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To my daughter, Ashley;

My granddaughters Naomi, Finnegan, Maisy, and Natalie—

And to all women finding their way forward.

May you embrace your independence and stay true to yourself.





Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?

—Mary Oliver, “The Summer Day”







PROLOGUE

“Once you lose a child, nothing can hurt you.”

This was the spontaneous answer I gave at a 2019 fundraising event when I was asked how our family was going to handle the vitriol and accusations that were being hurled at us. Joe and I knew the campaign wasn’t going to be easy. We had witnessed the tactics of his opponent before. Yes, our family was still shattered, but we were resilient. It was the truest statement I could make in response, and uncharacteristically personal.

In 2015, our son Beau died from brain cancer at age forty-six. At the time, Joe and I were living at the vice president’s residence in Washington, DC. For two years, we had been going from hospital to hospital, doctor to doctor, trying to cure him. Christiana Hospital in Delaware, Jefferson and U. Penn in Philadelphia, MD Anderson in Houston, trials, medicines, diets—there were no answers. Joe and I served as Vice President and Second Lady, and stole precious hours whenever we could to be with Beau. We went home to Delaware nearly every weekend to be together.

Few knew Beau was dying. For his sake and that of his wife, Hallie, and for their two small children, we couldn’t bear the thought of public discussion around his illness. Those months I felt like I was walking through water, barely pushing through, trying to breathe, not believing it was possible that he would die. Beau was special. Really, ask anyone who knew him—friends or enemies. I could not imagine God taking him, but He did. I had trouble believing in a higher power or a just universe that would let Beau suffer, much less leave his children fatherless. My entire family was out of control, spinning with grief. Joe and I numbly put one foot in front of the other. We kept moving.

Later, throughout the years we spent in the White House, I felt steeled against whatever happened. Whenever things got really bad—as they did—I knew that I’d been through much worse.

The saving grace was that we had our health. Every single day, I remembered to give thanks in my morning prayers for our health. Then I asked for strength to help my family endure whatever challenges we might face. Joe and I could always find a way to cope through the bad times by saying to each other, “We still have our health. Our children and grandchildren are healthy.”

So it came as a surprise to me when, just four months after we left office, we found out that Joe had an aggressive form of prostate cancer that had metastasized to his bones. Prostate cancer was one thing, but the metastasis turned it into something infinitely worse. Hormone therapy would always be part of his life. Daily meds would always be needed to keep cancer’s progression at bay. What were the side effects going to be? How much of what happened in the future would be a result of medication versus aging? It was impossible to know. And yet, after Beau’s death, I knew there was nothing Joe and I couldn’t handle together. Nothing.





CHAPTER 1

Early in the summer of 2025, it was just Joe and me at the place I loved best—sitting on the beach in Delaware watching the waves. We were chatting the way we have for almost fifty years now—about how the kids seemed, what we should have for dinner. We’d been out of the White House for several months, and we were finally beginning to feel some distance from the constant noise of the presidency.

Looking at Joe, I could still see in him the handsome, slightly mischievous man with whom I’d gone on a blind date in 1975. By that time, Joe had already experienced deep grief, having lost his first wife, Neilia, and year-old daughter, Naomi, in a 1972 car crash that also injured their two young sons, Beau and Hunter. Together, Joe and I raised the boys, and in 1981, we had a daughter, Ashley. I became a high school teacher, earned my EdD, and found my calling as a community college English professor—a job I kept even when we lived in the White House. In the wake of losing Beau to cancer, we’d almost lost Hunter to addiction. We’d become grandparents several times over—and recently great-grandparents to our sweet little boy Willie.

Joe’s presidency was unprecedented in so many ways. He was sworn in with the city shrouded in barbed wire because the prior president’s refusal to concede had caused the violent January 6 insurrection. The pandemic was still raging. On January 20, 2021, the date of Joe’s inauguration, there were 4,409 COVID-19 deaths reported in the US—just in one day. People were terrified of catching it themselves or losing a loved one. We were a nation in pain: Grief. Isolation. Mental health crises.

The pandemic had cost America ten million jobs; whole industries were collapsing. Schools were closed, leaving parents to manage children and lessons online. The post–9/11 forever wars had cost America thousands of lives. After the death of George Floyd, political and racial tensions had reached historic levels; it felt as though trust in government and in one another was at an all-time low. An impossible situation, but one I believed Joe was uniquely qualified to handle because of his decades of experience reaching across the aisle and working to find compromise, and because of his integrity, innate decency, boundless compassion, and steady hand.

Each First Lady has approached the role in her own way. I vowed to make the most of my platform, particularly when it came to getting COVID under control, supporting military families and community colleges (as I had for eight years as Second Lady), promoting cancer research, and advocating for women’s health. Still, I was a reluctant participant in politics. Growing up in a middle-class home in Willow Grove, Pennsylvania, the daughter of a World War II veteran, the oldest of five girls, I was happiest off on my own in the corner with a stack of books.

As the sun beat down that day on the Delaware beach, I marveled at the twists of fate that had brought us onto the global stage. Joe’s deep knowledge of foreign policy, thanks to his thirty-six years in the Senate, made him the right vice presidential candidate to join Barack Obama in the historic 2008 election. Then there was Joe’s campaign in 2020, which began with a tough primary but ended with a sweet victory…

My reverie was interrupted by the sight of a figure walking toward Joe and me through the sand. This wasn’t surprising—people come up to us all the time. They want to talk about politics or just say hi. We’re always up for it. Well, Joe is always up for it. I send him to the store, and he returns three hours later, having taken two dozen selfies and called somebody’s mother to sing her “Happy Birthday.” I’m an introvert, so I do my best. When Joe and I stand together onstage, I often give him a little squeeze to signal, Okay, wrap it up. People want to go home. Sometimes when I do that, he tells the crowd, “Jill just pinched me because she thinks I’m going on too long!”

That’s Joe Biden, a politician in the best sense of the word—shaking everybody’s hands, listening intently as they share their concerns and their hopes and the latest news of their college sports teams. Joe was that way as a senator, as vice president, and as president. People flock to him for handshakes and hugs, and he is delighted by all of it. If he’s talking to you, he never has a more important place to be—even when he does have a more important place to be. So I expected this beach conversation would likely go on for a while.

The woman put both her hands on Joe’s chair, leaned into him, and said, “I’m a doctor. How did your doctor not pick up this cancer diagnosis earlier?”

Well, that was not the “hello” I’d expected, though it was a fair question, one that I had struggled with myself. Two months earlier, we’d been shocked to discover, along with the rest of the world, that Joe had stage IV prostate cancer that had metastasized to his bones. Ever since his surprise late-stage cancer diagnosis, people had been offering well-wishes tinged with confusion—how was it possible no one caught it before it spread?

Joe, always the optimist, thanked the woman for her concern and said, “I have the best doctors. I’m going to get through this.”

For my part, I didn’t want to think about cancer just then. Joe and I had been enjoying a rare tranquil day. Once his cancer diagnosis was mentioned, his expression changed. Mine, too. I forced a smile. Thank you for your care, Doctor, I thought, but I hope you’ll understand this isn’t the right time to discuss this. We’re in our bathing suits, and we’re trying to relax.

So much about the past year has been a total shock. I’ve found myself asking again and again, How did we end up here?

As the novelist James Salter wrote, “There are stories one must tell and years when one must tell them.” The time to discuss those four years in the White House—so much that I’ve avoided even letting myself think about—is now.



I’ll begin with what would have been my answer to the concerned doctor on the beach and anyone else with the same question.

In the year before we left the White House, Joe began waking up repeatedly at night. This symptom, I knew, was common in men his age, and almost always caused by something benign. Joe never missed his annual physical—at his February 28, 2024, exam at Walter Reed Medical Center, his doctor proclaimed him “a healthy, active, robust 81-year-old male, who remains fit to successfully execute the duties of the Presidency”—and he had access to the best medical care available. Right there in the residence, there’s a fully staffed twenty-four-hour doctor’s office. You stop in because you have a headache, because your throat is sore, because you need your flu shot or COVID booster.

Knowing that Joe would prefer to speak about any urological issues with his male doctors rather than with his wife, I alerted one of them to make sure they knew. “He was up seven times last night,” I said. “I’m worried about him.”

Now that the doctors had been made aware of the issue, I trusted that Joe would be examined and treated. But as far as I could tell, the issue persisted. Even knowing this, I never imagined that the cause of this very common symptom of age would turn out to be cancer.

While it surely sounds old-fashioned that I spoke about the issue to the doctors rather than to Joe directly, it’s always been the nature of our relationship that we’ve maintained a veil of discretion around personal health. When I went through menopause, I never spoke about it with him, even though I experienced two years of horrible insomnia, and when I did manage to fall asleep I was jolted awake by night sweats.

Back in Wilmington, I realized that Joe’s symptoms had gotten worse, and I encouraged him to make an appointment with a urologist.

Joe went up to Thomas Jefferson University Hospital in Philadelphia for the appointment. At the very first examination, the doctor said, “There’s something here. We need to find out what it is.” He sent Joe for a biopsy May 15.

We got a call later that same day. The urologist told us that Joe had cancer, and he ordered various other tests to find out if the cancer had spread.

One of the questions we’ve been asked is why Joe hadn’t had a recent prostate exam. That was a question I had, too. I’ve since learned that the American Urological Association doesn’t recommend routine prostate-specific antigen (PSA) screening for men older than seventy. The thinking is that prostate cancer usually spreads more slowly in older men. Cancer at that age doesn’t tend to affect life expectancy, which for men in the US is about seventy-six. Sometimes the risk of performing a biopsy in an older man can outweigh the benefits.

Due to a high PSA, Joe’s cancer appeared to be advanced. We still had hope, though, that the cancer was localized to his prostate. Joe went for a PET scan, also at Jefferson Hospital, on May 16. We waited for the scan results in an exam room that was the size of a closet. It had a curtain, not a door. Joe was in the exam chair, and I was sitting on a chair they’d brought in for me.

The results didn’t take long, about half an hour. The doctor opened the curtain. As soon as I saw her face, I knew.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Oh, I’m so sorry.” She wouldn’t stop saying “I’m sorry.”

Stage IV. It had spread to his bones.

Prostate cancer is very common—one in eight men receive the diagnosis in their lifetime, and it is highly treatable when found early. So many men have notably had it and treated it successfully—John Kerry, Robert De Niro, Ben Stiller, Colin Powell, Warren Buffett… Yet, in all the cases I knew about, they’d caught it earlier; it hadn’t spread to their bones.

I walked out of that closet of a room, past the Secret Service.

Breathe, I kept repeating to myself as I headed to the ladies’ room to compose myself before I faced anyone.

Then the questions began—starting with what course of treatment would be best. We had to act fast. We needed a plan. Joe could do radiation and hormone therapy. Thanks to that regimen, he would have every hope of many more years left. His doctors said that it was unlikely the cancer would kill him; he would likely live out his natural life.

Breathe.

The press statement went out May 18. Joe’s staff, the younger staffers in particular, were devastated. But we couldn’t dwell in the grief because we were put immediately on the defensive, accused of having hidden his illness. The question became: How was it possible that the president of the United States, the most powerful man in the world, a man who has a medical team—not just a doctor, a medical team—around him twenty-four hours a day could wind up with cancer so advanced? Joe couldn’t stub his toe without ten people wanting to run at him waving bales of gauze. You put the president in bubble wrap, and he ends up with stage IV prostate cancer? It made no sense.

Truly, I did not know what to say to people who were baffled like that doctor on the beach. I felt the same way. I was stunned. And yet, I didn’t want to waste too much energy looking back and asking how this could have happened. We had no time to lose. He had to get started on treatment. Joe went in for a bone density test on May 21, and the next day he began hormone therapy. The hormone pills can cause serious side effects, particularly fatigue and moodiness. That has been true for Joe.

As anyone who’s ever loved someone through a major illness knows—and I went through it with both my parents, and both Joe’s parents, and, most excruciatingly, with Beau—you live in a world of questions: What time is the physical therapist coming? Did he take his medicine? What did he have for breakfast? How much water is he drinking? He didn’t sleep well last night—do I need to call the doctor?

Worry becomes your constant companion.



Since 2009, as Second and First Lady, whenever I traveled across America, I saw the endurance of what I consider core American values: truth, loyalty, faith, community, service. Republican and Democrat families might disagree on the economy or social issues, but they share a love of country and a respect for the right to disagree.

While Joe was in office, I think he and I both erred on the side of silence, dignity, and letting news cycles run their course. Others might react to every slight, seize every opportunity to spin something to their advantage. We would stay out of the fray, play by the rules, ignore the ludicrous attacks, and assume that people would discern the truth. I preferred the path of discretion. I think many English teachers would opt to spend their free time reading rather than talking, and that is true of me. I’m from an era and a family in which we didn’t speak openly about issues like mental health, drugs, sex, or anything uncomfortable.

When I hear some of the things that have been said of us, I find it baffling that anyone could believe them. I’ve been accused of either having been too involved in Joe’s presidency or too hands-off. In the former scenario, I was some sort of puppet master; in the latter, it was my job to tell Joe not to run for president in 2024, or to drop out of the race sooner.

On the campaign trail for Joe when he was running for president way back in July 1987, I stood at a podium in Iowa and spoke to the question of who a First Lady should be. What did I know then? I was a senator’s wife with three kids ranging in age from first grade to college, teaching high school English, wearing my favorite navy-and-white shoulder-padded suit because it made me feel confident. But the answer I gave wasn’t too far from what I would say now:


There is one objective—and that is to make Americans feel proud of their First Lady and to feel that in some way she is a reflection of their lives and their values. My own personal view is that the First Lady should respond to the concerns and the interests of today’s American women. Women who are mothers, who are spouses, and who are wage earners. Women who are struggling to balance all three roles. And I think they would identify with a First Lady who is also trying to balance those three roles.



Many years later, I actually found myself balancing those roles as First Lady, and it was the honor of my life. I’m full of gratitude for the opportunity I was given to play a part in the country’s history, even if my call to the office came under circumstances I never anticipated.

What I think I brought to my role as First Lady is the same thing I bring to my friendships and my family: the values I grew up with. I don’t have any illusions about how tough life is, or how complicated human nature is. I’ve had an incredible life. Still, I think most of what’s consumed me is universal to all women—how to balance work, family, my place in the community, my obligations to myself. I still believe that service is the highest calling, that small acts of kindness matter, and that deep down we are more alike than different. One of my favorite songs is Luke Bryan’s “Most People Are Good.” Even with all the evidence I’ve seen to the contrary, that’s something I still believe, too.

The Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard said, “Life can only be understood backwards, but it must be lived forwards.” I’ve been pushing forward so relentlessly that only now can I stop to make sense of everything. It’s finally come time to sort through all that’s happened—for my own understanding, and for the sake of history.





CHAPTER 2

After Joe left the vice presidency in 2017, we led more or less private lives, splitting our time between Delaware and the DC area, where we’d rented a house on Chain Bridge Road in McLean, Virginia. We continued our advocacy and established the Biden Foundation and the Biden Cancer Initiative, and I was board chair of Save the Children. I kept teaching English two days a week at Northern Virginia Community College (NOVA), as I had since 2009.

And yet, ever since the “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville in August 2017, where white supremacists and neo-Nazis brazenly chanted racist and anti-Semitic slogans, Joe had been preoccupied by doing whatever he could to help heal the divisions so brutally on display there. If he could bring the country together, shouldn’t he? Everywhere I went, I heard people crying out for leadership. “You have to run!” people called to Joe on the street.

Were we ready to return to public life?

The choice felt heavy. Joe had always wanted to be president, but he’d begun to wonder if his time had passed. If he ran, I knew there would be a cost to our family. I did not particularly want to invite scrutiny, especially at a time when the kids and grandkids had been through so much. Another question was Joe’s age. He would be seventy-eight when he took the oath of office. There was a lot to think about.



At the December 5, 2018, funeral for George H. W. Bush, the Washington National Cathedral was overflowing with politicians, ambassadors, public officials, friends, and family. Joe and I arrived from our house in Virginia. In a single pew from left to right sat the Trumps, the Obamas, the Clintons, and the Carters. Per protocol, former vice presidents like Joe sat in the row behind them, so we were in the same row as Mike and Karen Pence, Dan and Marilyn Quayle, Al Gore, and Dick and Lynne Cheney.

At state funerals, the speeches by both Republicans and Democrats tend to be thoughtful, incisive, and humorous, capturing the deceased in very personal ways. The elder Bush’s was no exception. One of my favorite senators, Wyoming Republican Alan Simpson, recalled, “In one dark period, I was feeling awful low and all my wounds were self-inflicted, all of them. And George called me early one morning—always early in the morning, country music playing in the background—and he said, ‘Ah, I see the media is shooting you pretty full of holes.’ Actually, he said it a bit more pungently than that. And he said, ‘Why don’t we go up to Camp David? You and Ann come over and we’ll have a weekend together.’ At that time, his popularity rating was 93 percent. Mine was .93 percent.”

Bush let them be photographed together, and Simpson said, “George, I am not unmindful as to what you are doing. You are propping up your old wounded-duck pal. While you’re at the top of your game, you reach out to me while I’m tangled in rich controversy and taking my lumps.” Bush’s reply: “Yep.”

George H. W. Bush’s son, former president George W. Bush, said, “At age ninety, George H. W. Bush parachuted out of an aircraft and landed on the grounds of St. Ann’s by the Sea in Kennebunkport, Maine, the church where his mom was married and where he worshipped often. Mother liked to say he chose the location just in case the chute didn’t open.” He paired the joke with a touching observation that his father “recognized that serving others enriched the giver’s soul.” This was something Joe believed, too.

Jenna Bush Hager gave a reading from the book of Revelation, and on the way back to her seat from the pulpit, she gently touched her grandfather’s casket—a moving gesture of respect and affection that brought tears to my eyes.

As the assembled dignitaries listened to the eulogies, I caught some of them glancing over at Joe. I knew what they were thinking: Would he enter the race for president?

“Let’s go have lunch,” I suggested as we came out of the cathedral.

“Okay,” Joe said. His aide Richard drove us in our black Suburban the ten minutes to BlackSalt restaurant, one of our date-night staples. The timing felt right. I knew the presidency was on both our minds.

“Chardonnay, please,” I said.

Joe said, “I’ll have a Diet Coke.”

Before we’d even looked at the menu, I said: “This is it, Joe. You have to make up your mind. Are you going to run or not?”

“Yes, I want to run,” he told me, matter-of-factly.

At last, clarity.

“Okay,” I said. I would have responded the same way if he’d said he was going to quit politics.

The waiter came back. I ordered fish and french fries. Joe ordered a hamburger, as he typically does even at seafood restaurants. And that was the end of the conversation. It was that simple. That’s how we’ve always communicated on the important questions. We get straight to the point. The more it matters, the more efficient we tend to be. And this—possibly the most important conversation of our lives—was less than a minute long. Eventually, we would gather as a family to discuss the election, but big decisions had to be Joe’s alone—and this was the biggest decision of all.

I’ve always let Joe steer his own ship, as he has always let me steer mine. We’ve always made a point of not second-guessing each other. That doesn’t mean we’ve never disagreed, but we trust each other. Supporting the other’s visions—and for a man of his generation, Joe was hugely supportive of my work and my independence—has been one of the great gifts of my marriage and my life.

I was relieved he’d finally decided. Privately, I also felt in my heart that he’d made the right decision. I knew he felt called to serve at the highest possible level. I wanted it for him, and I wanted it for the country. I thought he would make an exceptional president.

Joe officially declared his candidacy on April 25, 2019, via video. I arrived for class at NOVA that day thinking, My husband just announced that he’s running for president of the United States today and here I am teaching writing. It felt a little surreal.

A few weeks later, I would stand beside him, wearing a jacket with the word love emblazoned on the back, at the Eakins Oval near the Philadelphia Museum of Art as he spoke about the soul of the nation—but from that moment at BlackSalt, I knew that we were in the race. I felt anxious about what it would mean for all of us, but I also felt that we were ready.





CHAPTER 3

One Saturday morning in October 2008, a month before the election that would make Barack Obama president and Joe his VP, I was out on a run through Rockford Park in Wilmington. I had a lot on my mind in addition to the campaign. My mother was very ill, and our son Beau, who served in the Delaware Army National Guard, was preparing for imminent deployment to a combat zone in Iraq. A Secret Service car pulled up beside me.

“We got a call,” the agent said. “You have to go home.”

I drove straight to Willow Grove. My mother was dying. All my sisters came to the house and got into bed with her. Even though she wasn’t conscious, my mother held on until Sunday, when all five of us were there with her, and then she died. As the eldest, I was now the head of the family. We made funeral arrangements. I stayed home for a couple of days and then resumed the campaign.

As soon as my mother’s death was announced, Michelle Obama called from the campaign trail. After offering heartfelt condolences, she said, “I’ll see you at the funeral.” I was overwhelmed by her kindness.

I hadn’t gotten to know Michelle when we were both Senate spouses—I lived in Delaware, she lived in Chicago, and we both had full-time jobs, plus kids in school, so it was rare that we interacted. In spite of our husbands being on the same ticket, and in spite of my admiration of her, we hadn’t spent much time together yet, and so I hesitated before I spoke.

“Michelle, I don’t know how to tell you this,” I said, “but I have four sisters. This funeral is going to be so hard on them, and it has to be about my sisters losing a mother. It can’t be just me, right? I’m afraid that if you’re there, the press will treat it as a major event and pull focus away from my sisters. Your offer is so incredibly generous, but I think it’s better if you don’t come. Does that make sense?”

Saying all that felt awkward, but of course Michelle instantly put me at ease.

“I totally get it,” she said.

No more had to be said. As someone who’d done her best to cultivate privacy for her own family, she just knew.



I grew up in middle-class America of the 1950s and ’60s. I loved my teachers, made my own Christmas gifts, traipsed to the library every week, and rode my bike everywhere. Our parents were often playful with each other. Friends were always stopping by, the house full of people enjoying games like Ping-Pong and checkers.

Our father fought in World War II as a signalman in the Navy, and he was very patriotic. He would take us to watch the Blue Angels, remarking on each awe-inspiring feat of the Navy squadron. He played John Philip Sousa marches on the hi-fi and flew the American flag by our front door on holidays.

If we adored our father, we worshipped our mother. We could and did tell her everything—when we went out drinking, our first kisses, who was doing what with whom. She always offered sage advice.

Once, I argued with a friend named Toni over a boy we both liked named Timmy. (Isn’t it amazing how names like that stick with us through the years? Until now, I hadn’t thought of him since I was a teenager.) Toni called me up and said she wanted to discuss him. My mother said, “You have her come here. You always fight your battles on your own turf.” Toni came over to have it out with me, asserting her right to Timmy. In the end, we both decided he wasn’t worth it, and he started dating someone else entirely.

My mother had me when she was twenty, so she seemed young to me my whole life. She also had a young spirit. I can barely remember an argument with her. One time, she came after my sisters and me with a hairbrush to punish us for something, but far from being scared of her, we all wound up laughing hysterically—our mother included. She loved to read, and that had a great influence on me, but she was hardly a shrinking violet. She was so vibrant, so passionate, not above starting a food fight. Her death was devastating to my sisters and me.

For me, time with my sisters—who live relatively nearby, in New Jersey and Pennsylvania—is always a great stress reliever, and just fun. They love to go to the beach and to cook amazing meals. When we get together, we can say anything to one another. There’s such a bond of trust there, a safe space we cherish. During various health crises, my sisters and I have seen one another through the anxiety and the recovery. In times of joy, we are all there to celebrate.

Growing up, the five of us girls were essentially two separate families because of our age differences. My sister Jan’s a year behind me, and my sister Bonny is three years behind Jan. The three of us were wrapped up in our parents’ unconditional love, with a coziness and routine straight out of Ozzie and Harriet.

That said, we had very little money. Jan, Bonny, and I lived through our family’s lean years in a small two-bedroom house. For vacations, we might do a day trip to the beach. We never, ever went out to a restaurant. The big treat was packed ice cream on nights when we watched Ed Sullivan. The three of us slept in three beds wedged against the walls of one room.

Then, when I was fifteen years old, my mother, at age thirty-five, found herself pregnant—to her surprise, with twins. I was out of the house by the time they were out of diapers, and Kelly and Kim had a totally different childhood. My father’s career as a banker had taken off, so the twins grew up in a bigger house, with their own rooms. They stayed at the shore for two weeks on vacation, and they got to buy whatever they wanted—at Lord & Taylor! I’d never been fully aware of the disparity until we started sharing memories as adults. For so many years, I’d been caught in a 1950s time warp, busy with marriage, divorce, a new family, the Senate. How good it has felt to reconnect with my sisters as grown women, some of us now mothers and grandmothers ourselves, with our own achievements and rich lives to share.

We all have roles in a family. As the eldest daughter, I think I’ve tended to be the strong one, the one who keeps it together when others are unraveling. That’s who I’ve been to my kids, my grandkids, and my sisters, too, particularly since the death of our mother. But with my sisters, I can relax in a way that can be difficult with other people. We know one another so well, and trust one another so fully. They cheered me on as I crisscrossed the country in support of Joe’s campaigns. They’ve kept me grounded, and they value their own privacy as much as they protect mine.

To cope with stress and stay healthy, I’ve always done my best to work out every day, usually at SoulCycle or Barre3. Once at a Sephora after a cycle class, someone said to Kim, “I just saw Jill Biden!”

“Wow!” Kim said, not mentioning that she was my sister.

I think most women realize the importance of sisterhood—whether it’s at work, at church, or at a book club. I’ve seen how women offer support to one another’s families through raising children, coping with illness, and handling financial hardship. I experienced this as a young girl when all the women in my middle-class neighborhood became my “aunts.”

In the 1960s and ’70s, “sisterhood” became a broader term signifying support for Title IX (the civil-rights-in-education amendment), equal pay for women entering the workforce, and the Equal Rights Amendment. We read Ms. magazine and came to see Gloria Steinem as an icon. Still, when Geraldine Ferraro was chosen by Walter Mondale as VP, it was clear that much of the country still found the notion of a woman in that position of power almost unthinkable.

In our middle years, it’s the women in our lives who support us through childbirth, or carpooling, or other obligations. Who is the one who leaves a lasagna in your fridge or a roast chicken on your kitchen counter when times are tough?

Jan, Bonny, Kim, Kelly—and my longtime friends Mary Ann and Mary—have done so much to help me through tough times, whether at the White House or in Wilmington. Thanks to my time as First Lady, I have a direct line to practically anyone in the world, and yet when I really need a friend, there’s no one I’d rather call than them.





CHAPTER 4

Campaigning is a numbers game, and your luck can change by the minute. In a single car ride, you might have people saluting, people giving you the finger, and people mooning you. Sometimes you make endless calls asking local elected officials to endorse your candidate and to potential donors asking them to support the campaign financially, and great things happen; other times, nothing does. In April 2019, Joe had entered the race, and it was time for both of us to head back out on the trail again. I found that it wasn’t difficult for me to speak to crowds about people I cared about and wanted to see in office—the same way I’d been able to find my confidence in front of a classroom.

When Joe first ran for president in the 1988 election, our daughter, Ashley, was in first grade. That summer, I was on the trail constantly, but I made sure to make it home to read to Ashley at bedtime. I was beyond exhausted. But there was so much to do.

During those months, I spent a lot of time traveling to Iowa—sitting in people’s homes, talking to them about supporting Joe. I’d be there for hours, telling them about Joe, his positions, and then they’d say, “We need to meet him again—like three more times—to make up our mind.” Their indecision was dispiriting. Because Iowa uses a caucus system, voters would have to publicly back you. If you didn’t have enough support to be considered viable, your supporters would need to choose another candidate. Some people would say that they’d support you, but then, in the end, they didn’t.

When Joe withdrew that September, I heard that a job was opening up at Claymont High School in January, and I took it. A few weeks into that semester, just two days before Valentine’s Day, someone from the school’s main office knocked on my door to tell me something was very wrong with Joe. I rushed to his side and learned he’d had an aneurysm. I walked into the hospital room just as he was being given last rites. I yelled at the priest to get out—my husband was not going to die.

He had to be taken by ambulance from Saint Francis Hospital in Wilmington to Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Washington, DC—he couldn’t be flown because of his medical condition. Instead of the romantic Valentine’s weekend we’d planned at an inn in Connecticut, we were on a long, snowy drive between hospitals, his life hanging in the balance. “Way to ruin the holiday,” I teased him.

He was out of the Senate recovering for about seven months. He walked back into the chamber in September 1988 to a standing ovation.



Joe next ran for president in 2008. Iowa was once again a challenge. After placing fifth there, Joe dropped out. But before he did, I got a glimpse of where the election was headed. Sitting in the bleachers of the Veterans Memorial Auditorium in Des Moines, I saw how much energy there was behind Barack Obama’s candidacy. Obama buses stretched out as far as the eye could see, bringing supporters. Standing near me was an Obama campaign worker in a headset, orchestrating chants. Everywhere I looked, there were round red, white, and blue Obama signs held up by people in i’m fired up T-shirts. As soon as Barack finished his speech, the arena shook with coordinated shouts of “Fired up!” and “Ready to go!” The enthusiasm was palpable.

I couldn’t help but think back on those crowds when Joe was running for president again in 2019. The 2020 Democratic primary field was extremely congested: Bernie Sanders, Elizabeth Warren, Tulsi Gabbard, Michael Bloomberg, Amy Klobuchar, Pete Buttigieg, Tom Steyer, Deval Patrick, Michael Bennet, Andrew Yang (surrounded by his “Yang Gang,” flocks of young supporters who adored him), Bill de Blasio, Cory Booker, John Delaney, Marianne Williamson, Julián Castro, Kamala Harris, Steve Bullock, Joe Sestak, Beto O’Rourke, Tim Ryan… Joe was not the young, sexy candidate—Bernie was!

Primary season began with the Iowa caucuses, followed by a primary in New Hampshire. Iowa has ninety-nine counties, so a candidate has to be extremely organized to do well there. New Hampshire is a test of momentum because it’s a ballot race. You have to be able to energize people and get them to come out in the cold.

We spent an enormous amount of time campaigning in those two states. A volunteer named Jodi Grover, an educator from a local college, drove us to nearly all our Iowa campaign events. She logged the distance she and I traveled together to Iowa tour stops from February 2019 to June 2020: 7,447 miles. As we neared each destination, our hype song was “Dance Monkey” by Tones and I. Jodi is a lifelong friend and the best of Iowa. Her mother would often surprise me with her homemade strawberry-rhubarb pie, my favorite.

I arrived at many events in those first two states to find only a handful of people—one time, just two. Still, Joe was led to believe his campaign was still viable. It certainly wasn’t my job to second-guess the advisors, so I trusted the process. If Joe wanted to stay in the race, and his team thought he had a shot in spite of what I was seeing on the ground, I would keep showing up.

Candidates tend at one point or another to wind up in a bubble because they’re working so hard to raise money and reach voters. I was always trying to get myself out of it, whether by staying in touch with my sisters and friends outside DC or through my job, and I encouraged Joe as much as I could to widen his circle of advisors.

Too often, I’d seen how candidates had been led to believe that their chances were better than they were. I didn’t want that to happen to Joe. In March 2019, as the campaign was taking shape, long before the primaries, I’d attended a planning meeting at our home on Chain Bridge Road. Looking around at the advisors, I imagined Joe out on the trail months into the future. I wanted to know how he’d avoid being surprised or disappointed. “Which one of you is going to tell him the truth?” I said, looking around the table.

One advisor said, “I will! I’m going to be the truth-teller!”

Did he? I found myself wondering about that when Joe floundered in the primaries.
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