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From her years as the presidential press secretary to her debates with colleagues on Fox News'
The Five, Dana Perino reveals the lessons she's learned that have guided her through life, kept
her level-headed, and led to her success, even in the face of adversity. Thoughtful, inspiring, and
often surprising, And the Good News is . . . traces Dana Perino's unlikely journey through politics
and television. It's a remarkable American story-made up of equal parts determination and clear-
eyed optimism.From facing professional challenges and confronting personal fears to stepping
up to a podium for a President, Dana has come to expect the unexpected and has an uncanny
ability to find the good news in any tough situation. And the Good News is . . . takes us from her
Western childhood in Wyoming and Colorado to a chance meeting on an airplane that changes
her life entirely. Then, with refreshing honesty and humor, she recounts her frustration with a
string of unsatisfying jobs and living circumstances until a key career tip leads her back to
Washington, D.C. to work for the Bush Administration.Dana also shares here her best work and
life lessons-tips that will help you to get your point across convincingly while allowing your own
grace and personality to shine through. As someone who still believes in working together to
solve the problems our nation faces, Dana offers clear, practical advice on how to restore civility
to our personal and public conversations. The result is a fascinating read that can help anyone
become more successful, productive, and joyously content.

Book DescriptionAn intimate look at the history and pagentry of Native American
powwows.About the AuthorAdolf Hungry Wolf has written over 50 books about Native cultures,
outdoor living, travel and railroad history. He has studied Native ways since arriving as a boy
from Europe. He has lived among the Blackfoot for decades. He married into the Blackfoot tribe
and raised his family in the mountains of British Columbia. He spends his time between British
Columbia and Cuba.Okan Hungry Wolf is an enrolled member of the Blood Tribe, having grown
up in the traditional culture of his mother’s Blackfoot people. He is a self-taught artist, raised and
homeschooled in the wilderness along with his brothers Wolf and Iniskim and sister Star. He
studied Native sciences at the University of British Columbia.
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Begin ReadingTable of ContentsPhotosNewslettersCopyright PageIn accordance with the U.S.
Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book
without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s
intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review
purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at
permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.To my Bush
Administration colleaguesIntroductionThe Black Eye of BaghdadI knew the job of a White House
press secretary would be hectic and demanding, but I never expected I’d come to physical harm.
I’d almost finished the job without a scratch when a top-secret trip to Baghdad, six weeks before
President George W. Bush left office, changed all of that.It was December 2008, and a very
small team at the White House was assigned to work on a covert trip to Iraq and Afghanistan. It
would be the President’s last overseas trip on Air Force One, and we had to be extra careful to
keep it all under wraps because the press was already nosing around. Reporters that covered
the President suspected that he’d want to see the troops one last time. They knew his style.I was
in charge of the press part of the trip, and I worked with Gordon Johndroe, my deputy press
secretary for national security, to figure out our piece of the puzzle. Thankfully, Gordon has a
good poker face. It was awkward to tell white lies to our colleagues about our weekend plans,
and we had to sneak out “to get coffee” so we could talk without being overheard. I didn’t like
keeping secrets from my team, but I understood why we had to.We put together a group of
reporters, photographers, and a camera crew to make up the press pool. Only the editor and the
journalist of each organization could know about the trip. And in turn, the reporter could only tell
one family member (also sworn to secrecy). Just one leak and the trip would be canceled.I was
under the same rules—only my husband, Peter, was aware of where I was going. He was
concerned—not about the flight, as there’s no safer plane than Air Force One—but about
potential hostile action on the ground. He knew that once we landed, the enemy might try to take
a shot at disrupting our plans or even harming the President. And we had another problem. That
weekend, Peter was to be the best man at a friend’s wedding at the United States Naval
Academy in Annapolis, Maryland. He’d have to make up an excuse for me. He ended up
apologizing for my absence by saying that I had to work, which was true but a lame excuse for
missing a wedding.As the sun was setting in Washington on December 13, the handful of us
going on the trip were picked up from our homes in unmarked cars and driven to Andrews Air
Force Base. There we waited for the President and National Security Advisor, Steve Hadley, to
fly in from Camp David. The President was wearing a black baseball cap that said “43” and a tan
canvas jacket. At the bottom of the ladder to the plane, he paused and, grinning, said, “Who’s
ready? Let’s go!” before bounding up the steps.As soon as we got on board, I made a beeline for
the conference room near the front of the plane and set down my bag. That room has a large
oval table with big swivel chairs all around it, and a video screen for secure teleconferences or



watching TV. Most of the senior staff liked to sit in there to work, have a chat, and sometimes
play cards. Along the side of the room is a comfortable bench that curves around in a semicircle
shape under the video screen. Since there weren’t beds for all of us to lie down on, I staked out
that spot because I was the smallest person on the staff and could fit there comfortably. We
settled in for the thirteen-hour flight.A couple of hours before our arrival in Iraq, we got up and
took turns getting ready in the small restrooms and making ourselves presentable. I was pretty
good at changing clothes in a space that was only slightly bigger than a phone booth. I washed,
put on a bit of makeup, and brushed my hair in ten minutes.For safety’s sake, Air Force One’s
pilot, Colonel Mark Tillman, descended quickly in a tight spiral over the protected airspace. The
President watched from the cockpit, and after a couple of minutes, we settled gently onto the
runway. Our first stop: Baghdad.President Bush and Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki spent the day
in meetings on everything from troop training to insurgents to economic reform. The most
important issue on the agenda was the Status of Forces Agreement that President Bush was
trying to finalize with the Iraqis. Unfortunately, Maliki didn’t fully accept the agreement, but they
agreed to keep working on it. Then we headed into the press conference at another location.
The motorcade ride was bumpy, but aside from being jostled we got there in one piece.I went in
the back door, ahead of the leaders. This was an historic moment—it was the last time that
President Bush and the Prime Minister of Iraq would appear together. The room was full of
security guards and about two dozen journalists, including our press pool. We took our seats on
the side of the room. To my left was Ed Gillespie, the counselor to the President, and on my right
was the interpreter, with a boom microphone that was set on a steel arm. The room was
relatively small and filled with technical equipment—cameras, lights, and cables wedged in
around all of the people.I felt some solidarity with the Iraqi reporters who were seated in the first
two rows. I told Ed they grew up thinking they’d never get the chance to ask their leader a
question, let alone the President of the United States. I silently cheered them on—but not for
long.President Bush and Prime Minister Maliki stepped up to their podiums and began their
opening remarks. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw one of those “journalists” reach down and
yank off his shoe and hurl it hard and fast at President Bush’s head. He ducked and the shoe hit
the wall. BAM! Immediately, the shoe thrower took another shot. BAM! Thankfully, the President
dodged that shoe, too, and he didn’t seem angry or afraid, but bemused. His look said, “What is
wrong with you?”I, however, was whimpering, but not in fear. As the second shoe was being
thrown, the President’s Secret Service agent charged forward to protect him, and he knocked
the mic stand. The steel arm whipped around and hit me in the face on my upper cheekbone,
just under my right eye. I didn’t see it coming because I’d been looking the other way toward the
leaders. I yelped and fell into Ed. The pain pierced, and I was like a cartoon character seeing
stars.I also had a fleeting thought that we were about to be blown up, and that the shoe throwing
was a distraction for a bigger and deadlier attack. I looked to the back of the room, where all of
the camera equipment and empty cases were stacked—a perfect place to hide a bomb—and
thought, “Here we go.”Luckily, shoes were the only weapons being used.Ed held my head to his



chest and I clamped my hand over my eye. We waited for instructions to leave through the back
door. While I bit the inside of my cheeks to defer the pain, the shoe thrower was learning a little
something about manners from the Iraqi security forces. They had him on the ground, and he
was screaming much louder than I had.Through the commotion, President Bush was assuring
his security that he was okay, and he waved them back. He said into his microphone, “Don’t
worry, it’s fine. Everyone calm down. We’re going to finish this.” He locked eyes with the agent in
charge and nodded—that was his final answer.Prime Minister Maliki, on the other hand, was
wobbly. He was embarrassed by the security breach and that one of his countrymen had actually
thrown shoes at his guest. Maliki assumed, as I did, that the event would have to be canceled.
But President Bush wasn’t going to let a two-bit shoe thrower run him out of the room, and he
kept Maliki at the podiums and proceeded to call on the reporter that had been interrupted. The
reporter was a bit flustered, but he tried to follow the President’s lead and proceed as normal.My
face was screaming in pain, but I was silent. When I realized that we weren’t leaving right away, I
looked for a way out. I wasn’t sure what kind of damage the microphone stand had done, but it
couldn’t be good. I knew the White House medical team was nearby and I needed to get to
them. A U.S. Marine came to my rescue. He’d seen me get hit and reached out his hand to pull
me up and over the chairs to the door.But I was still trapped. The Iraqis had shut down the exits
and wouldn’t let anyone out of the room. They were following orders to secure the crime scene. I
took my hand away from covering my eye to show them I needed help. I said, “I need a
doctor.”The Iraqi security guard blocking my way lit up with a smile, thumped his chest, and said,
“Oh! I am doctor!” wanting to help. (He was one of many professional Iraqis—engineers,
physicians, and lawyers—that had taken good-paying security jobs during the war.) He meant
well, but I was starting to panic and feel claustrophobic in the small room, the pain throbbing
under my eye.“Um… my doctor?” I pleaded. The Marine kept his hand on my back to protect
me.Dr. Richard Tubb, the White House’s chief medical officer, was looking for me, too. He’d
heard from the President and his agents that I’d been hurt but they didn’t know how. He’d quickly
checked out the President, and then the President asked him to go find me because he’d seen
me crying but didn’t know why. In the chaos, Dr. Tubb saw me and got a Secret Service agent to
help ease my way into the hall.Dr. Tubb took a quick look and said, “Oh my,” and gave me a
plastic bag filled with ice and told me to hold it on the spot. He didn’t think the bone was broken,
but it was swollen like a robin’s egg and he couldn’t be sure. I saw the bag was labeled
DIARRHEA. I joked with the doctor, “What the heck was in this bag before you put ice in it?” We
laughed but it hurt when I smiled. “Ouch,” I said and put the bag back up to my eye.I didn’t get to
rest for long. A few minutes later when my heartbeat slowed, I suddenly remembered that
President Bush was going to be interviewed by ABC’s Martha Raddatz. For the same reasons
the President wanted to continue the press conference—to project normalcy—I wanted to keep
the interview on time despite the chaos. I thought the President needed to be on record as soon
as possible to show the folks back home that he was fine, calm, and unbothered by having
shoes thrown at his head.Before I could brief the President, I needed to do his TV makeup. On



trips like that with a skeletal staff, I doubled as the makeup artist. I carried a set of powders that
he tolerated but wiped off as soon as the cameras were off. I got my kit ready and waited for him
in a hold room with the bag of ice still pressed onto my eye.The President rushed into the room
to find me after the press conference. He leaned down and put his arm around me and asked,
“What happened? I saw you were crying but I thought it was just because the guy threw a shoe
at me.” I leaned into him and let myself be comforted for a second, but I tried to lighten the mood
and said, “You know I love you, Mr. President—but I grew up out West, and I’m a little tougher
than that!”Then I made him sit down so that I could powder his forehead and nose and run the
comb over his hair, asking him mock questions that I thought Martha might ask. He seemed
ready to go, “This isn’t my first rodeo,” he said jokingly. He got through the interview just fine, of
course.After dinner with the Iraqis and U.S. military and embassy personnel, we finally said
good-bye and motorcaded to Air Force One. “So, that went very well,” I said to Gordon, and we
just looked at each other, shook our heads, and giggled nervously. We’d planned for everything
but flying shoes.The plane felt like home—and it was safe. The nurse gave me some more Advil
and told me to keep the ice on the bruise on the flight to Kabul, Afghanistan. But no one told me
not to lie down.My colleagues wanted to work in the conference room, so I gave up my sofa spot
and headed to the staff cabin, which had ten chairs, five on each side of a table where people
could eat or work. The chairs were big enough for me to curl up in, but since they’d already
turned down the lights and I couldn’t see, I grabbed one of the floor mats and a fleece blanket
and lay down, huddled against the wall. It was just a few hours to our next stop.The floor was
cold, but I didn’t want to move. It hurt when I moved my head, and the area under my eye still
throbbed, though not as badly. When the crew served breakfast, I smelled the coffee and started
to get up. I returned my mat and blanket to the storage closet and walked into the conference
room. I hadn’t seen myself yet, but my colleagues’ reaction let me know it was bad. They gasped
and Mark Thiessen, a Presidential speechwriter and hockey player, put his hands over his
mouth. “Oh no, did you lie on your side? All the blood pooled there!” I checked the mirror in the
bathroom next door. My eye was pitch-black and the right side of my face was swollen like
E.T.Makeup was useless. Nothing covered the bruise, and my cheek was tender to the touch. I
did what I could to look presentable with a sponge bath using the tiny bathroom sink. I put my
hair in a clip and changed into warmer clothing. As we were settling into our seats for the
landing, the President came to find me and winced when he saw my face. He knew it had to hurt,
and it looked terrible. I smiled, though, and said, “I’m fine, no problem, nothing to see here, sir!” I
wanted to be tough.Kabul was freezing. The wind was bitter when we landed around 4:30 a.m.
local time at Bagram Air Base, but that didn’t stop hundreds of troops from gathering there to
greet their Commander in Chief. Watching the troops, I forgot about my eye for a while. They
cheered during the President’s speech and many of them participated in the reenlistment
ceremony right there and then, pledging another four years of military service to their country.
They are such remarkable men and women.We couldn’t linger with them, though. We rushed
onto Marine One, which was already on the base and was a safer and faster way to travel than



by motorcade, to fly to the President’s meetings with President Hamid Karzai. Looking out of the
window, I saw and smelled lots of cooking fires across the city, which burned my nose and my
eyes. Everything looked gray and still. It was like watching a movie in black and white—there
were almost no colors.After we’d flown awhile, a castle suddenly came into view: the Arg
(Turkish for “Citadel”). It was built by a king in 1880 and it’s where Afghanistan’s rulers—both
kings and presidents—have resided since. The bricks were a gray color, crumbling in some
parts, and there was a moat all around it (but sadly, no dragon). The outside looked medieval,
like a castle you’d see in a storybook, yet the inside had been modernized. There were silk-
covered sofas, chandeliers, historical artifacts, and artwork by famous Afghans.Outside the
castle, the tallest man I’d ever seen was actually rolling out the red carpets by himself and
hurling them up over the castle walls for decoration. We had given them only a few hours’ notice
that we were coming because of security, so the residence wasn’t ready for a visit from the
American President. The man looked like Andre the Giant, and I learned he indeed had
gigantism just like Andre. He’d been working at the castle since he was a child. His traditional
dress would have reached the ground on anyone else, but he was so tall it came up above his
knees. I myself barely came up to his waist.President Bush asked me to walk with him to greet
President Karzai. I’d met Karzai before at the White House, and while I knew to be wary of him
and of the accusations of corruption, he was quite charming in person. I remembered something
General Colin Powell had told me once when we were watching an event at the White House.
“Beware of dictators that speak very good English.” That was good advice I never forgot.Karzai
had seen the news about the President’s trip to Iraq and the shoe throwing, but he hadn’t heard
that I’d been hurt. When he saw my face, he gasped and grabbed my hands and asked if they
could get me anything.“Don’t worry, Mr. President—you should see the other guy,” I said.Karzai
threw back his head and laughed, and President Bush rolled his eyes and patted me on the
shoulder.We spent several hours at the palace and the President met with military commanders,
diplomats, and tribal leaders. When the meetings wound down, President Bush asked to see
Karzai privately, and I went to find our press pool. I caught up with some of my favorites—three
photojournalists I’d worked with for years. They told me about a pact they’d made not to release
any photographs of my injury—out of respect for me. That was very kind, and it reflected the
good relations my office had with the White House press corps (with only a couple exceptions
who shall not be named!).Of course, when we got back to Washington and I stepped off Marine
One, those photographers hadn’t agreed to any pact, and the cameras clicked away. By then my
black eye looked like a well-earned battle wound, and they got a good look at it before I walked
into the West Wing, where the press office staff was gathered to give me hugs and hear all about
the trip.My black eye stayed with me for the last six weeks of the administration, going from
black to purple to blue to green to yellow. For many months, my upper cheekbone would ache,
especially in the cold. It took a long time to heal.Other press secretaries have been much more
heroic than me, including James S. Brady, who was shot and paralyzed when John Hinckley Jr.
tried to kill President Ronald Reagan in 1981. The White House briefing room is named for him.



Brady continued a life of public service focusing on proposals for gun control until he died in
August 2014.His injury was real and lasting. I, on the other hand, have the meager distinction of
getting the Black Eye of Baghdad. To this day, I’m still the only press secretary that’s ever taken a
boom mic for the President (and I hope I’m the last), but in a way, it’s what all press secretaries
do on occasion—take black eyes for the boss. And even on my worst day on the job, the
experience of working for the Bush Administration was the very best time of my life.And the
Good News Is…This book explains the unlikely story of how I became the White House press
secretary, the things I witnessed and learned in that job, and how those experiences eventually
led me back to what I wanted to do originally—television commentary on politics, policy, and
culture.I was the first and only Republican woman to be the press secretary, and I served during
a time of terror threats, two wars, several hard-fought domestic policy debates, mass shootings,
Supreme Court nominations, natural disasters, and a major financial crisis. I spoke for the
country and the President and was very privileged to do so.During that time, my goal was to
represent America and the President with honor, grace, and dignity. I was cautious in choosing
my words and my tone—if I thought President Bush would frown at something I said or how I
said it, then I didn’t say it. Being prepared, forthcoming, and gracious was important to me. What
I said then is a matter of public record, but what I was thinking, feeling, and seeing is what this
book is about. These are my personal reflections, the things I remember.I chose the title And the
Good News Is… because I say it all the time. I’m an optimistic person, and I want people to
realize that in America, nothing is ever as bad as it seems because we have the opportunity and
capabilities to fix problems (though we don’t always have the will). Optimism has been my
coping mechanism for any adversity. “Shoulders back, chin up, smile—you can handle this” is a
voice in my head, and that’s helped me deal with all sorts of challenges.My instinct to find the
positive in any situation might be found in my DNA. I grew up with a ranching family in Wyoming,
a tough, unpredictable life where you rely on a certain faith that everything is going to be all right.
Those instincts attracted me to other optimistic people. As a kid, I remember hearing Ronald
Reagan and how his words made me feel safe. When he talked about living on the sunshine side
of the mountain, I liked that image—it fit me. I was drawn to his approach to leadership and
life.Years later, my own positive outlook served me well when I started briefing the President. He
knew that on some days we’d be dealt a tough hand, and he was less interested in hearing how
bad it was than how we were going to play it. Over the years that I worked for him he became
much more to me than my boss or even the President of the United States. He became like a
second father, a friend, and a confidant.In this book, I write about the strange twists that led me
to the Oval Office. Many people assume I grew up active in Republican politics and that I must
have known the Bushes or the Cheneys in order to end up in that job. But I never met any of
them until after the 9/11 terrorist attacks. I was born in Wyoming, raised in Colorado, and
planned to go into television journalism. Instead, in a theme repeated throughout my life, my
tendency to plan out my life was disrupted by chance opportunities and my openness to them.
How I got my first press secretary job on Capitol Hill, returned to Washington, and ended up as



the co-host of The Five on Fox News were all because I was at the right place at the right time,
prepared, and willing to take a risk. That’s the same approach I took when I made the most
consequential decision of my life—to talk to a guy I was sitting next to on an airplane (he
became my husband).A section of And the Good News Is… reveals stories from the Bush
Administration that you’ve not heard before. These are things that I experienced, my eyewitness
accounts and my feelings about them—such as how the President stood up for America when
there were no cameras to capture it, shared tender moments with wounded warriors, and made
decisions based on principle instead of popularity. I recount stories about things that humbled
me and others that still make me laugh. I recall the President teaching me how to pass on taking
credit for an accomplishment so that someone else could achieve a goal, conspiring with me to
make a point when a young woman reporter was treated unfairly, and helping me get over
feelings of bitterness by forgiving a betrayal by a former colleague. As I wrote this, I loved reliving
those moments.I also include my reflections on the importance of civility that I learned from my
childhood and then from the Bushes, and how it’s being lost in politics and pop culture. I worry
about how aggressive and vicious our discourse has become. I don’t think all is lost, however. I
believe that there are ways that we can get our public debates back on track, because civility
and manners are a matter of choice. We don’t have to own each other’s comments, but we are
responsible for whatever we say. In America, we are blessed with the freedom to speak our
minds—and we should do so thoughtfully. We also have to recognize that people who disagree
with us are not enemies. We’re all in this together—and we should act like it.In addition to those
sections, this book is an opportunity to share the best work and life advice that I’ve used in my
own career. Because of the high-profile jobs I’ve held, I’m often asked what I’d suggest young
people do in order to be successful (many would like to be the White House press secretary one
day). In particular, I’ve found that young people and their parents are hungry for this type of
advice, and across the country the questions are similar: Should I go to graduate or law school?
How do I make the transition from being someone’s assistant to a management role? What can I
do if my boss is a jerk or asks me to do something that I think is unethical? How do you find the
perfect work-life balance?The problem I’ve had in responding to these questions is that there’s
never enough time or resources to reach every person one-on-one, and yet I feel guilty if I don’t
respond. I believe that anyone who has achieved some success is obligated to help others do
the same. I had people guide me along the way, and I’ve got a lot of pent-up advice to give, so
this book helps me address that supply and demand problem. I’ve added as many of the best
tips as I can in three sections that can be applied immediately at work, throughout a career, and
during a lifetime. If I were a parent, educator, or employer, I’d want my kids and employees to
read this section—advice that will stick with them and help them to be more successful,
productive, and content.I believe that a positive outlook and treating others with respect, dignity,
and graciousness lead to professional and personal success. It’s a no-lose formula. I also
learned that my best-laid Type A personality plans have been disrupted for better things—plans I
didn’t make, but ones I chose to embrace, no matter how difficult or crazy they seemed to be.I



hope that readers of And the Good News Is… will conclude that it doesn’t matter where you
come from—whether you went to an Ivy League school or grew up in a city or on a farm, you can
end up advising a President in the Oval Office. No one should think they can’t make it to the top
because they didn’t go to Harvard. I hope people will be inspired by stories of my upbringing, my
years in the White House, and my transition to television. It wasn’t all sunshine—there have been
adverse and humbling experiences that have kept me grounded. But I’ve had the opportunity to
travel the world and to realize just how blessed I am to have been born in America with a family
that loves me. As a bonus, I am the proud mother of Jasper, America’s Dog—he gets his due in
Chapter 4.And so, let the good news begin.…CHAPTER 1Wide-Open Spaces“Excuse me,
ma’am,” the Secret Service agent whispered in my ear. “The President needs you at Marine One
in ten minutes.” No one else in the crowd of fifteen thousand heard him. We were in Norfolk,
Virginia, for the commissioning of the USS George H. W. Bush, the latest American aircraft
carrier in our military’s fleet. I wasn’t expecting the summons because I thought we had time to
watch the speeches. I was trying to soak up the moment—the January air was cold and dry, but
the sun was shining so we could all be outside to celebrate the life accomplishments of
President George H. W. Bush, the father of the President I worked for, George W. Bush. I was
nostalgic because it was one of the last events we’d attend before he left office. The agent’s
words snapped me out of it.I didn’t want to raise suspicions by a quick reaction, especially not
with the media, so I didn’t race for the exit. I nodded to the agent and smiled, trying to look
unconcerned. It’s a good thing I had big sunglasses on because I was worried. Our intelligence
had picked up terrorist chatter that the enemy wanted to disrupt events before the Inauguration
of President Barack Obama, and what better place to attack than where the major leaders,
public servants, and friends and family of the Bushes were gathered? We had an obligation to
be paranoid.Still I played it cool. I waited about thirty seconds before I slipped back into the ship
and followed the agent through the steel hallways and out a door that I hadn’t seen. I tried to
walk at a normal pace. I have short legs, but I’ve always walked fast—I had to keep up with my
mom or I’d be left behind.Marine One was ready to go. Secretary of State Condi Rice arrived
when I did; we climbed aboard and buckled in. A few minutes later, President Bush jogged up
the few steps of the chopper. “Let’s go see the SEALs,” he said before taking his seat and
buckling on his seat belt.Then I got it—this wasn’t an emergency. The President just wanted to
see his guys one last time as their Commander in Chief. They’d been through a lot together—
he’d asked so much of the SEALs, and they’d exceeded his expectations. Few people knew he
was coming to visit, and it was closed to the press. This would be their last moment alone
together.Navy SEALs are so cool, and a hangar full of them is awesome. Our staff snuck into the
building from a side door and made our way to the back of the crowd as the President got ready
to take the stage. The SEALs were listening to a speech by Vice President Dick Cheney when all
of a sudden he introduced President Bush. The President hopped up onto the stage, shook
hands with the Vice President, and took in the scene. The SEALs hooted and hollered with
patriotism and appreciation.The President addressed the crowd—the East Coast SEALs



including DEVGRU (aka SEAL Team Six). He thanked them for all of the missions they’d
completed after the attacks on 9/11. He spoke without notes and from the heart. He finished with
“God bless you, and may God continue to bless America,” and they cheered for a long time,
ignoring his pleas to stop. That was an order they didn’t have to obey. The President had tears in
his eyes, and so did I.After his speech, President Bush shook hands with every one of them and
posed for pictures they could send to their families and friends. All of the young men had really
long beards, so it wasn’t hard to figure out where in the world they were about to be deployed
(and it wasn’t Indiana). The jackets and ties they were wearing for the President’s visit would
soon be switched out for their combat uniforms.It’s very humbling to be around Navy SEALs.
Their courage and bravery surpasses anything I’d ever thought of doing. They’re remarkably
unselfish, honorable, strong, and courageous. They made me feel safe. I loved watching their
interaction with President Bush. There’s nothing like the bond that can develop between a
Commander in Chief and his troops. That day, as the President was about to turn over his
command to President-elect Obama, the SEALs were giving President Bush as much gratitude
and encouragement as he was trying to give to them.I faded into the background, but two
SEALs came over to me and said, “Pardon us, ma’am, but are you the press secretary?” I was
honored they even recognized me. I stuck out my hand to introduce myself and thanked them for
serving, and they asked if they could get their picture taken with me.As one of their guys got his
camera phone ready, I tried making some small talk.I asked the first guy, “So what was it that
made you want to become a Navy SEAL—chance for adventure? Family tradition? Physical
challenge? Desire to see the world?”“Oh no, ma’am. Chicks dig it,” he said.“Even with the
beard?” I asked.“Oh yeah… they get it,” he said. He was confident of that, and I believed him.I
then asked the second SEAL, “When you get ready to go… wherever it is you may be going…
do you have to take a lot of language courses?”“Oh no, ma’am, we’re really not there to talk,” he
said. Indeed.We laughed and smiled for the cameras. They thanked me for my service, a
compliment I accepted but it didn’t compare to theirs.We got back on Marine One, and I told
President Bush what the SEALs told me about chicks and language classes. He threw his head
back and laughed. Then he looked out the window, bit the side of his cheek, and jutted out his
jaw a little to the side—an expression I saw him make when he was letting a feeling or a thought
settle in.“God, I love those guys,” he said.To President Bush, those guys were the true
celebrities. He felt a responsibility for and a kinship to them. They understood the global war on
terror and were in sync with him as their leader. He asked for their sacrifices, and they were
eager to fulfill their pledge and commitment to their country. They would miss each other.That
was my last flight on Marine One. I was thirty-six, and it was as unlikely a place I ever thought I’d
be. I’d grown up modestly in rural America with clear blue skies and lots of sunshine. I was raised
to believe that America was a force for good in the world and that it should take its leadership
role seriously. I understood early on that the freedom of America is what made our way of life
possible, and that we should help other people live in freedom, too.My upbringing in the West
can sound very unusual, as if from another place and time, and my path to the White House



wasn’t exactly a straight line. My family didn’t donate a lot of money to campaigns, nor did they
have any connections that helped me get my first job in media or politics.I didn’t have a plan to
be the White House press secretary, but looking back, I can see how my life experiences built up
to that career achievement. So when I try to explain how someone like me ended up working in a
place like that, I have to start at the beginning—on a ranch.Wyoming and OriginsI was born in
Evanston, Wyoming. Most people have never been to my home state or even heard of my
hometown. And most people in Wyoming prefer to keep the state’s beauty their little secret.My
parents, Leo Ernest Perino and Janice Marie Brooks, were born in Wyoming, too. When I was
nearly two years old, they moved to Denver, Colorado, but they took us to Wyoming so often that
when I’m asked where I’m from, I say Colorado and Wyoming, as if it were one state. Colorado-
Wyoming is a place that makes me feel grounded, steady, and content. Far from shedding my
Western roots since I moved away at twenty-two, I’ve clung to them.The West is where I learned
about independence, self-reliance, patriotism, and the blessings of freedom. It’s where I first
galloped on a horse on a cattle drive and watched my family brand their cows, make hay bales,
and farm fields of oats. We knew we had a special life experience that most people in America
could never imagine. We felt sorry for city dwellers, the poor fellas.In the Black Hills, the canyons
are filled with big black pines that grow tall and sturdy despite wicked winds, nasty blizzards, and
raging forest fires. They dig way down deep into the red dirt and hold on no matter what—one
season is too dry, the next too wet. That’s how Wyoming life is, too—you learn to adapt in order
to thrive. And people that live that kind of life wouldn’t have it any other way.The Black Hills are
ancient but they shaped my family’s future early in the twentieth century. Leaving their homes in
Italy, my great-grandparents walked into one side of the American Dream and just over a
hundred years later, I walked out of the other side as the White House press secretary. They
never would have imagined that.My surname, Perino, is Italian. My great-grandparents on my
father’s side were born in the Piemonte Province, near Torino. They were poor farm workers with
little hope of a better lifestyle. They were part of a wave of Italian immigrants who left Italy in the
late 1800s, escaping poverty for an opportunity to take a chance, start over, and have something
to show for their hard work.They didn’t speak English well—in fact, my great-grandmother, Rosi,
spoke very little and had almost no formal education. She relied on the kindness of people to get
her from Ellis Island to Coal City, Illinois, in late 1901, where her sister ran a boardinghouse.
When she arrived in the States, she told authorities that she was a maid from Mezze, Italy, and
reported that she had $15 to her name. She eventually moved to Cambria, Wyoming, and met
my great-grandfather, Jacinto “Matteo” Perino, where he worked as a coal miner. They’d actually
lived only three miles from each other in Italy, but never met.They married in 1904 and pledged
to work a homestead in Newcastle, Wyoming, under the government’s Enlarged Homestead
Act, where you could get 320 acres for free if you built a structure that had four walls and at least
one glass window and agreed to farm the land for five years. On weekends, my great-
grandfather dug a mile-long channel from a spring to the homestead and fixed the place up
enough to move his bride to their new home.Distant relatives and new friends and family moved



into neighboring areas in the Black Hills. They farmed and raised a few cattle, but most of them
also worked in the coal mines called Cambria Camp. At the same time, my great-uncle Pete
reportedly had a full-scale moonshine operation in a box canyon (a ravine with three steep walls)
on his place and would smuggle it in wagons to Deadwood, South Dakota, to sell. My great-
grandfather would buy a load of grapes every year and make his own wine, too. I don’t know if he
sold any, but I’m sure it was a nice vintage by Wyoming standards.While my great-grandfather
worked the mines, my great-grandmother ran the ranch. She was strong of heart, mind, and
body. She gave birth to seven children and six survived—a daughter died of pneumonia at six
months. It’s said that people in the area relied on my great-grandmother and that she helped with
many births in Newcastle. My great-grandfather died of black lung in the 1960s, and she must
have felt sad and lonely after their major life adventure moving to the frontier together and
building such a good life for their family.My great-grandmother lived to be 100 years old, so I got
to know her. She always sent us birthday cards that had $2 bills inside—we kept them for good
luck. In her later years, my grandparents set her up with a house in town and she would visit with
friends and family, watch soap operas, and braid throw rugs out of Wonder Bread plastic sacks.
She had a garden in the backyard, and when we visited, she made sure we ate a lot. “STRONG!”
she would say, making a muscle. From her front porch we could watch the Weston County
parades on the Fourth of July and race around trying to get as much candy as we could that was
thrown from the cowboys on horseback and rodeo queens in fancy pickup trucks.I had a lot of
pride in my great-grandmother, even though because of the language gap, we didn’t really
communicate that much. We lived 350 miles away from one another and I didn’t think of her
daily, but we had a special connection. When I was fourteen, I had a dream right before I woke
up one morning that I can still remember. In the dream, my great-grandmother was with my sister
and me in an office building in Denver. She went to get into an elevator, and I tried to pull her
back because I knew the elevator had no floor. But I didn’t reach her in time and she stepped
into the space and I watched her fall all the way down. She didn’t scream.The next morning, I
started to tell my mom about my dream and she interrupted me and said, “Your dad just got a call
—your great-grandmother died in the night.” I believe Great-Grandma Rosi was saying good-bye
to us in that dream—nothing else can explain it.My grandpa, Leo Perino Sr., was born at the
homestead in 1921, the second youngest. His childhood sounded like one out of a storybook—
one with a good ending. Up at the ranch they had cold winters and hot summers, and he spent
his time riding horses, studying, and doing chores. He spoke Italian at home and English at
school. Once when we asked him for more chewing gum, he told us about how when he was a
kid they could make gum last for months by placing it on the bedpost at night (it wasn’t exactly
walking uphill both ways to school, but the message was the same). But he always gave us
more.As a young man, he served in the Marines in World War II and he fought in the Pacific.
Surviving war on tropical islands, he contracted some type of skin rash. My dad remembers in
the 1950s going with him as a young boy to VA hospitals in Cheyenne and Denver. Each time it
took forever for him to get an appointment. His ailment was bad and the only thing that helped



was Baby Magic Lotion, but I never heard him complain about it.The war ended, and my
grandfather sailed through the Panama Canal and pulled into port at his base in Philadelphia.
His first night back, some friends wanted to set him up on a blind date with this nursing student
they knew. He said no to a blind date. She similarly refused the suggestion. But the friends
prevailed and a great love story began. Within a couple of months of that first date, my
grandmother, who had never been west of the Mississippi River, left Philadelphia for a ranching
life in the rural countryside of the Black Hills.My grandmother’s name was Victoria Thelma Potts
Smith Perino, and she went by Vicky. She was born in Pennsylvania and her dad worked in a
coal mine. When she was very young, he hurt his back at work and could no longer take care of
all the children. To help the family, the Methodist minister got involved and arranged an adoption
by the Smith family of my grandmother and her sister. They were well taken care of, and she and
her sister remained close all their lives. My grandmother decided to become a nurse and was
finishing her training when she met my grandfather.Love at first sight wasn’t in her plan, and she
was a bit concerned about taking my grandpa home to meet her parents because Italians at the
time were distrusted and disliked. However, her parents were very supportive of the match, and
with their blessing, my grandfather asked her to marry him. She said yes.The East Coast was
not for him. Having felt like he’d traveled and seen enough, my grandpa wanted to go home to
the ranch in Wyoming. Vicky readily agreed, even without knowing what ranching life would be
like. They took the train back to Newcastle to introduce her to the Perinos.My great-grandparents
must have liked Vicky because after the wedding at the Methodist church they met the
newlyweds at the ranch gate and gave them $100 (quite a lot of money in those times). But
some of the other family members and people in the area were concerned that my grandfather
had just brought in someone they basically considered a foreigner and “Weren’t the local girls
good enough for him?” I see it as kind of a Wyoming version of Romeo and Juliet—they were
meant to be together even if some didn’t think so. Over time, my grandmother more than earned
her place among the hardworking women of Wyoming and became a local girl. She worked as a
nurse in town and helped run the ranch in the mornings, evenings, and every weekend.Through
the years, my grandfather and his siblings grew the ranch in acreage. There was a homesteader
who acquired a great deal of land throughout the Depression. After he died, his ranch was to be
sold but no one in his family had the money to buy it all. Many families went in on a transaction to
buy the ranch and parcel it out.That’s when Rosi and Matteo’s children, Aunt Dora, Uncles Joe
and Fred, and my grandfather bought a large part of that ranch and formed “the outfit,” a Western
term that encompasses everything on a ranch and its owners. The outfit stayed together for quite
some time, but as happens in families, disagreements occurred and it was split up in the
mid-1960s or so. My grandpa had started moving away from farming as the mainstay and
converted to ranching—cattle and horses for the most part. At its largest, through my uncle
Matt’s work, the ranch was 50,000 acres, almost three times the size of Manhattan, where I live
now.My grandparents had three sons—my dad, Leo Jr., and my uncles Matt and Tom. Today, my
dad lives in Denver. Matt continues to ranch in Newcastle, with his high school sweetheart,



Donna, and their two sons, Wade and Preston. My uncle Tom, the very picture of an American
cowboy, died from cancer in 2006, and his part of the ranch is still worked by his widow, Janet,
and their family.The ranch house sat at the bottom of a red-dirt hill at the end of a canyon. It was
above the other structures—an old-fashioned red barn, a series of white-painted fenced corrals,
a cellar for potatoes and other vegetables, a chicken house, and storage sheds. The soil around
the ranch was red, almost like clay.I loved the barn. It was large with several stalls for horses or
cows, and a hayloft on the second level. It had been painted red with white trim years before I
was a kid so the color was slightly faded. Tools, whips, and halters hung on the walls by the
workbench. In the winter, sometimes my grandpa and uncles had to go down and help a cow
that was having difficulty giving birth. They’d wrap chains around the legs of the calf and pull,
doing all they could to ensure that the mother cow and the calf were healthy at the end of their
ordeal. It was messy but rewarding work. My sister and I never had to muck out the stalls, and we
felt bad that we weren’t expected to, but we never volunteered for the job either.I used to go
down the hill to the barn and climb up to the top of the fence that lined the barnyard and take a
look around. I knew it was a special place, and it’s where I was most content. We were the center
of our own universe, and the adults reminded us over and over to be appreciative of what we
had.It wasn’t all work on the ranch. Morning chores gave way to afternoon fun. Under the porch
of the house, my cousins and I played with mini versions of the trucks, combines, and tractors
the adults used on the ranch. Some of the toys were so old that my dad and uncles remembered
them from when they were kids.We had other amusements, too—my grandfather bought us an
Olympic-sized trampoline that he set up in the storage shed while the big combine was used in
the summer. My uncle Tom was the best jumper—he could do tons of tricks and he’d bounce us
as high as we wanted until our moms threatened to scream if he didn’t stop. Then he’d bounce
us one more time just to drive them crazy.The real magic of the ranch, however, was in the other
residents—the animals. Quarter horses, cattle, chickens, goats, pigs, dogs, and kittens—all
under my grandparents’ care—and then there were the coyotes and snakes that we learned to
avoid. For years, peacocks roamed the area, and my grandmother had a vase that held all of the
big feathers that we picked up for her around the property.And always there were dogs. My
grandfather mostly raised collies and Australian shepherds, but also the occasional mutt or
housedog. My family trained the dogs themselves, to obey, work, and even do some neat tricks.
My grandpa had several whistles that the dogs understood and they’d signal what job they were
expected to do next (gather the mares, round up the cows, hop in the back). The livestock
learned what the whistles meant, too, especially if there was cake involved (like a PowerBar but
for cows and horses).One of the most majestic of the shepherds was Blue. He never stepped
inside the house even if it was 40 degrees below zero and he was invited to come in from the
cold. He was too proud to go in (quite a different life from Jasper’s in Manhattan). The other dogs
cut him a wide berth and let him eat first.My uncle Matt and my aunt Donna owned another
family favorite, a tricolored Australian shepherd named Robin. She had only one blue eye
because when she was a puppy a horse had kicked out the other one. One time we grandkids



were playing with Robin outside our uncle Tom’s double-wide trailer on a summer afternoon. All
of a sudden Robin yelped and howled. A rattlesnake had bitten her.Matt and Donna tried to save
her and raced down the gravel road to get to a vet in Sundance, but Robin died on the way.
Meanwhile, Tom got his rifle and blew the rattlesnake’s head off so that no one else would be
hurt by it. I felt so sad for my aunt and uncle because Robin was like one of their children—she
had been their first baby. I was also frightened because the snake could have bitten any of us.My
grandpa’s last dogs were Ray and Floyd. They ran as a pair. They’d just sit in the yard waiting to
be asked to work, and they’d beat you to the pickup if they saw you leave the house. They hated
to be left behind. If their services weren’t needed, they’d run off and have an adventure. When
they came back, they’d be filthy and panting. Lord knows what they got up to out there. They
didn’t seem to be afraid of anything, but why would they be when they had my grandfather’s
permission to rule the hills?We made our dogs a part of our games, like hide-and-seek. We’d sit
in the back of the pickups with them and hold on to their collars while they put their heads over
the sides and sniffed the air as we rolled down the road. I was taught the simple pleasures of the
love of a dog from early as a kid—and the dogs I’ve raised with Peter—Henry and Jasper—have
given me some of the greatest joys and best memories of my life.Even after we moved, to keep
the connection to Wyoming, my mom and dad would take my sister and me to the ranch several
times a year. From Denver, it was about a seven-hour drive. We spent every Christmas and
Easter holiday and our summer vacations there.Since my sister and I didn’t live at the ranch full-
time, we didn’t have specific chores. My cousins, on the other hand, had a lot of responsibilities.
We’d helped them out by filling the water tanks, feeding calves in the winter, and opening or
closing gates. I’d do anything to get out of having to pick eggs. The chicken coop scared me—it
was dark and smelly and the hens would peck me when I reached my hands in to get the eggs.
To keep our cousins happy, we found that the best way for us to help was to either take specific
direction from them or stay out of their way.There were also ancient creatures to check out. As a
kid, I loved learning about dinosaurs, so in the summers my dad would take us digging for
belemnite fossils in a canyon road about a mile from the ranch. Belemnites were squid-like
creatures that lived when the Black Hills were under an ocean over 250 million years ago. They
were long-tailed and bullet-shaped. When we found one of their fossils, we would put it in a tin
Folgers coffee can to take back to the ranch house to show my grandparents. They always
seemed impressed.In the winter when it snowed, my grandfather would put the wooden sleds
into the back of one of his pickups (he was a Chevy man), and we’d pile into the cab. Then he’d
drive us to the top of one of the big hills not far from the house. We’d get on our uncles’ sleds
because they were heavy enough to give us a real ride, and we’d land in a big gulley that had
double the snow. It was like flying and probably quite dangerous by today’s standards.My
grandpa didn’t make us walk up the hill to have another go; instead, he watched us slide down
and then he’d drive down to the bottom to pick us up and take us back to the top. When we’d had
our fun and started to feel the cold, my grandpa would get on the CB radio and call my grandma
to tell her to get the hot chocolate and marshmallows ready.When I was really young, my walkie-



talkie handle was Big Bird and my sister’s was Cookie Monster. Sometimes a trucker driving in
the area would hear us on the radio and call out to us. With our grandpa’s permission, we’d ask
where he was headed, what he was hauling, and wish him a safe journey.While we played with
the radio, my family used it for work—it kept them informed about what was happening in the
area. In the hot dry summers, they’d listen for reports of lightning strikes because one hit could
turn into a full-blown forest fire. All of the neighbors pitched in to help one another contain or put
out fires when they started.My grandfather had a yellow fire truck that the Weston County
firefighters acquired from the U.S. military as surplus equipment. My grandpa let my sister and
me go with them as long as we stayed in the backseat. It was such a privilege that we didn’t dare
move, and what I learned on those emergencies came in handy later at the White House when I
was the spokesperson for the President’s Healthy Forests Initiative. I was one of the few people
in Washington that had actually seen the problem of overgrown brush up close.In the evenings,
my grandpa would make us root beer or Pepsi floats, or we’d have some watermelon from his
garden. We ate well, always a salad of cucumbers, onions, and tomatoes with olive oil and
vinegar dressing and beef of some cut—usually cooked well without marinade. Sometimes there
was a chocolate cake my grandma made or vanilla ice cream that was delivered by the Schwan
Man, a grocery catalog delivery service.The noontime meal was called “dinner,” and it was the
main meal of the day. A big bell next to the gate leading to the house alerted the family that the
food was ready. After eating, my uncles would take a bit of a nap with their hats covering their
faces on the couch in the winter and out in the front yard in the summer. After about thirty
minutes, they’d be back outside baling hay, gathering cows, shoeing horses, or fixing a tractor.
No wonder they were so fit.If the ranch seems like a bit of Americana to you, I would agree. And
we weren’t the only ones who thought so. In the 1970s, a couple of men scouting locations for
some ads for Marlboro cigarettes drove up to the ranch. They were hoping to find an outfit that
had cattle and horses that they could work with to film the ads. My family agreed to help them
and everyone worked in the background to help during the photo shoots.Begin ReadingTable of
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BaghdadI knew the job of a White House press secretary would be hectic and demanding, but I
never expected I’d come to physical harm. I’d almost finished the job without a scratch when a
top-secret trip to Baghdad, six weeks before President George W. Bush left office, changed all of
that.It was December 2008, and a very small team at the White House was assigned to work on
a covert trip to Iraq and Afghanistan. It would be the President’s last overseas trip on Air Force
One, and we had to be extra careful to keep it all under wraps because the press was already
nosing around. Reporters that covered the President suspected that he’d want to see the troops
one last time. They knew his style.I was in charge of the press part of the trip, and I worked with
Gordon Johndroe, my deputy press secretary for national security, to figure out our piece of the
puzzle. Thankfully, Gordon has a good poker face. It was awkward to tell white lies to our
colleagues about our weekend plans, and we had to sneak out “to get coffee” so we could talk
without being overheard. I didn’t like keeping secrets from my team, but I understood why we
had to.We put together a group of reporters, photographers, and a camera crew to make up the
press pool. Only the editor and the journalist of each organization could know about the trip. And
in turn, the reporter could only tell one family member (also sworn to secrecy). Just one leak and
the trip would be canceled.I was under the same rules—only my husband, Peter, was aware of
where I was going. He was concerned—not about the flight, as there’s no safer plane than Air
Force One—but about potential hostile action on the ground. He knew that once we landed, the
enemy might try to take a shot at disrupting our plans or even harming the President. And we
had another problem. That weekend, Peter was to be the best man at a friend’s wedding at the
United States Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland. He’d have to make up an excuse for me.
He ended up apologizing for my absence by saying that I had to work, which was true but a lame
excuse for missing a wedding.As the sun was setting in Washington on December 13, the
handful of us going on the trip were picked up from our homes in unmarked cars and driven to
Andrews Air Force Base. There we waited for the President and National Security Advisor, Steve
Hadley, to fly in from Camp David. The President was wearing a black baseball cap that said “43”
and a tan canvas jacket. At the bottom of the ladder to the plane, he paused and, grinning, said,
“Who’s ready? Let’s go!” before bounding up the steps.As soon as we got on board, I made a
beeline for the conference room near the front of the plane and set down my bag. That room has
a large oval table with big swivel chairs all around it, and a video screen for secure
teleconferences or watching TV. Most of the senior staff liked to sit in there to work, have a chat,
and sometimes play cards. Along the side of the room is a comfortable bench that curves
around in a semicircle shape under the video screen. Since there weren’t beds for all of us to lie
down on, I staked out that spot because I was the smallest person on the staff and could fit there
comfortably. We settled in for the thirteen-hour flight.A couple of hours before our arrival in Iraq,
we got up and took turns getting ready in the small restrooms and making ourselves
presentable. I was pretty good at changing clothes in a space that was only slightly bigger than a
phone booth. I washed, put on a bit of makeup, and brushed my hair in ten minutes.For safety’s
sake, Air Force One’s pilot, Colonel Mark Tillman, descended quickly in a tight spiral over the



protected airspace. The President watched from the cockpit, and after a couple of minutes, we
settled gently onto the runway. Our first stop: Baghdad.President Bush and Prime Minister Nouri
al-Maliki spent the day in meetings on everything from troop training to insurgents to economic
reform. The most important issue on the agenda was the Status of Forces Agreement that
President Bush was trying to finalize with the Iraqis. Unfortunately, Maliki didn’t fully accept the
agreement, but they agreed to keep working on it. Then we headed into the press conference at
another location. The motorcade ride was bumpy, but aside from being jostled we got there in
one piece.I went in the back door, ahead of the leaders. This was an historic moment—it was the
last time that President Bush and the Prime Minister of Iraq would appear together. The room
was full of security guards and about two dozen journalists, including our press pool. We took
our seats on the side of the room. To my left was Ed Gillespie, the counselor to the President,
and on my right was the interpreter, with a boom microphone that was set on a steel arm. The
room was relatively small and filled with technical equipment—cameras, lights, and cables
wedged in around all of the people.I felt some solidarity with the Iraqi reporters who were seated
in the first two rows. I told Ed they grew up thinking they’d never get the chance to ask their
leader a question, let alone the President of the United States. I silently cheered them on—but
not for long.President Bush and Prime Minister Maliki stepped up to their podiums and began
their opening remarks. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw one of those “journalists” reach down
and yank off his shoe and hurl it hard and fast at President Bush’s head. He ducked and the
shoe hit the wall. BAM! Immediately, the shoe thrower took another shot. BAM! Thankfully, the
President dodged that shoe, too, and he didn’t seem angry or afraid, but bemused. His look
said, “What is wrong with you?”I, however, was whimpering, but not in fear. As the second shoe
was being thrown, the President’s Secret Service agent charged forward to protect him, and he
knocked the mic stand. The steel arm whipped around and hit me in the face on my upper
cheekbone, just under my right eye. I didn’t see it coming because I’d been looking the other way
toward the leaders. I yelped and fell into Ed. The pain pierced, and I was like a cartoon character
seeing stars.I also had a fleeting thought that we were about to be blown up, and that the shoe
throwing was a distraction for a bigger and deadlier attack. I looked to the back of the room,
where all of the camera equipment and empty cases were stacked—a perfect place to hide a
bomb—and thought, “Here we go.”Luckily, shoes were the only weapons being used.Ed held my
head to his chest and I clamped my hand over my eye. We waited for instructions to leave
through the back door. While I bit the inside of my cheeks to defer the pain, the shoe thrower was
learning a little something about manners from the Iraqi security forces. They had him on the
ground, and he was screaming much louder than I had.Through the commotion, President Bush
was assuring his security that he was okay, and he waved them back. He said into his
microphone, “Don’t worry, it’s fine. Everyone calm down. We’re going to finish this.” He locked
eyes with the agent in charge and nodded—that was his final answer.Prime Minister Maliki, on
the other hand, was wobbly. He was embarrassed by the security breach and that one of his
countrymen had actually thrown shoes at his guest. Maliki assumed, as I did, that the event



would have to be canceled. But President Bush wasn’t going to let a two-bit shoe thrower run
him out of the room, and he kept Maliki at the podiums and proceeded to call on the reporter that
had been interrupted. The reporter was a bit flustered, but he tried to follow the President’s lead
and proceed as normal.My face was screaming in pain, but I was silent. When I realized that we
weren’t leaving right away, I looked for a way out. I wasn’t sure what kind of damage the
microphone stand had done, but it couldn’t be good. I knew the White House medical team was
nearby and I needed to get to them. A U.S. Marine came to my rescue. He’d seen me get hit and
reached out his hand to pull me up and over the chairs to the door.But I was still trapped. The
Iraqis had shut down the exits and wouldn’t let anyone out of the room. They were following
orders to secure the crime scene. I took my hand away from covering my eye to show them I
needed help. I said, “I need a doctor.”The Iraqi security guard blocking my way lit up with a smile,
thumped his chest, and said, “Oh! I am doctor!” wanting to help. (He was one of many
professional Iraqis—engineers, physicians, and lawyers—that had taken good-paying security
jobs during the war.) He meant well, but I was starting to panic and feel claustrophobic in the
small room, the pain throbbing under my eye.“Um… my doctor?” I pleaded. The Marine kept his
hand on my back to protect me.Dr. Richard Tubb, the White House’s chief medical officer, was
looking for me, too. He’d heard from the President and his agents that I’d been hurt but they
didn’t know how. He’d quickly checked out the President, and then the President asked him to
go find me because he’d seen me crying but didn’t know why. In the chaos, Dr. Tubb saw me and
got a Secret Service agent to help ease my way into the hall.Dr. Tubb took a quick look and said,
“Oh my,” and gave me a plastic bag filled with ice and told me to hold it on the spot. He didn’t
think the bone was broken, but it was swollen like a robin’s egg and he couldn’t be sure. I saw the
bag was labeled DIARRHEA. I joked with the doctor, “What the heck was in this bag before you
put ice in it?” We laughed but it hurt when I smiled. “Ouch,” I said and put the bag back up to my
eye.I didn’t get to rest for long. A few minutes later when my heartbeat slowed, I suddenly
remembered that President Bush was going to be interviewed by ABC’s Martha Raddatz. For
the same reasons the President wanted to continue the press conference—to project normalcy
—I wanted to keep the interview on time despite the chaos. I thought the President needed to be
on record as soon as possible to show the folks back home that he was fine, calm, and
unbothered by having shoes thrown at his head.Before I could brief the President, I needed to
do his TV makeup. On trips like that with a skeletal staff, I doubled as the makeup artist. I carried
a set of powders that he tolerated but wiped off as soon as the cameras were off. I got my kit
ready and waited for him in a hold room with the bag of ice still pressed onto my eye.The
President rushed into the room to find me after the press conference. He leaned down and put
his arm around me and asked, “What happened? I saw you were crying but I thought it was just
because the guy threw a shoe at me.” I leaned into him and let myself be comforted for a second,
but I tried to lighten the mood and said, “You know I love you, Mr. President—but I grew up out
West, and I’m a little tougher than that!”Then I made him sit down so that I could powder his
forehead and nose and run the comb over his hair, asking him mock questions that I thought



Martha might ask. He seemed ready to go, “This isn’t my first rodeo,” he said jokingly. He got
through the interview just fine, of course.After dinner with the Iraqis and U.S. military and
embassy personnel, we finally said good-bye and motorcaded to Air Force One. “So, that went
very well,” I said to Gordon, and we just looked at each other, shook our heads, and giggled
nervously. We’d planned for everything but flying shoes.The plane felt like home—and it was
safe. The nurse gave me some more Advil and told me to keep the ice on the bruise on the flight
to Kabul, Afghanistan. But no one told me not to lie down.My colleagues wanted to work in the
conference room, so I gave up my sofa spot and headed to the staff cabin, which had ten chairs,
five on each side of a table where people could eat or work. The chairs were big enough for me
to curl up in, but since they’d already turned down the lights and I couldn’t see, I grabbed one of
the floor mats and a fleece blanket and lay down, huddled against the wall. It was just a few
hours to our next stop.The floor was cold, but I didn’t want to move. It hurt when I moved my
head, and the area under my eye still throbbed, though not as badly. When the crew served
breakfast, I smelled the coffee and started to get up. I returned my mat and blanket to the
storage closet and walked into the conference room. I hadn’t seen myself yet, but my colleagues’
reaction let me know it was bad. They gasped and Mark Thiessen, a Presidential speechwriter
and hockey player, put his hands over his mouth. “Oh no, did you lie on your side? All the blood
pooled there!” I checked the mirror in the bathroom next door. My eye was pitch-black and the
right side of my face was swollen like E.T.Makeup was useless. Nothing covered the bruise, and
my cheek was tender to the touch. I did what I could to look presentable with a sponge bath
using the tiny bathroom sink. I put my hair in a clip and changed into warmer clothing. As we
were settling into our seats for the landing, the President came to find me and winced when he
saw my face. He knew it had to hurt, and it looked terrible. I smiled, though, and said, “I’m fine,
no problem, nothing to see here, sir!” I wanted to be tough.Kabul was freezing. The wind was
bitter when we landed around 4:30 a.m. local time at Bagram Air Base, but that didn’t stop
hundreds of troops from gathering there to greet their Commander in Chief. Watching the troops,
I forgot about my eye for a while. They cheered during the President’s speech and many of them
participated in the reenlistment ceremony right there and then, pledging another four years of
military service to their country. They are such remarkable men and women.We couldn’t linger
with them, though. We rushed onto Marine One, which was already on the base and was a safer
and faster way to travel than by motorcade, to fly to the President’s meetings with President
Hamid Karzai. Looking out of the window, I saw and smelled lots of cooking fires across the city,
which burned my nose and my eyes. Everything looked gray and still. It was like watching a
movie in black and white—there were almost no colors.After we’d flown awhile, a castle
suddenly came into view: the Arg (Turkish for “Citadel”). It was built by a king in 1880 and it’s
where Afghanistan’s rulers—both kings and presidents—have resided since. The bricks were a
gray color, crumbling in some parts, and there was a moat all around it (but sadly, no dragon).
The outside looked medieval, like a castle you’d see in a storybook, yet the inside had been
modernized. There were silk-covered sofas, chandeliers, historical artifacts, and artwork by



famous Afghans.Outside the castle, the tallest man I’d ever seen was actually rolling out the red
carpets by himself and hurling them up over the castle walls for decoration. We had given them
only a few hours’ notice that we were coming because of security, so the residence wasn’t ready
for a visit from the American President. The man looked like Andre the Giant, and I learned he
indeed had gigantism just like Andre. He’d been working at the castle since he was a child. His
traditional dress would have reached the ground on anyone else, but he was so tall it came up
above his knees. I myself barely came up to his waist.President Bush asked me to walk with him
to greet President Karzai. I’d met Karzai before at the White House, and while I knew to be wary
of him and of the accusations of corruption, he was quite charming in person. I remembered
something General Colin Powell had told me once when we were watching an event at the White
House. “Beware of dictators that speak very good English.” That was good advice I never
forgot.Karzai had seen the news about the President’s trip to Iraq and the shoe throwing, but he
hadn’t heard that I’d been hurt. When he saw my face, he gasped and grabbed my hands and
asked if they could get me anything.“Don’t worry, Mr. President—you should see the other guy,” I
said.Karzai threw back his head and laughed, and President Bush rolled his eyes and patted me
on the shoulder.We spent several hours at the palace and the President met with military
commanders, diplomats, and tribal leaders. When the meetings wound down, President Bush
asked to see Karzai privately, and I went to find our press pool. I caught up with some of my
favorites—three photojournalists I’d worked with for years. They told me about a pact they’d
made not to release any photographs of my injury—out of respect for me. That was very kind,
and it reflected the good relations my office had with the White House press corps (with only a
couple exceptions who shall not be named!).Of course, when we got back to Washington and I
stepped off Marine One, those photographers hadn’t agreed to any pact, and the cameras
clicked away. By then my black eye looked like a well-earned battle wound, and they got a good
look at it before I walked into the West Wing, where the press office staff was gathered to give
me hugs and hear all about the trip.My black eye stayed with me for the last six weeks of the
administration, going from black to purple to blue to green to yellow. For many months, my upper
cheekbone would ache, especially in the cold. It took a long time to heal.Other press secretaries
have been much more heroic than me, including James S. Brady, who was shot and paralyzed
when John Hinckley Jr. tried to kill President Ronald Reagan in 1981. The White House briefing
room is named for him. Brady continued a life of public service focusing on proposals for gun
control until he died in August 2014.His injury was real and lasting. I, on the other hand, have the
meager distinction of getting the Black Eye of Baghdad. To this day, I’m still the only press
secretary that’s ever taken a boom mic for the President (and I hope I’m the last), but in a way, it’s
what all press secretaries do on occasion—take black eyes for the boss. And even on my worst
day on the job, the experience of working for the Bush Administration was the very best time of
my life.And the Good News Is…This book explains the unlikely story of how I became the White
House press secretary, the things I witnessed and learned in that job, and how those
experiences eventually led me back to what I wanted to do originally—television commentary on



politics, policy, and culture.I was the first and only Republican woman to be the press secretary,
and I served during a time of terror threats, two wars, several hard-fought domestic policy
debates, mass shootings, Supreme Court nominations, natural disasters, and a major financial
crisis. I spoke for the country and the President and was very privileged to do so.During that
time, my goal was to represent America and the President with honor, grace, and dignity. I was
cautious in choosing my words and my tone—if I thought President Bush would frown at
something I said or how I said it, then I didn’t say it. Being prepared, forthcoming, and gracious
was important to me. What I said then is a matter of public record, but what I was thinking,
feeling, and seeing is what this book is about. These are my personal reflections, the things I
remember.I chose the title And the Good News Is… because I say it all the time. I’m an optimistic
person, and I want people to realize that in America, nothing is ever as bad as it seems because
we have the opportunity and capabilities to fix problems (though we don’t always have the will).
Optimism has been my coping mechanism for any adversity. “Shoulders back, chin up, smile—
you can handle this” is a voice in my head, and that’s helped me deal with all sorts of
challenges.My instinct to find the positive in any situation might be found in my DNA. I grew up
with a ranching family in Wyoming, a tough, unpredictable life where you rely on a certain faith
that everything is going to be all right. Those instincts attracted me to other optimistic people. As
a kid, I remember hearing Ronald Reagan and how his words made me feel safe. When he
talked about living on the sunshine side of the mountain, I liked that image—it fit me. I was drawn
to his approach to leadership and life.Years later, my own positive outlook served me well when I
started briefing the President. He knew that on some days we’d be dealt a tough hand, and he
was less interested in hearing how bad it was than how we were going to play it. Over the years
that I worked for him he became much more to me than my boss or even the President of the
United States. He became like a second father, a friend, and a confidant.In this book, I write
about the strange twists that led me to the Oval Office. Many people assume I grew up active in
Republican politics and that I must have known the Bushes or the Cheneys in order to end up in
that job. But I never met any of them until after the 9/11 terrorist attacks. I was born in Wyoming,
raised in Colorado, and planned to go into television journalism. Instead, in a theme repeated
throughout my life, my tendency to plan out my life was disrupted by chance opportunities and
my openness to them. How I got my first press secretary job on Capitol Hill, returned to
Washington, and ended up as the co-host of The Five on Fox News were all because I was at
the right place at the right time, prepared, and willing to take a risk. That’s the same approach I
took when I made the most consequential decision of my life—to talk to a guy I was sitting next
to on an airplane (he became my husband).A section of And the Good News Is… reveals stories
from the Bush Administration that you’ve not heard before. These are things that I experienced,
my eyewitness accounts and my feelings about them—such as how the President stood up for
America when there were no cameras to capture it, shared tender moments with wounded
warriors, and made decisions based on principle instead of popularity. I recount stories about
things that humbled me and others that still make me laugh. I recall the President teaching me



how to pass on taking credit for an accomplishment so that someone else could achieve a goal,
conspiring with me to make a point when a young woman reporter was treated unfairly, and
helping me get over feelings of bitterness by forgiving a betrayal by a former colleague. As I
wrote this, I loved reliving those moments.I also include my reflections on the importance of
civility that I learned from my childhood and then from the Bushes, and how it’s being lost in
politics and pop culture. I worry about how aggressive and vicious our discourse has become. I
don’t think all is lost, however. I believe that there are ways that we can get our public debates
back on track, because civility and manners are a matter of choice. We don’t have to own each
other’s comments, but we are responsible for whatever we say. In America, we are blessed with
the freedom to speak our minds—and we should do so thoughtfully. We also have to recognize
that people who disagree with us are not enemies. We’re all in this together—and we should act
like it.In addition to those sections, this book is an opportunity to share the best work and life
advice that I’ve used in my own career. Because of the high-profile jobs I’ve held, I’m often asked
what I’d suggest young people do in order to be successful (many would like to be the White
House press secretary one day). In particular, I’ve found that young people and their parents are
hungry for this type of advice, and across the country the questions are similar: Should I go to
graduate or law school? How do I make the transition from being someone’s assistant to a
management role? What can I do if my boss is a jerk or asks me to do something that I think is
unethical? How do you find the perfect work-life balance?The problem I’ve had in responding to
these questions is that there’s never enough time or resources to reach every person one-on-
one, and yet I feel guilty if I don’t respond. I believe that anyone who has achieved some success
is obligated to help others do the same. I had people guide me along the way, and I’ve got a lot
of pent-up advice to give, so this book helps me address that supply and demand problem. I’ve
added as many of the best tips as I can in three sections that can be applied immediately at
work, throughout a career, and during a lifetime. If I were a parent, educator, or employer, I’d
want my kids and employees to read this section—advice that will stick with them and help them
to be more successful, productive, and content.I believe that a positive outlook and treating
others with respect, dignity, and graciousness lead to professional and personal success. It’s a
no-lose formula. I also learned that my best-laid Type A personality plans have been disrupted
for better things—plans I didn’t make, but ones I chose to embrace, no matter how difficult or
crazy they seemed to be.I hope that readers of And the Good News Is… will conclude that it
doesn’t matter where you come from—whether you went to an Ivy League school or grew up in a
city or on a farm, you can end up advising a President in the Oval Office. No one should think
they can’t make it to the top because they didn’t go to Harvard. I hope people will be inspired by
stories of my upbringing, my years in the White House, and my transition to television. It wasn’t
all sunshine—there have been adverse and humbling experiences that have kept me grounded.
But I’ve had the opportunity to travel the world and to realize just how blessed I am to have been
born in America with a family that loves me. As a bonus, I am the proud mother of Jasper,
America’s Dog—he gets his due in Chapter 4.And so, let the good news begin.…



IntroductionThe Black Eye of BaghdadI knew the job of a White House press secretary would be
hectic and demanding, but I never expected I’d come to physical harm. I’d almost finished the
job without a scratch when a top-secret trip to Baghdad, six weeks before President George W.
Bush left office, changed all of that.It was December 2008, and a very small team at the White
House was assigned to work on a covert trip to Iraq and Afghanistan. It would be the President’s
last overseas trip on Air Force One, and we had to be extra careful to keep it all under wraps
because the press was already nosing around. Reporters that covered the President suspected
that he’d want to see the troops one last time. They knew his style.I was in charge of the press
part of the trip, and I worked with Gordon Johndroe, my deputy press secretary for national
security, to figure out our piece of the puzzle. Thankfully, Gordon has a good poker face. It was
awkward to tell white lies to our colleagues about our weekend plans, and we had to sneak out
“to get coffee” so we could talk without being overheard. I didn’t like keeping secrets from my
team, but I understood why we had to.We put together a group of reporters, photographers, and
a camera crew to make up the press pool. Only the editor and the journalist of each organization
could know about the trip. And in turn, the reporter could only tell one family member (also sworn
to secrecy). Just one leak and the trip would be canceled.I was under the same rules—only my
husband, Peter, was aware of where I was going. He was concerned—not about the flight, as
there’s no safer plane than Air Force One—but about potential hostile action on the ground. He
knew that once we landed, the enemy might try to take a shot at disrupting our plans or even
harming the President. And we had another problem. That weekend, Peter was to be the best
man at a friend’s wedding at the United States Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland. He’d
have to make up an excuse for me. He ended up apologizing for my absence by saying that I had
to work, which was true but a lame excuse for missing a wedding.As the sun was setting in
Washington on December 13, the handful of us going on the trip were picked up from our homes
in unmarked cars and driven to Andrews Air Force Base. There we waited for the President and
National Security Advisor, Steve Hadley, to fly in from Camp David. The President was wearing a
black baseball cap that said “43” and a tan canvas jacket. At the bottom of the ladder to the
plane, he paused and, grinning, said, “Who’s ready? Let’s go!” before bounding up the steps.As
soon as we got on board, I made a beeline for the conference room near the front of the plane
and set down my bag. That room has a large oval table with big swivel chairs all around it, and a
video screen for secure teleconferences or watching TV. Most of the senior staff liked to sit in
there to work, have a chat, and sometimes play cards. Along the side of the room is a
comfortable bench that curves around in a semicircle shape under the video screen. Since there
weren’t beds for all of us to lie down on, I staked out that spot because I was the smallest person
on the staff and could fit there comfortably. We settled in for the thirteen-hour flight.A couple of
hours before our arrival in Iraq, we got up and took turns getting ready in the small restrooms
and making ourselves presentable. I was pretty good at changing clothes in a space that was
only slightly bigger than a phone booth. I washed, put on a bit of makeup, and brushed my hair in
ten minutes.For safety’s sake, Air Force One’s pilot, Colonel Mark Tillman, descended quickly in



a tight spiral over the protected airspace. The President watched from the cockpit, and after a
couple of minutes, we settled gently onto the runway. Our first stop: Baghdad.President Bush
and Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki spent the day in meetings on everything from troop training to
insurgents to economic reform. The most important issue on the agenda was the Status of
Forces Agreement that President Bush was trying to finalize with the Iraqis. Unfortunately, Maliki
didn’t fully accept the agreement, but they agreed to keep working on it. Then we headed into
the press conference at another location. The motorcade ride was bumpy, but aside from being
jostled we got there in one piece.I went in the back door, ahead of the leaders. This was an
historic moment—it was the last time that President Bush and the Prime Minister of Iraq would
appear together. The room was full of security guards and about two dozen journalists, including
our press pool. We took our seats on the side of the room. To my left was Ed Gillespie, the
counselor to the President, and on my right was the interpreter, with a boom microphone that
was set on a steel arm. The room was relatively small and filled with technical equipment—
cameras, lights, and cables wedged in around all of the people.I felt some solidarity with the Iraqi
reporters who were seated in the first two rows. I told Ed they grew up thinking they’d never get
the chance to ask their leader a question, let alone the President of the United States. I silently
cheered them on—but not for long.President Bush and Prime Minister Maliki stepped up to their
podiums and began their opening remarks. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw one of those
“journalists” reach down and yank off his shoe and hurl it hard and fast at President Bush’s head.
He ducked and the shoe hit the wall. BAM! Immediately, the shoe thrower took another shot.
BAM! Thankfully, the President dodged that shoe, too, and he didn’t seem angry or afraid, but
bemused. His look said, “What is wrong with you?”I, however, was whimpering, but not in fear.
As the second shoe was being thrown, the President’s Secret Service agent charged forward to
protect him, and he knocked the mic stand. The steel arm whipped around and hit me in the face
on my upper cheekbone, just under my right eye. I didn’t see it coming because I’d been looking
the other way toward the leaders. I yelped and fell into Ed. The pain pierced, and I was like a
cartoon character seeing stars.I also had a fleeting thought that we were about to be blown up,
and that the shoe throwing was a distraction for a bigger and deadlier attack. I looked to the back
of the room, where all of the camera equipment and empty cases were stacked—a perfect place
to hide a bomb—and thought, “Here we go.”Luckily, shoes were the only weapons being
used.Ed held my head to his chest and I clamped my hand over my eye. We waited for
instructions to leave through the back door. While I bit the inside of my cheeks to defer the pain,
the shoe thrower was learning a little something about manners from the Iraqi security forces.
They had him on the ground, and he was screaming much louder than I had.Through the
commotion, President Bush was assuring his security that he was okay, and he waved them
back. He said into his microphone, “Don’t worry, it’s fine. Everyone calm down. We’re going to
finish this.” He locked eyes with the agent in charge and nodded—that was his final
answer.Prime Minister Maliki, on the other hand, was wobbly. He was embarrassed by the
security breach and that one of his countrymen had actually thrown shoes at his guest. Maliki



assumed, as I did, that the event would have to be canceled. But President Bush wasn’t going to
let a two-bit shoe thrower run him out of the room, and he kept Maliki at the podiums and
proceeded to call on the reporter that had been interrupted. The reporter was a bit flustered, but
he tried to follow the President’s lead and proceed as normal.My face was screaming in pain, but
I was silent. When I realized that we weren’t leaving right away, I looked for a way out. I wasn’t
sure what kind of damage the microphone stand had done, but it couldn’t be good. I knew the
White House medical team was nearby and I needed to get to them. A U.S. Marine came to my
rescue. He’d seen me get hit and reached out his hand to pull me up and over the chairs to the
door.But I was still trapped. The Iraqis had shut down the exits and wouldn’t let anyone out of the
room. They were following orders to secure the crime scene. I took my hand away from covering
my eye to show them I needed help. I said, “I need a doctor.”The Iraqi security guard blocking my
way lit up with a smile, thumped his chest, and said, “Oh! I am doctor!” wanting to help. (He was
one of many professional Iraqis—engineers, physicians, and lawyers—that had taken good-
paying security jobs during the war.) He meant well, but I was starting to panic and feel
claustrophobic in the small room, the pain throbbing under my eye.“Um… my doctor?” I pleaded.
The Marine kept his hand on my back to protect me.Dr. Richard Tubb, the White House’s chief
medical officer, was looking for me, too. He’d heard from the President and his agents that I’d
been hurt but they didn’t know how. He’d quickly checked out the President, and then the
President asked him to go find me because he’d seen me crying but didn’t know why. In the
chaos, Dr. Tubb saw me and got a Secret Service agent to help ease my way into the hall.Dr.
Tubb took a quick look and said, “Oh my,” and gave me a plastic bag filled with ice and told me to
hold it on the spot. He didn’t think the bone was broken, but it was swollen like a robin’s egg and
he couldn’t be sure. I saw the bag was labeled DIARRHEA. I joked with the doctor, “What the
heck was in this bag before you put ice in it?” We laughed but it hurt when I smiled. “Ouch,” I said
and put the bag back up to my eye.I didn’t get to rest for long. A few minutes later when my
heartbeat slowed, I suddenly remembered that President Bush was going to be interviewed by
ABC’s Martha Raddatz. For the same reasons the President wanted to continue the press
conference—to project normalcy—I wanted to keep the interview on time despite the chaos. I
thought the President needed to be on record as soon as possible to show the folks back home
that he was fine, calm, and unbothered by having shoes thrown at his head.Before I could brief
the President, I needed to do his TV makeup. On trips like that with a skeletal staff, I doubled as
the makeup artist. I carried a set of powders that he tolerated but wiped off as soon as the
cameras were off. I got my kit ready and waited for him in a hold room with the bag of ice still
pressed onto my eye.The President rushed into the room to find me after the press conference.
He leaned down and put his arm around me and asked, “What happened? I saw you were
crying but I thought it was just because the guy threw a shoe at me.” I leaned into him and let
myself be comforted for a second, but I tried to lighten the mood and said, “You know I love you,
Mr. President—but I grew up out West, and I’m a little tougher than that!”Then I made him sit
down so that I could powder his forehead and nose and run the comb over his hair, asking him



mock questions that I thought Martha might ask. He seemed ready to go, “This isn’t my first
rodeo,” he said jokingly. He got through the interview just fine, of course.After dinner with the
Iraqis and U.S. military and embassy personnel, we finally said good-bye and motorcaded to Air
Force One. “So, that went very well,” I said to Gordon, and we just looked at each other, shook
our heads, and giggled nervously. We’d planned for everything but flying shoes.The plane felt
like home—and it was safe. The nurse gave me some more Advil and told me to keep the ice on
the bruise on the flight to Kabul, Afghanistan. But no one told me not to lie down.My colleagues
wanted to work in the conference room, so I gave up my sofa spot and headed to the staff cabin,
which had ten chairs, five on each side of a table where people could eat or work. The chairs
were big enough for me to curl up in, but since they’d already turned down the lights and I
couldn’t see, I grabbed one of the floor mats and a fleece blanket and lay down, huddled against
the wall. It was just a few hours to our next stop.The floor was cold, but I didn’t want to move. It
hurt when I moved my head, and the area under my eye still throbbed, though not as badly.
When the crew served breakfast, I smelled the coffee and started to get up. I returned my mat
and blanket to the storage closet and walked into the conference room. I hadn’t seen myself yet,
but my colleagues’ reaction let me know it was bad. They gasped and Mark Thiessen, a
Presidential speechwriter and hockey player, put his hands over his mouth. “Oh no, did you lie on
your side? All the blood pooled there!” I checked the mirror in the bathroom next door. My eye
was pitch-black and the right side of my face was swollen like E.T.Makeup was useless. Nothing
covered the bruise, and my cheek was tender to the touch. I did what I could to look presentable
with a sponge bath using the tiny bathroom sink. I put my hair in a clip and changed into warmer
clothing. As we were settling into our seats for the landing, the President came to find me and
winced when he saw my face. He knew it had to hurt, and it looked terrible. I smiled, though, and
said, “I’m fine, no problem, nothing to see here, sir!” I wanted to be tough.Kabul was freezing.
The wind was bitter when we landed around 4:30 a.m. local time at Bagram Air Base, but that
didn’t stop hundreds of troops from gathering there to greet their Commander in Chief. Watching
the troops, I forgot about my eye for a while. They cheered during the President’s speech and
many of them participated in the reenlistment ceremony right there and then, pledging another
four years of military service to their country. They are such remarkable men and women.We
couldn’t linger with them, though. We rushed onto Marine One, which was already on the base
and was a safer and faster way to travel than by motorcade, to fly to the President’s meetings
with President Hamid Karzai. Looking out of the window, I saw and smelled lots of cooking fires
across the city, which burned my nose and my eyes. Everything looked gray and still. It was like
watching a movie in black and white—there were almost no colors.After we’d flown awhile, a
castle suddenly came into view: the Arg (Turkish for “Citadel”). It was built by a king in 1880 and
it’s where Afghanistan’s rulers—both kings and presidents—have resided since. The bricks were
a gray color, crumbling in some parts, and there was a moat all around it (but sadly, no dragon).
The outside looked medieval, like a castle you’d see in a storybook, yet the inside had been
modernized. There were silk-covered sofas, chandeliers, historical artifacts, and artwork by



famous Afghans.Outside the castle, the tallest man I’d ever seen was actually rolling out the red
carpets by himself and hurling them up over the castle walls for decoration. We had given them
only a few hours’ notice that we were coming because of security, so the residence wasn’t ready
for a visit from the American President. The man looked like Andre the Giant, and I learned he
indeed had gigantism just like Andre. He’d been working at the castle since he was a child. His
traditional dress would have reached the ground on anyone else, but he was so tall it came up
above his knees. I myself barely came up to his waist.President Bush asked me to walk with him
to greet President Karzai. I’d met Karzai before at the White House, and while I knew to be wary
of him and of the accusations of corruption, he was quite charming in person. I remembered
something General Colin Powell had told me once when we were watching an event at the White
House. “Beware of dictators that speak very good English.” That was good advice I never
forgot.Karzai had seen the news about the President’s trip to Iraq and the shoe throwing, but he
hadn’t heard that I’d been hurt. When he saw my face, he gasped and grabbed my hands and
asked if they could get me anything.“Don’t worry, Mr. President—you should see the other guy,” I
said.Karzai threw back his head and laughed, and President Bush rolled his eyes and patted me
on the shoulder.We spent several hours at the palace and the President met with military
commanders, diplomats, and tribal leaders. When the meetings wound down, President Bush
asked to see Karzai privately, and I went to find our press pool. I caught up with some of my
favorites—three photojournalists I’d worked with for years. They told me about a pact they’d
made not to release any photographs of my injury—out of respect for me. That was very kind,
and it reflected the good relations my office had with the White House press corps (with only a
couple exceptions who shall not be named!).Of course, when we got back to Washington and I
stepped off Marine One, those photographers hadn’t agreed to any pact, and the cameras
clicked away. By then my black eye looked like a well-earned battle wound, and they got a good
look at it before I walked into the West Wing, where the press office staff was gathered to give
me hugs and hear all about the trip.My black eye stayed with me for the last six weeks of the
administration, going from black to purple to blue to green to yellow. For many months, my upper
cheekbone would ache, especially in the cold. It took a long time to heal.Other press secretaries
have been much more heroic than me, including James S. Brady, who was shot and paralyzed
when John Hinckley Jr. tried to kill President Ronald Reagan in 1981. The White House briefing
room is named for him. Brady continued a life of public service focusing on proposals for gun
control until he died in August 2014.His injury was real and lasting. I, on the other hand, have the
meager distinction of getting the Black Eye of Baghdad. To this day, I’m still the only press
secretary that’s ever taken a boom mic for the President (and I hope I’m the last), but in a way, it’s
what all press secretaries do on occasion—take black eyes for the boss. And even on my worst
day on the job, the experience of working for the Bush Administration was the very best time of
my life.And the Good News Is…This book explains the unlikely story of how I became the White
House press secretary, the things I witnessed and learned in that job, and how those
experiences eventually led me back to what I wanted to do originally—television commentary on



politics, policy, and culture.I was the first and only Republican woman to be the press secretary,
and I served during a time of terror threats, two wars, several hard-fought domestic policy
debates, mass shootings, Supreme Court nominations, natural disasters, and a major financial
crisis. I spoke for the country and the President and was very privileged to do so.During that
time, my goal was to represent America and the President with honor, grace, and dignity. I was
cautious in choosing my words and my tone—if I thought President Bush would frown at
something I said or how I said it, then I didn’t say it. Being prepared, forthcoming, and gracious
was important to me. What I said then is a matter of public record, but what I was thinking,
feeling, and seeing is what this book is about. These are my personal reflections, the things I
remember.I chose the title And the Good News Is… because I say it all the time. I’m an optimistic
person, and I want people to realize that in America, nothing is ever as bad as it seems because
we have the opportunity and capabilities to fix problems (though we don’t always have the will).
Optimism has been my coping mechanism for any adversity. “Shoulders back, chin up, smile—
you can handle this” is a voice in my head, and that’s helped me deal with all sorts of
challenges.My instinct to find the positive in any situation might be found in my DNA. I grew up
with a ranching family in Wyoming, a tough, unpredictable life where you rely on a certain faith
that everything is going to be all right. Those instincts attracted me to other optimistic people. As
a kid, I remember hearing Ronald Reagan and how his words made me feel safe. When he
talked about living on the sunshine side of the mountain, I liked that image—it fit me. I was drawn
to his approach to leadership and life.Years later, my own positive outlook served me well when I
started briefing the President. He knew that on some days we’d be dealt a tough hand, and he
was less interested in hearing how bad it was than how we were going to play it. Over the years
that I worked for him he became much more to me than my boss or even the President of the
United States. He became like a second father, a friend, and a confidant.In this book, I write
about the strange twists that led me to the Oval Office. Many people assume I grew up active in
Republican politics and that I must have known the Bushes or the Cheneys in order to end up in
that job. But I never met any of them until after the 9/11 terrorist attacks. I was born in Wyoming,
raised in Colorado, and planned to go into television journalism. Instead, in a theme repeated
throughout my life, my tendency to plan out my life was disrupted by chance opportunities and
my openness to them. How I got my first press secretary job on Capitol Hill, returned to
Washington, and ended up as the co-host of The Five on Fox News were all because I was at
the right place at the right time, prepared, and willing to take a risk. That’s the same approach I
took when I made the most consequential decision of my life—to talk to a guy I was sitting next
to on an airplane (he became my husband).A section of And the Good News Is… reveals stories
from the Bush Administration that you’ve not heard before. These are things that I experienced,
my eyewitness accounts and my feelings about them—such as how the President stood up for
America when there were no cameras to capture it, shared tender moments with wounded
warriors, and made decisions based on principle instead of popularity. I recount stories about
things that humbled me and others that still make me laugh. I recall the President teaching me



how to pass on taking credit for an accomplishment so that someone else could achieve a goal,
conspiring with me to make a point when a young woman reporter was treated unfairly, and
helping me get over feelings of bitterness by forgiving a betrayal by a former colleague. As I
wrote this, I loved reliving those moments.I also include my reflections on the importance of
civility that I learned from my childhood and then from the Bushes, and how it’s being lost in
politics and pop culture. I worry about how aggressive and vicious our discourse has become. I
don’t think all is lost, however. I believe that there are ways that we can get our public debates
back on track, because civility and manners are a matter of choice. We don’t have to own each
other’s comments, but we are responsible for whatever we say. In America, we are blessed with
the freedom to speak our minds—and we should do so thoughtfully. We also have to recognize
that people who disagree with us are not enemies. We’re all in this together—and we should act
like it.In addition to those sections, this book is an opportunity to share the best work and life
advice that I’ve used in my own career. Because of the high-profile jobs I’ve held, I’m often asked
what I’d suggest young people do in order to be successful (many would like to be the White
House press secretary one day). In particular, I’ve found that young people and their parents are
hungry for this type of advice, and across the country the questions are similar: Should I go to
graduate or law school? How do I make the transition from being someone’s assistant to a
management role? What can I do if my boss is a jerk or asks me to do something that I think is
unethical? How do you find the perfect work-life balance?The problem I’ve had in responding to
these questions is that there’s never enough time or resources to reach every person one-on-
one, and yet I feel guilty if I don’t respond. I believe that anyone who has achieved some success
is obligated to help others do the same. I had people guide me along the way, and I’ve got a lot
of pent-up advice to give, so this book helps me address that supply and demand problem. I’ve
added as many of the best tips as I can in three sections that can be applied immediately at
work, throughout a career, and during a lifetime. If I were a parent, educator, or employer, I’d
want my kids and employees to read this section—advice that will stick with them and help them
to be more successful, productive, and content.I believe that a positive outlook and treating
others with respect, dignity, and graciousness lead to professional and personal success. It’s a
no-lose formula. I also learned that my best-laid Type A personality plans have been disrupted
for better things—plans I didn’t make, but ones I chose to embrace, no matter how difficult or
crazy they seemed to be.I hope that readers of And the Good News Is… will conclude that it
doesn’t matter where you come from—whether you went to an Ivy League school or grew up in a
city or on a farm, you can end up advising a President in the Oval Office. No one should think
they can’t make it to the top because they didn’t go to Harvard. I hope people will be inspired by
stories of my upbringing, my years in the White House, and my transition to television. It wasn’t
all sunshine—there have been adverse and humbling experiences that have kept me grounded.
But I’ve had the opportunity to travel the world and to realize just how blessed I am to have been
born in America with a family that loves me. As a bonus, I am the proud mother of Jasper,
America’s Dog—he gets his due in Chapter 4.And so, let the good news begin.…CHAPTER



1Wide-Open Spaces“Excuse me, ma’am,” the Secret Service agent whispered in my ear. “The
President needs you at Marine One in ten minutes.” No one else in the crowd of fifteen thousand
heard him. We were in Norfolk, Virginia, for the commissioning of the USS George H. W. Bush,
the latest American aircraft carrier in our military’s fleet. I wasn’t expecting the summons
because I thought we had time to watch the speeches. I was trying to soak up the moment—the
January air was cold and dry, but the sun was shining so we could all be outside to celebrate the
life accomplishments of President George H. W. Bush, the father of the President I worked for,
George W. Bush. I was nostalgic because it was one of the last events we’d attend before he left
office. The agent’s words snapped me out of it.I didn’t want to raise suspicions by a quick
reaction, especially not with the media, so I didn’t race for the exit. I nodded to the agent and
smiled, trying to look unconcerned. It’s a good thing I had big sunglasses on because I was
worried. Our intelligence had picked up terrorist chatter that the enemy wanted to disrupt events
before the Inauguration of President Barack Obama, and what better place to attack than where
the major leaders, public servants, and friends and family of the Bushes were gathered? We had
an obligation to be paranoid.Still I played it cool. I waited about thirty seconds before I slipped
back into the ship and followed the agent through the steel hallways and out a door that I hadn’t
seen. I tried to walk at a normal pace. I have short legs, but I’ve always walked fast—I had to
keep up with my mom or I’d be left behind.Marine One was ready to go. Secretary of State Condi
Rice arrived when I did; we climbed aboard and buckled in. A few minutes later, President Bush
jogged up the few steps of the chopper. “Let’s go see the SEALs,” he said before taking his seat
and buckling on his seat belt.Then I got it—this wasn’t an emergency. The President just wanted
to see his guys one last time as their Commander in Chief. They’d been through a lot together—
he’d asked so much of the SEALs, and they’d exceeded his expectations. Few people knew he
was coming to visit, and it was closed to the press. This would be their last moment alone
together.Navy SEALs are so cool, and a hangar full of them is awesome. Our staff snuck into the
building from a side door and made our way to the back of the crowd as the President got ready
to take the stage. The SEALs were listening to a speech by Vice President Dick Cheney when all
of a sudden he introduced President Bush. The President hopped up onto the stage, shook
hands with the Vice President, and took in the scene. The SEALs hooted and hollered with
patriotism and appreciation.The President addressed the crowd—the East Coast SEALs
including DEVGRU (aka SEAL Team Six). He thanked them for all of the missions they’d
completed after the attacks on 9/11. He spoke without notes and from the heart. He finished with
“God bless you, and may God continue to bless America,” and they cheered for a long time,
ignoring his pleas to stop. That was an order they didn’t have to obey. The President had tears in
his eyes, and so did I.After his speech, President Bush shook hands with every one of them and
posed for pictures they could send to their families and friends. All of the young men had really
long beards, so it wasn’t hard to figure out where in the world they were about to be deployed
(and it wasn’t Indiana). The jackets and ties they were wearing for the President’s visit would
soon be switched out for their combat uniforms.It’s very humbling to be around Navy SEALs.



Their courage and bravery surpasses anything I’d ever thought of doing. They’re remarkably
unselfish, honorable, strong, and courageous. They made me feel safe. I loved watching their
interaction with President Bush. There’s nothing like the bond that can develop between a
Commander in Chief and his troops. That day, as the President was about to turn over his
command to President-elect Obama, the SEALs were giving President Bush as much gratitude
and encouragement as he was trying to give to them.I faded into the background, but two
SEALs came over to me and said, “Pardon us, ma’am, but are you the press secretary?” I was
honored they even recognized me. I stuck out my hand to introduce myself and thanked them for
serving, and they asked if they could get their picture taken with me.As one of their guys got his
camera phone ready, I tried making some small talk.I asked the first guy, “So what was it that
made you want to become a Navy SEAL—chance for adventure? Family tradition? Physical
challenge? Desire to see the world?”“Oh no, ma’am. Chicks dig it,” he said.“Even with the
beard?” I asked.“Oh yeah… they get it,” he said. He was confident of that, and I believed him.I
then asked the second SEAL, “When you get ready to go… wherever it is you may be going…
do you have to take a lot of language courses?”“Oh no, ma’am, we’re really not there to talk,” he
said. Indeed.We laughed and smiled for the cameras. They thanked me for my service, a
compliment I accepted but it didn’t compare to theirs.We got back on Marine One, and I told
President Bush what the SEALs told me about chicks and language classes. He threw his head
back and laughed. Then he looked out the window, bit the side of his cheek, and jutted out his
jaw a little to the side—an expression I saw him make when he was letting a feeling or a thought
settle in.“God, I love those guys,” he said.To President Bush, those guys were the true
celebrities. He felt a responsibility for and a kinship to them. They understood the global war on
terror and were in sync with him as their leader. He asked for their sacrifices, and they were
eager to fulfill their pledge and commitment to their country. They would miss each other.That
was my last flight on Marine One. I was thirty-six, and it was as unlikely a place I ever thought I’d
be. I’d grown up modestly in rural America with clear blue skies and lots of sunshine. I was raised
to believe that America was a force for good in the world and that it should take its leadership
role seriously. I understood early on that the freedom of America is what made our way of life
possible, and that we should help other people live in freedom, too.My upbringing in the West
can sound very unusual, as if from another place and time, and my path to the White House
wasn’t exactly a straight line. My family didn’t donate a lot of money to campaigns, nor did they
have any connections that helped me get my first job in media or politics.I didn’t have a plan to
be the White House press secretary, but looking back, I can see how my life experiences built up
to that career achievement. So when I try to explain how someone like me ended up working in a
place like that, I have to start at the beginning—on a ranch.Wyoming and OriginsI was born in
Evanston, Wyoming. Most people have never been to my home state or even heard of my
hometown. And most people in Wyoming prefer to keep the state’s beauty their little secret.My
parents, Leo Ernest Perino and Janice Marie Brooks, were born in Wyoming, too. When I was
nearly two years old, they moved to Denver, Colorado, but they took us to Wyoming so often that



when I’m asked where I’m from, I say Colorado and Wyoming, as if it were one state. Colorado-
Wyoming is a place that makes me feel grounded, steady, and content. Far from shedding my
Western roots since I moved away at twenty-two, I’ve clung to them.The West is where I learned
about independence, self-reliance, patriotism, and the blessings of freedom. It’s where I first
galloped on a horse on a cattle drive and watched my family brand their cows, make hay bales,
and farm fields of oats. We knew we had a special life experience that most people in America
could never imagine. We felt sorry for city dwellers, the poor fellas.In the Black Hills, the canyons
are filled with big black pines that grow tall and sturdy despite wicked winds, nasty blizzards, and
raging forest fires. They dig way down deep into the red dirt and hold on no matter what—one
season is too dry, the next too wet. That’s how Wyoming life is, too—you learn to adapt in order
to thrive. And people that live that kind of life wouldn’t have it any other way.The Black Hills are
ancient but they shaped my family’s future early in the twentieth century. Leaving their homes in
Italy, my great-grandparents walked into one side of the American Dream and just over a
hundred years later, I walked out of the other side as the White House press secretary. They
never would have imagined that.My surname, Perino, is Italian. My great-grandparents on my
father’s side were born in the Piemonte Province, near Torino. They were poor farm workers with
little hope of a better lifestyle. They were part of a wave of Italian immigrants who left Italy in the
late 1800s, escaping poverty for an opportunity to take a chance, start over, and have something
to show for their hard work.They didn’t speak English well—in fact, my great-grandmother, Rosi,
spoke very little and had almost no formal education. She relied on the kindness of people to get
her from Ellis Island to Coal City, Illinois, in late 1901, where her sister ran a boardinghouse.
When she arrived in the States, she told authorities that she was a maid from Mezze, Italy, and
reported that she had $15 to her name. She eventually moved to Cambria, Wyoming, and met
my great-grandfather, Jacinto “Matteo” Perino, where he worked as a coal miner. They’d actually
lived only three miles from each other in Italy, but never met.They married in 1904 and pledged
to work a homestead in Newcastle, Wyoming, under the government’s Enlarged Homestead
Act, where you could get 320 acres for free if you built a structure that had four walls and at least
one glass window and agreed to farm the land for five years. On weekends, my great-
grandfather dug a mile-long channel from a spring to the homestead and fixed the place up
enough to move his bride to their new home.Distant relatives and new friends and family moved
into neighboring areas in the Black Hills. They farmed and raised a few cattle, but most of them
also worked in the coal mines called Cambria Camp. At the same time, my great-uncle Pete
reportedly had a full-scale moonshine operation in a box canyon (a ravine with three steep walls)
on his place and would smuggle it in wagons to Deadwood, South Dakota, to sell. My great-
grandfather would buy a load of grapes every year and make his own wine, too. I don’t know if he
sold any, but I’m sure it was a nice vintage by Wyoming standards.While my great-grandfather
worked the mines, my great-grandmother ran the ranch. She was strong of heart, mind, and
body. She gave birth to seven children and six survived—a daughter died of pneumonia at six
months. It’s said that people in the area relied on my great-grandmother and that she helped with



many births in Newcastle. My great-grandfather died of black lung in the 1960s, and she must
have felt sad and lonely after their major life adventure moving to the frontier together and
building such a good life for their family.My great-grandmother lived to be 100 years old, so I got
to know her. She always sent us birthday cards that had $2 bills inside—we kept them for good
luck. In her later years, my grandparents set her up with a house in town and she would visit with
friends and family, watch soap operas, and braid throw rugs out of Wonder Bread plastic sacks.
She had a garden in the backyard, and when we visited, she made sure we ate a lot. “STRONG!”
she would say, making a muscle. From her front porch we could watch the Weston County
parades on the Fourth of July and race around trying to get as much candy as we could that was
thrown from the cowboys on horseback and rodeo queens in fancy pickup trucks.I had a lot of
pride in my great-grandmother, even though because of the language gap, we didn’t really
communicate that much. We lived 350 miles away from one another and I didn’t think of her
daily, but we had a special connection. When I was fourteen, I had a dream right before I woke
up one morning that I can still remember. In the dream, my great-grandmother was with my sister
and me in an office building in Denver. She went to get into an elevator, and I tried to pull her
back because I knew the elevator had no floor. But I didn’t reach her in time and she stepped
into the space and I watched her fall all the way down. She didn’t scream.The next morning, I
started to tell my mom about my dream and she interrupted me and said, “Your dad just got a call
—your great-grandmother died in the night.” I believe Great-Grandma Rosi was saying good-bye
to us in that dream—nothing else can explain it.My grandpa, Leo Perino Sr., was born at the
homestead in 1921, the second youngest. His childhood sounded like one out of a storybook—
one with a good ending. Up at the ranch they had cold winters and hot summers, and he spent
his time riding horses, studying, and doing chores. He spoke Italian at home and English at
school. Once when we asked him for more chewing gum, he told us about how when he was a
kid they could make gum last for months by placing it on the bedpost at night (it wasn’t exactly
walking uphill both ways to school, but the message was the same). But he always gave us
more.As a young man, he served in the Marines in World War II and he fought in the Pacific.
Surviving war on tropical islands, he contracted some type of skin rash. My dad remembers in
the 1950s going with him as a young boy to VA hospitals in Cheyenne and Denver. Each time it
took forever for him to get an appointment. His ailment was bad and the only thing that helped
was Baby Magic Lotion, but I never heard him complain about it.The war ended, and my
grandfather sailed through the Panama Canal and pulled into port at his base in Philadelphia.
His first night back, some friends wanted to set him up on a blind date with this nursing student
they knew. He said no to a blind date. She similarly refused the suggestion. But the friends
prevailed and a great love story began. Within a couple of months of that first date, my
grandmother, who had never been west of the Mississippi River, left Philadelphia for a ranching
life in the rural countryside of the Black Hills.My grandmother’s name was Victoria Thelma Potts
Smith Perino, and she went by Vicky. She was born in Pennsylvania and her dad worked in a
coal mine. When she was very young, he hurt his back at work and could no longer take care of



all the children. To help the family, the Methodist minister got involved and arranged an adoption
by the Smith family of my grandmother and her sister. They were well taken care of, and she and
her sister remained close all their lives. My grandmother decided to become a nurse and was
finishing her training when she met my grandfather.Love at first sight wasn’t in her plan, and she
was a bit concerned about taking my grandpa home to meet her parents because Italians at the
time were distrusted and disliked. However, her parents were very supportive of the match, and
with their blessing, my grandfather asked her to marry him. She said yes.The East Coast was
not for him. Having felt like he’d traveled and seen enough, my grandpa wanted to go home to
the ranch in Wyoming. Vicky readily agreed, even without knowing what ranching life would be
like. They took the train back to Newcastle to introduce her to the Perinos.My great-grandparents
must have liked Vicky because after the wedding at the Methodist church they met the
newlyweds at the ranch gate and gave them $100 (quite a lot of money in those times). But
some of the other family members and people in the area were concerned that my grandfather
had just brought in someone they basically considered a foreigner and “Weren’t the local girls
good enough for him?” I see it as kind of a Wyoming version of Romeo and Juliet—they were
meant to be together even if some didn’t think so. Over time, my grandmother more than earned
her place among the hardworking women of Wyoming and became a local girl. She worked as a
nurse in town and helped run the ranch in the mornings, evenings, and every weekend.Through
the years, my grandfather and his siblings grew the ranch in acreage. There was a homesteader
who acquired a great deal of land throughout the Depression. After he died, his ranch was to be
sold but no one in his family had the money to buy it all. Many families went in on a transaction to
buy the ranch and parcel it out.That’s when Rosi and Matteo’s children, Aunt Dora, Uncles Joe
and Fred, and my grandfather bought a large part of that ranch and formed “the outfit,” a Western
term that encompasses everything on a ranch and its owners. The outfit stayed together for quite
some time, but as happens in families, disagreements occurred and it was split up in the
mid-1960s or so. My grandpa had started moving away from farming as the mainstay and
converted to ranching—cattle and horses for the most part. At its largest, through my uncle
Matt’s work, the ranch was 50,000 acres, almost three times the size of Manhattan, where I live
now.My grandparents had three sons—my dad, Leo Jr., and my uncles Matt and Tom. Today, my
dad lives in Denver. Matt continues to ranch in Newcastle, with his high school sweetheart,
Donna, and their two sons, Wade and Preston. My uncle Tom, the very picture of an American
cowboy, died from cancer in 2006, and his part of the ranch is still worked by his widow, Janet,
and their family.The ranch house sat at the bottom of a red-dirt hill at the end of a canyon. It was
above the other structures—an old-fashioned red barn, a series of white-painted fenced corrals,
a cellar for potatoes and other vegetables, a chicken house, and storage sheds. The soil around
the ranch was red, almost like clay.I loved the barn. It was large with several stalls for horses or
cows, and a hayloft on the second level. It had been painted red with white trim years before I
was a kid so the color was slightly faded. Tools, whips, and halters hung on the walls by the
workbench. In the winter, sometimes my grandpa and uncles had to go down and help a cow



that was having difficulty giving birth. They’d wrap chains around the legs of the calf and pull,
doing all they could to ensure that the mother cow and the calf were healthy at the end of their
ordeal. It was messy but rewarding work. My sister and I never had to muck out the stalls, and we
felt bad that we weren’t expected to, but we never volunteered for the job either.I used to go
down the hill to the barn and climb up to the top of the fence that lined the barnyard and take a
look around. I knew it was a special place, and it’s where I was most content. We were the center
of our own universe, and the adults reminded us over and over to be appreciative of what we
had.It wasn’t all work on the ranch. Morning chores gave way to afternoon fun. Under the porch
of the house, my cousins and I played with mini versions of the trucks, combines, and tractors
the adults used on the ranch. Some of the toys were so old that my dad and uncles remembered
them from when they were kids.We had other amusements, too—my grandfather bought us an
Olympic-sized trampoline that he set up in the storage shed while the big combine was used in
the summer. My uncle Tom was the best jumper—he could do tons of tricks and he’d bounce us
as high as we wanted until our moms threatened to scream if he didn’t stop. Then he’d bounce
us one more time just to drive them crazy.The real magic of the ranch, however, was in the other
residents—the animals. Quarter horses, cattle, chickens, goats, pigs, dogs, and kittens—all
under my grandparents’ care—and then there were the coyotes and snakes that we learned to
avoid. For years, peacocks roamed the area, and my grandmother had a vase that held all of the
big feathers that we picked up for her around the property.And always there were dogs. My
grandfather mostly raised collies and Australian shepherds, but also the occasional mutt or
housedog. My family trained the dogs themselves, to obey, work, and even do some neat tricks.
My grandpa had several whistles that the dogs understood and they’d signal what job they were
expected to do next (gather the mares, round up the cows, hop in the back). The livestock
learned what the whistles meant, too, especially if there was cake involved (like a PowerBar but
for cows and horses).One of the most majestic of the shepherds was Blue. He never stepped
inside the house even if it was 40 degrees below zero and he was invited to come in from the
cold. He was too proud to go in (quite a different life from Jasper’s in Manhattan). The other dogs
cut him a wide berth and let him eat first.My uncle Matt and my aunt Donna owned another
family favorite, a tricolored Australian shepherd named Robin. She had only one blue eye
because when she was a puppy a horse had kicked out the other one. One time we grandkids
were playing with Robin outside our uncle Tom’s double-wide trailer on a summer afternoon. All
of a sudden Robin yelped and howled. A rattlesnake had bitten her.Matt and Donna tried to save
her and raced down the gravel road to get to a vet in Sundance, but Robin died on the way.
Meanwhile, Tom got his rifle and blew the rattlesnake’s head off so that no one else would be
hurt by it. I felt so sad for my aunt and uncle because Robin was like one of their children—she
had been their first baby. I was also frightened because the snake could have bitten any of us.My
grandpa’s last dogs were Ray and Floyd. They ran as a pair. They’d just sit in the yard waiting to
be asked to work, and they’d beat you to the pickup if they saw you leave the house. They hated
to be left behind. If their services weren’t needed, they’d run off and have an adventure. When



they came back, they’d be filthy and panting. Lord knows what they got up to out there. They
didn’t seem to be afraid of anything, but why would they be when they had my grandfather’s
permission to rule the hills?We made our dogs a part of our games, like hide-and-seek. We’d sit
in the back of the pickups with them and hold on to their collars while they put their heads over
the sides and sniffed the air as we rolled down the road. I was taught the simple pleasures of the
love of a dog from early as a kid—and the dogs I’ve raised with Peter—Henry and Jasper—have
given me some of the greatest joys and best memories of my life.Even after we moved, to keep
the connection to Wyoming, my mom and dad would take my sister and me to the ranch several
times a year. From Denver, it was about a seven-hour drive. We spent every Christmas and
Easter holiday and our summer vacations there.Since my sister and I didn’t live at the ranch full-
time, we didn’t have specific chores. My cousins, on the other hand, had a lot of responsibilities.
We’d helped them out by filling the water tanks, feeding calves in the winter, and opening or
closing gates. I’d do anything to get out of having to pick eggs. The chicken coop scared me—it
was dark and smelly and the hens would peck me when I reached my hands in to get the eggs.
To keep our cousins happy, we found that the best way for us to help was to either take specific
direction from them or stay out of their way.There were also ancient creatures to check out. As a
kid, I loved learning about dinosaurs, so in the summers my dad would take us digging for
belemnite fossils in a canyon road about a mile from the ranch. Belemnites were squid-like
creatures that lived when the Black Hills were under an ocean over 250 million years ago. They
were long-tailed and bullet-shaped. When we found one of their fossils, we would put it in a tin
Folgers coffee can to take back to the ranch house to show my grandparents. They always
seemed impressed.In the winter when it snowed, my grandfather would put the wooden sleds
into the back of one of his pickups (he was a Chevy man), and we’d pile into the cab. Then he’d
drive us to the top of one of the big hills not far from the house. We’d get on our uncles’ sleds
because they were heavy enough to give us a real ride, and we’d land in a big gulley that had
double the snow. It was like flying and probably quite dangerous by today’s standards.My
grandpa didn’t make us walk up the hill to have another go; instead, he watched us slide down
and then he’d drive down to the bottom to pick us up and take us back to the top. When we’d had
our fun and started to feel the cold, my grandpa would get on the CB radio and call my grandma
to tell her to get the hot chocolate and marshmallows ready.When I was really young, my walkie-
talkie handle was Big Bird and my sister’s was Cookie Monster. Sometimes a trucker driving in
the area would hear us on the radio and call out to us. With our grandpa’s permission, we’d ask
where he was headed, what he was hauling, and wish him a safe journey.While we played with
the radio, my family used it for work—it kept them informed about what was happening in the
area. In the hot dry summers, they’d listen for reports of lightning strikes because one hit could
turn into a full-blown forest fire. All of the neighbors pitched in to help one another contain or put
out fires when they started.My grandfather had a yellow fire truck that the Weston County
firefighters acquired from the U.S. military as surplus equipment. My grandpa let my sister and
me go with them as long as we stayed in the backseat. It was such a privilege that we didn’t dare



move, and what I learned on those emergencies came in handy later at the White House when I
was the spokesperson for the President’s Healthy Forests Initiative. I was one of the few people
in Washington that had actually seen the problem of overgrown brush up close.In the evenings,
my grandpa would make us root beer or Pepsi floats, or we’d have some watermelon from his
garden. We ate well, always a salad of cucumbers, onions, and tomatoes with olive oil and
vinegar dressing and beef of some cut—usually cooked well without marinade. Sometimes there
was a chocolate cake my grandma made or vanilla ice cream that was delivered by the Schwan
Man, a grocery catalog delivery service.The noontime meal was called “dinner,” and it was the
main meal of the day. A big bell next to the gate leading to the house alerted the family that the
food was ready. After eating, my uncles would take a bit of a nap with their hats covering their
faces on the couch in the winter and out in the front yard in the summer. After about thirty
minutes, they’d be back outside baling hay, gathering cows, shoeing horses, or fixing a tractor.
No wonder they were so fit.If the ranch seems like a bit of Americana to you, I would agree. And
we weren’t the only ones who thought so. In the 1970s, a couple of men scouting locations for
some ads for Marlboro cigarettes drove up to the ranch. They were hoping to find an outfit that
had cattle and horses that they could work with to film the ads. My family agreed to help them
and everyone worked in the background to help during the photo shoots.CHAPTER 1Wide-
Open Spaces“Excuse me, ma’am,” the Secret Service agent whispered in my ear. “The
President needs you at Marine One in ten minutes.” No one else in the crowd of fifteen thousand
heard him. We were in Norfolk, Virginia, for the commissioning of the USS George H. W. Bush,
the latest American aircraft carrier in our military’s fleet. I wasn’t expecting the summons
because I thought we had time to watch the speeches. I was trying to soak up the moment—the
January air was cold and dry, but the sun was shining so we could all be outside to celebrate the
life accomplishments of President George H. W. Bush, the father of the President I worked for,
George W. Bush. I was nostalgic because it was one of the last events we’d attend before he left
office. The agent’s words snapped me out of it.I didn’t want to raise suspicions by a quick
reaction, especially not with the media, so I didn’t race for the exit. I nodded to the agent and
smiled, trying to look unconcerned. It’s a good thing I had big sunglasses on because I was
worried. Our intelligence had picked up terrorist chatter that the enemy wanted to disrupt events
before the Inauguration of President Barack Obama, and what better place to attack than where
the major leaders, public servants, and friends and family of the Bushes were gathered? We had
an obligation to be paranoid.Still I played it cool. I waited about thirty seconds before I slipped
back into the ship and followed the agent through the steel hallways and out a door that I hadn’t
seen. I tried to walk at a normal pace. I have short legs, but I’ve always walked fast—I had to
keep up with my mom or I’d be left behind.Marine One was ready to go. Secretary of State Condi
Rice arrived when I did; we climbed aboard and buckled in. A few minutes later, President Bush
jogged up the few steps of the chopper. “Let’s go see the SEALs,” he said before taking his seat
and buckling on his seat belt.Then I got it—this wasn’t an emergency. The President just wanted
to see his guys one last time as their Commander in Chief. They’d been through a lot together—



he’d asked so much of the SEALs, and they’d exceeded his expectations. Few people knew he
was coming to visit, and it was closed to the press. This would be their last moment alone
together.Navy SEALs are so cool, and a hangar full of them is awesome. Our staff snuck into the
building from a side door and made our way to the back of the crowd as the President got ready
to take the stage. The SEALs were listening to a speech by Vice President Dick Cheney when all
of a sudden he introduced President Bush. The President hopped up onto the stage, shook
hands with the Vice President, and took in the scene. The SEALs hooted and hollered with
patriotism and appreciation.The President addressed the crowd—the East Coast SEALs
including DEVGRU (aka SEAL Team Six). He thanked them for all of the missions they’d
completed after the attacks on 9/11. He spoke without notes and from the heart. He finished with
“God bless you, and may God continue to bless America,” and they cheered for a long time,
ignoring his pleas to stop. That was an order they didn’t have to obey. The President had tears in
his eyes, and so did I.After his speech, President Bush shook hands with every one of them and
posed for pictures they could send to their families and friends. All of the young men had really
long beards, so it wasn’t hard to figure out where in the world they were about to be deployed
(and it wasn’t Indiana). The jackets and ties they were wearing for the President’s visit would
soon be switched out for their combat uniforms.It’s very humbling to be around Navy SEALs.
Their courage and bravery surpasses anything I’d ever thought of doing. They’re remarkably
unselfish, honorable, strong, and courageous. They made me feel safe. I loved watching their
interaction with President Bush. There’s nothing like the bond that can develop between a
Commander in Chief and his troops. That day, as the President was about to turn over his
command to President-elect Obama, the SEALs were giving President Bush as much gratitude
and encouragement as he was trying to give to them.I faded into the background, but two
SEALs came over to me and said, “Pardon us, ma’am, but are you the press secretary?” I was
honored they even recognized me. I stuck out my hand to introduce myself and thanked them for
serving, and they asked if they could get their picture taken with me.As one of their guys got his
camera phone ready, I tried making some small talk.I asked the first guy, “So what was it that
made you want to become a Navy SEAL—chance for adventure? Family tradition? Physical
challenge? Desire to see the world?”“Oh no, ma’am. Chicks dig it,” he said.“Even with the
beard?” I asked.“Oh yeah… they get it,” he said. He was confident of that, and I believed him.I
then asked the second SEAL, “When you get ready to go… wherever it is you may be going…
do you have to take a lot of language courses?”“Oh no, ma’am, we’re really not there to talk,” he
said. Indeed.We laughed and smiled for the cameras. They thanked me for my service, a
compliment I accepted but it didn’t compare to theirs.We got back on Marine One, and I told
President Bush what the SEALs told me about chicks and language classes. He threw his head
back and laughed. Then he looked out the window, bit the side of his cheek, and jutted out his
jaw a little to the side—an expression I saw him make when he was letting a feeling or a thought
settle in.“God, I love those guys,” he said.To President Bush, those guys were the true
celebrities. He felt a responsibility for and a kinship to them. They understood the global war on



terror and were in sync with him as their leader. He asked for their sacrifices, and they were
eager to fulfill their pledge and commitment to their country. They would miss each other.That
was my last flight on Marine One. I was thirty-six, and it was as unlikely a place I ever thought I’d
be. I’d grown up modestly in rural America with clear blue skies and lots of sunshine. I was raised
to believe that America was a force for good in the world and that it should take its leadership
role seriously. I understood early on that the freedom of America is what made our way of life
possible, and that we should help other people live in freedom, too.My upbringing in the West
can sound very unusual, as if from another place and time, and my path to the White House
wasn’t exactly a straight line. My family didn’t donate a lot of money to campaigns, nor did they
have any connections that helped me get my first job in media or politics.I didn’t have a plan to
be the White House press secretary, but looking back, I can see how my life experiences built up
to that career achievement. So when I try to explain how someone like me ended up working in a
place like that, I have to start at the beginning—on a ranch.Wyoming and OriginsI was born in
Evanston, Wyoming. Most people have never been to my home state or even heard of my
hometown. And most people in Wyoming prefer to keep the state’s beauty their little secret.My
parents, Leo Ernest Perino and Janice Marie Brooks, were born in Wyoming, too. When I was
nearly two years old, they moved to Denver, Colorado, but they took us to Wyoming so often that
when I’m asked where I’m from, I say Colorado and Wyoming, as if it were one state. Colorado-
Wyoming is a place that makes me feel grounded, steady, and content. Far from shedding my
Western roots since I moved away at twenty-two, I’ve clung to them.The West is where I learned
about independence, self-reliance, patriotism, and the blessings of freedom. It’s where I first
galloped on a horse on a cattle drive and watched my family brand their cows, make hay bales,
and farm fields of oats. We knew we had a special life experience that most people in America
could never imagine. We felt sorry for city dwellers, the poor fellas.In the Black Hills, the canyons
are filled with big black pines that grow tall and sturdy despite wicked winds, nasty blizzards, and
raging forest fires. They dig way down deep into the red dirt and hold on no matter what—one
season is too dry, the next too wet. That’s how Wyoming life is, too—you learn to adapt in order
to thrive. And people that live that kind of life wouldn’t have it any other way.The Black Hills are
ancient but they shaped my family’s future early in the twentieth century. Leaving their homes in
Italy, my great-grandparents walked into one side of the American Dream and just over a
hundred years later, I walked out of the other side as the White House press secretary. They
never would have imagined that.My surname, Perino, is Italian. My great-grandparents on my
father’s side were born in the Piemonte Province, near Torino. They were poor farm workers with
little hope of a better lifestyle. They were part of a wave of Italian immigrants who left Italy in the
late 1800s, escaping poverty for an opportunity to take a chance, start over, and have something
to show for their hard work.They didn’t speak English well—in fact, my great-grandmother, Rosi,
spoke very little and had almost no formal education. She relied on the kindness of people to get
her from Ellis Island to Coal City, Illinois, in late 1901, where her sister ran a boardinghouse.
When she arrived in the States, she told authorities that she was a maid from Mezze, Italy, and



reported that she had $15 to her name. She eventually moved to Cambria, Wyoming, and met
my great-grandfather, Jacinto “Matteo” Perino, where he worked as a coal miner. They’d actually
lived only three miles from each other in Italy, but never met.They married in 1904 and pledged
to work a homestead in Newcastle, Wyoming, under the government’s Enlarged Homestead
Act, where you could get 320 acres for free if you built a structure that had four walls and at least
one glass window and agreed to farm the land for five years. On weekends, my great-
grandfather dug a mile-long channel from a spring to the homestead and fixed the place up
enough to move his bride to their new home.Distant relatives and new friends and family moved
into neighboring areas in the Black Hills. They farmed and raised a few cattle, but most of them
also worked in the coal mines called Cambria Camp. At the same time, my great-uncle Pete
reportedly had a full-scale moonshine operation in a box canyon (a ravine with three steep walls)
on his place and would smuggle it in wagons to Deadwood, South Dakota, to sell. My great-
grandfather would buy a load of grapes every year and make his own wine, too. I don’t know if he
sold any, but I’m sure it was a nice vintage by Wyoming standards.While my great-grandfather
worked the mines, my great-grandmother ran the ranch. She was strong of heart, mind, and
body. She gave birth to seven children and six survived—a daughter died of pneumonia at six
months. It’s said that people in the area relied on my great-grandmother and that she helped with
many births in Newcastle. My great-grandfather died of black lung in the 1960s, and she must
have felt sad and lonely after their major life adventure moving to the frontier together and
building such a good life for their family.My great-grandmother lived to be 100 years old, so I got
to know her. She always sent us birthday cards that had $2 bills inside—we kept them for good
luck. In her later years, my grandparents set her up with a house in town and she would visit with
friends and family, watch soap operas, and braid throw rugs out of Wonder Bread plastic sacks.
She had a garden in the backyard, and when we visited, she made sure we ate a lot. “STRONG!”
she would say, making a muscle. From her front porch we could watch the Weston County
parades on the Fourth of July and race around trying to get as much candy as we could that was
thrown from the cowboys on horseback and rodeo queens in fancy pickup trucks.I had a lot of
pride in my great-grandmother, even though because of the language gap, we didn’t really
communicate that much. We lived 350 miles away from one another and I didn’t think of her
daily, but we had a special connection. When I was fourteen, I had a dream right before I woke
up one morning that I can still remember. In the dream, my great-grandmother was with my sister
and me in an office building in Denver. She went to get into an elevator, and I tried to pull her
back because I knew the elevator had no floor. But I didn’t reach her in time and she stepped
into the space and I watched her fall all the way down. She didn’t scream.The next morning, I
started to tell my mom about my dream and she interrupted me and said, “Your dad just got a call
—your great-grandmother died in the night.” I believe Great-Grandma Rosi was saying good-bye
to us in that dream—nothing else can explain it.My grandpa, Leo Perino Sr., was born at the
homestead in 1921, the second youngest. His childhood sounded like one out of a storybook—
one with a good ending. Up at the ranch they had cold winters and hot summers, and he spent



his time riding horses, studying, and doing chores. He spoke Italian at home and English at
school. Once when we asked him for more chewing gum, he told us about how when he was a
kid they could make gum last for months by placing it on the bedpost at night (it wasn’t exactly
walking uphill both ways to school, but the message was the same). But he always gave us
more.As a young man, he served in the Marines in World War II and he fought in the Pacific.
Surviving war on tropical islands, he contracted some type of skin rash. My dad remembers in
the 1950s going with him as a young boy to VA hospitals in Cheyenne and Denver. Each time it
took forever for him to get an appointment. His ailment was bad and the only thing that helped
was Baby Magic Lotion, but I never heard him complain about it.The war ended, and my
grandfather sailed through the Panama Canal and pulled into port at his base in Philadelphia.
His first night back, some friends wanted to set him up on a blind date with this nursing student
they knew. He said no to a blind date. She similarly refused the suggestion. But the friends
prevailed and a great love story began. Within a couple of months of that first date, my
grandmother, who had never been west of the Mississippi River, left Philadelphia for a ranching
life in the rural countryside of the Black Hills.My grandmother’s name was Victoria Thelma Potts
Smith Perino, and she went by Vicky. She was born in Pennsylvania and her dad worked in a
coal mine. When she was very young, he hurt his back at work and could no longer take care of
all the children. To help the family, the Methodist minister got involved and arranged an adoption
by the Smith family of my grandmother and her sister. They were well taken care of, and she and
her sister remained close all their lives. My grandmother decided to become a nurse and was
finishing her training when she met my grandfather.Love at first sight wasn’t in her plan, and she
was a bit concerned about taking my grandpa home to meet her parents because Italians at the
time were distrusted and disliked. However, her parents were very supportive of the match, and
with their blessing, my grandfather asked her to marry him. She said yes.The East Coast was
not for him. Having felt like he’d traveled and seen enough, my grandpa wanted to go home to
the ranch in Wyoming. Vicky readily agreed, even without knowing what ranching life would be
like. They took the train back to Newcastle to introduce her to the Perinos.My great-grandparents
must have liked Vicky because after the wedding at the Methodist church they met the
newlyweds at the ranch gate and gave them $100 (quite a lot of money in those times). But
some of the other family members and people in the area were concerned that my grandfather
had just brought in someone they basically considered a foreigner and “Weren’t the local girls
good enough for him?” I see it as kind of a Wyoming version of Romeo and Juliet—they were
meant to be together even if some didn’t think so. Over time, my grandmother more than earned
her place among the hardworking women of Wyoming and became a local girl. She worked as a
nurse in town and helped run the ranch in the mornings, evenings, and every weekend.Through
the years, my grandfather and his siblings grew the ranch in acreage. There was a homesteader
who acquired a great deal of land throughout the Depression. After he died, his ranch was to be
sold but no one in his family had the money to buy it all. Many families went in on a transaction to
buy the ranch and parcel it out.That’s when Rosi and Matteo’s children, Aunt Dora, Uncles Joe



and Fred, and my grandfather bought a large part of that ranch and formed “the outfit,” a Western
term that encompasses everything on a ranch and its owners. The outfit stayed together for quite
some time, but as happens in families, disagreements occurred and it was split up in the
mid-1960s or so. My grandpa had started moving away from farming as the mainstay and
converted to ranching—cattle and horses for the most part. At its largest, through my uncle
Matt’s work, the ranch was 50,000 acres, almost three times the size of Manhattan, where I live
now.My grandparents had three sons—my dad, Leo Jr., and my uncles Matt and Tom. Today, my
dad lives in Denver. Matt continues to ranch in Newcastle, with his high school sweetheart,
Donna, and their two sons, Wade and Preston. My uncle Tom, the very picture of an American
cowboy, died from cancer in 2006, and his part of the ranch is still worked by his widow, Janet,
and their family.The ranch house sat at the bottom of a red-dirt hill at the end of a canyon. It was
above the other structures—an old-fashioned red barn, a series of white-painted fenced corrals,
a cellar for potatoes and other vegetables, a chicken house, and storage sheds. The soil around
the ranch was red, almost like clay.I loved the barn. It was large with several stalls for horses or
cows, and a hayloft on the second level. It had been painted red with white trim years before I
was a kid so the color was slightly faded. Tools, whips, and halters hung on the walls by the
workbench. In the winter, sometimes my grandpa and uncles had to go down and help a cow
that was having difficulty giving birth. They’d wrap chains around the legs of the calf and pull,
doing all they could to ensure that the mother cow and the calf were healthy at the end of their
ordeal. It was messy but rewarding work. My sister and I never had to muck out the stalls, and we
felt bad that we weren’t expected to, but we never volunteered for the job either.I used to go
down the hill to the barn and climb up to the top of the fence that lined the barnyard and take a
look around. I knew it was a special place, and it’s where I was most content. We were the center
of our own universe, and the adults reminded us over and over to be appreciative of what we
had.It wasn’t all work on the ranch. Morning chores gave way to afternoon fun. Under the porch
of the house, my cousins and I played with mini versions of the trucks, combines, and tractors
the adults used on the ranch. Some of the toys were so old that my dad and uncles remembered
them from when they were kids.We had other amusements, too—my grandfather bought us an
Olympic-sized trampoline that he set up in the storage shed while the big combine was used in
the summer. My uncle Tom was the best jumper—he could do tons of tricks and he’d bounce us
as high as we wanted until our moms threatened to scream if he didn’t stop. Then he’d bounce
us one more time just to drive them crazy.The real magic of the ranch, however, was in the other
residents—the animals. Quarter horses, cattle, chickens, goats, pigs, dogs, and kittens—all
under my grandparents’ care—and then there were the coyotes and snakes that we learned to
avoid. For years, peacocks roamed the area, and my grandmother had a vase that held all of the
big feathers that we picked up for her around the property.And always there were dogs. My
grandfather mostly raised collies and Australian shepherds, but also the occasional mutt or
housedog. My family trained the dogs themselves, to obey, work, and even do some neat tricks.
My grandpa had several whistles that the dogs understood and they’d signal what job they were



expected to do next (gather the mares, round up the cows, hop in the back). The livestock
learned what the whistles meant, too, especially if there was cake involved (like a PowerBar but
for cows and horses).One of the most majestic of the shepherds was Blue. He never stepped
inside the house even if it was 40 degrees below zero and he was invited to come in from the
cold. He was too proud to go in (quite a different life from Jasper’s in Manhattan). The other dogs
cut him a wide berth and let him eat first.My uncle Matt and my aunt Donna owned another
family favorite, a tricolored Australian shepherd named Robin. She had only one blue eye
because when she was a puppy a horse had kicked out the other one. One time we grandkids
were playing with Robin outside our uncle Tom’s double-wide trailer on a summer afternoon. All
of a sudden Robin yelped and howled. A rattlesnake had bitten her.Matt and Donna tried to save
her and raced down the gravel road to get to a vet in Sundance, but Robin died on the way.
Meanwhile, Tom got his rifle and blew the rattlesnake’s head off so that no one else would be
hurt by it. I felt so sad for my aunt and uncle because Robin was like one of their children—she
had been their first baby. I was also frightened because the snake could have bitten any of us.My
grandpa’s last dogs were Ray and Floyd. They ran as a pair. They’d just sit in the yard waiting to
be asked to work, and they’d beat you to the pickup if they saw you leave the house. They hated
to be left behind. If their services weren’t needed, they’d run off and have an adventure. When
they came back, they’d be filthy and panting. Lord knows what they got up to out there. They
didn’t seem to be afraid of anything, but why would they be when they had my grandfather’s
permission to rule the hills?We made our dogs a part of our games, like hide-and-seek. We’d sit
in the back of the pickups with them and hold on to their collars while they put their heads over
the sides and sniffed the air as we rolled down the road. I was taught the simple pleasures of the
love of a dog from early as a kid—and the dogs I’ve raised with Peter—Henry and Jasper—have
given me some of the greatest joys and best memories of my life.Even after we moved, to keep
the connection to Wyoming, my mom and dad would take my sister and me to the ranch several
times a year. From Denver, it was about a seven-hour drive. We spent every Christmas and
Easter holiday and our summer vacations there.Since my sister and I didn’t live at the ranch full-
time, we didn’t have specific chores. My cousins, on the other hand, had a lot of responsibilities.
We’d helped them out by filling the water tanks, feeding calves in the winter, and opening or
closing gates. I’d do anything to get out of having to pick eggs. The chicken coop scared me—it
was dark and smelly and the hens would peck me when I reached my hands in to get the eggs.
To keep our cousins happy, we found that the best way for us to help was to either take specific
direction from them or stay out of their way.There were also ancient creatures to check out. As a
kid, I loved learning about dinosaurs, so in the summers my dad would take us digging for
belemnite fossils in a canyon road about a mile from the ranch. Belemnites were squid-like
creatures that lived when the Black Hills were under an ocean over 250 million years ago. They
were long-tailed and bullet-shaped. When we found one of their fossils, we would put it in a tin
Folgers coffee can to take back to the ranch house to show my grandparents. They always
seemed impressed.In the winter when it snowed, my grandfather would put the wooden sleds



into the back of one of his pickups (he was a Chevy man), and we’d pile into the cab. Then he’d
drive us to the top of one of the big hills not far from the house. We’d get on our uncles’ sleds
because they were heavy enough to give us a real ride, and we’d land in a big gulley that had
double the snow. It was like flying and probably quite dangerous by today’s standards.My
grandpa didn’t make us walk up the hill to have another go; instead, he watched us slide down
and then he’d drive down to the bottom to pick us up and take us back to the top. When we’d had
our fun and started to feel the cold, my grandpa would get on the CB radio and call my grandma
to tell her to get the hot chocolate and marshmallows ready.When I was really young, my walkie-
talkie handle was Big Bird and my sister’s was Cookie Monster. Sometimes a trucker driving in
the area would hear us on the radio and call out to us. With our grandpa’s permission, we’d ask
where he was headed, what he was hauling, and wish him a safe journey.While we played with
the radio, my family used it for work—it kept them informed about what was happening in the
area. In the hot dry summers, they’d listen for reports of lightning strikes because one hit could
turn into a full-blown forest fire. All of the neighbors pitched in to help one another contain or put
out fires when they started.My grandfather had a yellow fire truck that the Weston County
firefighters acquired from the U.S. military as surplus equipment. My grandpa let my sister and
me go with them as long as we stayed in the backseat. It was such a privilege that we didn’t dare
move, and what I learned on those emergencies came in handy later at the White House when I
was the spokesperson for the President’s Healthy Forests Initiative. I was one of the few people
in Washington that had actually seen the problem of overgrown brush up close.In the evenings,
my grandpa would make us root beer or Pepsi floats, or we’d have some watermelon from his
garden. We ate well, always a salad of cucumbers, onions, and tomatoes with olive oil and
vinegar dressing and beef of some cut—usually cooked well without marinade. Sometimes there
was a chocolate cake my grandma made or vanilla ice cream that was delivered by the Schwan
Man, a grocery catalog delivery service.The noontime meal was called “dinner,” and it was the
main meal of the day. A big bell next to the gate leading to the house alerted the family that the
food was ready. After eating, my uncles would take a bit of a nap with their hats covering their
faces on the couch in the winter and out in the front yard in the summer. After about thirty
minutes, they’d be back outside baling hay, gathering cows, shoeing horses, or fixing a tractor.
No wonder they were so fit.If the ranch seems like a bit of Americana to you, I would agree. And
we weren’t the only ones who thought so. In the 1970s, a couple of men scouting locations for
some ads for Marlboro cigarettes drove up to the ranch. They were hoping to find an outfit that
had cattle and horses that they could work with to film the ads. My family agreed to help them
and everyone worked in the background to help during the photo shoots.

Let Me Tell You about Jasper . . .: How My Best Friend Became America's Dog
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Craig Matteson, “A pleasant enough book, but not really for me. Not what I expected it to be..
Look, I find Dan Perino pleasant on “The Five” and her other appearances on TV. She was an
effective Press Secretary for President George W. Bush. I bought the book because I heard her
cast members on “The Five” extolling it highly. I read it. And it really isn’t my kind of book.
Maybe it will be fine for you. But I am not the right audience for this book. I am not enough of a
Dana Perino fan to be interested in her childhood, adolescence, and falling in love and marrying
her husband. I am not interested in the emotional anxiety she felt wondering if she would ever
hear from him again or that she was sweating behind her knees with nervousness. I am
interested in the Bush administration and her role in it. All we get is a few touching vignettes,
some campaign stories, but nothing that adds substance to our history of the W. Bush
Presidency. She is an uncritical Bushie to her core. Which is fine. I did like her story about being
tired of the Clinton attacks on Bush and coming out one day and blasting back against the lies
and accidentally making news. She was gently told by Bush to not do that because he would be
fine. She says it took a few years for her to see his point. I still don't. Because Bush was so
careless with his popularity and poll numbers he handed a sword to his enemies. He helped put
Pelosi, Reid, and Obama in power because he felt so comfortable in waiting for history to judge.
Well, that's fine. But in politics there is a lot of here an now. And a lot of bad things can happen
when you let the present day slip into the hands of those who want to do things with the country
we don't want done.What we get is really a good news tour of her life. Even the hard moments
and potentially complex moments are mentioned but not really explored. Her parents divorced
when she was 28. Why? Well, all we are told is that they fought “like everyone’s parents”. But
not everyone’s parents get divorced.We are told about the time when her husband thought that
his having had a vasectomy after his son was born in his first (or was it his second) marriage
might be a deal breaker with his relationship with Dana. She just mentions that she had
gradually come to realize she didn’t want children. Why? Never explained or examined.She
comes across as kind of shallow and cutting in her judgments of regular people. While she is
emotionally devoted and loyal to those she has decided to be devoted to and love, she seems
rather dismissive of the rest of us. She shows little compassion, introspection, or empathy for
humanity in general. More or less, she is interested in people for how they will advance her
career and how they make her feel about herself.OK.But not a book for me.There are a number
of pleasant photographs, but nothing of historical significance.Reviewed by Craig Matteson,
Saline, MI.”

RA, “Enjoyed it immensely. An uplifting read. Loved the White House and "43" anecdotes.
Splendid life advice for all ages.  Thank you for sharing.”

Ebook Library Reader, “excellent read. As a longtime fan of both President George W Bush and



Dana Perino from her work on the 5 the book brought an inside look to their personalities and
important work they did for our country Funny Insightful and Touching”

Debbie kogut, “Awesome book!. A peak inside behind the scenes at the White House, and The
Five, great advice for how to be successful in life and in work made for an exceptional book. I
loved all the stories about President Bush. He sounds like a wonderful person who takes the
time to appreciate everyone he meets. Dana is an inspiration and one of the best role models for
women of all ages. I loved the book and hope there will be another one in the future.”

Pat Smith, “was one of our greatest President's. He had decisions to make and with .... I think
George W. was one of our greatest President's. He had decisions to make and with intelligence
in a limited country that knows how to hide WWMD's (think about it, we have tunnels all over D.
C., tunnels into Texas from Mexico, tunnels into N.Y. and Palestine has tunnels into Israel and
you don't think the whole area can't transfer their WWMD's into other countries - you are nuts.
The best part of President Geo. W. Bush is he loves our military as opposed to this President
(who cares more about his hacking game of golf and wearing out Air Force One to spout off
stupid spiels to please his contributors (by the way cost of fortune and fails and the debt keeps
rising). Our military are who gave this country the freedoms we enjoy, not the far leftist that have
lost the patriotic support, police support, firefighter's that risk these same dangers for freedoms.
I'm sick of the Al Sharpton's, Acorn and a racist President that encourage drug use, laziness,
freebies and food stamps that just spreads government debt instead of "get off your ass and do
whatever it takes to earn a dime". Yes, I have veered, but do you read about POTUS visiting
(now) Walter Reed and the emotion to watch a family witness the sacrifice of his/her service to
country and by the way the limited supplies & manpower this President has taken away from the
fighting efforts to keep the war from coming here, which it now moot because POTUS has
allowed to happen. Dana's book shows a private and feeling President that kept malice and
blame away from this administration as opposed to a POTUS that blames everything on
someone else. She give advise (good advise) to young graduates, hope they read and use
important goals and chances. Dave Ramsey's book on "How to deal with finances w/his
daughter is helpful as well".  It's out there, take advantage of the offer!”

Mrs Lynn Bradley, “Extremely enjoyable. I really enjoyed this book. The story of Dana`s life and
times in the White House and the solid advice she gives are a worthy read. Dana is a natural
storyteller.”

John Gillard, “Perfect. This book shows an inside look at people in Washington. How they are
real people and not the heroes or villains we see on tv.”

JodiR, “Very positive book!. This is a very positive and light read (hence the title!). If you are a fan
of Dana, and seriously, it is hard not to be - she is so likeable! She is an accomplished and well



spoken woman who is an excellent role model to young women - no matter what their political
affiliation may be. It is not a 'juicy memoir' but it is a great book that is positive and shows you
that girls can do anything that boys can!”

sheba, “Very nicely written. We follow Dana Perino on the Fice .... Very nicely written. We follow
Dana Perino on the Fice and found her story interesting”

MAH, “Nice insight. Nice to read insight in President Bush's presidency and the life of the author.
Gives inspiration and a couple of things to think about.”

The book by Dana Perino has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 3,545 people have provided feedback.
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