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In loving memory of my father, Lionel Brazile Sr., my beloved sister, Sheila Brazile, my fearless uncles Nat, Floyd, and Douglas, Harlem’s finest, my aunt Lucille, my friend and mentor, David Kaufmann, my DNC colleague and patriot, Seth Rich, and my beloved Pomeranian, Chip Joshua Marvin Brazile (Booty Wipes).


I miss y’all.…
















There are some things you learn best in calm, and some in storm.


—WILLA CATHER

















The Phone Call



When the name HILLARY CLINTON popped up on my phone in February 2017, I realized hers was a call I’d stopped waiting to receive. On Election Day, the tradition in politics is that candidates personally thank the people who helped most in the campaign. Win or lose, in the days that follow, the candidate extends that circle of gratitude to members of the party and the donors. Bernie Sanders called me on November 9, 2016, and Joe Biden, too. The vice president even came to our staff holiday party. But I never heard from Hillary.


I figured she might be hurting too bad to make that call. I had a tender spot for Hillary. I sympathized with everything she had gone through in the wretched election of 2016. I had been through plenty of rough campaigns in my forty years in politics, but I had never seen anything like the viciousness and turmoil of that horrible season as I fought alongside her. The only thing that was keeping me going as we faced the blazing fury of Donald Trump, when I was getting hit every day and thinking I just wanted to stop, was knowing my friend Hillary was getting the shit kicked out of her, too. Look at what they are doing to her, how they are destroying her, I’d think. I felt a duty to Hillary that went far beyond just being the chair of the Democratic Party.


We had met when I was still in my twenties. I was working as a consultant at the Children’s Defense Fund in the 1980s, which was where I met Hillary. I was a high-minded, strong-willed young woman who, through my aptitude for politics, crawled out of poverty in Louisiana to a career in Washington, DC. Hillary was one of my idols. While I was rough and bossy, Hillary was cool and smooth, polished by the Ivy League, and comfortable in the halls of power. Also, she was fearless fighting for children’s rights, and I saw in her many qualities I wanted to make stronger in myself.


I never forgot that it was Hillary in 2003 who told some of the party leaders to pay attention to a talented young Illinois state senator named Barack Obama. Without that assist from Hillary, Obama would not have been offered the keynote at the 2004 Democratic National Convention and almost certainly would not have gone on to become the first black president. Hillary’s gesture back then always stayed with me. So when several decades later, I suddenly was asked to serve again as interim party chair on the eve of the Democratic Convention in July 2016, just until she won in November, I couldn’t say no.


But I wanted to. I had promised myself, after I managed Al Gore’s campaign in 2000, that I never would let politics break my heart again. Acting as a media surrogate and staunch supporter of the team that got the first black president elected more than healed that wound. Getting Obama reelected was joy. So when I was asked to serve as interim chair—for what would be my second stint in this thankless job—I decided I had one more fight left in me, and a noble one at that. I could help get the first woman president elected. After she won, Hillary’s staff would assume control of the party. I could dance out the door to the sweet music of victory and go back to my perfect life. I never could have guessed how the months that followed would alter my life—and my country—forever.


Instead of being able to dance out the door in November, I had to stay through the end of February to perform the somber duties of the defeated: the painstaking work of filing all the financial reports with the Federal Election Commission, filing similar reports in all fifty states and the District of Columbia, shutting down offices, laying off thousands of people.


After that disastrous Election Day I didn’t want to think about politics or talk about it, and I was guessing Hillary felt that way and worse: that she had blown this chance and had let her sisters down. My heart went out to her. No matter how strong our differences were in the campaign, I know she is a good woman. I heard from time to time that she was asking about me, but I never took it seriously. She had all my numbers. I knew what I wanted to say to her and it was: I have nothing but respect for you for being so brave and classy considering everything that went on. But in the weeks after the loss, every time I checked my phone thinking I might have missed her call, it wasn’t her.


After the loss, the Democrats went into hiding, or started picking through the carnage, while the country was hungry for answers from a party that honestly didn’t know what to say. We had lost to Donald Trump! How was that possible? And what did we have to do to make sure that didn’t happen the next time?


It took me until the end of the year, after a holiday in Hawaii, to start getting my mojo back. We needed to remember that Hillary had won the popular vote. We did not have to hang our heads in shame. No, we had to find a way to stand this party back up if we were ever to have a chance to win again.


What inspired me was my kids, all 150 of them. I’ve never given birth to a child, but politics is a family affair. In a campaign, you see what the others are made of, you see people under pressure, and you see their limits tested in triumph and defeat. You get to know one another, in ways better than you do members of your real family. When I spotted young people with a real spark, that true combination of idealism and cunning essential to surviving in politics, I found work for them. Those were my kids, ages twenty-two to forty-five, scattered all around the country. I wanted to rebuild the party to give them a chance to lead.


Back in December when I thought about what the party could do, what I could do, I remembered how Terry McAuliffe took over as Democratic National Committee chair after our loss in 2000 and how Howard Dean stepped up after the defeat of then U.S. senator John Kerry in 2004. They reached out to the voters to understand what the party had gotten wrong about the mood of the country. They wanted to let the grassroots decide the future direction of the party. I would do the same. First we needed to get this loss out of our system.


I set up four regional meetings in January and February—we called them Future Forums—mostly in states where we hoped to regain our electoral advantage, or where we wanted to expand our electoral map in 2020. We’d lost Michigan, but by less than eleven thousand votes, so I planned to spread a little love in Detroit. I scheduled one in Houston and another in Baltimore. I started the tour in Arizona because, even though we lost there, we were making steady gains in that state. If the party was going to rise from the ashes, we might as well begin in Phoenix.


In each city I held a town hall with millennials, asking them what we did wrong and where we should go from here. I arranged for an inspirational speaker to open the general meeting, hoping that an uplifting message would help us expel the ghosts of 2016. In Phoenix I found that the mood was raw: angry, saddened, disappointed, and scared. I started the event telling the story of what we had been up against, but it did not seem like it was a story that people wanted to hear. People were bitter, and all of them wanted to blame the DNC. The Bernie people were saying how no one trusted Hillary, and Hillary people were complaining that the Bernie people never did come on board, even after the convention. These voters had many harsh words for how we didn’t connect with folks, about why turnout was down, and the harassment that some voters had experienced at the polls. No matter how many times during these forums that I was goaded to do so, I never threw the Clinton campaign under the bus. I knew my job was to stand there and take the body blows, acknowledge it, absorb it, so that all of us could let it go.


The meetings were cathartic. I began to feel that I could end my tenure knowing I had done what I could to set things right. As I drove up to Baltimore from Washington, DC, on a cold February morning, I was looking forward to the last of these forums before heading to Atlanta for the election of new DNC officers and then on to New Orleans to celebrate Mardi Gras with my family. After the forum, the staff and I gathered at a restaurant near the Chesapeake Bay for crab cakes and beer. We were toasting each other at the moment when I felt my phone vibrate, looked down, and saw that it was Hillary.


She asked me how I was doing and I said I was fine. She sounded rested and confident, as if the Hillary I knew had returned. I told her about the Future Forums and that I felt good about the people who were running to be the new leaders of the party. We were in better shape financially than we had been in months. Before leaving the White House, the president had agreed to do one more fund-raising appeal, and our online fund-raising was outpacing previous months. We had almost $11 million in the bank, which would give the new chair a head start. This was chitchat, like I was talking to someone I didn’t know. This was not I can’t wait to see you. Let’s get together. You stepped up and I really wanted to thank you for doing it. I know Hillary. I know she was being as sincere as possible, but I wanted something more from her.


The 2016 campaign, convention, and election had shattered long-standing relationships, leaving old friends wary of one another. This was more than the burnout and dejection that follows a crushing loss. The Russian dirty cybertricks that were still just coming to light had left everyone scarred and scared. We were all unable to reach out to the people we normally counted on.


As the call wrapped up, Hillary said she hoped I would be okay. That was when I almost lost it. Even if the party was starting to regain its footing, I was not okay. I had nothing left to return to. This campaign had tarnished my reputation, forced me to step down from CNN, and strained my relationships with colleagues and friends. The hacking of the DNC by the Russians shook my world, depleted my energy, creating in me a fear so deep that now I had surveillance cameras on every door and window at my house. I was struggling within myself to find a way to say this to Hillary, and if it would do either of us any good if I did, when she offered that if there was anything she could do to help I shouldn’t hesitate to give her a call.


“Don’t forget what happened to the DNC,” I suddenly blurted out.


Words started rushing out. I summoned that strength that comes from down deep. I had held it. I had taken all the hits. Hearing her voice was the first moment I understood how tired I was of taking it. What about the Russians? They had tried to destroy us. Was she going to help? I wanted to file a lawsuit. We needed to sue those sons of bitches for what they did to us. I knew the campaign had over $3 million set aside in a legal fund. Could she help me get this lawsuit started? And don’t forget the murder of Seth Rich, I told her. Did she want to contribute to Seth’s reward fund? We still hadn’t found the person responsible for the tragic murder of this bright young DNC staffer.


You’re right, she said. We’re going to get to that. But she really had to go. She had made the call and checked it off her list, and I accepted after we said our good-byes that I might never hear from her again.


In the weeks that followed, as I put my life back together, I thought about the notion that the Democratic Party is a family. I’m one of nine children, and I know how families squabble and forget because they have to move forward. They start to shrivel if they live only in the past. The other thing families are good at is keeping secrets. This Democratic family needed to stop doing that. So many things happened during this campaign that we were not supposed to talk about, and those secrets became part of our bigger problem and part of our defeat. I knew I needed to speak up. I was likely to be the first person to do so, at least in so public a way.


I wanted to tell the story of all the things that contributed to the loss, some of which we could not control and some of which we brought on ourselves. In the midst of the reality show that became the campaign, no one was focused on what was happening to the democracy, and the distractions have only continued with Trump in the White House. Amid the chaos of the new administration, the truth of what happened in 2016 is starting to slip away. We can’t allow that to happen.


We were hacked by the Russians. I want to talk about what this means for our democracy. Most people are not aware of the full-scale terror it creates—fear that slows everything to a crawl as people start to doubt one another. I want to talk about the arrogance and isolation of the Clinton campaign and the cult of Robby Mook, who felt fresh but turned up stale, in a campaign haunted by ghosts and lacking in enthusiasm, focus, and heart. More than that, Hillary’s campaign and the legacy project of the outgoing Obamas drained the party of its vitality and its cash, a huge contributing factor to our defeats in state and local races. I became so frustrated that in the days following Hillary’s shocking collapse at the 9/11 memorial ceremony I nearly replaced her as the party’s candidate for president. I want to explore the reasons why I decided not to do that and instead gave her time to heal and return to the campaign trail.


Many people don’t want me to write this book. They told me no one cared about what happened at the DNC. To them, the hacking was something we would rather forget. Some seemed to think that this was only Hillary’s story to tell. Others were still not convinced that the Russians were behind it. The purpose of this exhumation is to once and for all get everything out in the open.


As galling and heartbreaking as it was, the ascendency of Donald Trump to the White House has also created a tremendous opportunity for the Democrats. Once we understand exactly what happened in the debacle of 2016, we can stand up from this defeat and come back stronger.


As you can imagine, I have a lot to say about that.















ONE



Storm Clouds


As my good friend Lucy Spiegel and I drove toward the Wells Fargo Center in downtown Philadelphia on the last Monday in July 2016, we gasped at the enormous dark clouds looming over the site where the Democratic Convention would soon open. As a child in New Orleans I saw those same tall, black clouds erupt with such fury that they could bring a city to a standstill. As we got closer, my instincts were shouting at me to turn around, but we drove on. As vice chair, I was next in line to succeed Florida congresswoman Debbie Wasserman Schultz should she decide to step down as the chair of the Democratic Party. The last thing I wanted to be was the person who took her place. But suddenly that seemed almost inevitable.


The party was about to make history as it gathered to nominate the nation’s first woman presidential candidate, but we were stumbling—bleeding, nearly dead from a bruising primary season. And everyone was blaming Debbie. Obama swept into office in 2008 with a majority in both houses of Congress, but in the last eight years we’d lost all of the ground we gained. We lost control of the House in 2010 and, since Debbie took office in 2011, we’d also lost the Senate and more statehouses and governorships. As Democrats started pouring into Philadelphia for the convention, Debbie did not have a lot of friends among them.


I had known Debbie for many years, and it pained me to hear her critics talk about her behind her back. I was even more pained when I joined in that chorus. I knew how hard she had worked holding down two jobs, being both a congresswoman and the party chair. One of the major complaints was that she was using her position to advance her career at the expense of the party. Calls for her to step aside started months before the Iowa caucuses and grew louder throughout the primary season during the disputes about adding more candidate debates and forums. Debbie was under fire from all sides no matter where she looked, and the Bernie people just plain hated her.


After it was clear in June that Bernie Sanders had lost the nomination, he announced he would support Hillary, but he spent the six weeks leading up to the convention complaining to anyone who would listen about Debbie and the DNC. He claimed that she put the fix in for Hillary from the start. He attacked the rules that allowed party leaders chosen as superdelegates to declare their support for a candidate independent of the results of the state primaries and caucuses. He said all the rules for the primaries had been written to favor Hillary. I have served on the rules committee since 1997, and I could assure him that the rules were not written one way or the other. The Rules and Bylaws Committee meets immediately after the presidential election is over to begin the process of writing the rules for the next cycle. The goal of these meetings is to fix whatever problems arose in the previous presidential cycle. Bernie has always been an independent, and became a Democratic candidate only for the 2016 election. Those who have run under our party rules in the past operated under them better than someone who comes from outside party politics. The Bernie folks and some other unsettled state delegations from the West were not persuaded that was the full story.


I saw these powerful divisions playing out during the negotiations over the party platform back in Orlando in the second week in July. Thousands of people had been drawn to this election for the best of reasons. In 2008 it was a time for change, but in 2016 it was a popular revolt. From the left to the right, many Americans wanted something different. That energy became concentrated on the candidacies of Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump. Their supporters worked hard for their candidates, because they believed the system needed radical reform and they wanted to have an impact. As the bruising primary campaign played out, some of their supporters came to believe that the process was rigged. In Orlando, the platform delegates who supported Bernie were outraged and wanted their grievances heard. I was hoping that as we negotiated the planks of the platform, the party could show people that we were working to make sure that everyone’s voice could be heard.


I guess I succeeded a bit too well. In Orlando many delegates were inspired to make long, impassioned speeches. We had multiple drafts from different factions for each one of the platform planks. The meeting on Saturday, July 9, was supposed to be over by 7 p.m. but it went until 3 a.m., thirteen hours. As we approached midnight I had that weary feeling that we would never get out of there with all these people arguing and sermonizing. Fortunately, at around 9 p.m. I had realized what I needed, and what these people needed, was a drink.


I went next door to a store and bought $400 worth of liquor. I set up an impromptu bar and started mixing drinks and ordered food to be delivered. The hotel hosting the meeting threatened to shut me down for serving alcohol without a license, but somehow the DNC staff made that problem disappear. After a few drinks and some dinner, people were in a mood to compromise. We negotiated a very progressive platform that both Bernie and Hillary could stand on, which I hoped would mean fewer conflicts at the convention. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder why I had placed myself in this situation, though. This was Debbie’s mess, not Donna’s mess.


At least our convention would not be the ghoulish sideshow that the Republicans had created in Cleveland. It seemed like every prominent Republican I knew who wasn’t being paid by a TV network to be there had conveniently found an excuse to stay home. In their place emerged such inspiring figures as Gen. Mike Flynn and Scott Baio. When I spotted Sen. Orrin Hatch in the convention hall, he even came up and hugged me—so relieved was he to see someone he recognized.


This was the only convention I’ve ever been to that literally made me sick. It wasn’t just the speeches. Between the air outside, which was poisoned by the tear gas police had sprayed on the protestors, and my moldy, dusty hotel room, I ended up at the Cleveland Clinic to figure out why I was having such a hard time breathing.


The GOP convention had been so dispiriting and chaotic that I felt there was a big opening for the Democrats to build on. I knew that there would be disruptions from the Bernie folk, but our program was hopeful, and we had talent for every hour of our convention program and inspiring speakers.


I had been to nearly a dozen conventions in my time in politics, first as a delegate and later as a pundit. It was a life beyond what I could have imagined when I started in politics at the age of nine, working to elect a Kenner, Louisiana, city council candidate who promised to build a playground in my neighborhood. The councilman won, the playground was installed, and I was on my way. I’ve been on the staff of seven presidential campaigns, culminating as manager for Gore 2000. I have served as a strategist for more than fifty-six House and Senate races, and nineteen state and local contests. At the point when I stopped working on campaigns in 2000, I’d helped elect Democrats in forty-nine states; one more state and I would be named Miss USA without having to wear a bikini.


As I got to the end of my forties, I had come to a time in life where I did not want to be in the battle anymore. I was happy teaching my course on women in politics at Georgetown University, running my consulting firm, and getting paid to talk politics on CNN and ABC. Although I am through and through a Democrat, my decades of experience had helped me master the skill of being able to say nice things about everybody when I was on television.


I could say good things about Martin O’Malley, Jim Webb, Joe Biden, Lincoln Chafee, or Bernie or Hillary. Hell, a few times I even found a way to say something good about Donald Trump. In some ways I thought of myself as an actress, playing the part that the producers wanted me to play. In the morning when I was getting ready to go to the studio I’d know if I was going to play the part of the bitch who stands up to the GOP talking points. Or they might ask me to be the cool, calm Donna, the voice of reason and experience, who will just give it to you straight. When I looked into the TV cameras, I envisioned that I was speaking to someone older, whiter, and living in middle America who was staring at me and trying to open their minds to what this black lady had to say.


This, to me, was my perfect life: still with a voice and in the mix of politics, but no longer responsible for the outcome. I had been asked by President Obama to serve as the vice chair of the party in 2009, and I focused my attention on strengthening the Voting Rights Act. While the chair of the DNC is a paid position, the other officers do not take a salary and serve much like a board of directors for the party. I was rarely in the DNC office. I helped raise money and worked with my staff at the Voting Rights Institute to protect the right to vote in states where it was under assault. The day-to-day operations at the DNC were in the hands of Debbie and her full-time professional staff.


The notion of being the party chair, even for a little while, did not appeal to me at all. Maybe it was just the mellowing that comes with age. I had a strong suspicion that my resistance to taking on this job was because of Kai, a little boy who had stolen my heart.


Kai was born strong and healthy late in May 2016, but the birth really tore up his birth mom, Mia. She had to stay in the hospital for six weeks with a horrible infection that threatened her life. During that time she and her wife, my best friend Betsy, asked me to care for the child. Now, I was thinking: Here’s this girl who spends all of her life guarded. Don’t want no more love. Don’t want no more attachments. I’m done with that. I’m enjoying my life at age fifty-six. Then here comes this little boy who touched my heart in a way no child ever had before. Maybe this was because I cared for him and him alone ten to twelve hours a day, rather than seeing him among all the other people in a room during a visit. I fell in love. I told CNN and ABC that I needed to go on maternity leave because I did not want to be separated from Kai.


In July, after seven weeks together, I left Kai to speak in Seattle and Colorado Springs and to go from there to Cleveland to serve as a commentator on the GOP convention. I was surprised by how much I missed Kai. I rushed home on Friday after the convention to see my little Boo, even though we would only have a short time together before I left for Philadelphia. As I was relaxing with him in my arms, letting the unpleasant feeling of that GOP convention slip out of my body, I got to thinking about what a great summer we were going to have. When the days got hot, there was a piece of shade in my garden where he and I could sit and listen to the birds and look at the flowers I had planted there. In the fall, I’d bundle him up and we could see the leaves change color in Rock Creek Park. I’d still go off and do my pundit thing, but most days I could spend long pieces of time with Kai.


I was looking into those sweet blue eyes of his on July 22 when WikiLeaks dropped the bomb on the DNC.


My first sign of the trouble came when my phone started acting like it was possessed. It kept asking me for my password, and other ways to verify my identity, as if it had some kind of hardware malfunction. As that phone was not my primary mode of communication, I decided I’d deal with it later, but it would not let up. Then I got worried that I might lose the pictures of Kai I had on it because I had not backed them up. I called the tech help line at the DNC, and the man I spoke with advised me to delete my DNC email account immediately from my devices. All of my emails would be wiped out as a result. He didn’t express alarm to me and never mentioned the name WikiLeaks or referenced an email dump. He promised me that the pictures would still be safe, so I would have no trouble if I deleted that account. Then at 3 p.m. the party told all the officers about the WikiLeaks dump.


On June 14 Debbie invited the Democratic Party officers to a conference call to alert us that a story about hacking the DNC that would be published in the Washington Post the following day. That call was the first time we’d heard that there was a problem. Debbie’s tone was so casual that I had not absorbed the details, nor even thought that it was much for us to be concerned about. Her manner indicated that this hacking thing was something she had covered. But had she?


WikiLeaks had been releasing small batches of emails ever since that phone call. There were some from the DNC and Hillary, but WikiLeaks seemed to have a grudge against everyone. It also released a few embarrassing emails from Donald Trump’s campaign and Sarah Palin. Maybe these were just test batches to see how the public would react, and in truth, people were so focused on the GOP convention, these small dribbles of emails barely surfaced amid all the news.


Then came that Friday, when WikiLeaks dumped twenty thousand Democratic Party emails in a move deliberately timed to disrupt our convention.


The WikiLeaks emails—written by a wide range of DNC staff from the top leadership all the way down to the lowest employees—were carefully chosen to reveal senior members of the DNC staff speaking disrespectfully of Bernie and his supporters; one staff member had made an anti-Semitic remark. They questioned his faith and conjectured about ways to smear him for being an atheist in strongly religious states like Kentucky and West Virginia. They mocked him for being an outsider, the very thing that had energized his supporters, who were sick of establishment corruption. The emails showed the DNC staffers developing a story to plant in the press about how his campaign failed.


Suddenly you could not turn on cable news without hearing these shameful statements. There were conjectures about a convention floor fight, demonstrations to embarrass Hillary on the night she was nominated, a public display of disunity that would make the Republicans excited about their prospects in November. My inbox was flooded with messages from people complaining about the DNC’s unfair treatment of Bernie. Everything we had done to unify the party was unraveling. I realized I had to leave Kai and get to Philadelphia right away.


Saturday morning I took the early train from DC to Philly. In the days before the convention opens, groups and state caucuses hold meetings and receptions, and the Democratic Party hosts meetings of the party rules, platform, and credentials committees, which are required by convention rules. The emails had cast a big shadow over these meetings, and I wanted to be there so I could try to calm things down. The party needed to go on record ASAP to apologize for the emails. I wanted to personally apologize to folks for how they reflected on the DNC, not just to the Bernie people.


As the train pulled into the 30th Street Station, I sent word to Debbie that I had arrived. I went to the Sheraton Hotel to drop off my suitcase and hailed a driver to take me to the convention center. I arrived at the convention center at ten o’clock in the morning and would stay until three in the afternoon—apologizing, it seemed, to the whole world.


First I walked right into the meeting of Sanders delegates. The atmosphere was rowdy. People were restless and looking for a target for their anger. There were no other DNC party officers there, so I got up in front of the room with the bull’s-eye square on my chest.


“I’m a vice chair of the party, and I just want to say on behalf of the DNC, I’m not the chair, but I want to apologize for the nature of the emails and the conversations that you all read in the paper,” I said. “I don’t know much about what happened. I just got here. I came early to apologize for myself and for the other officers.” I pledged to get to the bottom of what happened, but I could see that the crisis was mushrooming. The release of the emails also had exposed the personal information of our staff people and many donors, some of whom Debbie’s top staff had ridiculed in their messages. The Bernie people were ready to throw bombs at the Hillary people, who were in shock as well. No one had expected this.


As the rough day wore on, we could not get any guidance from Debbie. She was nowhere in the convention hall. I called her to say that an apology should come from her, but she was defiant. “I’m not doing that,” she said. If I knew Debbie, she was probably hunkered down in her hotel room trying to cut a deal with Hillary for her exit, but truth was I didn’t have much time to think about that. All I knew was that the right option was to take responsibility. I went to another meeting and apologized again.


Email and text messages from journalists and the Democratic Party powerful scrolled constantly across the screen on my phone: IS DEBBIE GOING TO STEP DOWN NOW? WHEN? IS IT YOU WHO WILL REPLACE HER? SOMEONE ELSE? Finally I had to stop looking. I knew the call for me to replace her as chair was coming, but I wanted to keep my hands off it. I felt strongly that if I put myself in the center of it, a door might open and I would be the only person left in the room with no place to duck.


I wanted to disappear from view so that I could go back to being Donna. But I knew that was not very likely to happen.


The next morning, I was set to appear on This Week with George Stephanopoulos. From offstage, I could hear Robby Mook, Hillary’s campaign manager, pretaping a segment before the roundtable. Robby was talking about the Russians, and the Russians, and the Russians, and I thought, “What does this have to do with the Russians?”


Later, when the show went live, George Stephanopoulos started asking the members of the roundtable about Robby’s comments.


“First of all, this is not just a one-day leak,” I said, scrambling to find something to say. “There will be a substantial number of emails that I understand will be leaked over the next couple of days, weeks, and months because it was not a one-month breach or a two-month breach… [The Russians] have been involved. They were in our system at the DNC for well over a year… Will some people have to step down, be removed, or resign? I’m sure at the end of the day, yes.”


After I was finished with ABC, I rushed back to my hotel room to change clothes and put on some comfortable shoes. R. T. Ryback, the former mayor of Minneapolis and an officer of the DNC, texted: WHERE ARE YOU? R.T, who had been mentioned as a possible successor to Debbie, wanted the officers of the DNC to meet to work on issuing a formal apology from the party. I agreed.


We found a room at the convention center where we could work. Anita Dunn, who served on the Obama campaign, in the White House, and as a consultant for the DNC chair’s office, had assembled a team of folks from her firm, SKDKnickerbocker, to work on the draft. She was also working with Debbie on handling the press. Hilary Rosen, my longtime friend, CNN colleague, and DNC consultant to the chair’s office, was there, too.


As we sat down at the conference table, my phone was oddly quiet. Had my avoidance manuevers worked? After all my ducking and weaving away from this crisis, maybe they had forgotten me. Rumors were now swirling that Hillary was going to replace Debbie with Stephanie Schriok from Emily’s List or former Michigan governor Jennifer Granholm, people who had been her surrogates. I’d be happy to help them change the rules to allow that instead of the burden falling to me. Unfortunately my fate was already written.


The first order of business around the conference table was discussing what to do about Debbie. Many people thought she should not gavel in the convention considering how much controversy surrounded her. No matter the problems many of us had with Debbie’s style, she had done her very best preparing the party for this big moment. Everyone who spoke had pain in their voices. It was heart-wrenching.


As the group discussed the various options, I felt my phone vibrate. I looked down and saw it was Charlie Baker, an old friend of mine from the Michael Dukakis campaign and the chief administrative officer of Hillary’s campaign.


Shit.


“I need you to come over here, Donna,” he said.


“Oh no, Charlie,” I said. “Oh no. Please tell me.”


“I need you to come over here right away,” he said.


“Oh no, Charlie,” I just kept repeating. “Oh no.”















TWO



From the Back of the Bus to Center Stage


As I stood to make the long walk from the convention center to the Marriott that Sunday afternoon, my colleagues knew why I was leaving. This was a somber moment. They asked if I wanted someone to walk with me, but I declined that offer. I needed to walk alone so that I could pray.


I wished my dad, Lionel, were alive. I remembered the day I called to tell him to turn on the television because Al Gore was going to make a big announcement about me. When he balked at that, I told him that Al Gore was going to announce that I was his campaign manager, the first black woman to run a presidential campaign. My father was unimpressed. He said, “It’s just a job.” I felt sad that I didn’t have him to call now. He always reminded me to be humble and grateful, fortunate to be chosen to serve. The truth was I didn’t feel lucky. I felt duty and responsibility to the party, to the president and the nominee, and to Bernie. Behind that feeling I could hear the voice of my father, a man who earned four Bronze Stars in the Korean War and always called on his children to respect their obligation to their country. I thought mostly of him during that twenty-minute walk.


Just as I was nearing the hotel I ran into Jonathan Martin, a reporter from the New York Times. He looked excited.


“What’s going on? What do you hear?”


“I haven’t heard nothing,” I said. “There’s so much stuff swirling.”


That wasn’t really a lie, but surely it was not the truth. Seemed like the job was already in me.


I walked into the huge suite Debbie had reserved at the Marriott—I think it was the presidential one—with a dining room, living room and a kitchen and big windows. She was not in tears, but she looked like she’d just stopped crying. I was tempted to cry myself, because it sure felt like someone had just died. She was surrounded by family and congressional staff, and some members of the Florida delegation, many of whom were sniffling. I looked at Charlie, but he pointed me back to Debbie. I walked over to her and gave her a hug as a hush settled on the room. Everyone was watching us.


“I just got off the phone with the president,” Debbie said to me. “I spoke with Hillary. And I think all of this email stuff has become a distraction.”


“Oh, yeah. I was just meeting with the officers. We’re going to issue a joint statement, and I think you’ll like the statement,” I said.


“I want you to know I am going to step down at the end of the week when the convention ends,” she said. “This is to give you some time to prepare to be the interim chair.”


“That’s good, Debbie,” I said. “You worked hard for Hillary, and it’s important that you gavel in the convention.”


“You’ll be the acting chair when I step down,” she said.


“Just until the end of the week and then Hillary will have someone in mind,” I said.


“That’s not in my hands,” she said. “I will step down on my terms and I will put out a statement.”


“Okay, Debbie, you do what you need to do,” I said. “I will always be your friend.”


She still wasn’t ready to resign.


“I’ll be in charge of the convention and Friday I’ll just turn the gavel over to you.”


I left her room with that aimless feeling you get after just leaving a funeral. A major party was about to nominate the first woman presidential candidate, but this did not feel like a triumph. Hillary had more primary votes than Trump or Sanders, and all of that was getting lost because of all the damn emails.


I still didn’t want to talk to any reporters. I figured Debbie should tell the world what she was up to, not me. The press loved to talk about nothing but Donald Trump and emails, and now they had a fresh batch. They loved to write about Hillary’s problems and her shortcomings and never about the things that the public really cared about. This new crisis would keep us from talking about what we wanted to do for the country and how our candidate was so much more qualified and better prepared to lead than Donald Trump.


My gut told me that Debbie would not last the week. If my hunch was correct I needed to call Lucy.


Lucy Spiegel was an executive producer at CNN when I first started as a commentator for the network back in the fall of 2001. We’ve been friends ever since. She had retired to Annapolis in 2015, and I invited her to come to the convention as my guest so she could witness history being made when we nominated the first woman presidential candidate. I had snagged a backstage pass for her so she could experience the drama behind this historic convention. I could get her into all the good parties. Right then, however, I needed something from her. If I was going to be the party chair and in front of the cameras all the time, I needed a better wardrobe.


I already was scheduled to speak Tuesday night, and for that occasion I had two dresses and a seersucker suit to choose from. When you’re a pundit, you only have to look good from the waist up. I brought many nice blue tops, but down below I wore jeans and sneakers, the perfect shoes for running around a big convention hall. I needed to step it up for this new role. With all her years on TV, Lucy knew how to outfit me, and she was my size. I caught her as she was getting ready to leave Annapolis, and she threw a few more dresses that she thought I might like into her bag. She met me at the hotel and we started to consider the outfits. We had dresses and jewelry and shoes for every outfit laid out on the chairs and sofas in the room, moving the pieces around until we thought we had the right mix. I told her to buy anything she thought I might need for the week. It was a big relief to have my good friend take care of that for me.


On Monday morning we watched the hotel TV as the networks aired Debbie’s arrival at a breakfast meeting of the Florida state delegation. Knowing the pressure she was under, the networks decided to broadcast the ordeal live. The room was packed with outraged Bernie supporters who started booing the minute Debbie entered. Some held protest signs they’d printed out on computer paper that said EMAILS and THANKS FOR THE “HELP.”


Debbie was brave, a lot braver than those congresspeople who run from the protestors at their town halls, and I was proud of her. She stood in front of this angry crowd and acknowledged that they were upset, but then tried to rally them to the cause of supporting Hillary. This only made them more angry, but she took her speech all the way to the end. She had to be escorted through the angry crowd by security, who hustled her out the service entrance.


As I watched it all unfold on TV, I knew she wouldn’t last the day as the chair of the DNC. I imagined the Hillary brain trust huddled in a hotel suite, strategizing about the phone call they would make to insist that Debbie step down immediately. I knew they would want to do this before the convention opened, so a bigger version of that caucus scene would not unfold on the convention floor and be broadcast around the world.


As Lucy and I headed toward the Wells Fargo Center that afternoon, those were the storm clouds that we saw gathering overhead, the category two hurricane that would sweep me into a job I hoped would last only a few days. I was not ready. I knew that.


“Oh, my God, Lucy,” I said. “How can I just slow this down? This is happening too fast.”


When Charlie called to tell me that I was to take over immediately, I told him I didn’t feel ready. I wanted to use this convention to heal the rift between the Hillary and the Bernie people, but I wouldn’t have time to do that if I became chair and had to run the convention itself. But it was happening immediately whether I liked it or not.


Almost as soon as I accepted the fact that I could not avoid this, it seemed everyone else knew it, too.


Suddenly I had an entourage. I had a press aide to block the media from bothering me, but dozens of other people suddenly wanted me to make decisions about one thing or another. At one point I turned around and noticed that this young woman was following me everywhere I went. I didn’t know if she was a member of my staff or a stalker. I asked her who she was, and it turned out that she was Debbie’s body woman, paid for by Debbie’s consultants.


Her body woman?


The president has a body man, a personal aide who follows him everywhere and carries his phone and some of the things he needs, like tissues and pens; he also takes notes on things that need to be done. I have never had a body woman or man, and I found the idea ridiculous.


Finally after a few hours of her trailing behind me I realized I had to have a talk with this young woman.


“You know, this just is not going to work out between you and me,” I said. “I’m sure you’re good at your job; it’s just not a job that I need someone to do. Let’s try to figure out something else for you to do instead of following me around.”


I also found out that as the incoming interim chair I was supposed to take over a room they had reserved for Debbie at the Logan Hotel, where most of the bigwigs from the party were staying. I preferred the Sheraton because it was where people I knew were staying: the party’s rank and file. The community organizers and union people, the teachers and the firefighters, were all there. The Hillary people wanted me to operate out of the Logan, which had a bar called the Commons, but there were very few common people who wanted to drink there. It was filled with party powerbrokers, lobbyists and big donors, the candidate, the Secret Service, the candidate’s family. Cocktails were $16 each, and a glass of wine set you back $12. Also, they didn’t even serve chicken wings. Who wants to go to a bar that doesn’t serve wings? The night before, when I dragged my tired self into the bar at the Sheraton after that unbelievably long day, people were shouting from many corners, “Hey Donna, whatcha drinking?” “Hey Donna come sit over here!” No one would be shouting that out at the Logan Hotel. I told Lucy to take over the room at the Logan.


The problem I faced first was who was going to gavel in the convention. It was traditionally the role of the party chair to do so, but I didn’t want to do that to Debbie. It would seem as though I was gloating in my new role, and that was so far from the truth. No matter what she did or didn’t do as chair, Debbie deserved a respectful exit. I decided Stephanie Rawlings-Blake, mayor of Baltimore and party secretary, who had been intimately involved in planning the convention, would call it to order that afternoon. At 4 p.m., she did so, bringing the Democratic National Convention to order. She then turned the gavel over to Rep. Marcia Fudge, who was the permanent chair of the convention. Meanwhile I was able to stay offstage, get my bearings, and work on my speech, set for the convention’s second evening.


I’d submitted my speech before the convention, but now that I was chair it was more important to set the right tone. As the convention got underway, Lucy and I holed up in my room at the Sheraton and went over my speech line by line, and we worked on picking out my outfit from all the clothes we had laid out on chairs and sofas.


I was favoring the conservative and professional choices that reflected my dutiful mood, but as the convention came to a crescendo that first night with First Lady Michelle Obama’s incredible speech, I decided that I would not let these distractions and deflections get me down. We had a lot to be proud of as a party, and we could be particularly proud of Hillary and the way Bernie Sanders capped off the night with his own riveting speech.


As the first night drew to a close, I knew I could no longer be the neutral voice among the pundits. I would have to toss aside my role as the expert and get my hands dirty in this thing if we were going to win. I felt my desire to help protect Obama’s legacy and accomplishments more strongly than ever after Michelle’s speech. There was so much on the ballot, including Obama’s protection of voting rights, criminal justice reform, expansion of Medicaid through Obamacare, and efforts to combat climate change, all of which needed to be preserved. I could not do that dressed for a funeral. For my big speech the next day Lucy and I chose a happy dress: simple black with a beautiful cream lace outer shell.


That first night felt like a miracle: After all the drama of the primary campaign and especially the last forty-eight hours, the party had managed to come together. Could we get the feeling to last through the convention? On the second night, as I strode out onto the stage, I was nervous. This was the first time in my four decades in politics I had been asked to be a featured speaker. I had rehearsed my speech so many times, but I still didn’t feel as though I had nailed it. Standing at that podium, I looked out on the crowd, and it was looking into the face of America. I fell back in love with the party that had given so much to me. I searched out the Louisiana state sign, the place where I first cast my vote. I was proud to be standing on that stage to give my remarks. I felt that speech in me. I had written it myself and it came from my heart:




Growing up, I was always told that a lady should never reveal her age, so I will simply say this. I’m no spring chicken. I’ve seen some things in my time. And as a child, I lived through and survived the segregated south. Who dat? I sat at the back of the bus at a time when America was not yet as great as it could be. As a grown woman, I saw the first black president reach down a hand and touch the face of a child like I once was, lifting his eyes toward a better future. But I have never, ever, in all of my years seen a leader so committed to delivering that better future to America’s children as Hillary Clinton.





I talked about how she did not become a corporate lawyer right out of Yale, but worked for children’s rights at the Children’s Defense Fund and as the first lady of Arkansas. I contrasted her life of service to the corruption and self-dealing of Donald Trump. I wanted them to know who Hillary was when no one was watching, at her core, rooting her to this earth: her hope for children and her commitment to helping them live up to their God-given potential.




My friends, as a child when I sat at the back of the bus, I was told time and time and again that God’s potential did not exist in people like me. I spent my life fighting to change that, and from the first day I met Hillary Clinton I’ve known that she is someone who cares just as much and would fight just as hard for children everywhere. Poor kids, you’ve got a champion. Kids who live in poverty, you’ve got a champion. Kids who need help, you’ve got a champion. As long as she’s in charge, we’re never going back. And that’s why I am with her! Let me say this as your incoming chair of the Democratic National Committee, I promise you, my friends, I commit to all Americans that we will have a party we all can be proud of. We will elect Democrats up and down the ballot, and we will celebrate together the inauguration of President Hillary Clinton in January 2017.
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