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    U.S. Senate candidate first lady Hillary Rodham Clinton waves as she leaves the Autumnwood Senior Center after a campaign stop in Buffalo, N.Y., Oct. 13, 2000. (AP Photo/David Duprey)
  


  Praise


  “Just like “The Boys on the Bus” did a generation ago, [this book] gives us an intimate portrait of a major political campaign.” –Gail Sheehy, author of “Hillary’s Choice”


  “An entertaining, bouncy romp... an illuminating glimpse... Harpaz has written an honest book. The result is an insider's view of a female reporter grappling with a groundbreaking campaign.” –The New York Times Book Review


  “Hilarious, knowing and lively.” –The Washingtonian


  “Entertainingly frank.” –The Chicago Sun-Times


  “Harpaz is a smart writer with a comic flair who captures the high silliness, the tedium, and the inanity of a long political campaign.” –The Buffalo News


  “A charming, funny, gossipy account of life on the inside of a landmark campaign.” –Columbia Journalism Review


  “Insightful, honest and funny.” –Publishers Weekly


  “My dad gave me an autographed copy of [this book] when I was in high school, introducing me to a world of political reporting unlike the male-dominated one I had seen in movies and read about in other books. I felt like I was on the trail with AP journalist Beth Harpaz, and this book made me want to be a political reporter, which seemed like a far-fetched goal at the time. Today I cover the 2016 election for The Washington Post, and this book remains one of my all-time favorites.” –Jenna Johnson, Reporter


  INTRODUCTION


  Déjà Vu (All Over Again)


  It was the year 2000, former first lady Hillary Clinton was running for Senate, and my colleague Beth Harpaz was assigned by AP to cover the campaign.


  Those were the days when reporters dialed up to get online, social media was nonexistent and the only things that went viral were Hillary’s speeches, heard time and time again along the campaign trail.


  With her book, “Candidate Hillary,” Beth offers a look back into Hillary Clinton’s history that feels notably familiar to those of us charged with covering her today. Over two years covering Hillary’s effort to turn a controversial stint as first lady into a Senate seat, Beth follows her on grueling campaign swings, traces her struggles to connect with voters and valiantly tries to analyze the back-and-forth of a never-ending stream of political outrage.


  It’s a tale that’s practically ripped from today’s tweets as Hillary now tries to break through another political glass ceiling and become the first female president—a campaign that started with an early primary state listening tour modeled after the opening weeks of her Senate bid.


  Yes, the scandals have been updated: Emails and paid speeches, not parades and pardons, are the controversies of the day. A $300 million family foundation has replaced a White House intern as her most pernicious personal baggage. And fears of terrorism—an issue that rarely came up in a pre-9/11 world—now dominate the political discussion.


  And though technology has profoundly remade media and politics, so much about the experience of covering her hasn’t changed. The clashes with a strategically unhelpful campaign staff. The notably female press corps endlessly scrutinized for bias. And the intense outpouring of emotion—be it love or hate—that Hillary seems to spark across the political spectrum.


  “Candidate Hillary” reminds us that for all the political transformations and technological advancements, Hillary Clinton remains remarkably the same—intensely determined, constantly dissected and ever-unknowable.


  —Lisa Lerer


  AP National Politics Reporter, 2016, Washington D.C.


  CHAPTER 1


  Remixing “The Girls In the Van”


  In 2001, I wrote “The Girls in the Van” about Hillary Clinton’s first campaign for U.S. Senate, which I’d covered for The Associated Press. A major theme of the book was the historic nature of what Hillary had done: She was the only first lady to ever run for office and she was the first woman to be elected to statewide office in New York.


  Something was different on the media side too. Many of the reporters covering her campaign were women. I’d covered other campaigns for AP, but I’d never covered a race where women were more than a tiny fraction of the press corps.


  Hillary’s staff was filled with women too, which was a big difference from the boys’ clubs that typically run campaigns. And so I named my book “The Girls in the Van,” with a nod to a classic politics-and-media book called “The Boys on the Bus,” by Timothy Crouse, which described the male world of the Nixon-McGovern campaign in 1972, where reporters, candidates and their handlers were all men.


  Fast forward to 2015: POLITICO publishes a story called “The Women in the Van” with a photo of 18 women assigned to cover Hillary at a Democratic candidates’ debate in Las Vegas. I’d actually noticed the preponderance of women covering her a month earlier when I’d covered her appearance on “The Tonight Show with Jimmy Fallon.” As I joined other reporters watching Hillary’s skits and interview with Fallon—in which he called her a “tough mother” and pulled her hair to prove that it was real, in supposed contrast to Donald Trump’s—I couldn’t help but note that all but two of the dozen reporters in the room were women.


  The POLITICO article’s tone was celebratory: Isn’t it great that so many women are on what was once a man’s beat? But the photo also sparked a debate about diversity, with readers and critics questioning whether it’s any better to have a mostly female press corps (and nearly all-white) than it was to have a mostly male one.


  Either way, the POLITICO article got me thinking about other aspects of my book that continue to resonate. Another theme of “Girls in the Van” was my personal juggling act as a working mother with two small boys. One memorably wacky moment was a chat I had with Hillary about potty-training my 2-year-old that made it onto a TV newscast. This was long before Paul Ryan set a new standard for work-life balance for dads by agreeing to be speaker of the House only if the GOP preserved his time home with his family. And when a young mother covering Hillary’s presidential campaign recently confided that she was worried about the impact her time on the campaign trail would have on her baby, I could at least tell her I’d been there and that I knew how hard the juggle was, even though I couldn’t tell her it was no big deal.


  Some things I wrote about in “The Girls in the Van” will seem terribly dated to today’s readers. The book was written just as old media was giving way to new media, when the daily deadlines of newspapers and TV broadcasts were replaced by the 24-hour cycle of cable news and the Internet. In the year 2000, we marveled that anyone could read email on a cellphone. We thought it was overkill to get a mere 12 emails a day (!!) from the campaign. We needed satellite equipment to send a photo to our offices. There was no Twitter to send someone’s quote around the world in an instant. There was no YouTube to endlessly replay a candidate’s faux pas. As such, the book is a snapshot in time, and offers food for thought about how much the media landscape has changed.


  On the other hand, I believe my portrait of Hillary Clinton has withstood the test of time. She started out the Senate campaign as a buttoned-up, standoffish first lady who once insisted that the press be escorted out of a fundraiser while she ate. She didn’t take questions from reporters, she didn’t rub shoulders with the public; the Queen of England was more accessible than Hillary Clinton. That changed as the campaign wore on, and by the end, she thought nothing of standing in the middle of Grand Central, literally allowing herself to be engulfed by fans.


  But while she did eventually hold regular Q-and-As with the press, and even learned to joke with us from time to time, there was a part of her that remained closed off. It was ironic, given the Monica Lewinsky scandal, that we knew so much about her private life, yet we felt like we never really saw the real Hillary. Her perceived stiffness and lack of authenticity still dogs her today, on her second try as a presidential candidate, as she parades through one talk show after another, dancing with Ellen DeGeneres and telling Stephen Colbert about her favorite TV shows. You can almost hear the handlers backstage saying, “Maybe this will humanize her.”


  I even heard an echo in her current presidential campaign of the famous “Listening Tour” she held during the Senate race. The Listening Tour took her all over New York state, meeting with voters in small towns, churches and schools, rarely making news but often thrilling the locals. She was a famous first lady, but she wasn’t taking anyone’s votes for granted; she was going out and earning them. When I saw that she’d launched her 2016 presidential campaign with a series of meetings with voters around Iowa, saying, “I’m hitting the road to earn your vote,” I wrote a story about how much that sounded like the Listening Tour of 1999. Or, as Lee Miringoff, director of the Marist Institute for Public Opinion put it, her presidential campaign “took out the old playbook and dusted it off.”


  And just as her Senate campaign started off rocky, with campaign gaffes and skeptical voters, so did her second try for the Democratic presidential nomination. Eventually, in the New York race, she seemed to hit her stride, and after a good showing in the first Democratic presidential debate, some observers wondered if she was on her way up in that race too. Maggie Haberman, who covered the Senate campaign for the New York Post and now covers Hillary’s presidential campaign for The New York Times, said as much in a piece entitled, “Hillary Clinton Seeks to Recapture Spirit of 2000 Campaign.” “Laden with baggage and prone to self-inflicted wounds, she needs a long runway,” Haberman wrote.


  In the years since I wrote “The Girls in the Van,” I’ve heard from a lot of readers, and one of the things I’m most proud of is how many of them said the book vindicated their view of Hillary, whether they love her or hate her. Hillary supporters walk away from the book telling anecdotes about how smart she is or how tough she was in the face of personal attacks. People who hate her walk away repeating the stories that demonstrate the cynical manipulations of contemporary campaigns. So when people ask me if this is a pro- or anti-Hillary book, I reply that it’s a Rorschach test. All I did was chronicle what happened when this very famous first lady ran for Senate in a state where she never lived. Sometimes that makes Hillary—and the media—look good and sometimes it makes her and the press corps look bad. The impression readers end up with depends a lot on their original point of view.


  Some readers have asked me what I think of her years in the U.S. Senate. Prominent Republicans like John McCain and Trent Lott warned that she was so accustomed to being a celebrity that she would have problems assuming the low profile of a freshman senator. But she was careful, initially, to stay out of the spotlight—so much so that some of her supporters fretted that she’d dropped off the front page and into obscurity after being elected. I don’t believe this was accidental. She purposely avoided making headlines in her early years as senator. Yet, in her characteristically overachieving mode, Hillary introduced 70 pieces of legislation during her first year in the Senate, more than any other novice senator and even more than a few of the senior lawmakers. Not all of her proposals made it through the legislative process, but most of the bills were either part of her agenda to improve health care and education, which helped elect her, or were related to the Sept. 11, 2001 attacks, or both.


  Above all, the Senate was a good match for her nerdiness. She showed up at every briefing having done so much homework on the issues that she occasionally engendered the resentment of her colleagues. The smartest girl in the class is rarely the most popular.


  How about her time as secretary of state? Sen. Harry Reid, a Democrat from Nevada, told POLITICO that “nearly every foreign policy victory of President Obama’s second term” had Hillary’s “fingerprints,” from normalizing relations with Cuba to preventing Iran from obtaining nuclear weapons. But probably most Americans know more about two big black marks on her time at the State Department than any of her accomplishments: the 2012 attack on the U.S. diplomatic headquarters in Benghazi, Libya, in which the U.S. ambassador was killed, and her use of a private server at her home in Westchester to handle State Department emails. Both Benghazi and the email mess dogged the early months of her presidential campaign. But in September 2015, Rep. Kevin McCarthy, a California Republican who is the House Majority Leader, acknowledged that a prolonged investigation into what happened in Benghazi was designed to damage her viability as a presidential candidate. “Everybody thought Hillary Clinton was unbeatable, right?” he told Fox News. “But we put together a Benghazi special committee, a select committee. What are her numbers today? Her numbers are dropping.”


  That hurt the credibility of the investigation, and chatter about Benghazi and the emails seemed to fade in the months that followed. During an 11-hour congressional hearing on Benghazi in October 2015, Hillary remained utterly serene as her interrogators, mostly men, sparred and pontificated. She did get a question from one Republican congresswoman, Martha Roby of Alabama, who asked whether she was home alone the night after the attacks. Clinton said she was.


  “The whole night?” Roby asked, prompting sustained laughter from Clinton, who responded “Yes, the whole night.”


  Clinton’s unflappability during the October Benghazi hearing also showed that she’d learned something since the first time the committee called her to testify about the attack. In that earlier appearance, she lost her temper at the endless questions. “What difference does it make?” she angrily responded at one point, underscoring her critics’ claims that she too often feels she need not be held accountable for her actions, as if she is above the fray. This sense of entitlement is a recurring theme in both her and her husband’s public lives.


  It’s also a factor in the controversy over her routing of State Department emails through a server at her home. It took her months to apologize for the email debacle, and it sent Republicans into a frenzy over the lapse in judgment. That issue began to fade only after the Democratic debate where her rival for the 2016 presidential nomination, Vermont Sen. Bernie Sanders, said he was sick of hearing about “her damn emails.”


  Her triumphant performance overall at that debate, followed by the Benghazi hearing and Vice President Joe Biden’s decision not to run for the Democratic nomination, couldn’t have come at a better moment: Her campaign had become so lackluster and desperate-seeming by the end of the summer of 2015 that a reporter covering her asked me whether there had ever been a candidate who was so genuinely disliked by so many of her own supporters. Indeed, Hillary can often be her own worst enemy, thanks to her tin ear and sense of entitlement. Who doesn’t mock her for remarks like her pronouncement that she and Bill, with their million-dollar book contracts, were “dead broke” when they left the White House. Barack Obama, in the 2008 campaign, made headlines when he said, grudgingly, that Hillary was “likable enough,” the message being that she really wasn’t likable at all.


  But regardless of her ups and downs, and whatever happens to her going forward, the historic aspects of her career are what inspired me to write this book and what I still find most fascinating. After Hillary Clinton became the only first lady to ever run and win elective office, first ladies went back to doing pretty much what they always had. Hillary Clinton as first lady was a fashion disaster who lectured the Chinese government on female infanticide, and at her husband’s invitation, she tried to singlehandedly overhaul the health care system. The health care proposal was a debacle, but it was the kind of bold effort that only she would have undertaken. The next two first ladies were much more conventional: Laura Bush championed literacy and early childhood issues; Michelle Obama became a fashion icon and took up issues like making school lunches healthier.


  Hillary failed in her quest to win the Democratic nomination for president in 2008, but that campaign broke ground, too. Other women had run for president in the past, but none had mounted a candidacy as serious as this one, and none had ever gotten as close to the finish line. Before Hillary Clinton ran for president, we didn’t even know if a woman could raise the kind of money necessary to become president. Now we know it’s possible: She raised $229 million in 2008.


  Hillary’s stated desire to break the “ultimate glass ceiling” by becoming president is all the more meaningful given the underrepresentation of women in political office. Women got the right to vote in the U.S. in 1920, but nearly 100 years later, they make up barely 20 percent of Congress, with just 20 female U.S. senators out of 100, and 84 women in the House of Representatives out of 435 members. Despite that, women are becoming a more powerful voting bloc in the U.S. as time goes on. Nationally, more women than men have voted in every presidential election since 1964. While that’s a trend that has the potential to favor female candidates, it wasn’t enough to put Hillary over the top in 2008.


  Her failure to win the Democratic nomination that year left a sense of unfulfilled destiny among some of the women who supported her, especially baby boomers who wondered if they would ever see a woman elected president in their lifetimes. And Hillary continues to remind voters of the historic nature of her quest. When she appeared on Ellen DeGeneres’ show, the host remarked that she’d be one of the oldest U.S. presidents if elected. Hillary responded that she’d be the youngest woman ever to hold the office. She also joked about taking a little longer for her break than her male opponents during the first Democratic candidates’ debate, presumably a reference to gender differences in bathroom time.


  Bathroom time became an issue in another debate held in December 2015 in New Hampshire. Hillary returned a few moments late to the podium after a commercial break because she’d gone to use the bathroom, and Donald Trump mocked her for it at a rally two days later. “I know where she went. It’s disgusting, I don’t want to talk about it,” Trump said. “No, it’s too disgusting. Don’t say it, it’s disgusting.” These comments and others—including Trump saying she was “schlonged” by Obama in the 2008 race—were criticized as vulgar.


  But criticizing Hillary with gender-based language and allusions, and bringing up her husband’s philandering as a reason to oppose her, which Trump also began to do in early 2016, can have unintended consequences. Hillary has often done well with voters when they feel she’s being victimized. It’s a troubling and even sexist dynamic, especially for a candidate who wants to be judged for her strengths, not her weaknesses, but it’s real. In the 2000 Senate race, a famous moment took place at a debate where the Republican candidate, Rick Lazio, left his podium onstage to walk toward her in what looked like a threatening manner. His candidacy at that point was already dimming; he just couldn’t match her gravitas, but something about the image of this younger, taller man going after her at the debate also seemed to elicit a protective reaction among voters.


  A similar dynamic played out just before the 2008 New Hampshire primary. Obama had won the Iowa caucuses, and Hillary needed to win New Hampshire to remain viable. At a routine campaign stop, a woman asked her a seemingly innocuous question: How did she do it? How did she manage to pull herself together every day? Hillary’s voice broke as she responded that it wasn’t easy: “Some of us put ourselves out there and do this against some difficult odds.” The exchange, captured on video, once again seemed to trigger a sympathetic reaction among voters: Hillary, it seemed, was not a superwoman after all. She was human, and like everyone else, she admitted that just getting out there every day can be a struggle sometimes. She’s often criticized for her aloofness and lack of authenticity, but at that moment, it seemed like the curtain had lifted. She went on to win the New Hampshire primary, even as her critics questioned whether her teary response was staged.


  (New Hampshire voters didn’t treat Hillary so kindly in the 2016 primary: Sanders beat her 60-38. While some pundits were already predicting doom for her presidential aspirations, it’s worth pointing out that New Hampshire doesn’t have a great track record of picking Democrats who make it all the way to the White House. Obama didn’t win there in 2008 and Bill Clinton didn’t win there in 1992. Jimmy Carter in 1976 was the last Democrat who wasn’t already a sitting U.S. president to win in New Hampshire and then go on to win the general election.)


  But the “Hillary Clinton as victim” narrative goes back much farther in time than the 2008 race or even the 2000 Senate race. It’s rooted firmly in her husband’s philandering, and there are many who believe that her entry into politics was in fact a form of marital payback. She got her own political career, the theory goes, for all the suffering she endured as the wronged wife of a president who had a sexual relationship with Monica Lewinsky, a 20-something White House intern. In late 1998, when word of her plans first emerged, the story was that if everything went right, she would take office in the U.S. Senate just as her husband was leaving the White House. And she would use that first step as a senator from New York, where neither she nor Bill Clinton had ever lived, as a building block for an eventual run for the presidency.


  The irony of this narrative—that she became a presidential contender as consolation for being a wronged first lady—is rich. After all, she holds herself up as a female crusader and feminist role model. But she also put up with a cheating husband. One could fairly ask: Do they love each other, these Clintons, or are they merely accomplices in their mutual ambitions? That question was very much in the air back in 1998, when rumors of her Senate aspirations began to swirl the very same week her husband’s testimony in hearings about the Lewinsky sex scandal became public.


  One other aspect of the “Hillary as victim” story deserves a mention. In hindsight, Bill Clinton’s two terms as president during the final years of the 20th century were remarkable as a period of peace and prosperity, especially in contrast to the turmoil of the first 15 years of the 21st century, marked as they were by terrorism, war and the Great Recession. Yet while Bill Clinton was president, the White House seemed to reel from one crisis to another, many of them revolving around the Clintons’ personal circle, from the suicide of White House aide Vince Foster to the endless investigations into Whitewater, a real estate deal mired in corruption in Bill Clinton’s home state of Arkansas. Even their final days in the White House were tainted by behavior that seemed to suggest the Clintons don’t believe the rules apply to them: They rewarded donors with nights at the White House in the Lincoln bedroom; they received extravagant gifts for the home in New York they established to support Hillary’s Senate run; and in the final hours of his presidency, Bill Clinton granted clemency to a felon, Marc Rich, whose wife was a major Democratic donor.


  Hillary Clinton had famously complained as first lady of a “vast right-wing conspiracy” targeting her and her husband, and even in one 2015 candidates’ debate, when asked whom she was proud to call an enemy, she answered “Republicans” (along with “Iranians”). Certainly the Clintons have been targets of the GOP, but she and Bill also provided plenty of ammunition, and have often allowed themselves to be drawn into a fight. Say what you will about Michelle and Barack Obama, but for the most part they’ve done an exemplary job publicly ignoring personal attacks, including racial hatred. The Clintons, in contrast, can’t seem to resist the bait, and that’s a dynamic many predict would follow her back to the White House if she won.


  A few months ago, as the 2016 candidates began to gear up and I started to read more and more speculation about how Hillary would fare, a reader who’d contacted me about “The Girls in the Van” back in 2001 got in touch again. He’d bought the book to inspire his then-teenage daughter, Jenna Johnson, an aspiring journalist, and he’d even snail-mailed me the book back then to autograph it for her. He was writing now to tell me that she had indeed become a journalist, now covering the 2016 presidential campaign for the Washington Post. It was the kind of note that writers dream of getting, to learn that something you wrote made a difference in a reader’s life.


  That note also added to my desire to bring “The Girls in the Van” back for a new generation as “Candidate Hillary,” this time also available as an e-book. Of course I thought hard about whether anybody would care about a campaign that took place more than 15 years ago, before iPhones, before Obama, before Hillary’s first campaign for president. But because the candidate I wrote about is the most famous American woman in politics, and because issues that I wrote about—like women on the campaign trail and work-life balance—still inspire debate, and because it’s worth considering how different the media are now, I think there’s value in preserving some of these stories. As time went on, the 2016 campaign even seemed to echo the 2000 campaign in some ways: She was up in the polls, she was down in the polls, women loved her, women hated her, Bill’s philandering was a big deal, Bill’s philandering didn’t matter. The headlines could have been ripped out of the Senate coverage.


  This edition is a remix of the original. I’ve edited out some passages, and added new context to others. But some names from Hillary’s first Senate race are better known now than they were then: Her original campaign manager, Bill de Blasio, is now mayor of New York City. Her top press aide, Howard Wolfson, played a key role in her 2008 campaign and went on to become a top adviser to Michael Bloomberg. But more important than a list of familiar names is the fact that the themes I wrote about 15 years ago remain relevant: the historic nature of her quest as a woman and as a former first lady; what it’s like to be a working mother covering a political campaign; and Hillary’s love-hate relationship with the public and the press, one day fighting accusations of entitlement and corruption, the next day a rock star who can do no wrong.


  Finally, I believe the portrait I made of Hillary as she evolved from first lady to candidate remains an accurate one. “Candidate Hillary” explores the irony of the perception that Hillary never lets anyone see her true self: After all, thanks to her husband’s sexual proclivities, we know more about Hillary Clinton’s private life than we have a right to. And yet, as other candidates are lauded for their authenticity, she still struggles with how she’s perceived and what she stands for. It was true in the 2000 race, and it’s true now.


  So travel back with me to Hillary’s first turn as a candidate, and see all of this for yourself, as it first unfolded. Take a seat with the girls in the van, and enjoy the ride.


  CHAPTER 2


  Evolution from First Lady to Candidate


  The lead-up in late 1998 to the announcement that Hillary Clinton was running for U.S. Senate played out against the surreal backdrop of revelations about Bill Clinton’s sexual relationship with Monica Lewinsky. This diary documents how absurd it seemed at the time: The humiliated first lady was not retreating behind closed doors to weep about the shame her husband had brought to the White House and to their marriage. Instead, she was making her own headlines, daring the press and the public to accept her as someone with her own history-making agenda. She had never been elected to anything; no first lady had ever run for office; and she had never lived in New York. And yet, we were hearing that she intended to run for U.S. Senate from New York.


  It’s hard from this point in time looking back to remember how unlikely this scenario seemed. But as this timeline from the fall of 1998 and early 1999 shows, many New Yorkers—myself included—were simply incredulous. Even Gloria Steinem, a Hillary supporter who more than anyone else alive in the U.S. is responsible for the modern feminist movement, wrote in her recent memoir: “I couldn’t understand why Hillary wanted to go back to Washington … Why ask for six more years with a target painted on her back? It seemed quixotic and self-punishing.”


  Like Steinem, I really didn’t believe the first lady was going to run for Senate. And yet, she did.


  • • •


  Sept. 21, 1998


  On a day when everyone else in the world is making jokes about cigars and “Leaves of Grass,” the book of poems that Bill Clinton gave to Monica Lewinsky, I’m trapped in an alternate universe with Hillary.


  I’m here as a reporter for The Associated Press, covering the first lady at a conference at New York University. I thought I’d be writing a story about her sniffling and sighing and pushing back the skin on her cuticles on the day that the rest of America was watching her husband’s testimony about his relationship with “that woman,” a White House intern half his age.


  But Hillary doesn’t seem distressed in the slightest. She looks serious, she’s nodding, she’s actually paying attention while some professor pontificates about banking and investment.


  Still it seems surreal: I’m in a room at NYU with her, the victim-wife, and a bunch of academics contemplating democracy and the global economic crisis. She makes a speech describing “what makes life worthwhile: family, religion, spiritual life, free association.” Meanwhile, Bill Clinton, in grand jury testimony from August that’s being shown today for the first time on TV, describes his “inappropriate intimate contact” in the Oval Office with Lewinsky.


  Hillary gets a standing ovation and then shakes hands, signs autographs and allows herself to be admired. Isn’t she strong, they say, hushed and respectful. Isn’t she poised, isn’t she dignified. She’s like a widow, a lioness, a doormat, and an Amazon all rolled into one. Will she weep? Or roar? Or ever stop pretending?


  And now the president arrives. Everywhere else he is the laughingstock, but in this room, he’s presidential. Prime ministers from England and Italy and Bulgaria are here, big men discussing big things while Hillary sits silently in the front row, a first lady listening. The president thanks her for arranging this conference; she has no reaction. She did not use his name in her speech, but he is not embarrassed to use hers. He speaks about taxation, investment and problems with the Asian banking system; everyone takes notes. He says “the treatment of young girls in certain cultures” is “the most perverse manifestation of gender inequality”; no one titters. Hillary knows how weird this is, but she’s not ashamed. Let them whisper in pity and wonder. She will not hide.


  When it’s over, Hillary greets the Italian prime minister but ignores Bill. Their aides escort them out like strangers. They do not look at each other or speak or touch.


  I want to shout, “Can’t you see this isn’t normal?”


  Nov. 6, 1998


  A political bombshell has just dropped: New York’s senior U.S. senator, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, a Democrat, has announced that he will retire when his fourth term ends in 2000. Speculation immediately begins as to who will run to replace him. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a lawyer, environmental activist and the assassinated senator’s son? Andrew Cuomo, who at the time is serving as President Clinton’s secretary of housing, and who will one day become New York’s governor? Carl McCall, the state comptroller? Or Nita Lowey, a likable Westchester congresswoman? On the Republican side, there’s New York City Mayor Rudolph Giuliani, or maybe Gov. George Pataki.


  A few pundits are crazy enough to throw out Hillary Clinton’s name. A couple of people, including Charlie Rangel, the raspy-voiced Harlem congressman, tell the first lady she ought to consider it. “I thought it was an off-the-wall idea,” she later recalled in Newsweek.


  Jan. 3, 1999


  Sen. Robert Torricelli of New Jersey, who, as chairman of the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee, is responsible for scouting out potential Democratic Senate candidates, says on “Meet the Press” that he believes Hillary Clinton will run for Moynihan’s seat. Before Torricelli’s prediction, the other Democrats have bowed out, all except Nita Lowey, who’s cheerfully insisting that it’s fine with her if Hillary wants to run, but reminding everyone that she’s available in case the first lady doesn’t work out.


  Jan. 11, 1999


  Chuck Schumer has already been sworn in, in Washington, as New York’s new junior senator, having defeated the Republican incumbent Al D’Amato. But the ceremony is being re-enacted today in Manhattan for his New York supporters, and Vice President Al Gore is in the house. But no one really cares about what Gore has to say. Or what Chuck has to say. Instead, in the balcony where the press corps sits, we’re all buzzing about someone who isn’t even in the room: Hillary.


  Adam Nagourney of The New York Times had a story over the weekend quoting various Democrats speculating on whether Hillary would make a bid for Moynihan’s seat. “Mr. Rangel said that Mrs. Clinton, in a conversation the other day, said nothing to dissuade him from advancing her candidacy,” Adam wrote. He then quoted Rangel as saying, “Me being an optimist, I consider that very favorable.”


  Me being a realist, I don’t believe Hillary has any intention of running for Senate. It looks and sounds like an ego-boosting distraction from her husband’s scandal: He’s now being threatened with impeachment. Why would she want to get into a fight that she might not win after all the fighting she’s been through? Why would she want to spend the last two years of her husband’s term on the campaign trail in New York after expending so much effort to stay in the White House? And why would she want to be one lousy voice in 100 as a senator when she could run a university, make millions at a corporation or command audiences with heads of state around the globe on behalf of all her pet causes? The world is her oyster; New York is a snakepit. I’m convinced she’s too smart to come here.


  Still, I can’t help but think back to that seminar at NYU. They really loved her. And she knew it. And all that applause, without anybody mentioning Monica Lewinsky, must have sounded pretty good to the world’s most publicly humiliated wife.


  Jan. 12, 1999


  Today Bill Bradley establishes his presidential campaign fund. Al Gore formed his on Jan. 1. I can understand how a guy who wants to be president needs this much lead time, but the Hillary-Clinton-for-Senate conversation is now at full volume, too, well ahead of any other Senate race and 22 months before the election. It doesn’t make sense for anybody to spend two years running for Senate.


  Jan. 26, 1999


  A Marist poll shows Hillary leading Giuliani 53-42 in a hypothetical Senate race.


  Feb. 2, 1999


  Bill Clinton attends a fundraiser for New York Democrats in Manhattan. “It’s highly likely,” he tells the audience, “that I will increasingly be known as the person who comes with Hillary to New York.”


  Feb. 12, 1999


  The Senate votes today on impeaching the president, and Hillary holds a four-hour meeting in the White House about running for the Senate with Harold Ickes, a former White House deputy chief of staff who helped mastermind both of Bill Clinton’s presidential campaigns.


  Feb. 16, 1999


  The first lady issues a statement: “I will give careful thought to a potential candidacy in order to reach a decision later this year.”


  Feb. 21, 1999


  Hillary has just been featured on the covers of Time and Newsweek, a first lady on the verge of making history, and today Giuliani is making the rounds of the Sunday political talk shows with appearances on CNN, ABC and WCBS-TV, a lame-duck mayor itching for a fight.


  “There’d probably be more of an inclination to do it if she were to decide to run,” he says. Since I covered New York’s last Senate race, the Schumer-D’Amato campaign, I’ve been assigned to cover whatever happens in this one, and I duly put together a Rudy-Hillary story. But we are still 21 months away from an election, and I still can’t believe she’ll do it.


  April 19, 1999


  Now Hillary is showing up in New York every five minutes, pretending she’s just doing her normal rounds as first lady even though she hasn’t spent this much time here in the previous six years. Today she attends eight events around the city in 14 hours. There’s a ceremony in Central Park, a meeting about Kosovar refugees, a fundraiser for a congressman and a speech on education at Columbia Teachers College that ranks as one of the most boring events I have ever attended (“I dare you to find a sound bite,” I whisper to the local cable TV news producer sitting in front of me). Hillary makes herself available for one, and only one, brief interaction with the press, and when she’s asked about the Senate, she says the magic words: “I’m obviously still considering, and exploring, and am very interested. But right now I’m very focused on the situation in Kosovo.”


  Yeah, right.


  She also talks about how much she’s always liked New York and its diversity, from big cities to “rural areas that provide some of the crops you might be surprised are actually grown right here.” Well, maybe she’s surprised that apples come from upstate, but as for the rest of us, it’s old hat, Hil. Later, she presents an award to Katie Couric at a Manhattan luncheon for women in broadcasting. Katie teases her about apartment hunting.


  Meryl Streep tells a story about whitewater rafting. “The other whitewater,” she giggles. And Nora Ephron makes a crack about the very un-New York wardrobe of a first lady: “You can run. You can live here. And you will never have to wear a turquoise jacket again.”


  April 20, 1999


  Ickes introduces Hillary at a forum on something or other at Hofstra University on Long Island, and she makes a long, boring speech. But there’s one bit that stands out, and it even makes a pretty good lead. She talks about the health care reform effort that the president assigned to her, the one that was a total disaster, the one that consisted of thousands of proposed regulations hatched in secret by a first lady that nobody elected and then presented to Congress like a fait accompli only to be thrown back in her face by angry lawmakers and a scornful public. And what does she say about all that today? “I’m not going to try that again, rest assured,” she says in a humble, self-deprecating tone. “I come from the school of smaller steps now.”


  Earlier in the day she visited an elementary school on Long Island, in Syosset. Told that Eleanor Roosevelt had once been there, she says, “I’m used to following Mrs. Roosevelt. I don’t know that I’ve been anywhere in the world, literally, that she hasn’t been first.”


  Tonight, there’s a gala dinner for the United Jewish Appeal. Giuliani has already pledged to make Hillary’s statement from the previous year, supporting a Palestinian state, an issue in the campaign, and tonight she makes the first of many efforts over the next 19 months to backtrack. It was May 6, 1998, when she’d told a youth conference on peace in the Middle East that “it will be in the long-term interests of the Middle East for Palestine to be a state.” Some liberal Jews here and in Israel might agree with that, but no American politician could ever get away with saying it. Bill Clinton’s position has always been that Palestinian statehood is something the Palestinians and the Israelis need to work out for themselves, and tonight Hillary Clinton repeatedly expresses opposition to any “unilateral moves” in the peace process. An outsider would have no idea what she was talking about, but the 700 guests at this dinner applaud, knowing that what she’s really saying is that the Palestinians better not unilaterally declare an independent state for the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.


  April 29, 1999


  Hillary’s back in New York for the fourth time in two weeks, and I’m already tired of being forced to show up at every event 90 minutes before she does so the Secret Service agents and their dogs can search me and everything I own. I have even learned the terminology for this practice: lockdown, as in the “lockdown time is 7 a.m.,” which means we, the lowly press corps, have to be present and accounted for by then—even if Her Majesty doesn’t waltz in until 8:30 a.m.—or else we won’t get in the door. I’m also starting to tire of events that have no news and of following her around for days without ever getting to ask her a question. Even the public’s admiration for the wronged wife has cooled. The latest polls show she and the mayor are in a dead heat for a Senate race that’s more than a year and a half away and that neither of them will commit to.


  Today’s shlep involves taking the A train, nearly to the end of the line, to a Queens junior high school in South Ozone Park where the first lady is playing principal for a day. We are ushered into the school office; the photographers complain because there’s not enough room to set up their equipment. Besides, they bitch, she always walks past without turning her head. No Q-and-A either, the print reporters gripe. The whole thing sucks.


  “Heads up!” someone calls as she walks into the narrow room. We are all crowded behind the counter like students clamoring for a schedule change, jostling to see her, pens poised for a quote we don’t expect to get, cameras following her just in case.


  Suddenly everything is in slow motion. She’s pausing. She turns our way.


  She looks at us. She smiles. The cameras whirr and snap. She’s posing for us!


  “Good morning!” she says cheerily. “How are you all today?”


  She’s talking to us! I am stunned. For the first time since she started making these trips, Hillary Clinton has recognized the media’s existence.


  And now another shocker. We’d been told that when she went into a library to talk to 30 kids in an eighth-grade social studies class, we’d have to leave the building. But now they’re telling us that we are welcome to come along. We follow her through hallways decorated with handmade signs that say “The first lady is cool!” and “Happiness is a visit from Mrs. Clinton!” And then her aides, mostly White House staffers, tell us to pull up a chair, leave our tape recorders on and sit there for an hour while she chats with the students.


  Right off the bat, a student has a question for her: What does she think about the bombing of Kosovo? Damn, I think to myself. Why didn’t I plant a question with one of these kids about the Senate race? It hadn’t occurred to me that they’d have the nerve to actually ask her something newsworthy, but this kid who asked about Kosovo, this kid’s clearly on the path to a career in journalism.


  “I support the continuation of the bombing,” she replied. “I believe it will eventually work. I believe it is a way of punishing the Milosevic regime.”


  The rest of the session feels like a local-access TV show about what New York City teenagers are really thinking, except that the moderator, instead of being a school counselor, just happens to be the first lady. “I really hope we’ll have a chance for me to know if there are things you want me to talk to the principal about, or even to talk to my husband, the president, about,” she says in a tell-me-your-troubles-and-I’ll-take-care-of-it tone of voice. “We need ideas from young people to provide better conditions for all of you.”
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