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For Jack, Annalise, Nathaniel, and Ryan



I had a sort of perfect life until I was forty. Jay used to say
 I was born on a sunny day—everything just sort of went
 right for me. Everything changed when I turned forty.

—KATIE COURIC



PART I

“Let Them Know You’re Here!”



Chapter One

The Stuff of Legend

KATIE COURIC WAS IN TEARS.

“I’m going to be fired!” she said.

It was Thanksgiving week in 1980, and Katie was in CNN’s brand-new Washington bureau on Wisconsin Avenue. She was seated on a big cardboard packing box (most of the office furniture hadn’t arrived yet), pouring out her heart to Jean Carper, the network’s medical correspondent.

“Can you believe it, Jean?” she said. “They’re going to fire me!”

Katie was a small fireplug of a woman (five-foot-two on a good-posture day), and from her perch on the packing box, her feet barely reached the floor. Thanks to her diminutive size, bubbly personality, and a wide mouth that revealed a set of tiny, childlike teeth, Katie could have been mistaken (and often was) for a high school cheerleader.

Nearly six months before—on June 1, 1980—Ted Turner and a handful of veteran journalists had launched the country’s first twenty-four-hour-a-day cable news network, and these tough newsmen had trouble taking the girlish Katie seriously. It wasn’t that she lacked the smarts or get-up-and-go. On the contrary, Katie was a ball of energy, an entry-level VJ (or video journalist) who was willing to work for $3.35 an hour—25 cents above the federal minimum wage. She came into the CNN Washington bureau on her days off and volunteered to run cameras, write scripts, and produce live stand-ups for correspondents like Jean Carper.

Jean had taken a shine to Katie and was distressed to hear that her protégée was going to be fired. The ax couldn’t have fallen at a worse time. It was the beginning of the holiday season, and Katie was getting a pink slip instead of the Christmas promotion she had been hoping for. It looked as though Katie was all washed up in the television news business at the tender age of twenty-three.

“Jean,” Katie pleaded, “what am I going to do?”

“Who told you you’re getting fired?” Jean asked.

“Stuart,” said Katie.

She was referring to Stuart Loory, the managing editor of CNN’s Washington bureau.

“Why would Stuart do a thing like that?” Jean asked. “I’ve told him—every time you’ve gone out to help me produce a segment, you’ve been a real asset.”

Katie hadn’t confided in Jean Carper that she didn’t want to be a producer—someone whose name flashed on the screen for a split second during the credit roll at the end of a show. She had bigger dreams. She dreamed of being a star, and not just a relatively minor star like Jean Carper, but a major star, the biggest kind of star, an anchor at a major network with a show of her own.

Katie had been obsessed with this dream since college; in fact, she once told a college boyfriend that her goal was to become the next Barbara Walters, who at the time was co-anchoring ABC’s World News Tonight with Harry Reasoner. As soon as Katie received her degree in American studies from the University of Virginia, she talked her way into her first job in TV journalism—as a desk assistant in the Washington bureau of ABC News.

“My first day at ABC,” she recalled in an interview with Washingtonian magazine, “Sam Donaldson came into the newsroom, jumped on a desk, and started singing ‘K-K-K Katy.’”

During her brief stint at ABC, Katie was responsible for making coffee, answering phones, and getting ham sandwiches for anchorman Frank Reynolds.

“It was the most humiliating job I ever had,” Katie said.

A few months later, she switched to CNN, because advancement at the fledgling cable network was likely to come a lot quicker than at ABC. Ever since then, she had been pestering CNN’s Washington bureau chief, Stuart Loory, to give her a shot on-camera. But Loory, a hard-bitten newsman who had been managing editor of the Chicago Sun-Times, didn’t think Katie had the right stuff to become a reporter.

To begin with, Katie suffered from stage fright. In front of a camera, her voice shook, her hands fluttered, her nose ran, and she stumbled over words. Her high-pitched, untrained voice didn’t match the aura of grave moral authority that the startup network was striving so hard to achieve.

Her looks didn’t help, either. The simple truth was, Katie didn’t fit the mold of CNN’s female anchors—pretty young things with long blonde hair. Katie might be cute, but she wasn’t conventionally beautiful, and her mop of dark brown hair didn’t add much to the overall package.

Even so, Katie had been given several opportunities to prove herself on air.

“One morning, an anchor in the Washington bureau failed to show up, and the producer running the show put Katie on in his place,” recalled Reese Schonfeld, who had cofounded CNN with Ted Turner and was its first CEO. “I got a call from one of the guys on the news desk in Atlanta. ‘Hey, look, they’ve got Katie on,’ he told me. I turned on the TV and, sure enough, there was Katie, white-faced and scared stiff, and looking all of fourteen. I called the producer in Washington and told him, ‘Never put anyone on the network without first asking me or the producer in Atlanta.’”

Reese Schonfeld’s orders had the force of law at CNN, and everyone interpreted his words to mean: Never put Katie on the air again. In the face of such an edict, Katie’s chances of becoming an on-air personality at CNN—much less an anchor—were nil. And now it appeared that Stuart Loory had sealed her fate by giving Katie her walking papers.
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JEAN CARPER PLACED a consoling hand on Katie’s shoulder.

“Let me see what I can do,” she said.

“Oh, would you, Jean?” Katie said. “I’d be so grateful.”

“I’ll call Reese.”

Jean Carper didn’t waste any time making good on her promise to intervene with Reese Schonfeld, the man who ran CNN on a day-today basis.

“Katie’s in tears,” Jean told Schonfeld when she reached him on the phone in Atlanta. “She’s crying because Stuart Loory’s about to fire her. I think it’d be a big loss to CNN if that should happen.”

Reese Schonfeld was receptive to Jean Carper’s appeal. She was one of his most valuable correspondents and had broken many important medical stories that were popular with CNN’s viewers. What’s more, although Schonfeld was loath to admit it, he was ready to believe the worst about his Washington bureau chief, Stuart Loory.

Jealousy and competition colored the relationship between Schonfeld, the top dog at CNN’s headquarters in Atlanta, and the prickly Loory, who ran the Washington bureau as though it was his independent fiefdom. From day one, Loory was a thorn in Schonfeld’s side. As far as Schonfeld was concerned, Loory’s background in print journalism only aggravated the situation, since it made Loory a poor judge of TV talent.

After he hung up with Jean Carper, Schonfeld was struck by a thought. He recalled that a popular CNN husband-and-wife anchor team, Don Farmer and Chris Curle, had expressed an interest in bringing Katie down to Atlanta to work as a junior producer on their afternoon show, Take Two, which was modeled after The Today Show. In fact, now that Schonfeld thought about it, Take Two’s talented director, Guy Pepper, was a big Katie fan, too.

And so, Schonfeld summoned Don Farmer, Chris Curle, and Guy Pepper to his office.

“Do you want Katie on your staff?” he asked Farmer.

“You bet,” said Farmer, who swung a big stick at CNN because he had made his reputation in TV’s big leagues—as an ABC foreign correspondent and later as ABC’s Capitol Hill reporter during Watergate.

“I used to share an office with Ted Koppel and Sam Donaldson at ABC,” Farmer said, “and Katie was a desk assistant who’d pitch stories to us. You know, ‘This energy bill…maybe you need to…wouldn’t it be great…blah, blah, blah.’ Katie was a ball of energy, bright and cute. I like Katie because she can write and she’s a one-man band: ask her to go find so-and-so, and she’ll research it, take the bull by the horns, set it up, get the crew, come back, edit, and do the narration.”

“And you?” Schonfeld asked, turning to Guy Pepper, who hadn’t said anything up until now.

“Oh, yeah,” Pepper said rather matter-of-factly. “She’d be great.”

         

THE STORY OF how Katie Couric barely escaped being fired by CNN was the stuff of TV legend.

In the years to come, Katie would never tire of recounting how CNN’s bungling bosses failed to spot her potential. Even after she became the star of The Today Show and was recognized as the most popular female broadcaster of her generation, even after she joined CBS as the first woman to solo anchor an evening news broadcast, even after all that, resentment and bitterness over her treatment at CNN remained fresh in Katie’s memory.

“I had nobody on my way up saying, ‘We’re going to make you a star,’ and I think that really helped me,” she once told Newsweek. “It forced me to work.”

That was part of the Katie Couric legend, too.

She had climbed to the top on her own.

But what about the people at CNN, like the director Guy Pepper, who had gone to bat for her? Normally, directors were low on the TV totem pole, but at CNN, Guy Pepper was the exception to the rule. He possessed a brilliant grasp of the electronic medium and was viewed by his bosses at the struggling cable network as an indispensable man. All that—plus his talent for schmoozing and playing office politics—had earned Guy Pepper a great deal of influence.

“Of that early CNN crowd,” said Judy Milestone, a researcher on Take Two, “Guy understood TV best of all. He was always getting the show on the road. He had a good sense of how to put all the pieces together, and he understood the technical part. Guy could think of something and figure out which camera should be operating. He had a sense of how to stage a show. In addition, he was a warm, lovely person—a nice Jewish boy from Miami.”

As CNN’s chief director, Pepper supervised the other directors, but his primary responsibility was the midafternoon show Take Two. The show originated out of Atlanta, but it frequently went on the road in order to broadcast live from other cities, and Pepper was said to have girlfriends at several stops along the way. When Take Two went to Washington, the handsome director met the ambitious, irrepressible Katie Couric.

“The thing about Katie was that she was a lowly frigging VJ, for God’s sake, and yet she made herself well known to everyone,” said Marcia Ladendorff, one of CNN’s early blonde anchors. “She was cute and assertive, with bright, sparkly eyes. I remember that particularly about her—that she knew how to use her eyes. She was very flirtatious and knew how to stroke Guy Pepper’s ego.”

Before long, Guy and Katie were an item. Office romances between senior managers and ambitious younger women were not uncommon at CNN, where many of the men on the fifteenth-floor executive suite (from Ted Turner on down) promoted their girlfriends’ careers. And CNN was typical of the ruthless TV news business, where women eager to get ahead felt enormous pressure to sleep with their bosses. Go-getting young VJs like Katie Couric were particularly susceptible to such pressure.

“I don’t know who to screw to get ahead anymore,” a VJ at CNN was once heard complaining, perhaps in jest. “Last night, I made it in the backseat with a guy I thought was a vice president. It turns out he was a VJ like me.”

Under ordinary circumstances, Guy Pepper’s affair with Katie Couric wouldn’t have attracted much attention at CNN. But Guy’s circumstances were hardly ordinary. He had been hired by CNN as a twofer, along with his fiancée Denise LeClair, who had been an anchor in Hartford, Connecticut. Everyone, including Katie, knew that Guy and Denise planned to get married once they were settled in Atlanta.

“But all the glory of being the indispensable man went to Guy’s head,” said Marcia Ladendorff, “and after he met Katie, Guy had second thoughts about marrying Denise. I remember once having a conversation with Guy, and he was talking in the third person. ‘What if you knew somebody who was getting married and didn’t want to?’ And I said, ‘I’d tell the bride.’

“A lot of us were very upset about Guy’s relationship with Katie, because it was so out in the open,” Marcia Ladendorff continued. “I’m not trying to absolve Katie from responsibility. She didn’t have to do that stuff—working on Guy. She was very smart. But she capitalized on her charm more than she did on her intelligence. She was young and hungry, and one of the most ambitious women I’ve ever met.”

Even after Guy Pepper married Denise LeClair in October 1980, he and Katie continued their long-distance love affair.

“Guy was always going on business trips, always on the weekends, and Denise would question him where he was going,” said one of Denise’s closest friends, who requested anonymity because she was not authorized by Denise to speak to the author of this book. “He would never allow Denise to go with him. He’d always make the trip sound kind of hidden and mysterious. If she showed the slightest suspicion or concern or jealousy that he was carrying on with another woman, he’d get very angry and tell her she was crazy. And pretty soon, Denise started to doubt her own instincts.”

         

GUY PEPPER HAD everything to gain and nothing to lose by moving Katie down to Atlanta. Such a move would please Katie, who appeared to be counting on Guy to jump-start her career. And it would pacify Denise by eliminating the need for Guy to make mysterious trips on the weekends.

However, there was one hitch: the only person who had the authority to create a slot for Katie in Atlanta was the network’s CEO, Reese Schonfeld. And ever since he had yanked her off the air, everyone at CNN was under the impression that Schonfeld had washed his hands of Katie.

How were Guy and Katie going to convince Schonfeld to transfer her to Atlanta? To some, it appeared that they came up with a plan to play on Schonfeld’s competitive feelings toward his Washington bureau chief, Stuart Loory.

“Reese Schonfeld thought I was going to fire Katie because I was such a bad judge of TV talent,” Stuart Loory said in an interview for this book. “But the fact of the matter was, Katie came to me and said she wanted to leave the Washington bureau and go work on Take Two, and I said okay. I never had any intention of firing Katie Couric.”

Looking back, Reese Schonfeld agreed with Stuart Loory’s version of events.

“Katie played me,” Schonfeld admitted. “She set me up by making it appear that she was being fired, and that if I wanted to keep her in the company, I’d have to find another spot for her. Here I was, going to Don Farmer, Chris Curle, and Guy Pepper and saying, Do you want to have Katie on your show? when all the time it was a setup.

“It shows a side of Katie I wouldn’t have guessed,” Schonfeld added. “I thought she was more naïve than that. She wanted to go to Atlanta headquarters because she was in love with Guy Pepper, and she was afraid that if she came and talked to me directly and said she wanted to move for love, I wouldn’t let her do it.”

And so, on Thanksgiving week in 1980—just one month after Guy Pepper married Denise LeClair—Reese Schonfeld telephoned Katie Couric and told her that he was giving her a second chance. He was reassigning her to Atlanta to work on Take Two.

At the time, Schonfeld didn’t suspect that he had been snared by Katie’s crocodile tears. Nor did it occur to him until much, much later that Guy Pepper, the master of the electronic medium, had every intention of making his lover, Katie Couric, a television star.



Chapter Two

Family Secrets

DINNER!”

It was the voice of Elinor Couric, Katie’s mother, calling her family to the Thanksgiving table. Within minutes, everyone was assembled in the dining room—everyone, that is, except Katie.

Elinor called out again, this time a good deal louder.

“DINNER!”

Still no response from Katie.

Elinor went upstairs and knocked on Katie’s bedroom door, then pushed it open. As usual, her daughter’s room was in a state of complete disorder and confusion. Everywhere Elinor looked there were discarded blouses and bras, shoes and sneakers, paperback books with torn covers, spilled makeup, half-eaten sandwiches, soda bottles, and piles of dirty laundry. In the midst of this chaos stood her daughter, Katherine Anne Couric, furiously stuffing clothes into a large suitcase in preparation for the ten-hour drive the next day to her new job at CNN’s headquarters in Atlanta.

“[My father] said to someone that they could never teach me to be neat,” Katie confessed years later. “That I was a procrastinator and waited until the school bus arrived to finish my homework. All true. I’m still a mess, dropping things, getting things dirty, not putting things away….”

With her mother leading the way, Katie came down the stairs of her family’s modest split-level house. Her parents had moved here to Arlington, Virginia, in 1957 when Katie was six months old. In those days, Arlington was one of the fastest-growing suburban communities in the United States; it attracted people looking for work in the burgeoning federal government, and during the decade of the 1950s, its population doubled every year except two—when it tripled.

The Courics’ house was located in a leafy neighborhood of redbrick colonial homes. It belonged to one of several post–World War Two housing developments in northern Virginia that boasted such pretentious names as Country Club Manor, Kent Gardens, and Tara. While Montgomery County in the Maryland suburbs on the northern perimeter of Washington had a liberal tilt, Virginia’s bedroom community where Katie grew up had a more conservative southern flavor and attracted families from the states of the Old Confederacy.

Waiting for Katie at the dining room table was the entire Couric clan. Katie was the youngest of four children. Her eldest sibling, Emily—ten years Katie’s senior—was a willowy five-foot-nine, and towered over her baby sister. Emily was the divorced mother of two boys, Ray and Jeff, and was planning to marry the man seated next to her, Dr. George Beller, a cardiologist at the University of Virginia Medical Center.

Seated near Emily was Katie’s other sister, Clara, who was called Kiki. She was six years older than Katie and married to the man next to her—James Batchelor, an architect.

And, finally, there was Katie’s brother, Johnny, a strapping six-footer, who was an accountant and a businessman.

At their places on either end of the table were Katie’s parents—John Martin Couric Sr., a southerner by birth and breeding, a gimlet-eyed journalist, a role model to his children; and Elinor Hene Couric, born and bred in Omaha, Nebraska, as bubbly and outgoing as her husband was taciturn and reserved.

When they were growing up, the Couric children were expected to appear each evening at the dinner table with a new word they had learned that day. Emily and Kiki always dominated the discussion. Both girls went on to graduate from Smith, the exclusive women’s college in Northampton, Massachusetts, and Kiki received a master’s degree in landscape architecture from Harvard’s Graduate School of Design.

In the Courics’ competitive household, where the children were constantly clamoring for praise from their hard-to-please parents, Katie struggled to avoid being eclipsed by her older sisters. She could never hope to match Emily and Kiki in knowledge or maturity. But as the baby in the family, she could attract attention by being clever, playful, and mischievous.

“She was a cutup,” Emily recalled. “Even when she was an infant, we’d put her in her plastic seat and then all sit around and watch her.”

Katie followed in her sisters’ footsteps and became a high school cheerleader and student leader. Unlike Emily and Kiki, however, she showed less interest in schoolwork than she did in boys. She necked in the backseat of cars in Fort C.F. Smith Park, danced the night away at Eskimo Nell’s, and had pizza at Mario’s on Wilson Boulevard. When she returned home after a Saturday-night date, Katie would often bounce into the living room and entertain her parents with a stand-up comic routine. No matter what the hour, John and Elinor Couric indulged Katie’s craving for attention.

“She had a really outgoing personality,” said a family friend, who was a frequent guest in the Couric household. “She was full of it. But she wasn’t obnoxious. She was well behaved, always smiling and laughing, and seemed to be a happy kid. She and her friends would put on little plays in her home. She was very much the entertainer as a kid.”

Katie was just twelve years old when Emily married R. Clark Wadlow, an attorney. Because of the big age difference between the sisters, Emily had been like a second mother to Katie, and Katie naturally missed her after she left home. Emily promptly produced two sons, which only deepened Katie’s admiration of her sister. However, when Emily’s marriage failed after ten years, it was almost as big a shock to Katie as it was to Emily.

Emily did not try to hide the pain she felt over the breakup of her marriage. And Katie and the entire Couric family suffered along with her.

“I can remember leaving my desk and sobbing in a back room of my office shortly after the breakup of my marriage,” Emily recalled in a book that she wrote many years later titled The Divorce Lawyers. “I have seen other people so driven by anger and the need for revenge against a former mate that they seemed almost demoniac…. [T]he only thing I oppose more than divorce is a forced, unhappy marriage. The suffering in these homes is far greater than the pain of divorce.”

Katie was determined that she would have a happy marriage.

         

OF ALL THE Couric children, Katie resembled her mother the most. Both had a perpetual twinkle in their eye and what Katie derisively described as “chipmunk cheeks.”

Elinor was an outspoken feminist and a member of the local chapter of the Planned Parenthood Federation of America. She instilled in Katie the belief that being a woman was neither an excuse for failure nor an impediment to success. Nothing was beyond Katie’s reach. To build character—and to gain the admiration and respect of others—Elinor insisted that Katie do volunteer work at the Western State psychiatric hospital in Staunton, Virginia, and at a summer camp run by the Columbia Lighthouse for the Blind.

“I always told the children: Let them know you’re here!” said Elinor. “Don’t just sit back in the crowd. Get out there and make your presence known.”

More than the other children, Katie took her mother’s advice to heart. A life in the shadows wasn’t a life worth living. Years later, Katie contributed a brief introduction to a Life magazine book called Life with Mother:


My mother remains my best friend and most trusted confidant. What are the reasons for my boundless devotion?…Her explanation of the female reproductive system as she drove me to my piano lesson…Driving her station wagon over to Steve Elliot’s house, knocking on the door, dragging me out and throwing my 10-speed in the trunk, when all we were doing was smooching in his basement while his mom was at work. Laughing at the slightly bawdy jokes I told at the dinner table while my father pleaded, “Please, Elinor. Don’t encourage her….”


Katie’s mother came from a Jewish family that traced its roots to Germany. She grew up in the Midwest, where her father, Berthold B. “Bert” Hene, was a successful architect. Katie’s great-grandparents on her mother’s side, Isaac and Emma Frohsin, were also German Jews. One of Elinor’s uncles owned the Leon Frohsin Shoppe, an upscale women’s clothing store on Peachtree Street in Atlanta, which sold gowns by Valentino, Givenchy, and Dior.

The Frohsins were prominent members of their community—so prominent, in fact, that in the 1930s, Leon Frohsin’s wife served as chairman of the Red Cross campaign to eliminate pellagra in Atlanta. During the Depression, Elinor’s rich uncle sent her boxes of clothing—a generous gesture that nonetheless left Elinor feeling somewhat like a poor relation.

Though Elinor came from a long line of practicing Jews, she agreed to become a Protestant when she married John Couric in 1944. At the time—the climactic months of World War Two—it was rather uncommon to hear of a Jewish woman who turned her back on her heritage. Many American Jews (especially German Jews like the Henes and the Frohsins) had lost relatives in the Holocaust, and that searing experience created a strong sense of Jewish identity. Many Jewish parents of that era would have said Kaddish (the Jewish prayer for the dead) over a daughter who married a Gentile.

The Courics attended the Little Falls Presbyterian Church in Arlington, less than six miles from the Arlington-Fairfax Jewish Congregation (now Congregation Etz Hayim), a synagogue affiliated with Conservative Judaism.

“When you’re raised Presbyterian,” said Katie, “you’re supposed to become a member of the church in seventh grade. I had a tough time when our minister showed me a diagram of Jesus on a throne surrounded by my family. I had a tough time with the idea that Jesus was more important than them. I didn’t become a member.”

Even more puzzling than Elinor’s religious conversion was the fact that the Courics rarely talked about her Jewish background. As a result, Katie and her siblings never entirely understood why their mother had made such a life-altering choice. Had she suffered as a girl from the anti-Semitism that was rampant in the Midwest in the 1930s? Did she feel ashamed of being Jewish? Was she eager to pass as a WASP?

In the absence of a satisfactory explanation, Katie and her siblings chose to believe that their mother’s motive for leaving her faith was to make life easier for them, not for herself. After all, even in the 1940s and ’50s, it was more comfortable growing up in the South as Christians than as Jews. In fact, Isaac and Emma Frohsin’s grandson, Leon Frohsin III, was also raised as a Christian.

Katie rarely told anyone that her mother was Jewish. For instance, none of her college friends interviewed for this book ever suspected that she was half-Jewish. In fact, Katie didn’t talk about her Jewish heritage in public until she was in her forties and was seriously thinking of marrying a Jew.

In the absence of more information, it is hard to know how much her mother’s secret Jewish identity affected Katie. But by their very nature, family secrets—no matter how unimportant they may appear to outsiders—usually have a long half-life.

         

KATIE’S FATHER WAS born in Georgia, near the Alabama border, not far from his family’s pre–Civil War mansion, Eufaula, where generations of Courics had owned slaves. One of his forebears was a minister; another, a cotton buyer. At one point, the family had a great deal of money, but the Couric inheritance—along with its privileges and patrician lifestyle—was long since gone.

His ancestors fascinated John Couric, who looked back on his family’s faded glory with sadness and longing. Despite the Slavic-sounding last name, Couric was of French derivation, and John and his wife traveled to France in search of his family records.

What he found did not entirely please him. His earliest known relative, Mathuron Couric, turned out to be the illegitimate son of a French landowner from the coast of Brittany. Fleeing France in 1829, Mathuron reached the southern shores of the United States, married a wealthy French widow, and Anglicized his first name to Charles.

John Couric had a deep attachment to the conservative values of the Old South. He was a courteous, soft-spoken man with an extensive knowledge of American history. Given subjects that interested him, especially the Civil War and journalism, he could be an engaging conversationalist, though compared to his gregarious wife, he struck people as reserved and socially ill at ease.

After serving in the navy during World War Two, he secured a job as a reporter at the Atlanta Journal and Constitution. Later, he became an editor for the wire service United Press. In the mid-1950s, shortly before Katie was born, her father decided that he could not afford to educate four children on his meager salary as a newsman. And so, he gave up what he called the “high priesthood of journalism” for a job as head of public relations for the National Association of Broadcasters, a lobbying organization headquartered in Washington, D.C.

It was a poor fit. The introverted John Couric turned out to be ill suited for the extroverted occupation of publicist. And when Katie was in high school, he was fired from his job.

“John was a pretty laid back guy,” said Dawson “Tack” Nail, a veteran reporter for the trade journal Communications Daily. “He was afraid of his own shadow in the PR job. He didn’t have the thing a PR person needs to deal with the press. And he never got over his bitter feelings about being fired.”

Just as Elinor Couric avoided the subject of her Jewishness, John Couric glossed over his firing. He tried to pass it off as a “buyout.” But he didn’t fool his children. They knew that their father had made a great personal sacrifice on their behalf when he gave up journalism for public relations, and as a result, they no doubt felt they were at least partly responsible for his humiliating dismissal from his job.

For a time, John Couric found work writing press releases for the Labor Department. (To make ends meet, his wife took a job as a saleslady at Lord & Taylor.) As the months passed, the children noticed that their father was spending a lot of time alone in his den and that he acted more withdrawn than ever.

The effervescent Katie was the apple of her father’s eye and could always be counted on to cheer him up. She loved listening to her father talk about the famous battles of the Civil War. He was a moderately left-leaning Democrat, an admirer of Presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson, though he had nothing much to say about Johnson’s landmark civil rights legislation. Katie also shared her father’s fascination with journalism, especially as it was presented on the TV news shows that they watched together each night.

“As far as I’m concerned,” said her father, “the number-one job in journalism is Walter Cronkite’s anchor slot on the CBS Evening News. A close second are the correspondents’ jobs on 60 Minutes.”

The CBS newsmagazine 60 Minutes debuted in 1968, but it didn’t settle into its now-familiar Sunday-evening time slot until December 1975, Katie’s freshman year in college. By then, thanks in large part to the Watergate reporting of Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, journalism had become one of the most glamorous occupations in America. Woodward and Bernstein’s book, All the President’s Men, was a smash best-seller and had been adapted as a movie starring Robert Redford and Dustin Hoffman. Suddenly, reporters were as well known as the people they covered, and journalists (such as Walter Cronkite, Mike Wallace, and Morley Safer) became celebrities in their own right.

Television news seemed to be the perfect fit for the daughter of John Couric—the ideal platform for an incurable entertainer like Katie.

“I was inspired to go into journalism largely because my father urged me,” Katie said. “I thought about newspapers, then decided that if my face didn’t stop a clock, I might as well try television.”

“I encouraged her to go into broadcasting because I thought it was more promising than print, having been in print myself,” said her father.

Asked why he thought TV was more promising, he replied with one word: “Money.”

If Elinor Couric was the engine that drove Katie’s ambition, John Couric gave that ambition a clear direction and focus. Eventually, all of John Couric’s thwarted hopes and dreams would come to rest on Katie’s shoulders.

         

SINCE KATIE SOUGHT the spotlight, people automatically assumed that she possessed an abundance of self-confidence. She struck most people as the quintessential blithe spirit—cheerful, carefree, and fearless. And, in fact, that was the face she chose to display in public. In private, however, Katie often exhibited quite a different side of her personality. She was easily hurt, quick to tears, and susceptible to feelings of embarrassment and humiliation.

That was hardly surprising in view of her family history. No matter how hard Katie tried, she must have felt powerless to compete with her older sisters in the never-ending skirmishes for their parents’ approval. She adored Emily and Kiki, but she undoubtedly nursed feelings of rivalry and resentment. Perhaps in an effort to deny those painful feelings, Katie romanticized her childhood.

“I had a really happy, normal childhood—idyllic in many ways,” Katie recalled. “I lived in a neighborhood where there were a ton of kids on the street. We played baseball, had crabapple fights, played tag. It was really a Leave It to Beaver upbringing.”

Of course, Leave It to Beaver, which premiered on CBS in 1957—the year Katie was born—was an idealized version of American family life that had never existed. It certainly did not exist in the Arlington household of John and Elinor Couric. Though the Courics were decent, loving parents, their home was permeated by an atmosphere of sadness and loss—the loss of wealth, social status, cultural affiliation, and professional identity—and the yearning to recapture a lost past.

This may help explain some of the puzzling contradictions that would become evident in Katie’s personality. On the one hand, she projected the image of a strong and independent woman; on the other, she was extraordinarily needy and dependent on the support of men. One moment, she was all incandescent charm and joviality; the next, she was sunk in a dark mood. She was famous for her ability to identify with another person’s feelings, yet she also had a tendency to fly into cold rages and to heap scorn on those who disappointed her.

Katie’s friends insisted, “With Katie, what you see is what you get,” as though she was a simple, uncomplicated person. But that assessment failed to take into account the perplexing personality mixture that defined Katie: unfathomable ambition combined with gnawing self-doubt.

         

LIKE HER SISTERS, Katie applied to Smith College, but she didn’t have the grades to be admitted. So instead, in the fall of 1975, she headed to her father’s alma mater, the University of Virginia in Charlottesville.

Consistently ranked as one of the best public universities in America, U.Va. rises on 1,800 rolling acres in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains, 122 miles south of Washington. Its founder, Thomas Jefferson, called it his “Academical Village,” and designed its main Rotunda building after the Parthenon in Athens. The school opened in 1825 as a gentlemen’s college and didn’t go coed until 1970—only five years before Katie enrolled.

In her freshman year, she lived in one of the few all-girl dorms. She was reluctant to admit people into her room because it was such a mess. When friends knocked on the door, she would step outside to talk to them.

Like many freshman girls, Katie put on a good deal of weight. In interviews for this book, several of her professors remembered Katie as a plump coed. A few pounds made a big difference on her petite frame, and she had trouble taking off the weight—a struggle that would continue throughout her life. Nonetheless, Katie was a very popular girl on campus and she easily crossed the lines that separated the various cliques—from hippies to so-called pretty socials.

“The first time I saw Katie was her picture in U.Va.’s Face Book,” said Jack McCallie, a premed student. “I invited her to a party at my fraternity, Zeta Psi. She said she wasn’t really into the fraternity scene, but agreed to come anyway.”

By her sophomore year, Katie had put aside her aversion to fraternities, and, like many other coeds, was getting smashed at raucous fraternity parties. In her junior year, she dated Scott Brittain, the president of Zeta Psi, a fraternity that boasted several members of the student government.

“Katie was serious about her commitments and had a lot of drive,” Brittain recalled. “She told me she wanted to get into the media. She said her goal was to be the next Barbara Walters, who was the first woman to anchor an evening news show.

“In her senior year—after I graduated—Katie lived on the Lawn,” Brittain continued. “The Lawn was the oldest and most desirable part of the university, the location of Mr. Jefferson’s original buildings. You had to make a significant contribution to the university to be invited to live in the rooms on the Lawn. It was a big honor. If you lived on the Lawn, you were recognized as one of the top honor students.”

According to two former classmates who were interviewed for this book and requested anonymity, Katie said that if it hadn’t been for her father, she would never have been chosen to live on the Lawn. While she was away at college, she was in almost daily phone contact with him. John Couric was keenly conscious of social status and lost no opportunity to remind Katie of the importance of making friends in high places. He urged her to be on a first-name basis with people whose influence would extend far beyond the campus in Charlottesville and who might be of use in her future career.

In order to stand out from the crowd, her father recommended that Katie become a resident adviser, a role that would win her recognition as a mentor of younger female students. He was also behind Katie’s decision to join Delta Delta Delta, a sorority known as Tri-Delt, which attracted an elite group of white Protestant girls from around the country. And he encouraged her to write a series of articles for the Cavalier, the student daily newspaper, on the powers that be at U.Va.

Her father helped Katie shape her series of articles, which were titled “Professor Profiles.” He advised her to include only the most powerful and influential faculty members. She wrote flattering—not to say fawning—pieces on the dean of the college, Dr. Irby Cauthen (“the University’s Renaissance man”); the school’s only married teaching couple, Ernst and Ingrid Soudek (“in superb physical condition”); art history professor Frederick Hart (“an excellent speaker capable of moving and sensitive characterizations”); Alfred Cobb, one of the few black professors (“You work hard to please him because he is so genuinely happy to see students learn”); and Robert J. Harris, a distinguished constitutional scholar (“a veritable Mr. Chips”).

“Katie could be ruthless about getting where she wanted to go,” recalled one of her classmates. “She was very political about school, which I thought at the time was rather extraordinary. Most of the kids just tried to get good grades and have a decent time. With her, everything was a political calculation.

“She knew practically every member of the faculty and the administration, and knew how to charm them,” he continued. “We talked about it, and I asked her why she was so political with the tweedy, pipe-smoking old academics, and she said, ‘You just never know who you are going to need.’

“On the one hand, Katie would stay up all night talking to a freshman girl who was depressed over breaking up with her boyfriend. And I give her full credit for that. But on the other hand, if you were going for the same cookie, Katie might bite off your finger.”

         

DURING HER FOUR years at U.Va., Katie deviated from her father’s game plan in only one important respect. That was her friendship with the school’s most eccentric oddball, Sam Schwartz. Enormously overweight, unwashed, disheveled, gay, and Jewish, Sam was the managing editor of the Declaration, a counterculture weekly student paper.

Katie’s association with Sam Schwartz—like her sloppiness and procrastination—might have represented a sly rebellion against her father. Certainly, John Couric would not have been pleased, to say the least, if he had known about his daughter’s relationship with Sam. Nor, for that matter, would he have approved of her contributions to the Declaration. The paper ran stories on local massage parlors; gave Anaïs Nin’s infamous erotica, Delta of Venus, an enthusiastic review; and offered an illustrated guide to scatological messages.

“Sammy was very close to Katie,” recalled Jack McCallie, the premed student who dated her in her junior year. “They spent endless hours debating the hot issues of the day, and he had a great deal of influence on her. She even wrote feature articles for the Declaration occasionally, though not under her own name.”

Katie might have been one of the few students in whom Sam confided that he was gay.

“She was very concerned about gay bashing on campus, and that was a cause they shared,” said another classmate. “They were together constantly. She seemed to be with Sammy more than her boyfriends. They were a total odd couple: a beauty-and-the-beast act. He was about the grossest-looking guy on campus, because he didn’t care about attracting girls, and she was one of the cutest and neatest, a preppy dresser. But Sam was her intellectual guru. He helped her to think critically and to question everything she had always assumed was right.”
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