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			To Max and Lucy





PROLOGUE

			The Treaty Room is a large and ornately decorated meeting space located on the second floor of the White House, on the right side of the semi-circular columns that give the building its neoclassical look. The room has always been used as the president’s private study, but since President Andrew Johnson it has also served as a place where Cabinet members meet. In 1898, it was the space where President William McKinley signed the US peace treaty with Spain—hence its name.

			On a hot and muggy day in August of 2019, I am making my way to this very room with the forty-fifth president of the United States, Donald J. Trump. The president stops suddenly and pulls out a card from his suit pocket. It’s a cheat sheet that includes a few key meeting details. He asks me, “Wait, how do you pronounce this guy’s name? EYE-o-hannis?”

			“No, no,” I say. “Yo-HA-nis.” There’s a bit of exasperation in my voice because I’ve already pronounced the name several times. I repeat a little louder, “YO-HA-NIS.”

			“When did I meet him?”

			“A couple of years ago.”

			“What does Romania want?”

			I fill him in on a few quick tidbits about the president of Romania and how we’re friends with them because we’re both opposed to a natural gas pipeline that Vladimir Putin wants to build from Russia to Eastern Europe. Trump nods.

			I was supposed to give Trump a full briefing earlier that morning with the US ambassador to Romania and a phalanx of State Department officials, but instead, at the appointed time, I find myself wandering the West Wing looking for him. Fortunately for me, I had been especially nice earlier that morning to the receptionist who has the power to issue blue or green White House passes. The blue pass is like a VIP backstage pass that grants roaming access to all parts of the Old Executive Office Building—now known as the Eisenhower Executive Office Building (EEOB)—and the White House. The green pass restricts you to the EEOB and limited parts of the White House.

			With my blue pass dangling from my neck, I make my way down the halls. When I get to the Oval Office, the door is open, country music blasting from inside. Trump, sitting at the Resolute Desk, catches a glimpse of me outside the door and beckons, “Get in here and tell me which song you like.”

			An aide is standing in the office with him, her face like a deer in headlights. “He’s choosing which song to use for his walk-on,” she manages to yell over the noise. He’s vetting the theme music for his next rally. Really. Trump does focus on some details, and this is an important one. Never mind the fact that the Oval Office sounds like a country western bar, and we are supposed to be prepping for a visit with a foreign leader. He skips forward through a couple of tracks.

			“Mr. President, Iohannis is showing up any minute. Don’t you want to be brought up to speed?” I yell, scanning my briefing paper. At this moment, a group of officials and dignitaries are gathered in the Cabinet Room for an advance discussion, waiting for us. DJ Trump gives me little further response, so I walk down the hall to meet the others. I enter the room and see the empty chair where I should have been sitting: at the end of the table with my mouth shut.

			Everyone stands when the president enters a few minutes later. We then walk together down the colonnade and into the main building of the WH with a swarm of aides in tow. As we wait in the Treaty Room for the foreign leader’s motorcade to arrive, Trump reaches into his pocket and pulls out a box of Tic Tacs. He shakes a few into his hand and scarfs them down. He looks over at me, since I’ve held out my hand in his direction.

			“What the fuck, aren’t you going to share?” I ask him.

			Slightly sheepish, Trump pulls out the white mints and shakes some into my hand. When you call him out on not acting like a normal person, it catches him off guard—and then he kind of likes it. People do it too infrequently.

			A few moments later, Iohannis enters the room. Trump greets the Romanian president as if they are long-time golf buddies. This is Trump in his element, when he gets to gab with other powerful men. He and I share a background as hoteliers, and that line of work requires schmooze skills: we know how to make small talk with just about anyone. This kind of country club chatter is a way of life for Trump. It plays to his strengths and feeds his ego.

			Then Iohannis turns to me with a big smile. “Gordon!”

			“Hi Mr. President, welcome!”

			Trump watches bemused as Iohannis and I exchange pleasantries. Trump will find a way to make sure we all know who’s in charge, just give him a second. “So, I see you know our ambassador to the EU?” Trump asks. Iohannis answers with an embarrassingly effusive comment about me, making matters worse.

			“Did you know Ambassador Sondland is also a hotel guy? His doesn’t have as many hotels as me, and they aren’t as nice, but he does OK.” Yup. There it is. Iohannis laughs politely.

			I didn’t mind this sort of thing because in a job like mine, you had to take the good with the bad, and that meant putting up with Trump’s insecurity. Over time, though, I realized that working with Trump was like staying at an all-inclusive resort. You’re thrilled when you first arrive, but things start to go downhill fast. Quality issues start to show. The people who work the place can be rude and not so bright. Attrition is a huge problem. And eventually, you begin to wonder why you agreed to the deal in the first place.

			That sums up my experience as ambassador to the European Union under Trump. I’m not embarrassed to say I was able to get the President’s attention with a $1 million donation. How I learned to deal with Trump—to manage his unorthodox management style—and the lessons I learned about how real politics and diplomacy work are the reasons I’m writing this book. But the reason you should read it is that I’ll share a new view on the Trump presidency while also pointing out some legitimate issues of the US as an economic and political power.

			This book offers the same frank assessment of both Trump and his enemies that I gave in my impeachment testimony, which got people across the political spectrum thanking me for my frankness. It’s the same with everything I do. What you see is what you get. I don’t have an axe to grind; I don’t canonize the man or claim he’s the second coming of Hitler, though I will never forgive him for what happened on January 6. He’s an extremely sharp, decisive, and divisive figure who happens to have attention and ego issues that get in the way of his mostly sound policy positions.

			He represented the antithesis of what I learned about lifelong politicians in Washington. Their main purpose for existing is to continue to exist. And the same goes for the lifetime bureaucrats like John Bolton or Alex Vindman who hide behind their love of country and belief in Democracy and Truth. Their “we’ll be here when you’re gone” mentality pervades everything they do. I’ll show how, on the other hand, Trump brought with him an outsider’s clarity to the problems that have plagued the government for many administrations, from foreign diplomacy to trade issues to how things get done inside Washington.

			I certainly think Trump treated me differently because I was also a successful hotelier, but it’s not just my place in business that won his respect. It’s an attitude that you have to have with him in order to survive. None of the politicians in office, from Ted Cruz to Josh Hawley to Taylor Greene to Tom Cotton, know how to adopt this approach. They’re sycophants who built careers on dissembling and playing roles that aren’t authentic. That’s not the way to get things done when it comes to a guy like Trump. To deal with a bully, you have to stand up to him. To deal with an egomaniac, you have to feed that ego. To deal with a decision maker who sees black and white and not shades of gray in every decision, you have to give him two options and paint one of them—the one you want—as obviously far more attractive.

			Most Trump supporters aren’t as extreme as the Capitol rioters, but they do believe in Trump as a symbol of something that’s missing in this country—something he restored for them. But he is also a man with a fragile ego who wants more than anything to feed that ego the way an addict would feed a habit. This need must be met at all costs, but as long as you know how he works and what motivates him, you can deal with him accordingly. And no matter whether you love him or loathe him, Trump is not going away.

			That’s why I’m writing this book. That and the fact that people still stop me in line at the grocery store or in the airport and give me high fives—a mix of Republicans and Democrats. Business associates, random strangers, and close friends all still ask me, “How did you do that?” How did I survive Trump? How did I survive being shredded by the intelligence committee? How did I stay out of jail? How did I come out intact? These are just a few of the questions perhaps you too want the answers to.

			Yes, I’m the quid pro quo guy, but you know what? Everything in life is some kind of a quid pro quo. The fact is that when you give someone something—time, affection, devotion, money, loyalty—you expect something in return. It’s how diplomacy works. It’s how life works. This give and take is how we intuit where we stand in relation to each other. It’s how we conduct business, form relationships, and come to believe in and understand another person. The problem is not that quid pro quos exist—they’re never going away. It’s being too myopic to stop negotiating or to stop attempting to beat the other person at their own game. I’ve seen many smart people make this mistake with Trump. I’ve seen them do it elsewhere in life. I myself have not been immune.

			Some of my success in landing on my feet is purely dumb luck. But some is not. For starters, I am a college dropout and the son of immigrant Holocaust survivors. My drive to make something of myself—and above all, to be successful—was the fuel that powered me all the way into the White House and into the EU ambassador role in Brussels. I ended up in both of those places and the hotseat at a congressional hearing in no small part due to my relentless nature, my sometimes unhealthy drive and ambition, and a big serving of both candor and humor. It’s been a special formula of luck, pluck, and fucking up that’s helped me achieve great success. It’s also created huge problems for me and those close to me. After being the only official to honor the subpoena to appear in front of the House Intelligence Committee and tell the truth on the stand, Trump fired me, Democrats lauded my honesty, and Republicans couldn’t quite figure out what I really wanted—or what the hell just happened.

			So here is my slice-of-history story, which is also a behind-the-scenes view of how diplomacy is conducted at the highest levels at a time when the US-EU relationship was at a critical crossroads. Many of the foreign policy initiatives advanced during Trump’s tenure were thoughtful and effective—go ahead and balk; I’ll explain. Unfortunately, because of Trump’s narcissistic and self-promoting personality, the soundness of his policy initiatives didn’t matter so much. In fact, many of his policies were initially accepted and then rejected by foreign leaders because of Trump’s inability to shut up after he made the sale. Trump and other senior leaders love making great plays and then fumbling the ball at the end. It’s like they don’t know how to take “yes” for an answer. I would know; I’ve done it too.

			For better or worse, I’ve also never been afraid to speak my mind and do what I feel is the right thing, like honoring a congressional subpoena when others didn’t—even though I knew it could be career suicide, suing the former secretary of state because he lied to me, or pissing off the president and many others with my insouciance. Life goes on, and so will I.





INTRODUCTION

			Greetings From Brussels

			Air Force One touches down at the Brussels Airport on the hazy afternoon of July 10, 2018, a few minutes behind schedule. I watch the venerable 747 taxi to a remote part of the field. The giant aircraft with the baby blue nose rolls to a stop within an inch of its designated mark. Presidential movements carry an expectation of flawless precision, as if the American president would be somehow diminished in the eyes of the world if the wheel of his plane did not stop exactly on the painted line. The careful choreography carries through to the line of waiting vehicles, including “the Beast” (aka the presidential limousine), a spare Beast, and at least twenty-five black Suburbans containing hordes of secret service agents with weapons at the ready.

			POTUS has come to town for the 2018 NATO summit. I stand waiting as one of a handful of delegates to personally welcome him to Belgium—not bad for my third day on the job. Those of us in the welcoming committee have been wrangled into place by a nervous staffer, like cattle being ushered toward the slaughterhouse. Toward the end of the receiving line stands Kay Bailey Hutchison, former US senator and US ambassador to NATO, and Ron Gidwitz, my Foreign Service Institute “Ambassador School” class colleague and now ambassador to Belgium. At the very end of the line is yours truly, the freshly minted US ambassador to the European Union.

			We stand at attention and watch the president and Melania deplane, she impeccably dressed in a camel-colored Burberry trench coat and stilettos, and he with his perfectly arranged coif glistening in the Belgian sun. (I later witnessed that curiosity being built from scratch in the small bathroom just off the Oval Office. While I was talking about the latest happenings in the European Parliament, the president used his tools, including a flat brush and copious amounts of Aqua Net, to construct a masterpiece of hirsute engineering from his wispy locks.)

			The president and his hair make their way down the airstairs toward the lengthy receiving line. I watch and listen. With each handshake and platitude, I see him growing more bored and annoyed. None of his buddies are here to greet him, and NATO is definitely not his favorite club. He’d already been threatening to pull the US from NATO entirely, pout-tweeting lines like, “NATO countries must pay MORE, the United States must pay LESS. Very Unfair!” It’s true that the US puts far more money into the alliance than any European country—close to 70 percent of the total—and we need to do something about that. But more on that later.

			The assembled dignitaries offer their pro forma greetings: “Welcome to Brussels, Mr. President,” or “We’re honored to have you here.” As the president approaches me at the end of the line, I remember the repeated admonishments from a curt White House advance staffer the day before. The warnings weren’t about hot-button topics to avoid. Instead, they consisted of a lot of unwelcome instructions: Do not to get in the president’s car. Do not ask to join him. Under any circumstances. This gave me a whiff of a phenomenon I’d grow to be very familiar with in my time as ambassador: the staff’s primary goal often seems to be to hinder, delay, and prevent access to the Boss. Yes, good staffers must act as gatekeepers. But they also need to have good judgment about who to let in when there’s something larger at stake.

			So, my instructions were as follows: greet the president with a short welcome, turn around, and return to your own car. You will rejoin the president upon arrival at the first reception. Do not, repeat, do not get into the president’s car. Problem was, I’d already realized within hours of arriving at my post in Brussels that access was the coin of the realm. If I had the right access, I could accomplish a great deal. If I had no access, I would get little to nothing done.

			From everything I’d seen of him in the media, our limited interactions in person, and from all I’d heard from those who knew him well, the president seemed easy to read. He likes irreverence, success, attitude. Another off-the-shelf greeting would get me nowhere with Donald Trump.

			I need a hook, something to grab his attention. A bunch of hawkish staff and secret service are eyeing me warily. The president steps in front of me and shakes my hand. “So, you’re the new EU ambassador. How’s it going?” he asks. His eyes wander over to the waiting motorcade. “To tell you honestly, sir, my balls are sore.” He stops scanning, zeroes in on me with undivided attention. He takes up the line. “Why are your balls sore?” he asks, a hint of a smirk around his mouth. “Because the Europeans have been kicking the shit out of them since I got here three days ago,” I reply. His eyes are lively now. “Get in the car. I wanna talk to you.” Mission accomplished. I feel the staff burning holes in my suit with their eyeballs as I walk over and duck into the Beast with POTUS and FLOTUS (first lady of the United States). A few small steps for a man, a giant leap for an ambassador. I have just accomplished the first objective that would help me get my job done: access.

			When someone mentions small change, what comes to mind? A few coins, not enough to count for much. A minor adjustment in direction or behavior or something not worth your time and attention. Why bother with the small stuff when there are far more important or lucrative issues that demand attention? Conventional business wisdom loves to warn people of perils of the cliché, losing sight of the forest for the trees.

			The thing is, seemingly insignificant events or minor adjustments—in approach, in attitude, in priorities—can have profound effects. A casual remark creates an unexpected connection, which evolves into an important relationship—a relationship that changes the course of your career or your future. Small change can ruin lives or make history. As a pilot, a small change of a degree or two in flight coordinates can mean the difference between arriving safely at your destination or veering hundreds of miles off course—and maybe into the side of a mountain.

			If you know who I am, it’s because of one of two things: the fact that I served as the US ambassador to the EU—more specifically, as a political appointee nominated by President Trump—or that I appeared as a key witness, perhaps the key witness, in President Trump’s impeachment trial. I ended up in both places thanks to a series of seemingly small moments, choices, and happenings that led to a chain reaction of events. The cumulative effects upended my life and made a small but indelible mark on a peculiar moment in history.

			One storyline about me says I’m a rich guy without any relevant experience who got the ambassador job by writing a big check. There are some elements of truth to that. But most of it is a fiction—both the part about me and the larger narrative about political appointees. Political appointees with business skills are often mocked or disdained in the media or among career diplomats, but in reality, they are critical to how we conduct some of the most important diplomacy and foreign policy.

			There are also two wildly divergent and equally false storylines about the role that I played in Trump’s impeachment trial. At one point, the Democrats were absolutely sure that I was a shill for the president—that I would blatantly lie to protect Trump’s interests, say whatever I needed to in order to stay in his good graces. After my public testimony, the story changed: that I was a traitor to my party and that I’d sided with those who wanted nothing more than to see the president impeached. The far more mundane reality was that my only agenda was simply to tell the truth, get the hell out of the courtroom, and get back to work. Too bad the committee was less interested in facts and more interested in dumping the president. It was clear from the enthusiastic testimony of other witnesses that they were on board with this objective. It wasn’t mine. Had I received any legal cover that precluded me from testifying—for instance, a letter from the Department of State saying, “We refuse to produce Ambassador Sondland absent a court order,” I would have gladly avoided the whole charade. I didn’t—so off I went. I was the only political appointee to honor the subpoena, unlike others who dodged their duty to appear in court.

			Despite what you might take away from the disparaging stories and spoofs about me, my ego isn’t so big that it obstructs my vision. I know that I was being “used” by both sides as a tool to complete a task. And once the job is done, you’re no longer useful.

			I’ve made my peace with that. After all, although it didn’t play out anything like I imagined, doing my duty in the impeachment trial ties into the reasons I wanted to become an ambassador in the first place: to uphold the values of this country that I truly believe is the best place in the world where you can enjoy the freedoms to fully achieve your potential and to pursue whatever happiness means to you. And I do have a story to tell, my story, which is more surprising and amusing than even the ones that Saturday Night Live or the New York Times dreamt up. So as it turns out, I’m not quite finished.

			Though I credit my confirmation as ambassador to the EU in no small part to luck, it also required intent, opportunity, and capability. More specifically, it was the intent to serve, the opportunity to use my long-standing commitment to Republican candidates to put myself in position for the job, and the capability from almost forty years in business, dealmaking and negotiating to get things done. Serving as an ambassador was something I’d seen colleagues and competitors do, and every last one of them described it as the most rewarding experience of their lives. I wanted to have a chance.

			That said, I was an unlikely candidate for the job, even for a political appointee. Many of my peers and friends who became ambassadors had distinguished business careers as well as advanced degrees from venerable institutions. I, on the other hand, was a college dropout, son of immigrants, and a bit of a “rough around the edges” character. The tension of growing up modestly in a wealthy community coupled with a personality where envy and jealousy were primary motivators make me a cut-to-the-chase kind of guy. As a young businessperson, this made me ruthless. As an ambassador, it made me impatient and incisive: I knew I had a limited time at my post in which to make an impact. At every opportunity, I dispensed with pointless meetings or insignificant busywork to drill down quickly to what mattered. You don’t need to check all the “right boxes” to succeed at a high-level job for which you might be overlooked—more than anything else, you need to show you can be effective.

			That’s not to say the job itself was always easy; it wasn’t, but it was full of memorable moments. History itself is often made by accident or circumstance. As even career diplomat William Burns admits, it’s not the lofty long term that often matters. “It’s the short game — coping with stuff that happens unexpectedly — that preoccupies policymakers and often shapes their legacies.”1 I’m here to tell you, and I’ll surely show you, most political appointees are adept at playing the short game in a way that many of their career counterparts are not. They know the clock is always ticking—if you’re not closing a deal, you’re wasting time and taxpayer money.

			In my work as ambassador, I did what I could to move beyond the small stuff, like ceremonial photo-op events or following needless rules of protocol. My mandate was to advance the understanding between the US and the EU in a way that would benefit our mutual interests. And even though I myself no longer hold the job, I think it’s more important than ever.

			We’re now facing a moment of unprecedented global peril, when we need to rededicate ourselves to acting as true partners. We owe it to ourselves, and to future generations, to do whatever it takes to come together. While the United States and the European Union sometimes disagree about tactics, we always share the same goal: security and prosperity. We need to stop our small squabbles and stand together on the big issues that really imperil us all. I’ll share some ideas later about how we can be more aligned in pursuit of our larger goals.

			Some of the anecdotes you’ll read here may seem self-aggrandizing or silly to scholars. But this is my view of how the work of diplomacy really gets done: what’s all too often portrayed as mysterious and doctorate-level complicated—it’s really not. No matter what level of engagement we’re talking about or how high the stakes, it still involves dialogue and interaction between human beings. Same as the decisions made at the highest levels of business and commerce: it’s still just a bunch of people, negotiating, and dealmaking—another simple truth. Almost everything in life is a quid pro quo. There’s nothing inherently wrong with that, nothing nefarious about it. If I give you something, in most cases I expect to get something in return. That’s what an exchange is all about. That doesn’t mean there’s never room for altruism or empathy, but those circumstances are the exception, not the norm. Though transactions are what make businesses and countries run, they are not the only thing.

			I’ve certainly made mistakes in my own interactions with others (many of which I’ll share here), and if I could go back in time, I’d do some things differently. But I’m grateful for everything that I’ve had the opportunity to experience, thankful for the sacrifices my family made for my success, and proud to be a citizen of the unique country I still regard as having no equal in the world.





CHAPTER ONE

			Fateful Mistakes

			February 7, 2020, Washington, DC. I step out of the dim cocoon of the hotel lobby into the oddly humid morning. The air is unsettled, unseasonably warm. I set out in the direction of Constitution Avenue just as it starts to rain. No umbrella, so I pull my jacket close around me like a security blanket. One of the only pleasant side effects of all the recent stress—I’d lost a few pounds. Also, I had a growing immunity to bullshit that used to drive me crazy. Tepid coffee at breakfast? Who cares. Bad traffic? No big deal. Small change.

			I had survived the worst three months of my life. Somehow. In those weeks, I was served with a congressional subpoena, testified under oath for ten hours in front of a House committee in closed chambers, and appeared as a key witness in a public hearing to impeach the president of the United States. On the sidelines, I’d been falsely accused of retaliation, and my home life was in shambles, a deeply painful situation for my family. For a few days, my face was plastered on the front page of every newspaper in the country. On one especially surreal morning at Dulles Airport while waiting for a flight back to Brussels, my image appeared on CNN over and over on the screen of every airport TV I walked by. People stared and gawked, looking back and forth from the TV to the real me as I strolled down the carpeted hallway.

			Still, I emerged—battered but intact. I’d kept my job as ambassador to the EU. For the time being, I’d kept my family together. My hotel business, which I hadn’t been involved in since I’d taken post, was being managed skillfully by my very capable, if very pissed off, wife. I’d mend fences. I’d move on. It was all going to be OK. That morning as I walked down Constitution Avenue in the direction of the State Department as I had many times before, I figured the worst was behind me.

			After all, I had asked for the meeting, not the State Department. Ulrich Brechbuhl, counselor of the Department of State, was essentially the fixer, Dr. No, and wingman for Secretary of State Mike Pompeo rolled into one. He was the one who got things done when the work was too sticky or mundane for the Secretary (S, as he’s referred to in diplomatic circles) to want to handle. He was also a college buddy of Pompeo’s at West Point, and since S liked me, Ulrich did too (whether genuinely or out of deference to S, I wasn’t sure and didn’t really care). I’d usually meet with Brechbuhl whenever I was in town, and I figured this time was no different. I’d survived the impeachment trial. I made it through Christmas and survived a testy New Year’s with my family. I’d been back at post in Brussels the past few weeks. All the media attention had turned from scrutiny to adulation, only giving me more clout as a diplomat and greater access to whomever I wanted to meet with in Europe. In the States, I got kudos on both sides of the aisle for my balanced testimony in the impeachment trial. In reality, all I did was focus on and recount what I knew personally, and I thought the publicity about me and my testimony was overblown. The left-wing media seemed to feel like I was a crusader for justice, the right wing didn’t seem to have an opinion anymore, and all of that was fine with me. I decided to shut up and get back to work. That’s all I intended to do.

			So on that Tuesday morning, I have no inkling that anything was amiss. I arrive at the State Department and walk down the long hallway of Mahogany Row, so called for the line of wood-paneled offices of the top brass. I enter Brechbuhl’s office and shake his hand, ready for a congenial meeting. He shifts his eyes away from mine a moment too soon. Then he fires me.

			 

			It was a hell of a job, and I’ve had many. The attraction is obvious—and I wasn’t impervious—as an ambassador, you’re a big deal. People treat you with deference. You have bodyguards, a phalanx of staff, and a motorcade with sirens wailing and blue lights flashing that deposits you daily at an impressive office. In many cases, you feel as close to royalty as you can get. In a sense by becoming ambassador, you cease being yourself—instead, you are a stand-in for the United States of America, writ large. Everyone in the executive branch stationed at your post works for you, regardless of which department they are assigned: the treasury person, commerce person, the in-country staff, people who are detached from various cabinet agencies like justice, agriculture, defense—all of these people are tasked to your mission and, more specifically, to you.

			The US mission to the EU has a particularly high number of people from various cabinet agencies given the fact that it’s a multilateral post of significant importance. In some ways, it’s like a miniature White House, and you’re the president’s representative. But what makes the job so interesting and desirable is even bigger: when the novelty of pomp and privilege fades, you can accomplish very consequential things for your country and your fellow citizens if you have a mind to. You have the tools, you have the access, you have the stature, and now it’s incumbent on you to advance the interests of America as articulated by the president of the United States.

			On the other hand, you are still you. Whatever skills and experience you bring to the job you will use. Whatever personality traits or character flaws you possess, those will emerge too. Any expertise or family history you have in a particular area can also make a big difference.

			My interest in Europe is personal and long-standing, and my interest in serving the United States certainly has its roots in my family’s story. I was the first of my family to be born in the United States, to immigrants who came here under duress, fleeing the persecution of the Nazi regime.

			My mother, Frieda, was born in Berlin in 1921. Her father was born in Russia and was conscripted into the army during World War I. He ended up a prisoner of war in Berlin and stayed in Germany when he was released, opening a clothing retail and wholesale business. They weren’t wealthy, but my mother had a comfortable childhood.

			My father, Gunther, was born in 1915 in Lippink, Poland. In the ashes of WWI, his father moved the family to Berlin, where they became a fixture of the local Jewish community. Then Hitler came to power in 1933. By the time my father graduated from high school, his dream of going to college was fading from view.

			My parents were married on January 16, 1938. Thousands of Jews were vying for coveted visas that would allow them to move abroad. My mother’s family, who had retained Russian citizenship through my grandfather, got lucky. My father and his family did not. My parents made the excruciating decision to separate.

			My pregnant mother and her family set sail on the diesel-powered Alcantara for Montevideo, Uruguay, which they knew nothing about but turned out to be a beautiful, inviting city. At seventeen, my mother Frieda found herself supporting her family as a pregnant refugee who couldn’t speak the language, working in a clothing factory. A few months later, my sister Lucia was born.

			My father Gunther, after evading the Gestapo, joined the French Legion, which, contrary to its glamorous image, turned out to be a rag-tag group of criminals, deserters, and vagrants. He was sent to Berguent, Morocco where he worked for two years on the Trans-Saharan Railway project and was then sent with the British army to fight the Japanese in what is now Myanmar. When Japan surrendered, my father found himself with no country, no home, no possessions, and no money. He had a wife he barely knew and a daughter he’d never seen, and they were living on a continent where he’d never set foot.

			On the other side of the ocean, my mother was doing her best to secure a visa for him. Day after day, she went to the immigration office. One afternoon, after another futile attempt, she sat down on a bench outside the office and burst into tears. An elderly janitor saw her and summoned the minister of the interior, who promised he would grant a visa for my father the very next day. He kept his word.

			On May 2, 1947, my father was finally on his way to Montevideo. My parents had not seen each other for eight and a half years.

			Their reunion was happy but not easy. My father’s frightening anger and bad moods, very likely undiagnosed PTSD, strained everyone. My mother was industrious and hardworking at her job as the chief dressmaker for a department store, but money was tight. My sister was a good student and an obedient child (at least they had one who behaved). But my father wanted them to join his family in the United States, in Seattle. It took years to wade through the red tape to get US visas. My parents and sister arrived in 1951. My sister had never traveled more than an hour’s radius outside Montevideo, and she found America huge, varied, and strange—as if she’d landed on the moon. Soon enough, though, my sister was eating pizza with her teenage friends, going on dates, and joining the cheerleading squad. My parents bought their first car, which my mother never actually learned to drive, and their first house. A few months after my sister’s high school graduation in 1956, my mother had some shocking news to share. She was pregnant.

			My mother had a second surprise chance at parenthood. She adored me, and my sister doted on me—after all, at her age, she could have been my mother. My father, though, who had never been around an infant, had a hard time with my sudden appearance. His home had been invaded by a squalling, needy little creature. My parents bought a dry-cleaning business and poured their energy and efforts into making it a success. I quickly became an independent and self-driven child. I had no siblings my age to roughhouse with, play with, or commiserate with.

			It didn’t take long before I realized my parents were weird—they spoke German, they were older, and they didn’t have the same hobbies or interests as many of my friends’ parents. I was a bit of an oddball myself.

			My sister was married by this point, and she and her husband moved to Mercer Island with their infant son. A lot of Jewish families were relocating there, and my parents soon followed. One of the most important things about my six-by-three-mile-wide world on Mercer Island was that one side of the island was home to the well-to-do, and the other end was working-class. We lived on the latter, but my parents arranged for me to attend middle school on the former. That seemingly small act, determined by an arbitrary and invisible line down the middle of the island, changed my life. Suddenly, I found myself thrown in with kids who vacationed in Hawaii, whose parents dropped them off in luxury cars, and who lived in large homes with manicured lawns and hired help. I wanted what they had. Badly. In class, I saw they were no smarter, more capable, or more talented than I was. And they certainly weren’t as driven.

			I remember going skiing with my parents at a slope just outside Seattle. We’d pile in with our German neighbors; the adults would chatter away while the kids squashed uncomfortably in the back of the station wagon. I hated skiing at first. I remember standing out in my flimsy coat and secondhand ski pants freezing my ass off. But the worst of it was that I would run into my schoolmates. We didn’t have the money for chairlift tickets, so I was stuck riding the Poma or T-bar lift. I’ll never forget seeing the smirks of my middle school classmates looking down on me, literally, from up on high.

			Though many years later I became infamous thanks to the Latin phrase “quid pro quo,” it’s actually the “status quo” that defined my early life. I was not at all satisfied with the status quo I found myself in. My parents were happy with their modest lives, given what they had survived: the Holocaust, my father practically starving in an African labor camp, and being separated for eight years while my mom had to take care of her family on her own. They thought they were doing well in their new American lives. I saw things differently. I decided I’d work as hard as I could and do whatever I needed to do to make it, to be as successful as my friends’ families. No, that wouldn’t be enough. I wanted even more. One of these days, I told myself, I’m going to buy up a whole day’s worth of chairlift tickets and ride the damn thing as many times as I want. Alone. I wanted what the people around me had, and no one was going to stop me from getting it.

			I realize now that my restless ambition was part of the reason I had an uneasy relationship with my father. I think it made him feel inadequate. I grew to see I couldn’t escape the jealousy that followed me home from school every day. But I could channel it. I was determined to provide for my parents what they couldn’t provide for me. The only new car my dad ever owned was a tan Buick that I bought him in cash when I was in my early twenties, after my first big real estate deal. I’d never seen him smile the way he did when we drove it off the lot together. For weeks he refused to peel off the window sticker.

			My mother was the one who organized every social activity and every encounter. She was a dynamic, lively woman—a real presence. When I went to social engagements with my parents, their friends were often older like them and didn’t have kids my age. I didn’t mind so much. I always preferred the conversation of adults. Sometimes they’d forget I was in the room, and that was when the really interesting stuff came out, like the gossip about who drank too much or who was sleeping with whom. The bad part was that I had a hard time relating to my peers. Adults were impressed by me in a way that kids my own age were not. Kids were not impressed by me at all. But soon enough I discovered something that mattered to me more than any of that.

			When people nowadays hear that I love to fly, they too roll their eyes, another weekend warrior with money to burn. They also figure I must be a dilettante; I must take a casual, passing interest in flying, the way they said I approached diplomacy. Again, nothing could be further from the truth. Flying was not a casual hobby for me then or now. It’s a passion that’s endured through all kinds of career ups and downs, heartbreaks, successes, and life changes. When I want to escape myself or silence my thoughts, the best place for me to do that is in the cockpit of a plane, up in the clouds.

			My first taste of flying came when I went with a friend of my mom’s to Fancher Flyways in Renton, Washington, a little suburb of Seattle. For $10 you could take an intro flight that is probably $200 or $300 now. That’s how they got their hooks into people like me: all it took was one high.

			The instructor walked you around the plane to show you how to do a preflight check. Then you’d climb into a small two-seat Cessna, a 150 or 152, and they’d put you in the pilot seat. The instructor would sit next to you, taxi the airplane, and take off. I remember putting my hands on the wheel for the first time. In reality, the plane has dual controls. You were only being given the impression of being in charge—but it was a powerful illusion.

			I came down fast when I learned how expensive it was to learn to fly. The hourly rate for instruction was three or four times what that introductory flight cost. But I’d had a taste, and all I wanted to do was to get back up there. I decided that I wanted to be a pilot, and nothing could stop me. I went home to my parents, and I told them my plans, begging for lessons. I got a janitorial job at a department store, a union job where I earned $2.50 an hour, so I could save money. Every dime I earned I put towards flying. My mom and dad got so tired of my constant begging that they called in my sister and brother-in-law. Herb and Lucia sat me down and generously agreed to contribute to my wages so that I would have enough to pay for regular, scheduled lessons.

			I remember soloing for the first time on a brilliant blue-sky afternoon. You do the same lessons over and over and over again, probably close to a hundred times. And then one day after you land the plane as usual and taxi back, your instructor says, “Go for it.” You can’t be tentative. You have to trust yourself and take off.

			I experienced this thrill again vicariously when I became a flight instructor myself a few years later. I enjoyed getting the same reaction out of my own students, that initial disbelief and nervousness followed by elation.

			It’s an awesome responsibility to send someone off alone into the sky for the first time. You have to feel totally confident in their abilities. Then you hold your breath, hope for the best, and watch them take flight. But the hard part is still to come. Everyone loves the exhilaration of takeoff, but what really counts is being able to bring the plane down safely out of the sky. You can only stay up in the clouds for so long—it can’t last forever.

			I’ve thought about what produces that feeling of euphoria when I’m in the cockpit. Part of it is the sense of power and control. Then there’s the pure sensation. Once you’re up there cruising, it can be very soothing, like being suspended in water. But in the same way that we aren’t naturally equipped to survive hundreds of feet below the surface, we are also not meant to reach altitudes of forty thousand plus feet. It can be simultaneously thrilling and terrifying.

			Flying also requires intense and complete focus. In my regular life, I jump from task to task; I can be restless. Flying focuses me; I have no choice but to be attentive and disciplined.

			As a novice, you are hypervigilant about everything. And then you start to get cocky, around two hundred or three hundred hours. At this point, most pilots go through an inevitable rite of passage, a serious scare. If you survive this episode and get over your fear enough to keep flying, by the time you get to five hundred hours, you have enough muscle memory, judgment, and humility that you’ll probably be fine for the rest of your life.

			I was in that cocky period when I had my close call in the early spring of 1978.

			On this day, a group of four or five want me to fly them to an airport in a mountainous area of Eastern Washington. I immediately accept because I want the hours. We take off from the Renton airport with no incident, and we’re about ten minutes in, thirty or forty miles east of the airport. I look out the window and see oil streaming down the side of the engine. I feel my stomach drop and every part of me tense. I know that I have to get us down, fast. Moments later, one of the passengers notices the oil too, and then all hell breaks loose in the cabin.

			I circle back toward the airport and make my first mistake. I shut down the engine that I thought had a leak. Now I only have one operational engine, which is hugely dangerous. If anything goes wrong with the second engine while one is already disabled, you’re going to fall out of the sky. Flying on one engine also makes the plane much harder to maneuver. I call the control tower and declare an emergency, tell them I am flying on one engine, and they tell me there is a storm approaching from the east. Soon, it is going to start getting windy.

			After the longest seven or eight minutes of my life, I manage a gradual descent and get us back on the ground. Then I have to taxi back in with only one engine while the wind is pushing us. Once I get rid of the irate passengers, I walk over to the right side of the plane and climb up to see if I can tell what is wrong. I open up the hatch and see that I’d left the oil cap off. That is it. There is absolutely nothing else wrong.

			Within half an hour, my humiliation turns to relief. It turns out that leaving that cap off probably saved my life and the life of those other four people too. Had I not made that small mistake, and had that oil not been streaming down the side of the engine, I would have continued the flight to a mountainous part of Eastern Oregon I was not familiar with and attempted to make an instrument approach into an airport I was not familiar with, in the middle of what turned out to be a huge storm. I learned my lesson. Not only am I overly, even irritatingly thorough and complete with every single preflight check I do, I never fail to remember on takeoff that the more days you live, the fewer you have left. The experience was also a lesson in the dangers of hubris, one that certainly translates to diplomacy.

			The second you think you know enough not to go the extra mile, check your facts or seek the counsel of others with more experience; that’s when an official can get him or herself, and by extension, their country, into real trouble. Flying, like anything in life, is the same but different each time you do it. The analogy to diplomacy is prepare as best you can for an important summit or meeting. Follow certain steps to get to a point of negotiation and control for all of the variables you can because the unknown lies in the other person. You can’t control them or the way they react, just as you can’t control windspeed. You can modify, course correct, and adjust as necessary. Sometimes that means aborting the whole flight or conversation to try again at another time. Land safely while you can, and another opportunity will present itself. Crash and burn, and not so much.

			This view of mine has matured from an earlier mindset that used to dominate my way of thinking. I used to think of every interaction as a zero sum game. If I win, you lose. If you win, I lose. That’s one of Trump’s problems as well: he struggles to see that it’s possible for both sides to win, and that has come with a cost in negotiations with our European allies. Getting caught up in the small stuff during a negotiation can derail a much bigger deal from being done. Think about closing on a multi-million dollar house, but the seller and buyer end up squabbling over who keeps a particular light fixture or piece of furniture that has minimal value. Or a bureaucrat gets caught up on one small detail and imperils an entire trade agreement or treaty. Real-life business experience in negotiating and closing teaches you that when two people walk away from a deal and they both feel they got screwed, it’s probably a good deal. They’ve reached their maximum tension point. One walks away thinking, I am unwilling to pay one dollar more; the other person walks away thinking, there’s no way in hell I’m going to sell for one dollar less.

			Whether it’s in a relationship, a monetary transaction, or a diplomatic disagreement, that feeling means both sides have reached an agreement without compromising on their ultimate goal. The negotiation has resulted in forward movement for everyone without a clear-cut win or loss. That’s the mindset I’ve learned to get past, though not without plenty of bumps and bruises, close calls, and bad weather along the way.

			When something captures my interest and I come to care deeply about it, whether it’s learning to fly or serving as head of the US Mission to the EU, I give it my all. But I only know how to do it as myself—in most instances, when I get myself into a bind, my own ambition, my own dogged determination to push through, to achieve, can prove to be my undoing. If I keep going, I’ll eventually get there, I tell myself. But sometimes getting to the destination requires a pause, a recalibration, or a recharting of the course. I certainly was reminded of this several times while I was ambassador.

			I came to my post in Brussels determined to effect real change, to advance America’s interests on issues like trade, security, and energy—and to really take Europe to task in terms of living up to their reputation as our most valued and long-standing partner. When I got involved in issues in Ukraine, I did so because the country is of key geographic and strategic importance, and its relationship with the US and EU is therefore important. A strong understanding between the three of us was in everyone’s best interest. But with the way things played out, that goal was suddenly tossed aside in a storm the likes of which no one saw coming.
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