host Charlamagne Tha
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“Electable, Ali Vitali’s ironically titled new book, is a smart, fresh look at why women

candidates have not been able to break that final electoral glass ceiling, as well as a

fascinating insider's account of life for a woman reporter on the campaign trail. . . .
A must-read for anyone seeking answers to why our politics fail to deliver.”

—ANDREA MITCHELL, NBC CHIEF WASHINGTON CORRESPONDENT AND ANCHOR, ANDREA MITCHELL REPORTS





