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To my wife, Barbara, who for the past 41 years has stood by me through thick and thin
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INTRODUCTION

Bill Richardson,

UNDERSECRETARY FOR THUGS

I HAD BEEN SUMMONED TO the White House for one of the better reasons I could imagine: The leader of the free world was about to say a few nice words about me on television. What’s more, he wanted me standing right next to him when he said them.

I was happy to comply.

As we settled into the packed White House Press Room, and as the assembled cameras powered up and focused in, the president took the podium: “All Americans have watched admiringly,” he began, “as Bill Richardson”—that’s me! I was slightly tempted to blurt out—“has undertaken the toughest and most delicate diplomatic efforts around the world, from North Korea to Iraq.” Even though he spoke these words almost two decades ago, I still remember the pride I felt hearing them.

It was December 1996, and despite the date—Friday the thirteenth—it was about to be my lucky day. Bill Clinton, my president and—at the time, at least—my friend, was about to announce to the entire White House press corps that I, the dark-skinned congressman with the surprisingly Anglo-sounding last name, was to be the newest member of his cabinet that “looks like America.” Any patriot dreams of a day like this, let alone a niño from Mexico City who might never have even achieved American citizenship had his father not deemed it important to send his mother across the border to Pasadena for his birth.

My father wanted something for me he had long before achieved for himself. He wanted me to be an American, natural-born and proud.

Today’s conservatives would call me an anchor baby, and they’d say it with derision—as if seeking American citizenship by any means, let alone the means offered unapologetically and indisputably by the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution of the United States itself, is something to be ashamed of. Fair enough—I was an anchor baby, but I was also a breathing example of the American dream. Because on that day in the White House, my lucky day, I was to become something more: an anchor in the administration of the president of the United States, at the request of the president himself.

Yet President Clinton used the occasion to do more than make the appointment. He also summed up the unique path my life had taken up to that point, as I’d bounced back and forth between high-stakes foreign rescue missions and devoted stateside service: “Just this week,” he continued, with some amusement, “Congressman Richardson was huddled in a rebel chieftain’s hut in Sudan, eating barbecued goat and negotiating the freedom of three hostages. Today, I am proud to nominate him to be our next ambassador to the United Nations.”

President Clinton is not known as a man of few words. Yet it only took a few words for him to define me as a man of two worlds.

Negotiator. Public servant.

Throw in baseball fanatic and skeet shooter, and you’ve pretty much got me measured. (You’ve also described my ideal weekend.)

The president was right. I am a contradiction. I allow that. I welcome it. I’ve often said that I live “between worlds.” I’m of obvious Mexican heritage, but I enjoy the confusion my last name seems to prompt—the Anglo Richardson, a gift from my father, an American banker posted to Mexico City when he met my Mexican mother. My father set the stage for my embrace of both cultures, and both countries; while living in Mexico, he even paid both American and Mexican taxes, although he could have avoided the latter legally and easily. We lived in Coyoacán, not a fancy neighborhood, but my father made enough working for the bank that we had a chauffeur and a cook. I felt at ease with all my classmates, rich and poor, Mexican natives and American expats. Even as a young child, I spoke English fluently, but I dreamed in Spanish. My father was an aggressive personality, whereas my mother prefers a gentler touch. These days, I like to think I’m a happy medium between my father’s occasional pugnacity and my mother’s constant grace, but it may be more accurate to say I volley between the two as my mood suits. In a negotiation, contradictions can be useful: good cop and bad cop, rolled into one.

Todos en uno.

E pluribus unum.



So I took the president’s words that day to heart. He was exactly right—I was as much in my element in the White House Press Room as I was in that chieftain’s hut, between those worlds of serving the public and seeking compromise halfway around the world.

To be sure, a chieftain’s hut in the heart of rural Sudan might be the last place any man expects to find himself, physically speaking. It is certainly the last place anyone would expect to find himself, metaphorically speaking. Yet, it is in those places where I have often felt most at home, where I have displayed my most unique, and perhaps most useful, talent: negotiation. As I often say, negotiation is about bridging the gaps between two different worlds. About reconciling contradictions. About finding common ground in even the most uncommon places. About striking a fair deal.

In fact, I am going to make you an offer.

Here it is: In the pages that follow, I am going to show you how I negotiate. I am going to teach you the lessons I have learned the hard way, in chieftains’ huts and overseas embassies and foreign ministries and ambassadors’ residences around the world. But put down that pen. There is no formal lesson plan here; that’s not my style. Drop that yellow highlighter. There are no bullet points you’ll be forced to memorize. Frankly, I haven’t memorized them either.

This will, I assure you, be painless. I am going to teach you how to negotiate, and all you have to do is sit back and indulge me as I recount a few stories of my travels around the globe and my own negotiations with some of the world’s most famous—and infamous—personalities. Hopefully our relationship from here on out will be what in executive boardrooms is called a win-win: You’ll learn a few secrets of the art of getting what you want—usually from people who don’t want to give it to you—and I’ll feel the joy of recounting my more interesting, and occasionally absurd, high-stakes encounters with some of the most notorious and powerful leaders on the planet.

Not that I’m bragging. As you’ll see, some of my stories are tales of success; others are of obvious failure. Regrettably, I’ve made my share of mistakes. The only reason I’ve hit a few home runs—and gotten a few people home—is because I’ve had plenty of at bats.

Nor, I must admit, were even my victories perfect. A perfect victory, or a perfect peace, is hard to come by. Sometimes the best you can hope for is an agreement of any kind—something that can establish a working relationship going forward—followed by an awkward handshake. (Come to think of it, a perfect victory is even rarer than a perfect handshake, which, as we all know, is next to impossible. I certainly can’t claim one, and I hold a Guinness World Record for handshakes. But we’ll get to that.)

Negotiation in any circumstance is subtle, complicated, and—despite that final imperfect handshake, that binding contract with a signature on a dotted line, or that flight back across the border—often without discrete markers of victory. So in the end, there are no hard-and-fast rules to live by. I don’t pretend there are. If there were, negotiation would be easy. A computer could negotiate for us. There’d be an app for that.

When dealing with humans, with our human foibles, human self-interest, human egos, and human error, sometimes the only option is to throw out all the options and improvise. That’s what makes negotiation so fascinating, and occasionally fun. As it is applied in real life, outside of the classroom, negotiation is about real-time compromise, about the art of the possible. It is not about finding absolute peace. (Perhaps that’s why, though nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize five times, I’ve never won.)

Not all of my negotiations have made headlines, although some did—and not always the ones I might have wished. But I bring your attention to them here because each story has within it countless pivotal moments—teachable moments—about how humans behave in a negotiation, about what we demand of each other, and about what we’re willing to give up to get what we want. The best I can offer you is a lesson by example. Or rather, by a dozen examples, each of which had countless moments when the negotiation could have failed or succeeded. Think of this as “how to negotiate in a million easy steps.”



After the president spoke, I, too, took the podium in the White House Press Room that day in 1996. Naturally, I wanted to thank him for his kind words and lay out what I hoped to accomplish as the newest UN ambassador. But even I barely recall what I said at that particular moment, because just as I launched into my heartfelt speech, my friend Bill Daley—a fellow appointee, for secretary of commerce, who had also spent the last few minutes standing stiffly at the president’s side—suddenly fainted and tumbled to the floor in front of the podium. C-SPAN has the tale of the tape; I had barely spoken three sentences before Bill’s knees buckled and down he went, hitting the floor with an audible thump, moments after accepting his own appointment. To say the least, it was not his finest hour.

Nor, it must be said, was it mine. The tape tells my tale as well, and it wasn’t pretty. Instead of leaping into action to save my friend from hitting the deck—I was, after all, the best hope for saving him, since I was closest—I stood slack-jawed, paralyzed at the podium, not quite sure what to do. C-SPAN caught Bill’s embarrassing fall, but they didn’t spare me either. As Bill tumbled down, their cameras lingered on me, frozen in place, as others jumped to Bill’s rescue a tad too late.

Thump.

To this day, CNN’s Wolf Blitzer, who was sitting in the front row, insists he actually caught Bill in time, averting a direct hit on the floor. That’s not how I remember it—and Wolf, sorry to say, that’s not how the cameras remember it either—although I cannot argue with another of Wolf’s remembrances of the day: “Bill,” he often reminds me still, “you didn’t do a thing!”

That much is true.

What can I say? Although I like to think I have pretty good reflexes, first aid is not my specialty. Even on the baseball diamond back in high school, I excelled as a pitcher, not a catcher. Negotiation is my specialty, and at that moment there was no working out any agreement between Bill and gravity.

Whatever bargaining skills I have were developed often by accident and circumstance, in fits and starts, and frequently to my own surprise, but they’ve been finely honed by twenty years of high-stakes diplomacy in some of the farthest corners of the world. Over the decades, I’ve become something of a designated hitter whenever and wherever trouble strikes. I’ve talked down madmen in Africa. I’ve stared down despots in Eastern Europe. I’ve played hardball with fallen dictators, and soft-pedaled powerful hardliners. I’ve talked to terrorists. It’s been said that I’m perhaps the only American whose regular commute is across the DMZ between North and South Korea. (In point of fact, one must fly over the Yalu River into Pyongyang through the Beijing airport, and only after visiting the embassy of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea back in China. But we’ll get to that, too.)

To be sure, the bridges I’ve been asked to build have led to some uncharted places—Cuba, Sudan, Congo, Bangladesh, Burma.

My negotiation partners have often been just as inaccessible—Fidel. Saddam. Hugo. A Kim or two.

There was a time when, as a member of the House Committee on Intelligence during the Clinton administration, I had so many human-rights abusers on speed-dial that I was known as the Undersecretary for Thugs. I took it as a compliment. It evidenced my overriding operating theory—a theory you’ll see repeated in this book—that we almost always benefit from talking, even to our enemies.

Whether I was acting as an official envoy of the government or as a simple private citizen on a humanitarian mission, I found a way to be useful in exactly that way—as someone who was willing to have a conversation with even the most controversial figures.

Often I was even more useful as a free agent, living between the worlds of the government and private humanitarian efforts. “Sometimes in diplomacy you need a fig leaf,” as Richard Haass, then-president of the Brookings Institution, put it just prior to my appointment as UN ambassador. “The fact that he is not inside the administration but somehow connected to it”—between worlds, you might say—“is a big plus.”

Negotiator. Public servant. Baseball fan. Skeet shooter. Fig leaf.

Guilty as charged.

Of course, none of this helped poor Bill Daley. Though I’ve since redeemed myself as a negotiator, the only “common ground” found that day was the ground found by his nose, in front of a packed room, live on television.

Bill got the last laugh. Later, when I jokingly accused him of stealing the spotlight during my moment, he insisted that he fainted because my acceptance speech was too boring. He’s probably right.

So I grant you, I may not have been helpful to the newly appointed secretary of commerce on that day back in 1996, but I am fairly certain that I can be helpful to you today. In my negotiations around the world, I’ve gleaned some valuable lessons that can’t be taught in textbooks, lessons about how people behave when the stakes are high, the degree of trust is low, and the ability to communicate is middling at best. Although not all of my negotiations have been matters of life and death, a few were—not exactly the usual curricula in Negotiation 101. I have lived a life where “getting to yes”—to borrow the title of the best-selling negotiation manual, written by two Harvard scholars, no less—might also include “getting to a shack in the Sudan” or “getting back to the airport before the rebel army shuts it down.” I can assure you, that’s a long way from the Harvard Club.

For their part, the books on negotiation that fill the business bestseller lists teach valuable lessons, but they are lessons that are useful primarily when the negotiators are balanced, coherent, and willing partners. Rational actors, negotiating with willing partners, hoping to strike a fair deal.

And while it’s true that many of my negotiating partners in far-flung foreign lands were honest brokers who cared about the lives of their citizens, many others were narcissistic despots and power-hungry tyrants who cared more about their own skins than their own countries. (Actually, one of the first important steps in any negotiation is to determine which is which, and who is who.) The lessons I share have only one thing in common: They were learned the hard way. They were extracted, culled, and solidified while sitting across from some of the most unpredictable and irrational people on the planet.

But that’s exactly why the lessons I reveal may be more applicable than the negotiation lessons you can learn from other books. Because let’s be honest: Your life is full of unpredictable and irrational people. Your bosses, your spouse, your children, your neighbors—sure, they don’t command armies or rule over countries, but they hold their own unique power over you, and have no scruples about trying to wield it at will.

Look around: You live and work with tyrants.

Schemers.

Narcissists.

So although most of my negotiating partners described in these pages may live far, far away, they may not be as foreign to you as it might seem. You may recognize their behaviors as those you contend with every day. Whether it be your husband, your wife, or your relentlessly opinionated teenage son or daughter, they mean no harm, and you love them, but you also know they don’t work under any definition of rational behavior. There are no Robert’s Rules of Order across the dining room table. And out in the world? At work? Buying a house? A car? A smart phone? Everything’s a negotiation.

So that’s my offer. Should you choose to accept it, read on. I believe you’ll find these stories as entertaining as they are useful. And I hope you’ll agree that the lessons they teach—while often gleaned from experiences halfway around the globe during my travels and travails throughout countries near and far—can be applied right where you live, to help you deal effectively with the scoundrels, ne’er-do-wells, thieves, thugs, dictators, and despots—and, yes, the loved ones—in your life.


The Clintons:

A CAUTIONARY TALE

I SEE YOU’VE ACCEPTED MY OFFER.

Rookie mistake.

The first offer is rarely the best offer—that’s Negotiation 101. As my father told me a thousand times—in terms I, a baseball fanatic, could certainly understand—never swing at the first pitch. But you swung. That’s okay.

After all, we all make mistakes. I’ve certainly made more than my share. It’s a cliché that we often learn more from our failures than our successes, but it also happens to be true. Why? The sting of defeat hits us harder than the pleasure of victory. It’s simply more powerful. I’ll never do that again, we tell ourselves. Just wait till my next at bat.

Perhaps my biggest misstep, my most flagrant swing and miss—one that can be as instructive for you as it was for me—came in 2008, just as the race for the presidency that year was heating up. I tell myself I made this particular mistake, a rookie mistake by a veteran negotiator who should have known better—me—because in truth I wasn’t the one doing the negotiating. Rather, I was being negotiated, by one of the best negotiators I’ve ever met: the same man who appointed me ambassador to the UN back in 1996. The same man who, famously, could negotiate everything, right down to what the definition of is is, and come out on the winning side of that linguistically mind-boggling argument.

So I tell myself I was outmatched by a master negotiator.

But the truth is, I bobbled an easy grounder.



In late January 2008, President Bill Clinton rang me with news: He wanted to see me again. Only this time, he didn’t summon me to the White House as he had back in 1996—another fellow currently lived there—and his only shot to return was as the spouse of my competitor for the presidency. But so adamant was he that we should meet that he proposed—rather, he insisted—that he would fly to New Mexico so we could meet in person. He had a good enough excuse: He suggested we watch the Super Bowl together. On February 3, the New York Giants would take on the New England Patriots in Glendale, Arizona. It promised to be a good game. Although if Bill had his way—and on this day, he certainly planned to—the featured entertainment that afternoon was going to take place in Santa Fe. And it too would be televised. Yes, just like in 1996, he wanted to say a few words about me on television, with me standing by his side.

Then he wanted me to speak the few words he had scripted for me:

“I endorse Hillary Clinton for president.”

It may have been Super Bowl Sunday, but it was also smack in the middle of the heated primary race, and any punter could tell what his visit was really about. I had dropped out of the race the previous month, and since then my arm had been sore from all the twisting it had received from all corners in asking for my endorsement. Hillary called. Barack called. Even Ted Kennedy rang me in support of Obama. But Bill came the most, finding a number of excuses to swing by New Mexico in the days after I had withdrawn. But this was his big pitch. We’d watch the Super Bowl, but the action would be in Santa Fe: Bill Clinton was making a house call, conveniently two days before the New Mexico caucus and Super Tuesday, to twist my arm harder than the rest and secure my endorsement for his wife for the presidency.

The only problem: I wasn’t going to play ball.

I did try to manage expectations about Bill’s visit—to anyone who might take an interest and to Bill himself. For starters, I instructed my spokesman, Pahl Shipley, to tell the Associated Press, “There’s no message intended by this.” This is just two old friends getting together to watch sports—as if that’s something Bill and I had done a thousand times before. (For the record, we hadn’t.)

Yet despite my apparent hesitation, or perhaps because of the poor job I had done of dissuading him, Bill still thought he would negotiate an endorsement out of me. He even told the local reporters there’d be a press conference, as he planned to get my endorsement by halftime.

I knew he wouldn’t succeed.

Yet I still let him do it.

I still let him come.

Even when it got complicated, I still let him come.

Even when a strong snowstorm made it impossible for the president’s plane to land in Taos and we hastily made plans to relocate to the Governor’s Mansion in Santa Fe—in other words, when I had a good excuse to cancel—I still let him come.

I still let a former president fly all the way to New Mexico, at great expense of his time, funds, and reputation—of blood and treasure, as they say in the war game—and I had not stepped in to stop it when it became obvious to the world what he was coming for.

Rookie mistake.



President Bill Clinton, who has at times been my friend and at others my foe, is a collection of superlatives.

Most everything complimentary said about the man is true. It’s barely controversial to say he is perhaps the most natural politician of the modern era. To this day, he retains an unmatched ability to sweep through a room and charm each person he meets. When he finally departs, after tending carefully to each constituent—and we are all his constituents—for precisely the amount of time needed—no more, no less—to remind us, through a few perfectly chosen words and more perfectly chosen gestures, that life will be better after this meeting, he leaves behind the sense not only that someone important just stopped by, but also that something important just happened.

Even if it was just a handshake.

Yes, there’s something about that handshake. He’s got the best handshake in the biz. (And I should know. I have the Guinness World Record in most handshakes. But we’ll get back to that.)

His speeches, even at their most winding and windy, render even other speechifiers speechless. And on that measure he just gets better; his keynote at the 2012 Democratic National Convention, as loquacious as ever, had the rafters shaking.

Everyone—men and women—says that when they’re one-on-one with him, they get lost in his gaze. They can’t all be wrong.

Simply: He was born to do this politics thing, and he’s better at it than anyone. He rarely fails to impress. Having lived much of my political life in the Clinton era, I’ve seen this firsthand. When I was being considered for secretary of the interior and he and I discussed the land-use issues I’d be expected to address during my tenure, his knowledge of the minutiae of Native American affairs was daunting, and came preloaded. I remember thinking, Wait a minute here, I thought I was the New Mexican. I consider myself a pretty avid baseball fan, but he once put me to shame when I introduced him to Carlos Slim and the two of them got into a deep conversation about the most arcane batting statistics. I couldn’t keep up. Bill is probably the only person who read the entire North American Free Trade Agreement. He’s certainly the only person who could cite it chapter and verse. From memory.

The man is a sponge.

He is also a man of his word, at least in professional settings. He keeps the political promises he’s made, even when it’s inconvenient. And on this front, he knows the value of the personal touch. After he chose not to nominate me for the job at Interior, he called me up.

“How you feeling?”

He already knew how I was feeling. “I gotta be honest, Bill. This one hurt.”

He felt my pain, the way he can.

“I hear you. But stay patient. These things tend to come ’round again.”

In my case, they came around twice. I did stay patient, and sure enough, three years later, President Clinton rescued me from a goatherd’s hut in Sudan and appointed me United States ambassador to the United Nations. Then in 1998, he appointed me secretary of energy. He felt he owed me, and even years later—when others might have forgotten—he paid up in full.

So yes, Bill Clinton is the best natural-born politician around, and he is a man of many virtues. But flip that coin—perhaps the coin he’ll be on someday—and most everything unsavory said about the man also has to be considered. It’s clear Bill has been on the receiving end of a parade of accusations over a long life in public service.

Lewinsky. Whitewater. Worse.

Is all of it true? Again, that may depend on what your definition of is is.

To be sure, there is a megalomania common to all of us who run for president. It takes a big ego to assume that you should be the leader of the free world. And on this measure, Bill leads the league. He does presume that the world revolves around him—not least because, for a time, it did.

After the professional help he had given me over the years, it’s no surprise that I got a reputation as being a strong Clinton defender, even when it came to his personal life. And he clearly appreciated the support. But even I was surprised by how effusive he’d be in his thanks to me. “I love you, Billy,” he’d say on many of his late-night phone calls. “I love you, man.”



Some years later, for reasons I can’t quite decipher, as the Clinton administration was winding down, I began to get a sense that my relationship with Bill was souring. The countless late-night phone calls talking about all manner of topics slowed to a trickle. (I realize how odd it may sound, but I missed hearing him tell me he loved me.) When I went to see him in the Oval Office to discuss my candidacy for DNC chairman, he was brusque. “Terry’s getting that,” he said, speaking of his friend Terry McAuliffe. “I’m not telling you not to run, but if you do, we’re going to have to crush you.” When I tried to press my case, the president did the oddest thing: He stood up in the middle of my sentence, walked over to a bookshelf, pulled down a book, and starting flipping through it, his back to me.

I was getting the cold shoulder from the president in the West Wing. If the Oval Office had had an ejector seat, I’m pretty sure he would have launched me onto the South Lawn. After a few moments of awkward silence, I picked up my things and left.

There have been moments of reprieve. A couple years later, we met up in Acapulco. Hillary and Bill were vacationing there, and my wife, Barbara, and I joined them. The four of us had a nice lunch full of laughs and grand plans, like old times. I also brought the world’s richest man and a dear friend from my childhood, Carlos Slim, to meet the president. They were like little kids trying to outdo each other at baseball trivia. Slim later contributed heavily to the Clinton Foundation. But even through all that, I knew by then not to rely on that feeling of bonhomie. Our relationship had been hot and cold—and getting colder generally—and I had grown used to that.

So in 2008, I can’t say I was surprised when he reached out to me during his wife’s tight battle with Senator Obama—a battle I had withdrawn from myself only a month prior—and insisted that we enjoy a nice snowy afternoon in Santa Fe watching the Super Bowl with cold cuts, chips and salsa, and a dozen of our closest reporters. As halftime approached—and with it, the expected press conference—Bill still hadn’t procured my endorsement. I leveled with him. “Bill, look. If you were running, I’d endorse you. But why should I endorse Hillary?” I had real reservations about the people she would bring in: the same old same old, as I saw it. It was clear he took my reluctance as a personal affront; to approve of Hillary is to approve of Bill. They come as a team. Still, I didn’t find his counterarguments compelling. At halftime, instead of calling off the press conference, we invited in the photographers for thirty of the most awkward minutes of my life. When the assembled reporters asked us about what we were discussing, I let Bill do most of the talking—not my usual modus operandi. “The Giants have been great today,” he said, ignoring the elephant in the room. “The defense has been unbelievable.” When a reporter finally asked a direct question about the political race and Hillary’s chances, all Bill could muster was “I hope she’s going to win. . . . New Mexico has been very good to me. I love it here.”

New Mexico may have been good to him, but I doubt he was loving New Mexico’s governor at that moment. I was shocked that he didn’t stand up, take a book off the shelf, and pretend to read. Heck, even I was wishing I had an ejector seat of my own. Not for him—for me. I wanted to be anywhere but there.

The game ended. The Giants won. The reporters left.

In the days that followed, Bill made other motions to pry an endorsement out of me. I learned later that he even asked Henry Cisneros, who had worked with Clinton as housing and urban development secretary, to intervene. “He thought I could deliver you,” Henry told me.

“Why?”

“I guess he thought we spoke the same language.”

“Politics?”

“Spanish.”

Hey, I can’t blame Bill. Whatever works. Lo que funcione.

At this point, it must be obvious. I’d been presented with a negotiator’s doomsday scenario: a high-stakes, high-tension no-win situation. On one hand, I could embrace my friendship with Bill Clinton, endorse his wife for president . . . and compromise my beliefs. Or I could endorse Senator Obama, honor what felt right to me . . . and lose my most powerful political ally and one of my closest friends.

I hope you’re never presented with such a situation, but this is the real world and these things happen. Ultimately, you’ll have to choose. It will be painful. It’ll force you to negotiate with yourself on a deep level—an ongoing theme in this book, as you’ll see. It’ll put your character to the test. But I do think you’ll know very early on which choice to make, even though you’ll lie to yourself about that. Finally, I made mine.

A month later, at a huge rally in Oregon, I endorsed Barack Obama. And it’s fair to say: All hell broke loose.



Bill Clinton sent out all the attack dogs and some of the more aggressive cats to accuse me of lacking any moral character. James Carville went on national television for the mere purpose of calling me a traitor. “An act of betrayal,” he said. “Mr. Richardson’s endorsement came right around the anniversary of the day when Judas sold out for thirty pieces of silver, so I think the timing is appropriate, if ironic.” For years after, Clinton himself would tell anyone willing to listen, “I’m mad at only two people: Ted Kennedy and Bill Richardson. And Ted’s dead.” Lucky me—I had the sole claim to Bill’s rage.

I had violated the Clinton omertà. While once Clinton had felt my pain, now he wanted to inflict it.

I announced my decision at a raucous and, I have to say, thrilling event in Portland. I think I surprised a few people when I arrived; I had regrown my beard after dropping out of the race, during what I called “a period of decompression.” The rest helped; my speech was as highly charged and joyful as any I’ve given, and just as well received. I praised Senator Obama as “an extraordinary American.” I pointed out the merits of his “historic speech” earlier in the week, in which he had addressed the controversy surrounding his outspoken pastor, Jeremiah Wright, and the issue of race—an issue important to me for obvious reasons—“with the eloquence and sincerity and optimism we have come to expect of him.” Most important, perhaps, was that “he spoke to us as adults.” I pointed out that Barack “could have given a safer speech. He is, after all, well ahead in the delegates count for our party’s nomination.” I hoped that this raw fact—Barack had the nomination sewn up—might be enough to explain why I hadn’t endorsed Hillary; it was time for our party to come together. After all, I was the sixty-second superdelegate to weigh in on his side, compared to just five for Hillary. Yet I felt I should say something extra to try to smooth over the relationship with the Clintons as much as possible. “Now, my great affection and admiration for Senator Clinton and President Clinton”—no reason not to lay it on thick at this point, I had nothing to lose—“will never waver. . . . The 1990s were a decade of prosperity and peace because of the competent and enlightened leadership of the Clinton administration.”

Then the pivot.

“But it is now time for a new generation of leadership to lead America forward.”

Hearing it again now, I understood why it stung. I was painting the Clintons as relics of the last decade. They had built that bridge to the twenty-first century, but now we were eight years in. I was saying it was high time for someone else to drive over it.

I couldn’t stop thinking about tomorrow.

I should have left it there, enough damage done. But after the rally, I also said to the assembled press a few things about what I saw as the caustic tenor of Senator Clinton’s campaign in recent weeks—comments that probably didn’t help my case with the Clintons. Nothing too controversial: “I believe the campaign has gotten too negative.” But let’s just say if Bill wanted to inflict a mortal wound, Hillary probably would have finished me off.

Before the general election, I tried to make amends directly with Hillary, hosting two fund-raisers for her to help defray her campaign debt. I can only assume she appreciated the gesture, at least; she certainly took the money.

More recently, she asked me to advise on Egypt issues as that country struggles with its post–Hosni Mubarak transition. I was flattered by the request and took it as a sign that there might be a thaw in the relationship. I told her I’d be happy to help, but that to work together effectively we had to dismiss the tensions that had built up over the years. I also told her I needed her to smooth things over with her husband. They were a team, after all—a lesson I had learned the hard way. I needed both to agree that we were resetting the relationship. I followed it up with an e-mail directly to Bill: “Let’s bury the hatchet.”

Bill never responded.

Over the years, I’ve offered a figurative olive branch at least four times, in direct e-mails and even a thoughtful letter or two. Unfortunately, they went unanswered; I never got any positive response from someone I had known for over two decades. So, when I was asked at the Democratic National Convention in 2012 how I would characterize my relationship with Bill, I had to admit there wasn’t one. As much as it pained me to say it at the end of a long friendship, “I have to assume the breach is permanent.”

I have come to recognize that this is largely my fault. Although I suggest that I deserved better than the silent treatment, the fact that Bill Clinton felt angry enough to give it to me means that I hurt him.

I maintain that it’s not the fact I endorsed Obama that was our undoing; to some degree, that’s merely politics. Plus, I meant what I said about the Democratic Party being at a crossroads—we needed to rally behind the future of the party. No, my error was much more tactical than that, and it began and ended
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