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				If it seems simple in the archives, try it in the maelstrom.
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			Author’s Note

			The narrative that follows is grounded in my direct participation. Scenes and conversations have been reconstructed to the best of my recollection, informed by interviews with participants and contemporaneous public accounts. I have sought to render firsthand events—the experience of decision-making and negotiating under intense pressure and uncertainty—faithfully and without embellishment. What follows is not a final account, but the closest rendering I can offer of how these events were lived and understood in the moment.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			
				I claim not to have controlled events, but confess plainly that events have controlled me.

				—Abraham Lincoln

			

			Friday, January 3, 2025

			Washington, D.C., White House Situation Room

			President Biden took his seat at the head of the Situation Room table for the last time. In two weeks, he’d leave the White House, and Donald Trump would once again be sworn in. The room had the feel of a final gathering. All of us knew that history was closing in, and that much would be left unfinished. But there was also an unmistakable current of tension.

			The subject of this meeting was Israel, and the crisis that had engulfed the Middle East since October 7, 2023, when thousands of Hamas militants attacked Israeli towns, slaughtering children in front of their parents and parents in front of their children, killing more than one thousand people and kidnapping hundreds more. It was the deadliest day for Jews since the Holocaust, and among the worst mass hostage events in history.

			The bloody aftermath in Gaza, where Hamas remained entrenched after fourteen months of Israeli military operations, with hostages still underground, tens of thousands of civilians dead, and a deepening regional crisis, tested all of us in the room. And none more so than Biden, who was forced to give up his presidential campaign the previous summer after a disastrous debate and then watched from the sidelines as Trump soared to victory.

			The room was packed tight—far too many people for a serious deliberation. Kamala Harris, who had taken Biden’s place as the Democratic nominee, sat to his right. Next to her was Secretary of State Tony Blinken, Director of National Intelligence Avril Haines, Director of the Central Intelligence Agency Bill Burns, Deputy National Security Advisor Jon Finer, and me—Biden’s lead advisor on the Middle East region, a position I had held from his first day as president.

			To Biden’s left were Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs General CQ Brown, National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan, and other senior aides. The back rows were crammed with White House staffers.

			With Biden’s presidency entering its final days, nearly every pertinent issue had been debated and decided. “Why are we having this meeting?” I’d asked Sullivan.

			He told me that some advisors had demanded it, believing that Israel’s war against Hamas had caused disproportionate civilian harm and that Biden should now, in his last days, suspend some of the support that the United States had been providing to Israel since the October 7 attacks fifteen months ago. Sullivan had agreed to give them the floor.

			Another issue before Biden was a recommendation from the Pentagon to pull one of our most advanced air defense systems out of the Middle East. Months earlier, Iran had twice fired hundreds of ballistic missiles and drones at Israel—the largest such attacks in history. We defeated Iran’s attacks using those very systems. Nonetheless, the Pentagon wanted to move them elsewhere, even as ballistic missile threats remained active throughout the region.

			Both questions—like so much of the last-minute, legacy-defining work of recent days—were purely symbolic. Trump had pledged unquestioning support for Israel, and he was likely to reverse any moves Biden made in this meeting to withhold such support.

			All of us were deeply troubled by the devastation wrought in Gaza. I had spent two decades steeped in military conflicts, including protracted urban battles against ISIS, a terrorist group that for a time controlled a landmass the size of Indiana, with eight million people under its rule. Gaza was unique in both its complexity and its horror. Its small patch of land, one-eighth the size of Rhode Island, was home to more than two million people.

			Unlike civilians during every other war in this century, Gazans had nowhere to go. Israel would not allow them to flee into its territory after the Hamas attacks. Egypt, the only other neighboring country, had long sealed its borders with Gaza, including with a steel wall stretching in places twenty feet above ground and thirty feet below. Its policy was to keep Gazans in Gaza.

			Hamas, meanwhile, fought in organized units from tunnels, hundreds of miles of them, sprawling across multiple subterranean levels beneath Gaza, where it had spent billions of dollars over two decades to prepare for this very fight. The innocent civilians above ground were caught in the horrifying maelstrom. Tens of thousands had already died in the war.

			The question from the beginning was always how to stop it. There were no easy answers.

			Every time that Biden had curtailed assistance for Israel—or even threatened to do so—it had the perverse effect of emboldening Hamas, which would shut down negotiations to release hostages it was holding in exchange for a ceasefire. Biden had long concluded that without the release of hostages, there would not be a ceasefire—and I had agreed with him.

			Together with Bill Burns, I had led hostage negotiations for more than a year, coming close to a deal several times. In the weeks since Trump’s election, I had been working with his incoming envoy, Steve Witkoff, a brash real estate tycoon and among Trump’s closest friends. The New York Times would later call us “one of the unlikeliest pairings in diplomatic history.”

			Together, we had presented a united front both to the Israelis and to Hamas, and we had gained some traction. The talks were likely to resume in days. I thought we had a chance.

			So, all I cared about in this meeting was whether a new decision from Biden would help or hinder those talks, which offered the only path to the ceasefire everyone wanted.

			Josh Geltzer, the top lawyer on national security, opened the discussion by noting there was no legal issue requiring a late change of action. In effect, Biden was being asked, in one of his final acts as president, to say that his approach to the war had been wrong.

			Biden listened quietly to those arguing to curb support for Israel. He shook his head and jotted notes. On this crisis, at least every time I saw him, which was often, Biden was always engaged, nothing like the debate performance that had derailed his campaign months earlier.

			About halfway in, he seemed to realize the meeting was a setup.

			“Brett, where do you stand on all this?” he asked.

			I urged him to reject both requests. We had set the terms for a deal. Hamas was cornered. Its military leader, Yahya Sinwar, the mastermind of October 7, had recently been killed. Its ally in Lebanon, Hezbollah, had just cut its own deal with Israel. Its sponsor, Iran, had lost its strategic air defenses in an Israeli attack, leaving Tehran vulnerable for the first time in years.

			Hamas’s only hope was for a break between Israel and the United States—and the last thing we should do is give Hamas a gasp of hope.

			Biden agreed.

			“The answer is no,” he said.

			In quick succession, Harris and Blinken concurred. That should have been it, I thought.

			But Biden was not finished. He challenged anyone in the room to convince him that there was any shortcut available to end the crisis. Nobody offered one.

			He asked again whether there was another way to end the war, short of a deal for the release of hostages. Again, nobody spoke.

			“So, who here thinks we can still get that deal?” he asked.

			My hand shot up. A few people laughed. Heads shook, with glances my way. Burns said the odds were no greater than 20 percent. In other words, the effort was nearly certain to fail.

			Being a negotiator on a high-stakes deal in matters of life and death is not for the fainthearted or thin-skinned. Up until the moment that talks succeed, they are a failure.

			We had already failed too many, including American parents Rachel Goldberg-Polin and her husband, Jon. Their son, Hersh, twenty-three, was killed months earlier with five other young hostages in a tunnel beneath Gaza.

			The thought of leaving office with the remaining hostages trapped below ground and the war still raging above was unbearable, like a tear in my soul.

			Even in sleep, the war followed me—dreams where I could not find my daughter, lost in a crowd or never returned home from school, panic rising as I called her name, until I woke in anguish. In another, I arrived home to sirens and flashing lights, our house collapsed in rubble, running toward it, shouting for my wife and daughter, and wheezing from dust.

			In a few days, I hoped to be in Doha, Qatar. My last chance to close a deal.

			“Well, you’ve got two weeks,” Biden said.

			The meeting broke.

			In a hallway outside, Biden stood in front of a flat screen, catching up on scrolling headlines. He called me over and clutched my arm.

			“I’m counting on you,” he said.

		

	
		
			Part I

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Promise

			
			
				No man ever steps into the same river twice, for it’s not the same river and he is not the same man.

				—Heraclitus

			

			Friday evening, October 6, 2023, began as a quiet night at home. My daughter, Leia, who was five, stayed up later than usual. Halloween was fast approaching, and she was eager to try on her costume, a unicorn. By 10 p.m., she and my wife were both asleep. I sat down to work, reviewing papers and emails that had piled up over the week.

			Shortly before midnight, my phone rang. It was the Situation Room. There were reports of rockets fired from Gaza into Israel, but no further information.

			At 12:23 a.m., I received a message from the Israeli ambassador in Washington, Michael Herzog. A decorated Israeli military commander and brother of Israel’s president, Isaac Herzog, he said rockets were being launched from Gaza toward Israel—but he had few details beyond these first reports.

			Gaza was ruled by Hamas, a terrorist group backed by Iran that has long committed itself to Israel’s destruction. In the early months of Biden’s presidency, Hamas had fired thousands of rockets into Israel—and Israel had responded with airstrikes—before a ceasefire was secured eleven days later. So, rockets from Gaza were not all that unusual.

			Five minutes later, Herzog wrote again: “This is war!”

			Rockets were now reported in massive volleys. Moments later, the Situation Room relayed that militants had broken through barriers separating Gaza from Israel. Videos on social media showed heavily armed Hamas fighters in black uniforms moving into Israeli towns in white pickup trucks. This was now an unprecedented attack.

			Over the next few hours, I called all my contacts in Israel’s intelligence service (Mossad), internal security service (Shin Bet), and the Israel Defense Forces (IDF). I also contacted the minister of defense, Yoav Gallant, and officials close to Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, including his right hand, Ron Dermer.

			Nobody knew what was happening.

			Videos soon appeared online of Israeli families, including elderly women, mothers, and young children, being captured and taken back inside the Gaza Strip.

			We now know that more than three thousand Hamas militants conducted a coordinated assault across a dozen border points, advancing miles into Israel. They recorded their murder spree on body cameras and smartphones. In a recording documented by The New York Times, a Hamas commander in Israel directs his units: “Slaughter them. End the children of Israel.”

			Over the coming hours, more than 1,000 Israelis would be killed, and nearly 250 taken hostage, brought into Gaza, and dispersed in tunnels underground and safe houses above.

			This was now the largest mass hostage event in modern history, and it included several Americans, among them a three-year-old girl named Abigail.

			By shocking and traumatizing Israelis, Hamas aimed to spark a regional war against a weakened and reeling Israeli state. Iran’s other militant groups surrounding Israel would soon join the carnage, beginning with Hezbollah, launching rockets from Lebanon.

			Inside the Biden administration, this caught us completely by surprise. Just days and weeks before October 7, we were on the brink of a historic breakthrough in the region.

			Friday, January 22, 2021

			Washington, D.C., Oval Office

			Behind his industrial-strength N95 mask, Biden’s voice was muffled. My own mask gripped my face like a vacuum cleaner. “What?” I asked, twice.

			Biden inched his mask to one side. “When’s your trip?” he said loudly.

			It was Biden’s second full day as president. He was seated in a wingback chair in front of a burning wood fire in the Oval Office, with Vice President Kamala Harris to his right. I gave up and pulled my mask off. “Sunday,” I answered.

			My new position was deputy assistant to the president and coordinator for the Middle East and North Africa. That’s a long-winded title meaning the White House lead on all aspects of foreign policy in those parts of the world, stretching from Morocco to Iran.

			It’s a job I did not want. When Biden won the election and his team approached me to serve in the new administration, my first response was anything but the Middle East.

			I had first arrived in Washington in the summer of 2001, as a law clerk for Chief Justice William H. Rehnquist on the United States Supreme Court. On the morning of 9/11, he told me about an airplane that had struck the World Trade Center. Soon, a security guard ordered me out, telling me to run toward Union Station, with planes still in the air and smoke rising from across the Potomac. America was now at war, and I wanted to join our national response.

			On January 24, 2004, ten months into the Iraq War, I landed in Baghdad as a legal advisor, assigned to help a fledgling constitutional process and establish a new Iraqi government.

			I’d spend nearly a year there, witnessing up close the mismatch between American aims—overthrowing a regime and establishing a constitutional democracy—and the resources devoted to such an infinite task. The United States has vast power and influence, which it should seek to use wisely, but without overreach in pursuit of goals detached from the realities of the world. It was a defining experience for me, and it came to shape how I thought and continue to think about our hardest challenges overseas.

			This perspective seemed well suited to Biden’s aims in the Middle East, which from the outset were modest, with no appetite for ambitious forays or pursuit of regime change. Our focus would be on strengthening alliances and avoiding conflicts by deterring adversaries—especially Iran and its web of militant groups that continued to target U.S. forces.

			Beyond that, Biden’s priorities focused domestically on recovering from the pandemic, and internationally on Afghanistan, where he had inherited a deadline from Trump to withdraw all U.S. forces within months. (My one solace was that my files did not include Afghanistan.)

			The subject of this early meeting was a secret assignment that I was about to undertake. Biden had asked me to travel to Saudi Arabia to meet Mohammed bin Salman, known as MbS—then the country’s crown prince and de facto leader.

			Two years before Biden was elected, a Saudi journalist, Jamal Khashoggi, had been brutally murdered by Saudi security services. Although U.S. intelligence had assessed the crown prince likely approved the operation, Trump had essentially shrugged off the atrocity. By contrast, as a candidate, Biden had pledged to halt arms sales to Saudi Arabia and make MbS a “pariah” in the world. Now, as president, he planned to release the findings of U.S. intelligence agencies, followed by sanctions on senior Saudi officials. He also planned to announce a halt in arms sales tied to Saudi Arabia’s role in the conflict in Yemen, a country on its southern border.

			Saudi Arabia was supporting the Yemeni government in a civil war against an Iranian-backed group known as the Houthis, whose official slogan was “God is great, death to America, death to Israel, curse the Jews.” Days before leaving office, Trump had added the Houthis to the list of foreign terrorist organizations. After humanitarian aid organizations protested that the designation hindered their operations, Biden promised to remove the Houthis from the list.

			Biden wanted me to explain all of this to the crown prince without rupturing relations with Saudi Arabia altogether, which he acknowledged was a difficult needle to thread.

			I had doubts. Weakening only one side of an ongoing conflict would not produce peace or stability. It would merely shift advantage—in this case, toward the Houthis, a hostile force armed with Iranian missiles and drones and controlling access to the Red Sea.

			Biden pulled the N95 toward his ear. His intent was not to make Saudi Arabia a “shooting gallery” for the Houthis, he said, adding that he’d hope to improve relations over the course of his term. I took that as a mandate to make the most of a difficult hand.

			“Anyway,” Biden said. “Give my best to the prince.”

			Tuesday, January 26, 2021

			AlUla, Saudi Arabia

			My military charter landed in the desert town of AlUla, an ancient oasis in northwest Saudi Arabia. For centuries, few came here—locals viewed the area as cursed. Only in 2019 did Saudi authorities reopen AlUla to the world, unveiling vast stone temples, tombs, and carvings built by the Nabataeans, the same civilization behind Petra, more than three hundred miles to the north.

			I stepped outside into the bright sun. Brown-caked earth stretched to the horizon. The secrecy of my visit felt almost unnecessary. No one would have believed I was here, in the middle of nowhere. Saudi diplomats greeted my small team, then drove us through a barren landscape, spectacular and austere, with red rock carvings opening like doors into an ancient world.

			After about thirty minutes, military checkpoints appeared along the rugged road climbing uphill. At the third, we were told to stop, take a Covid test, and wait for a car to continue. Soon, we reached another tent about a half mile farther up the road. Dark brown, it sat flat at the top, resembling a small one-story hut. “Welcome,” the driver said, unlocking my door.

			I walked across the rough ground in my dress shoes, clutching a thick packet of briefing materials, and crouched into the tent.

			“Hello, Brett!” said the crown prince.

			I was startled to see him already there. MbS guided us to two places on a red carpet, richly embroidered. I sat awkwardly, and we both tried to get comfortable, shifting the pillows around.

			The crown prince said that I was the right person for my new job given my deep relations across the region. Flattery in foreign affairs is mostly fake, but I returned the pleasantries.

			I had first met MbS more than a decade ago, during the rise of ISIS, when countering extremism dominated the U.S.-Saudi agenda. He was the only Saudi leader I had encountered who acknowledged, without equivocation, that Saudi Arabia had a special responsibility to take on the ideological roots of terrorism. He never blamed the policies of the West but rather the terrorists themselves and the preachers who indoctrinate them.

			In the aftermath of Khashoggi’s death, the crown prince had accepted responsibility while denying personal involvement. He had insisted those directly responsible had been punished and new security reforms would ensure no such thing could happen again.

			“You know why I’m here?” I asked. Biden’s position was no secret.

			He did, asking only that we take his perspective into account.

			I walked through the decisions to restrict weapons as MbS took notes. He asked who would stop Iran from supplying the Houthis with missiles and drones to attack Saudi Arabia.

			I said we’d continue to interdict illicit shipments, when we could find them, and provide air defense munitions. He asked how we would distinguish between offensive and defensive munitions. A weapon that destroys a missile on the ground, he argued, was more effective—and no less defensive—than one that intercepted it in the air.

			I set my note cards aside and asked to speak alone. We both signaled our aides to leave and waited until the tent had cleared.

			I walked through the rest of my brief: the Khashoggi report, the likely sanctions against senior officials, removing the Houthis from the terrorist list. These were the policies of a new president, I explained. But they were not meant to signal a bottomless descent in our relations with the Saudis—after about six months we’d work to improve things. MbS shook his head, saying we did not have six months to waste. Events moved too fast in his part of the world.

			He said he was about to explore diplomacy with Iran, with his representatives meeting the Iranians soon in Baghdad. This channel had a chance to reduce tensions across the region, including in Yemen, he said, if the United States was viewed as standing with Saudi Arabia. The approach I had outlined, he warned, would embolden Iran and endanger his country.

			A chill settled over the tent, the canvas flaps snapping in the wind.

			In an effort to change the tone, I asked the crown prince about his goals.

			He paused. My mind drifted to the long trip home.

			In two years, he said, we could have peace in Yemen, détente between Saudi Arabia and Iran, and full relations between Saudi Arabia and Israel.

			“You’re ready to recognize Israel?” I asked, taken aback.

			In 2020, the Trump administration had brokered the Abraham Accords, under which Bahrain, Morocco, and the United Arab Emirates formally recognized Israel—breaking with a long-standing Arab consensus that tied recognition to establishing a Palestinian state. (The only exceptions had been Egypt and Jordan, which had fought wars with Israel, and later signed peace treaties—Egypt in 1979 and Jordan in 1994.)

			For decades, Saudi Arabia had anchored that consensus. MbS now signaled that he was ready to shatter it. The existing approach had produced stalemate, he said, leaving the region polarized, without benefit for Palestinians, Israelis, or anyone else.

			“I’m ready to change this,” he said.

			Nothing in the Middle East is free, of course. MbS noted the financial support Egypt had received from the United States since its treaty with Israel. Saudi Arabia, he said, did not need money. It needed an ally. His central demand was a NATO-like defense treaty, requiring a two-thirds vote in the U.S. Senate. A Saudi deal with Israel should also include some benefits for the Palestinians, he said, including a pathway to a future state.

			The Palestinians could not have a veto, he told me. There should be no preconditions on his decision, but he’d ensure Palestinians were a part of the deal. “The status quo serves no one,” he said. “So we must change it.” He added that once Saudi Arabia recognized Israel, nearly every Muslim country would follow. “This can change the world,” he said.

			Now I began taking notes. The crown prince was outlining a move that could break some of the Middle East’s most intractable divisions. Biden, however, was not seeking big moves in this region. My instructions were to prepare the ground for a new Saudi policy—one that risked fracturing relations altogether.

			“Let’s get through these six months,” I said.

			The crown prince led me back outside, into the blinding afternoon sun.

			

			***

			“Brett, the world’s a baseball,” said General Mark Milley, chairman of the Joint Chiefs.

			Milley was a blunt, cigar-smoking Bostonian in the mold of George S. Patton. That’s likely how he’d caught Trump’s eye—he looked like he’d walked straight out of central casting for a World War II epic. Milley ultimately fell out with Trump, but he had continued under Biden.

			We were standing under the West Wing’s awning as his motorcade arrived to collect him. It was late January 2022, days into the second year of Biden’s presidency. Our intelligence showed Russian forces massing toward Ukraine, preparing for an invasion.

			“When Russia attacks, the cover comes off the ball,” he said.

			I asked what he meant. Milley leaned toward me. “The cover comes off the fucking baseball!” He tipped his hat and stepped into a Suburban.

			That was Milley’s colorful way of saying the world as we had known it since World War II was about to change. Alliances that had held together for decades—the cover on the ball—were about to be tested with a great power conflict in Europe for the first time in eighty years.

			As Biden and his national security team focused on the looming threat to Ukraine, I was worried that most of the leaders in the Middle East would side with Russia as the stronger power. It didn’t help that President Vladimir Putin was engaged personally with most of them. And now, after a year of deteriorating relations with MbS, we were about to need his help.

			Russia was the world’s third-largest oil producer, behind the United States and Saudi Arabia. A war in Europe, with Russian oil potentially sanctioned or coming offline, threatened to reduce global supplies and spike prices. Even on rumors of the invasion, global crude oil prices (Brent crude) hit $88 per barrel, the highest since 2014. Projections for after an invasion topped $120. Higher Brent prices meant higher energy and gas prices, which meant higher inflation and even higher anxiety in Biden’s political and economic teams.

			Saudi Arabia was the only country able to boost production in significant quantities—and help contain prices—should it choose to do so. Brian Deese, Biden’s economic advisor, asked me whether the Saudis might help. No, I said, because by then relations were in tatters.

			Days earlier, I had met with Saudi Arabia’s ambassador to the United States, Princess Reema bint Bandar Al Saud. She was the daughter of Saudi’s longest-serving ambassador to Washington, Prince Bandar bin Sultan Al Saud. Now herself a Washington fixture, Princess Reema was a frequent contact, regaling me with stories from a year she spent on tour with her friend George Michael, after whom she had named one of her two cats. Reema shaded bad news with a smile. But on this occasion, she was delivering a message without gloss.

			It was now one year since my visit to AlUla. During that time, we had carried out Biden’s policy to halt delivery of “offensive” weapons to Saudi Arabia, freezing billions of dollars in contracted sales. While the policy was intended to be limited, the impact was broad and global as our allies followed our lead and canceled component contracts.

			As we were decreasing the supply of arms to the Saudis, Iran was increasing its supply of arms to the Houthis through smuggling networks and technology transfers that allowed them to manufacture their own systems. The Houthis, meanwhile, launched ballistic missiles and drones at civilian airports, oil facilities, and civilian infrastructure across Saudi Arabia.

			Over Biden’s first year, the Pentagon also finalized plans to remove our most advanced missile defense system from Saudi Arabia, as part of a major military realignment. It was now focused on China and the Pacific theater as the global priority, which led to a steady drawdown of U.S. military forces from across the Middle East region, and Saudi Arabia in particular.

			Despite my promise to MbS that we would aim to stabilize relations after six months, they had only worsened. Other than me, no senior official had met with the crown prince. While I held a senior post, the Saudis sensed a downgrade. In foreign affairs, trust and confidence emerge in drops but drain in torrents. I needed an umbrella.

			Reema now presented me with her message from MbS: a simple chart tracking attacks by the Houthis into Saudi Arabia over the last three years. It showed a sharp rise since Biden had taken office one year earlier, including a 78 percent increase in drone attacks and a 62 percent increase in ballistic missile attacks. Biden had pledged that we would not permit Saudi Arabia to become a shooting gallery for Iran and the Houthis—but that’s what had happened.

			Without the crown prince on our side, or even willing to listen to us, there was no chance that Riyadh would help us manage a global energy shock after Russia invaded Ukraine. To solve the oil problem, we had to solve the MbS problem. That meant returning to the agenda he had outlined at the end of our meeting in AlUla a year earlier.

			

			***

			On February 15, 2022, I waited for the crown prince in a villa forty minutes outside Riyadh, surrounded by fields of date palms. The newly constructed villa resembled a traditional Bedouin home with thatched roofs and open walls into the freezing night air. This seemed appropriate given the reception I was anticipating from the Saudis.

			Accompanying me on the trip was Amos Hochstein, Biden’s senior energy advisor, who was preparing for the anticipated supply disruption once Russia invaded Ukraine. Hochstein was also a friend, a former colleague from the Obama administration, and someone I trusted to focus more on getting things done than making friends in the bureaucracy.

			Over the first week in February, Hochstein, Sullivan, and I had met with Biden and his domestic advisors in the Oval Office. It was decided that Hochstein and I would visit the crown prince to attempt to mend ties. In our meeting, Biden agreed that we could float a possible presidential visit to Saudi Arabia later in the year, so long as we made progress on a common agenda, which had to include a ceasefire in Yemen, helping us with oil supplies—and making strides toward recognizing Israel.

			Biden’s domestic advisors expressed concern that his potential engagement with MbS, after having vowed to shun him, would make Biden look both desperate and hypocritical. It was a valid concern, but the world looks different from inside the Oval than it does on the campaign trail. Presidents are confronted with intractable problems. Addressing them often means imperfect, even uncomfortable, solutions. In this case, we had no other foreign option for rapidly increasing oil supplies. Failure to act now, Hochstein had advised, could result in Brent prices spiking above $130 per barrel for the first time in more than a decade.

			Biden was especially intrigued by the possibility of an opening between Saudi Arabia and Israel, which he saw as something more than a solution to a short-term problem. To him, it also offered a new way to approach the Palestinian issue after years of deadlock during which his predecessors had invested massive time and capital for little lasting in return. Over that time, the Saudis had largely stayed on the sidelines. They had no ties with Israel and fraught relations with Palestinian leaders. If Saudi Arabia and Israel were to normalize their relationship, it would bring the weight of the world’s most influential Muslim country into the negotiating room for the first time, able to press both sides toward compromise.

			MbS arrived late, wearing casual clothes and looking like he’d just come straight from a workout. His demeanor was different from our meeting one year ago—he seemed annoyed to be there at all. He sat next to me, arms folded. “So, what’s the agenda?” he asked.

			As I began speaking, he interjected with a monologue. Attacks on his country were increasing. Tourism and investment were decreasing. Friends and adversaries whispered that the United States was abandoning Saudi Arabia. He took pains to say he trusted me, and welcomed Hochstein, but he was “done” with the Biden administration.

			We explained that Biden aimed to address his concerns, capped by a visit to Saudi Arabia later in the year. Then we proceeded to make our pitch for an ambitious program in the lead-up to such a visit, anchored around steps toward normalization with Israel. I had rarely discussed the issue with him since AlUla. Biden’s foreign policy had been consumed by Afghanistan and then Russia’s march toward Ukraine. The Middle East was a sideshow, and I had tried to keep it away from Biden’s crowded inbox. That was a mistake. We had forfeited an entire year.

			I proposed we concentrate first on a matter I knew MbS was personally focused on: the islands of Tiran and Sanafir in the Red Sea. Multinational forces, including U.S. forces, had been stationed on Tiran Island since the early 1980s under the peace treaty between Israel and Egypt. In 2017, the islands passed from Egypt to Saudi Arabia, which sought to develop them for tourism. But Israel had refused to allow the removal of the military forces, seeing them as integral to its treaty with Egypt. I offered to help resolve the issue, as an initial step between Israel and Saudi Arabia.

			The crown prince asked for paper and pen and started taking notes. I suggested that normalization with Israel might also include a defense treaty between the United States and Saudi Arabia, as he had first proposed. Hochstein offered proposals for civilian nuclear energy cooperation. Biden’s visit could help establish the direction for all of this, we said.

			With the table set, Hochstein then explained the risks of price shocks after a Russian invasion of Ukraine. He told MbS we hoped that Saudi Arabia might boost supplies.

			MbS turned to his brother Prince Abdulaziz, the energy czar, who offered his analysis of the market. Then, for the first time, he pledged to work with us to keep prices stable.

			With the conversation turning in a better direction, I explained that to arrange Biden’s visit, we would need a ceasefire in Yemen. The president would not visit Riyadh if the war was ongoing. It was too risky—personally and politically. After some back-and-forth, we agreed to aim for a ceasefire before the visit, subject to some commitments from the Houthis. The Saudis believed Biden’s visit might strengthen their hand to secure a defensible deal in Yemen.

			Standing to leave, Hochstein said the president looked forward to traveling to Saudi Arabia within the next six months. Inshallah, said MbS, which I repeated.

			Nine days later, Russia launched its invasion of Ukraine. President Putin called the crown prince about a week later. Biden had yet to speak with him.

			Friday, May 13, 2022

			Washington, D.C., President’s Dining Room

			The small dining room off the Oval was a personal sanctuary for Biden, a private space opening to a patio. He had invited me there for lunch, shortly after meeting with King Abdullah of Jordan. Spring air drifted in, along with the sounds of water running through a stone fountain. He ordered a turkey sandwich and chips, and I did the same. Biden wanted to discuss his visit to Saudi Arabia, now two months away. To my surprise, he expressed doubts.

			In early April, we had secured the first enduring ceasefire of the Yemen war. We were also in the final stages of closing a deal over Tiran Island: Our military presence would be replaced by sensors, allowing the Saudis to develop the islands. In return, the Saudis would permit all Israeli civilian aircraft to overfly Saudi Arabia, ending a restriction that had been in place for decades. The Saudis had also promised to boost their oil production.

			Biden glanced at a television, tuned to cable news running a segment on a baby formula shortage, which was being blamed on him. “I run logistics for baby formula,” he mused.

			Soon, another report blamed him for inflation and the ailing economy. “God help me,” Biden said. “I’ve been here sixteen months, guys,” he said to the television.

			The Saudi trip was yet another area where the president had been taking flak ever since rumors began circulating that he might visit the Kingdom—which every president since Nixon had done. The criticism weighed on Biden, and his mind was torn.

			I urged Biden to see the trip as an opportunity. He would visit Israel, where he had been ten times as senator and vice president, the first time in 1973. He’d also visit Bethlehem for discussions with Palestinian leaders. He’d then be the first president to fly from Israel to Jeddah, for meetings with the Saudis, followed by a summit with Arab leaders.

			Besides, our Middle East policy over his first year had not been successful. His visit would be a necessary reset. While I could not promise a breakthrough between Saudi Arabia and Israel, I told him there was no chance without the visit. Diplomacy in the region required face-to-face engagement and interaction. It could not be done on the phone.

			He shook his head, something troubling him.

			As vice president, Biden had been expressive, wanting to talk for hours, flourishing with the responsibilities Obama provided him. As president, he was quieter, more inward. Some of this may have been age, but it struck me as more the toll of the office.

			I asked him how he liked the job, realizing I had never asked him that before.

			“There’s no joy in it,” he said. The comment startled me. “That’s the difference. No joy in this job.” I asked if there was anything I could do.

			“You’re doing what I need you to do,” he said.

			The trip to
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