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Let us, then, be up and doing,

With a heart for any fate;

Still achieving, still pursuing,

Learn to labor and to wait.

—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

“A Psalm of Life”








SOMETHING LOST, SOMETHING GAINED

She held court like a queen. As I watched Joni Mitchell at the Grammys in 2024—singing from a lavish armchair that looked like a golden throne and, as one critic put it, “wielding a cane like a scepter”—the word that kept coming to mind was “regal.” Mitchell was eighty years old, and in 2015, she had suffered a debilitating brain aneurysm that left her virtually unable to speak, let alone sing. Yet she fought back, and now here she was, performing her spellbinding song “Both Sides Now.” Many of the music world’s biggest stars listened in rapt attention. At home, I too was on the edge of my seat.

I’ve been a Joni Mitchell fan since the 1960s. There were two wonderful early versions of “Both Sides Now,” one from Mitchell, who wrote the song, and a cover by the great Judy Collins. I thought both were terrific, although at that point I had more questions than answers about life and I didn’t really know what it meant to be in love. It was still a few years before I would meet the tall, red-bearded law student who couldn’t stop talking about Arkansas. But I was the right age to be captivated by a song about how the passage of time can bring a new perspective on life and love.

It was a heady, anguished, exhilarating time to be a college student. The Vietnam War was raging. Protests for peace, civil rights, and social justice were swelling. The innocence and illusions of childhood were falling away. “Tears and fears and feeling proud,” as the song goes. Like so many in my generation, my eyes had been opened to a darker side of American life, to injustice, corruption, assassinations, and war. At Wellesley College and then Yale Law School, I joined protests and marches, read everything I could get my hands on, and stayed up late into the night discussing the fate of the world with my classmates. Some days it felt as if looking “at life from both sides now” gave me enormous clarity—about right and wrong and what it would take to make progress; other days, it just felt confusing. When Mitchell sang, “I really don’t know life at all,” she was speaking for many of us. The mix of emotions she captured felt so specific to our time and place, but also timeless. Most young people leaving behind adolescence and grappling with adulthood have felt some version of it.

Later, Mitchell came to occupy a special place in my family’s life. In 1978, I was walking down the King’s Road in the Chelsea neighborhood of London with Bill (who looked less like a Viking but was still quite excited about Arkansas), when we heard Judy Collins’s cover of Mitchell’s “Chelsea Morning” wafting from one of the storefronts. Bill started singing along. “If we ever have a daughter, we should name her Chelsea,” he said. Two years later we did.

We had our share of “dreams and schemes and circus crowds.” Then one day I looked up and I was seventy-six. There was Joni Mitchell again, singing on my television, her voice deeper and world-weary but unmistakably hers. The old words took on new meaning. Gone was the twentysomething shaking off the rose-colored glasses of a love affair and the illusions of adolescence, and in her place was a matriarch reflecting on the hard-earned wisdom of a long, eventful life.


Oh, but now old friends, they’re acting strange

And they shake their heads and they tell me that I’ve changed

Well, something’s lost, but something’s gained

In living every day.



It felt like I was listening with new ears, almost as if I were hearing the song for the first time.

Personally and professionally I’ve come through so many highs and lows, times when I felt on top of the world and others when I was in a deep, dark hole. After all these years, I really have looked at life and love “from both sides now.” How do you tally up and reckon with the losses and gains of a life? Or of a nation and a world? These are questions with often incomplete, unsatisfying, or missing answers.

Old wounds still hurt, but I have a new sense of proportion. Time will do that. I look back on things that used to feel monumental, existential even, with clearer, calmer eyes. Rivals like the Bushes and the Obamas have become friends. The cut-and-parry of politics matters less, but the check-and-balance of democracy matters more. And little moments now loom large. Hugging my daughter, holding my husband’s hand, making my grandchildren laugh with a silly knock-knock joke, going for long walks and afternoon swims. Glorious grandmother days with “ice cream castles in the air / And feather canyons everywhere.”

But loss is also an ever-present companion. “So many things I would have done / But clouds got in my way.”

On the afternoon of Thursday, May 30, 2024, I was sitting at the desk in my little home office in Washington editing this book. I had the sound turned off on my phone so I could concentrate. But when I picked it up to check the time, I saw the breaking news alert that Donald Trump had been convicted of thirty-four felonies related to election fraud in 2016. I put down my pen, took a deep breath, and felt tears in my eyes. There was a jolt of disbelief that he had been held accountable for interfering in the election. A pang of vindication. It was now beyond a reasonable doubt that Trump had committed serious crimes in order to win. He was exactly who we thought he was. But with vindication also came sorrow, because nothing can change what happened or the damage done since, and it’s far from clear that his conviction will be enough to prevent him from returning to power. Sorrow because our country deserves better than this disgrace.

That’s not all. Since 2016, people have asked me, “Will you ever be able to move on?” Move on? I wish. History has its hold on me, on all of us. As Faulkner wrote, “The past is never dead. It’s not even past.” I live with it every day. And every day I make an effort to turn my eyes to the future instead.

I closed the breaking news alert and exchanged a few funny tweets and memes with friends over text. “Did you know Donald Trump is the first actor from the movie Home Alone 2 to be convicted of 34 felonies?” I laughed, picked up my pen, and got back to work. That evening I had to appear at an event for women’s rights. I started my remarks by asking, “Anything going on today?” The audience roared with a kind of catharsis.

People also ask if I reveled in schadenfreude when Trump was impeached (twice), defeated, indicted in four different cases, and now convicted of thirty-four felonies. Schadenfreude is one of those long German words with a very specific meaning: “Finding joy in the troubles of others.” Not particularly admirable, but quite human. Scholars like Tiffany Watt Smith have traced similar concepts across cultures and languages. The French call it joie maligne. In Japan they say, “The misfortunes of others taste like honey.”

Whenever Trump suffers some new humiliation, memes pop up on social media with me laughing, sipping champagne, or flashing a knowing smile. My favorite is the photo taken by the great Barb Kinney of President Obama and me backstage at the 2016 Democratic National Convention. We’re sitting in two black chairs pulled close together. Barack, usually restrained and self-controlled, is doubled over with laughter. I’ve just shared something so funny I could barely get through it. I wish I could remember what it was. Fortunately, countless internet users have come up with their own captions, many of them about Trump. Like: “And then he said, ‘No one has more respect for women than I do.’ ”

It would be funnier if it weren’t so awful.

Was there even a tiny bit of schadenfreude when I heard about the verdict in New York? I won’t say no. But the truth is that I felt more relief than pleasure seeing the rule of law prevail, even briefly. And surprise. During the trial, I had tried not to pay much attention. Trump has spent his entire life avoiding accountability; I didn’t think this time would be different. And the whole thing was just so sordid and painful. There was the national disgrace—not so much the spectacle of a former president on trial but the fact that this criminal was president in the first place. There was also the opening of old wounds. Prosecutors made the case that Trump “orchestrated a criminal scheme to corrupt the 2016 presidential election.” Pundits seeking to distract from these damning allegations claimed these were mere bookkeeping errors—victimless crimes. But there were victims. A fraud was committed against the American people, against all of us.

Trump committed election fraud because he was convinced that a late-breaking scandal would have sunk his campaign. Was he right? Did his criminal conspiracy tip the outcome? Here’s what I can tell you: the 2016 election was decided by 77,744 votes out of a total 136 million cast. If news about Trump’s affair with porn star Stormy Daniels had caused just forty thousand people across Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania to change their minds, I would have won. It’s no wonder that on election night, one of the lawyers who had negotiated the hush money cover-up deal texted his counterpart: “What have we done?”

Even now, just thinking about that moment makes fury well up in my chest. I’m glad the crimes have been exposed and the truth is known. But as long as he remains within striking distance of the White House, the dominant emotion I feel is dread—plus determination to do all I can to stop him.

People often say to me, “You warned us, and I wish we had listened.” What am I supposed to say to that? Yes, I did warn you. Yes, I said Trump was a con man, a Russian puppet, and a threat to democracy. I warned that he would end abortion rights, inflame our divisions, and botch every crisis he faced. I take no pleasure in being right. In fact, I hate it.

In Greek mythology, there was a woman named Cassandra who was blessed by being able to see the future but cursed to never be believed. She tried to warn the Trojans that Greek invaders were hiding in the giant horse they were pulling inside their gates, but no one listened. In 2016, that’s how it felt. I tried to raise the alarm in every way I could, but the media and many in the political establishment dismissed me as overwrought, even hysterical. They didn’t take Trump seriously. Or literally. They thought I was trying to distract from the real issue: my emails. And they were convinced I would win, so it didn’t matter.

At a recent event, a retired senior FBI official came up to me and apologized for the way the bureau mishandled the investigation into my emails. He wanted me to know how sorry he was that he hadn’t stopped Jim Comey, the FBI director who trashed me in public and foolishly announced that he was reopening the investigation just days before the election. I stared at him for a minute, trying to contain my anger. You’re sorry? Now? Finally, I said, “I would have been a great president,” and walked away.

Cassandra wasn’t drinking champagne as Troy burned. She was miserable.

People sometimes ask if I’ll ever run for president again. I will admit that I was tempted during Trump’s disastrous presidency. I knew I could do a better job for America. I never doubted my capability, and I still had the desire to do it—what politicos call “the fire in the belly.” Third time’s the charm, right? But I knew in my head that the answer, in my case, was no. I had my shot. It was time to pass the baton and move on.

It took a while for my heart to catch up. How do you give up on a dream, especially one so big, one that you came so close to reaching? It wasn’t easy accepting that I would never serve as president. It started with keeping busy, trying new things, cultivating new dreams. President Joe Biden’s success in governing helped close the gap between my head and my heart. So did seeing Kamala Harris become the first woman vice president. She and I have had long talks about the challenges facing women at the highest levels of public life, and I admire how she’s persevered and become an important partner for the president.

Harris is chronically underestimated, as are so many women in politics. I was impressed by her record as attorney general in California, where she took on drug traffickers and predatory lenders, and as a U.S. Senator. Her sharp questioning of Trump’s odious Supreme Court nominees was particularly memorable. So it was no surprise that after those same justices helped overturn Roe v. Wade, Harris became the Biden administration’s most passionate and effective advocate for restoring women’s reproductive rights.

While it still pains me that I couldn’t break that highest, hardest glass ceiling, I’m proud that my two presidential campaigns paved the way for women like Harris, Kirsten Gillibrand, Amy Klobuchar, and Elizabeth Warren to run, and for Harris to serve as vice president. I still believe we will have a woman president one day. I hope it’s sooner than many expect.

There are other losses that pain me, too. I miss my parents, my brother Tony, dear friends and colleagues. I miss loved ones still here physically but lost in the past because of Alzheimer’s and dementia.

I miss a time when truth mattered. I miss fact-based debates about policies to solve problems and improve lives. I miss the clear separation of church and state, once sacrosanct, now breached by culture warriors and Christian nationalists. I miss elections where everyone respects the will of the people, without constant attacks by sore losers and wannabe dictators.

I don’t feel old. Yes, I have more aches and pains than I used to. I go to more funerals than I’d like. But I also read more novels and see more Broadway shows. Somehow, I’ve become a novelist myself—and a Broadway producer and a Hollywood filmmaker; I even took clown lessons with Chelsea at the Moulin Rouge in Paris, red nose and all. Never thought I’d ever do that!

More important, my curiosity about the world and the thrill I get from rolling up my sleeves and diving into new problems have not diminished with age; if anything, they’ve deepened. That’s why I relish speaking out against election deniers and democracy doubters and talking with guests on my podcast who challenge my thinking, inspire me to work harder, or just make me laugh. It’s why last year I went to the salt flats of Gujarat, to meet Indian women who harvest salt under a broiling sun, to learn how they’re coping with the extreme heat caused by climate change. It’s why I gladly respond to requests for help from people around the world, from Afghanistan to Arkansas.

Once, I wasted energy worrying what critics might say or how the media would respond; now I have an easier time brushing all that aside and just doing what feels right and important. Time and so many battles won and lost have given me a thicker skin and a stiffer spine.

Jane Fonda has a great way of looking at the process of aging. She says people used to think about aging as an arc: “You’re born, you peak at midlife, and then you decline into decrepitude.” But that’s outdated, especially in a time when we can live healthy, productive lives for decades longer than previous generations. Now, Jane says, we should see aging as a staircase: “You gain well-being, spirit, soul, wisdom, the ability to be truly intimate, and a life with intention.”

It’s like the great athletes and actors who find new strengths as they age. Like Serena Williams playing smarter, not just harder, or LeBron James earning so many more assists in his later seasons, or Meryl Streep fearlessly embracing getting older in her life and roles.

That’s the kind of aging I want to do.



When Bill turned seventy, it struck him that he had now lived longer than any man in his family going back three generations. He had always secretly believed he would die young. And when he started having heart trouble, he became more sure of it. Yet somehow he was still here.

We started talking a lot about what it means to have more yesterdays than tomorrows. Putting it like that really focuses the mind. We both have a profound sense of gratitude for all the blessings we’ve received in our lives—and a sense of responsibility. It is clearer than ever that we have to use our remaining tomorrows to try to give our grandchildren—and all kids—a better world. Every day matters more if there are fewer of them ahead. What are we going to do with the time we have left? How can we make, in the words of Mary Oliver, our “one wild and precious life” count?

When you’re young, you live every day in the present tense. When you’re old, it’s tempting to live in the past, even an imagined past. These days, I find myself thinking mostly about the future—and how important it is to live, in Longfellow’s phrase, “with a heart for any fate.”

I’ve spent my life working to build a better, fairer, freer world, and I’ve lived long enough to see astounding progress. My family didn’t own a television set until I was five, yet I can now FaceTime with my grandchildren from across the globe. My mother was born before women had the right to vote and was able to proudly cast a ballot for me for president. I came of age in a world where women couldn’t have bank accounts in their own name and went on to become the first woman to win a presidential primary, the nomination of a major party, and the national popular vote. I grew up in a time of segregation, yet I had the great honor to serve as secretary of state for our first Black president. I hope the years ahead will bring even more exciting advances for America and the world. But, to borrow a line I love from the Tony Award–winning musical Suffs, “progress is possible, not guaranteed.” We have to work for it. Fight for it. Earn it. And right now, so much of what we’ve gained is in danger of being lost.

The January 6 insurrection scared me, and it should scare you, too. Our democracy is under assault from within and without. Abortion rights are already eliminated or severely restricted in more than half the states in our country. Voting rights are hanging by a thread. If Republicans take control of the government in the next election, I have no doubt they’ll try to tear up the social safety net we’ve spent generations building—big cuts to Medicaid, Medicare, and Social Security and gutting Obamacare. Anything that helps hardworking people get ahead and live a decent life will be on the chopping block. Instead of pulling together to take on generational challenges like climate change and economic inequality, it feels like we’re spinning further apart. Technology, especially social media, is making us more lonely and more divided—and it’s having a particularly devastating impact on our kids. Sometimes it seems as if common sense itself is in danger of disappearing. How else to explain the calls to poison control centers from people who drank bleach during the pandemic?

Yet despite all our problems, I remain “an optimist who worries a lot,” to borrow a phrase from my friend Madeleine Albright. I still believe there’s nothing wrong with America that can’t be fixed by what’s right with America. Our country is bigger than the trolls and tyrants. Still, if you’re not worried, you’re not paying attention. If you are paying attention, then keep setting goals and planning to make the most of all the tomorrows you have ahead. Let’s earn our optimism.

This country was built by men and women who believed in service, community, and working together for the greater good—pioneers who stuck together in wagon trains, farmers who pitched in on barn raisings and quilting bees, immigrants who joined volunteer fire departments, enslaved people who risked their lives to serve on the Underground Railroad and help others escape to freedom. When the French writer Alexis de Tocqueville visited America in the 1830s, he called this our “habits of the heart.” The sense that we’re all in it together made our democratic experiment possible—and it may be the only thing that can save us still.

Winning elections at every level is essential. We have to defeat the demagogues and election deniers so convincingly that there’s no room for dirty tricks. We have to strengthen voting rights and fight back against disinformation. But ultimately, winning the next election is not enough. We must work together to restitch our unraveling social fabric and to rebuild Americans’ trust in one another, our democracy, and our shared future. There’s so much to lose—but even more to gain if we keep going together.



“Tears and fears and feeling proud.” That’s what it was like writing this book. Once again Joni nailed it. I had several false starts and fell down more rabbit holes than Alice. But in the end, I found what I was looking for. This book reflects the mix of anxiety and optimism I feel in this strange, perilous moment. It’s a love letter to life, family, and democracy.

This book is a snapshot of how I see the world right now. My editor suggested that it should feel like sitting with me at a dinner party, so it’s both political and personal. It’s about the fight for democracy and also about being a friend, wife, mother, and grandmother. It’s about getting older—and, I hope, a little wiser. You should feel free to read it straight through or jump around, the way a good conversation does.

Despite spending decades in the public eye—or perhaps because of it—sharing my most personal reflections does not come naturally. Through all my years of public service, the “service” part has always come easier to me than the “public” part. I’d generally rather write about policy and politics. Make an argument. Have a debate. But I’ve discovered that it can be liberating to open up. I hope that combining the two—the broccoli and the ice cream, if you will—makes for a rewarding meal. You will find both in this book.

These days, I find myself thinking about the past with new perspective. I write about that. But more than anything, I find myself thinking about the future. I write about that, too. This book reflects the time in which it was written, in the spring and early summer of 2024, as it became clear Donald Trump would be the Republican presidential nominee, and so it explains my passionate, deeply felt conviction that allowing him to take power again would be catastrophic for our country and the world. If he gets back to the White House, we’ll have more inflation and less freedom. It won’t just be a rerun of his first term. Since losing in 2020, Trump has become even more unhinged and dangerous. He wants us to fear the future and fear one another. He’d take us backward, with abortion bans, tax cuts for billionaires, and sweetheart deals for polluters at home and dictators abroad. He’d rerun the same trickle-down economics playbook that has failed previous Republican presidents—including him. It’s not a coincidence that ten of the past eleven recessions have hit during Republican administrations. Trump presided over a significant net drop in jobs. And of all the net new jobs created in America since 1989, just 4 percent came under Republican administrations. Democratic administrations, including Biden-Harris, have inherited economic crises, gotten the country back on its feet, and helped create 96 percent of all the new jobs. It’s like clockwork: They break it, we fix it. With the Supreme Court granting him immunity from prosecution for official acts, there’s virtually no limit on the crimes he could commit and the damage he could do to our democracy.

I also explain why I think that electing Democrats is so crucial in this difficult time. Republicans have nominated a convicted criminal who only cares about himself. Democrats have led America’s comeback and at every level are fighting for the American people. That’s an easy choice. Can you tell I feel strongly about this?

But this book is not just about one election. The issues you’ll find in these pages, from the battle between democracy and autocracy to the fight for women’s rights and civil rights, the climate crisis, and the economic concerns of working families, all will continue to be vital no matter who wins in November. The work won’t stop. The fight will go on. And so must we.

I believe that if you want to keep going, you have to keep learning. You have to stay open to new experiences and new ideas. You’ll read about some of the ways I’ve been doing that. My students at Columbia University challenge me to see the world through their eyes and their passions. The women organizing resistance to cruel abortion bans in many states are upending long-standing assumptions about what is possible in politics. Ukrainian soldiers, citizens, and leaders are teaching all of us about the resilience of democracy.

I’m still learning from those closest to me. After nearly a half century of marriage, I discover new joys every day just from loving, talking, and laughing with my husband. Chelsea continues to delight and amaze me with her courage, from taking on bullies and liars wherever they emerge, including the fact-based battles she wages against vaccine deniers, to the global work she does to help bring health care to those in need. She tells her wonderful children she wants them to be brave and kind, both of which she is.

I’m still learning from my faith and the way it challenges me every day in this season of my life. As we are reassured in Isaiah 46:4, “I will be your God throughout your lifetime, until your hair is white with age. I made you and I will carry you along and save you.”

The years since the 2016 election have been ones of challenge and change for me, our country, and the world. I have followed the tumult from my home and from the inside of the maelstrom, looking for ways to help stop the tides of disunion and disinformation. I’ve kept busy supporting candidates and causes who represent my values, speaking out against threats to women and democracy. I’ve found new ways to pursue my interests, from the classroom to the theater. Everyone has to find their own approach to aging, but for me, remaining in the fight is who I am and who I’ll always be.

Joni Mitchell’s right. Something’s lost, but something’s gained. There’s more life to live. I can’t wait.






INSURRECTION

On the afternoon of January 6, 2021, I came home from a walk near our house in Chappaqua, New York, and found Bill and Chelsea transfixed in front of the television in our breakfast room. Bill was sitting at the glass table with his head in his hands and a sadness about him that I hadn’t seen in a long time. Chelsea was standing by the table, watching in shock and disbelief.

“What’s happened?” I asked, with a sinking feeling in my heart.

Bill and Chelsea both looked at me and started trying to explain the inexplicable. There was chaos at the Capitol. Nobody on cable news had a great handle on what was going on, but it looked as if a mob of Trump supporters was attacking police officers and forcing its way into the Capitol to disrupt the official certification of the 2020 election results. Trump himself had just given a speech to a crowd on the Ellipse outside the White House, urging his followers to “walk down Pennsylvania Avenue” and “fight like hell,” otherwise “you’re not going to have a country anymore.”

His claims of widespread voter fraud had already been exposed as a lie, plain and simple. There was no evidence. None. Every court had rejected his fantasies. Honest state and local elections officials—both Republicans and Democrats—had resisted his intimidation campaign. Yet he refused to admit he had lost, fair and square. Instead, he whipped his followers into a frenzy with the lie that somehow Vice President Mike Pence could single-handedly overturn the election results. The arsonist in chief had poured on the gasoline and lit the match. Now he stood back and watched from inside the White House as the conflagration ignited.

I sat down next to Bill and stared at the violent images in horror. I had served for eight years as a U.S. senator for New York. Every day, I’d walked the halls of the Capitol now filled with insurrectionists hunting members of Congress and the vice president. One of my happiest memories was taking the oath of office on the Senate floor on January 3, 2001, with Bill, Chelsea, and my mother beaming from the gallery above. I swore to “support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic.” Now, two decades later, those enemies were swarming that same Senate chamber.

I remember finding my desk on the Senate floor for the first time and feeling the weight of civic responsibility and the thrill of serving our great democracy. Now a shirtless rioter in face paint and a horned hat was rifling through papers left by fleeing senators. He became known as the QAnon Shaman and left a note that warned, “It’s only a matter of time, justice is coming.”

I thought about the fear we all felt during the evacuation of the Capitol on September 11, 2001. I had raced there as soon as I heard the news of the terrorist attacks on New York’s World Trade Center and then made sure my staff moved safely to a nearby town house on Capitol Hill after the evacuation. It was a terrible, disorienting, crushing day. Our country was under attack, and no one knew when or from where the next blow would come. Now, twenty years later, we were under attack again. I prayed for the senators, representatives, and staff trying to escape the mob and wondered how things possibly could have gotten this bad.

As we watched, I thought about my three grandchildren. They, along with their parents, had moved in with us in March 2020 during the COVID-19 pandemic. It was the only silver lining of the dark cloud that hung over the whole world. The six- and four-year-olds came over from the guesthouse to see us all the time, showing up in our bedroom early in the morning and asking Bill and me to make breakfast or play. They often came over in the afternoon for tea and cookies with me in the kitchen, time I treasured. How could we explain to them what was happening? Could we honestly tell them everything was going to be okay?

Later, one of my closest aides called to say that his brother Jon, a D.C. police officer on bicycle duty that day, had been urgently called to join the fight at the Capitol. Showing up with no protection other than a bike helmet, he’d joined his colleagues trying to hold the line outside. Soon he was pressed back by the surging mob, punched and pummeled through the rotunda, and then blinded with bear spray on the stairs up to the Senate chamber. Jon had been adopted from overseas as a baby and felt pride and gratitude for being an American. It was part of why he had joined the police force. Now there he was in the heart of American democracy, bleeding for the country that took him in.

I thought about all the brave officers I’d known over the years and trusted with my life, and the attacks on the Capitol Police made me furious. I looked at the Trump flags waving amid the chaos on the television screen and thought about all the times some sanctimonious right-winger had lectured about how they “backed the blue” and believed in “law and order.” Where were they now? Were they in the crowd waving those flags? Attacking police officers with clubs and firing pepper spray in their faces?

This was no ordinary riot. It was not a protest that got out of hand. As we’ve learned, it was a coordinated assault on our democracy with the goal of reversing the election and keeping Trump in power. As one hard-core Trumpist from Michigan explained later: “We weren’t there to steal things. We weren’t there to do damage. We were just there to overthrow the government.”

I had feared something like this might happen, had warned about it as far back as 2016. In our third debate in that campaign, Trump had refused to commit to accepting the results of the election. If he lost, he would claim it was rigged. Violence was a staple of his rhetoric. Hostility to democracy and the rule of law was a core element of his “strongman” brand. (It’s no surprise, but deeply concerning, that during his June 2024 debate with President Biden he once again refused to commit to accepting the election results). I had conceded on national television and attended Trump’s inauguration, despite serious concerns about Russian interference, just as Al Gore had conceded in 2000 when the Supreme Court stopped the recount in Florida—a recount he seemed likely to win. In 2020, by contrast, without any basis other than he had lost, Trump refused to concede and whipped up the Big Lie to incite his followers to reject the outcome. All of that led predictably to the insurrection on January 6. When you start viewing the other party as traitors, criminals, or otherwise illegitimate—for example, if you spread the lie for years that our first Black president wasn’t actually born in the United States, or if you lead “Lock her up!” chants at your campaign rallies—politics becomes a blood sport. Soon enough, actual blood gets spilled.



Of the many awful images from the Capitol that day, one that caught my eye and sent a chill through my heart was the picture of a Trumpist defiantly carrying a Confederate flag through the halls of Congress. The man was eventually sentenced to three years in prison for his role in the insurrection, including using his flagpole to attack Eugene Goodman, the heroic Capitol Police officer who famously managed to divert the mob away from fleeing senators. The judge noted that using a Confederate flag to assault a Black police officer was particularly hateful.

The prominent presence of that racist flag was a reminder that this violent spasm was not an isolated incident and that Trump is not an aberration but an apotheosis. The image encapsulated a long legacy of hate. It reflected the Republican Party’s strategy, starting in the 1960s, of embracing white supremacy in order to wield power. It captured the GOP’s increasing radicalization over recent decades, including rejecting core democratic principles such as accepting electoral defeat and condemning violence and extremist groups. Trump didn’t invent any of that, but he took it to the next level.

A few months after January 6, while filming the Apple TV+ series Gutsy with Chelsea, I met two women who knew all too well the consequences of whipping up hateful rhetoric and racist violence. Down in Virginia, I sat on a covered porch with Dawn Collins and Susan Bro. Rolling thunder threatened rain that never came, while Susan tried to teach Dawn and me to crochet (I’ve never figured it out). Dawn and Susan were brought together by a terrible bond. Dawn’s son, Richard Collins III, was twenty-three years old and a newly promoted lieutenant in the Army when he was fatally stabbed at the University of Maryland, for no reason but his race, by a member of a white supremacist group while he was waiting with friends for an Uber. Susan’s daughter, Heather Heyer, was killed while protesting the 2017 white supremacist rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, when a neo-Nazi deliberately plowed his car into the crowd, fatally injuring her. Losing a child is the worst thing that can happen to a parent. If they had given in to despair and bitterness, no one could have faulted them.

But instead, over tangled purple yarn and glasses of white wine, both mothers told me how they spend their days: combatting hate and doing everything they can to make sure other parents don’t face the same horror. Dawn and her husband fought for stronger hate crime laws in Maryland, launched a scholarship foundation in their son’s name, and lead programs designed to break down racial barriers. Susan started a foundation in her daughter’s name to advocate for stronger hate crime legislation around the country and the anti-racist causes that Heather believed in so deeply. Dawn told me that every chance Susan gets to speak about her daughter, she makes sure the world knows about Richard, too.

Somehow, when their lives were touched by senseless hate, Susan and Dawn found love and purpose. It gives me hope that they choose to honor Richard’s and Heather’s memories by working for a better world. “What else would I do right now?” Susan said. “We’re moms,” Dawn added. “We didn’t ask for this. But now that it has come to my door, we have to buck up and do what we have to do.”

Sadly, I’ve known too many moms like Dawn and Susan who’ve lost children to racist violence. During my 2016 campaign, I became close with a remarkable group of women known as Mothers of the Movement. Among them was Sybrina Fulton, whose seventeen-year-old son, Trayvon Martin, was shot and killed while taking a walk to buy Skittles at a convenience store near Orlando, Florida, in 2012. He was unarmed—just a Black kid wearing a hoodie in America. Lucy McBath’s son, Jordan Davis, was shot in Jacksonville, Florida, while listening to music in a car that a white man thought was too loud and too “thug.” There are so many stories like this, so many grieving parents. Yet like Dawn and Susan, these mothers were able to turn their mourning into a mission. Lucy even ran for Congress and won.

Mothers like Dawn, Susan, Sybrina, and Lucy already knew what many other Americans woke up to on January 6: Racist rhetoric can lead to violent action.

What can we do about it? I wanted to understand how normal people get drawn into a life of hate and violence—and how they can pull themselves free. So I went to see Shannon Foley Martinez, a former white supremacist who now works to deprogram and rehabilitate people leaving hate groups. Shannon took Chelsea and me (and a small film crew) canoeing near her home in Athens, Georgia. It wasn’t lost on me as we paddled along that we weren’t far from the site of the last documented mass lynching in America, Moore’s Ford Bridge, where a mob of twenty armed white men shot and killed two Black couples in 1946. One of the women killed was seven months pregnant. To this day no one has been held accountable for their murders.

Back in the 1990s, from the time she was fifteen until she was twenty, Shannon was active in the violent white supremacy movement. She attended Klan rallies, tagged public property with swastikas, assaulted people of color, tear-gassed a gay nightclub, and underwent paramilitary training to prepare for the race war her neo-Nazi leaders promised was imminent. Her comrades were white supremacists like the fanatics who years later carried torches through Charlottesville chanting “Jews will not replace us!” and like many of the insurrectionists who stormed the Capitol on January 6.

Then, remarkably, she managed to get herself out and change her life. Now Shannon helps people escape violent extremism. She’s seen how the dangerous, hateful movement has metastasized. The rise of social media allowed white power leaders to more easily reach and radicalize thousands of new recruits. Hate-fueled memes and videos circulate online, evading detection in the dark corners of the internet with coded hashtags and innuendo. Things only got worse when Trump publicly and proudly fanned the flames of racial resentment from the campaign trail and then the White House, emboldening white supremacists to emerge from the shadows.

I saw firsthand how fast conspiracy theories could spread and radicalization could take hold. During the 2016 campaign, a shocking number of people became convinced that I am a murderer, a terrorist sympathizer, and the evil mastermind behind a child-sex-abuse ring. Alex Jones, the right-wing talk-show host, posted a video about “all the children Hillary Clinton has personally murdered and chopped up and raped.”

This was not the first time that I was the subject of wild conspiracy theories or partisan rage that veered into mania. In the 1990s, supermarket tabloids used to splash headlines such as “Hillary Clinton Adopts Alien Baby” across their front pages. I was even burned in effigy by a crowd in Kentucky furious that I had proposed taxing cigarettes to help fund universal health care for all Americans. The president of the Kentucky Association of Tobacco Supporters chanted “Burn, baby, burn” as he poured gasoline on a scarecrow in a dress labeled I’M HILLARY. By 2016, I fully expected to play a starring role in the fever dreams of extremists at the margins of American politics.

But something had changed. The margins infected the mainstream. Social media gave conspiracy theories far wider reach than ever before. Fox News and other right-wing media outlets gave repeated outlandish lies “credibility.” And before Trump, we’d never had a presidential candidate—and then an actual president—who used the biggest bully pulpit in the world to be an actual bully and traffic in this kind of trash. The results were tragic but predictable. In early December 2016, a twenty-eight-year-old man from North Carolina fired an assault rifle inside a pizza restaurant in Washington, D.C., because he had read online that it was the headquarters of my supposed child-sex ring. Thankfully, no one was harmed. But the pizzeria attack foreshadowed the violence to come: QAnon followers and militia members storming the Capitol on January 6, 2021; mass shooters leaving behind manifestos riddled with misogyny, racism, anti-Semitism, and other conspiracy theories promoted in far-right (and far-left) echo chambers.

Shannon is doing what she can to fight back. She rescues people she meets online, at white supremacist rallies, or through concerned loved ones. When she’s trying to deprogram white supremacists, her approach is not to try to change their politics but to help them address their trauma and move away from resorting to violence. “I’ve found you can’t argue people out of their deeply entrenched worldview. They just entrench further,” Shannon says. So she asks a lot of questions and patiently listens. What drew them to the white power movement? How is it serving their life? Why are they afraid of leaving? What might their lives look like without hate? These connections can take a long time to develop, and even longer to lead to de-radicalization. Disengagement, she says, is a process—not an event.

That’s how I found myself in a canoe with Shannon and a young woman she’s mentoring named Samantha, who recently left the white power movement with Shannon’s help. Samantha was introduced to white supremacist groups by an abusive ex-boyfriend, an organizer of the 2017 Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, where Susan’s daughter was killed and whom Samantha would later testify against. Samantha helped me better understand how people like her are recruited into and radicalized by white supremacist groups. Most people, she acknowledged, are not initially comfortable with racist slurs or Nazi rhetoric, so recruiters lightheartedly introduce offensive humor to appear less violent than they really are. But the more time members spend online in alt-right chat rooms and channels, the more they get used to the ugliness of the ideology. When you stop being shocked, you start being radicalized.

It would have been so much easier for Shannon to have left this dark chapter in her life in the rearview mirror and never look back. It’s not like she has extra time on her hands: Shannon bartends thirty hours each week and cares for her eight children. But she feels a powerful responsibility to make amends for her past.

I wondered whether Shannon’s thoughtful, empathetic approach could offer lessons not just for rescuing radicalized individuals but for healing our wounded country. What will it take to pull us out of the madness? Is there any way to drain the fever swamps so we can stand together on firmer, higher ground?

I also marveled at the empathy Shannon managed to summon for even the most (yes, let’s say it) deplorable bigots. She has known the worst of the worst and still finds room in her heart for them as human beings, still believes it’s worth the effort, the emotional labor, to reach out to them.

I’ve struggled with this myself. In 2016, I famously described half of Trump supporters as “the basket of deplorables.” I was talking about the people who are drawn to Trump’s racism, sexism, homophobia, xenophobia, Islamophobia—you name it. The people for whom his bigotry is a feature, not a bug. It was an unfortunate choice of words and bad politics, but it also got at an important truth. Just look at everything that has happened in the years since, from Charlottesville to January 6. The masks have come off, and if anything, “deplorable” is too kind a word for the hate and violent extremism we’ve seen from some Trump supporters.

In 2022, an editor at a major American newspaper reached out to ask if I would write an op-ed reflecting on my “basket of deplorables” comment six years on. A gunman in Buffalo, New York, had just massacred Black shoppers at a supermarket, reportedly influenced by the racist “great replacement” theory, which had been promoted aggressively by Tucker Carlson on Fox News and embraced by many Republican leaders. The New York Times had published a meticulous investigation that found that on more than four hundred episodes of his top-rated cable news show, Carlson explicitly pushed the incendiary claim that immigrants and people of color are displacing whites. The newspaper editor said that he and his colleagues spent a half hour at their editorial meeting talking about this report, and “the notion that the most racist show on cable news is also the most popular stuck with a lot of us.” Several editors, he said, brought up my “deplorables” comment and “how prescient” I had been. Did I want to write an op-ed about it?

It was tempting. In 2016, I warned about the rising influence of the alt-right and the threat to democracy from a political movement that endorses violence and refuses to accept basic norms of decency and pluralism. I was largely mocked or dismissed by many in the mainstream media stuck in a “both sides” straitjacket. Now they finally wanted to listen, but they were still intent on exploring this threat primarily through the lens of a six-year-old political controversy. I found that approach emblematic of the media’s shortsightedness and declined the offer.

I do wish that back in 2016 people had heard the rest of my comments and not just the word “deplorables.” I also talked about the other half of Trump supporters, “people who feel that the government has let them down, the economy has let them down, nobody cares about them, nobody worries about what happens to their lives and their futures, and they’re just desperate for change.” And, I emphasized, “those are people we have to understand and empathize with as well.” That’s especially true because many are living with unresolved trauma in their lives.

Empathy for people you agree with is easy. Empathy for someone you deeply, passionately disagree with is hard but necessary. What Shannon does, feeling empathy for Nazis and Klansmen, is damn near superhuman. As a Christian, I aspire to this kind of radical empathy but often fall short. Talking about the “deplorables” in 2016, I said, “Some of those folks, they are irredeemable.” Part of me would still say this is objectively true. Just look at the lack of remorse from many of the January 6 insurrectionists who’ve been convicted of sedition and other crimes. But another part of me wants to believe something else. I’d like to believe there’s goodness in everyone and a chance at redemption, no matter how remote.

Shannon is remarkably optimistic for someone who spends so much time with Nazis. “Hopeless people,” she told me, are “easily controlled and manipulated. But hopeful people can move mountains.” It isn’t easy to keep hold of that hope, but Shannon doesn’t think there’s any other choice. Our country has “mountains that need moving,” she said, so “I feel an obligation to hope.” As a small emblem of that hope, Shannon covered her tattoo of a white power symbol with a beautiful tattoo of a heron, looking free and ready to soar.



Democracy has been under attack and in retreat all over the world in recent years, but often in subtler, less violent ways than we saw on January 6. Authoritarian politicians like Viktor Orbán in Hungary, Nicolás Maduro in Venezuela, and Vladimir Putin in Russia cloak their power grabs behind the veneer of electoral legitimacy. They get elected and then use the power of the state to dismantle the institutions of democracy. I can’t tell you how many times as secretary of state I had to explain to some foreign leader that winning an election was not enough if he turned around and ruled like a dictator.

It was heartbreaking to watch once vibrant and hopeful democracies like Hungary slowly slide backward toward authoritarianism. I remember the exuberant early days after the fall of communism, when Hungarians were celebrating their new freedoms and looking ahead to a bright democratic future. In 1996, I spent a glorious summer afternoon walking through the narrow streets of old Budapest in a straw hat, watching people laugh and shop and enjoy the wide-open possibilities of their liberated country. I also met with women and children from the country’s largest minority group, the Roma, who have faced centuries of discrimination. We all hoped that Hungary’s new democracy would bring acceptance and opportunity for the country’s minorities.

Orbán actually helped lead the opposition to Soviet rule and promoted democracy. And when he served as prime minister the first time, from 1998 to 2002, he was a conservative but not yet a demagogue. He even brought Hungary into NATO. But when he returned to power eight years later, things took a darker turn. Orbán whipped up hatred of immigrants, Jews, Roma, and LGBTQ+ people. He called for women to return to their homes and produce more children for their country. He consolidated power, rewrote the constitution, manipulated elections, attacked the independent media, and cracked down on dissent.

When I visited Budapest as secretary of state in 2011, I warned Orbán in private that this was a dangerous path and then publicly urged him to protect the free press, independent courts, and constitutional checks and balances. Orbán wasn’t listening. He had grown arrogant, contemptuous, addicted to power.

There wasn’t any single dramatic moment you could point to—no burning of the Reichstag, no tanks rolling through Tiananmen Square, no January 6—but Hungarian democracy eroded under the relentless pressure Orbán deployed. It’s become essentially a one-party state, with opponents marginalized, propaganda on the airwaves, corruption in the ministries, a thumb on the scale in the courts, and, above all, an unconstrained leader with an insatiable taste for power and no attachment to democratic norms or values. Minorities are persecuted. Migrants are scapegoated. Civil society has largely been crushed.

With a record like that, it’s not surprising that Orbán became an ally of Vladimir Putin and an icon for right-wing extremists in the United States. In March 2024, Orbán visited Trump at Mar-a-Lago and endorsed his campaign for president. Trump, who makes no secret of his admiration for dictators and tyrants the world over, praised the Hungarian leader. “There’s nobody that’s better, smarter or a better leader than Viktor Orbán,” Trump raved. “He’s fantastic.” I have no doubt Trump would love to replicate Orbán’s authoritarian tactics here in the United States.

“Fascism,” as Yale history professor Timothy Snyder put it, “is might over right, conspiracy over reality, fiction over fact, pain over law, blood over love, doom over hope.” It’s a threat that Madeleine Albright, who passed away in 2022, knew well. As a girl, she fled first the Nazis and then the Communists—a refugee twice over by the age of eleven. Madeleine grew up to be a fierce champion of democracy. As my husband’s secretary of state, she stood up to dictators like Serbia’s Slobodan Milošević. She was also my traveling companion and guide on trips to her native Czech Republic, Hungary, and other former Soviet bloc countries. In recent years, she became increasingly alarmed by democratic backsliding around the world, including here at home.

In 2018, she sounded the alarm in a prescient book, Fascism: A Warning, which drew on her firsthand experience with authoritarianism and described Trump as the first president in the modern era “whose statements and actions are so at odds with democratic ideals.” After the January 6 insurrection, Madeleine imagined Abraham Lincoln weeping. “My family came to America after fleeing a coup, so I know that freedom is fragile,” she wrote. “But I never thought I would see such an assault on democracy be cheered on from the Oval Office.”



I’ve spent more than half a century in the crucible of politics. I’ve seen the best and worst of it. And at the end of the day, I still believe deeply in American democracy because I believe in the basic decency of the American people. I believe that if you dig deep enough, through all the mud of politics, eventually you hit something hard and true: a foundation of fundamental values and aspirations that still binds most of us together as Americans.

This is a lesson I learned a long time ago and never forgot. In the summer of 1972, I went door-to-door in the Rio Grande Valley of Texas trying to register new voters for the election between President Richard Nixon and Senator George McGovern. The communities I visited were tight-knit, hardworking, and understandably wary of a twenty-four-year-old blond girl from Chicago who spoke no Spanish. Yet many families opened their homes to me. Mothers and grandmothers who worked long hours for not much money invited me to sit at the kitchen table, drink very strong coffee, and talk. So did college students studying late into the night and union workers up early in the morning. Some of the people I met were immigrants, and some were among the original inhabitants of the area, with ancestors stretching back generations in the valley. Some didn’t know they were eligible to vote or didn’t see why they should. But for many of the people I registered, politics wasn’t a game; it was about making life better for their families. Democracy wasn’t a concept in a civics textbook; it was a promise that had inspired them or their parents to leave behind everything they knew to build a new future in a new land. America wasn’t just a place on a map; it was a dream that was worth working and fighting—and, yes, voting—for.

One of my guides both to the area and to the struggle to realize America’s promise was Franklin Garcia, a Mexican American labor organizer and civil rights activist. He drove me around South Texas and introduced me to people and places I never would have found on my own. When I went door-to-door, Franklin often came along, vouching for me to skeptical Texans. He would offer to come inside, assure our hosts that I was someone to be trusted, and translate conversations where necessary. When a man told us he’d never voted before, Franklin helped me explain in specific terms how voting could lead to better jobs and schools, clean water, and housing. When a woman said she was scared to register even though she was a citizen, Franklin seconded my points about how important it was to set an example for her children and how we all have to participate for the community and our country to thrive. McGovern lost that election in a landslide, but I gained a better understanding of American democracy that has lasted me a lifetime.

On January 6, insurrectionists erected a gallows near the west front of the Capitol and chanted “Hang Mike Pence.” Like the Confederate flag they carried inside, it was a throwback to America’s ugly past and a preview of what the future could hold. But we don’t have to accept that fate.

Just two weeks later, with the bloodthirsty cries of the mob still ringing in my ears, I went to the Capitol to attend Joe Biden’s inauguration and show support for the peaceful transfer of power. Trump didn’t show up. That same morning, from her home in Georgia, Shannon Foley Martinez recorded a video appealing to followers of QAnon who might be “grappling with a sense of confusion, betrayal, shame, embarrassment, and anger.” This was a chance to move forward.

From the Capitol dais, the brilliant poet Amanda Gorman, only twenty-two but wise beyond her years, read from her poem “The Hill We Climb”:


We’ve seen a force that would shatter our nation, rather than share it,

Would destroy our country if it meant delaying democracy.

And this effort very nearly succeeded.

But while democracy can be periodically delayed,

It can never be permanently defeated.



They were stirring, much-needed words to hear just two weeks after the attack. Listening, I hoped the people who stormed our seat of government would be held accountable under the law, Republican elected officials would stand with their Democratic colleagues to repudiate Trump and his enablers, and the country would move on.

Sadly, that’s not what happened. Yes, hundreds of insurrectionists have been tried and convicted. But after a brief moment of hesitation, Republicans rallied around Trump and his alternative-reality narrative. Healing, moving on, growing stronger together? Not a chance.

President Biden called the 2020 campaign a battle for the soul of America. Today the battle continues, fiercer than ever.






ONE IS SILVER AND THE OTHER’S GOLD

Labor Day 2022. We were all a little wobbly that Monday morning—Ann, Bonnie, Judy, Patsy, Allida, and I—as we stepped aboard a vintage wooden motorboat in the waters of Lake Geneva, Wisconsin. We were on the last leg of a nonstop three-day extravaganza celebrating Ann’s seventy-fifth birthday. There were cocktails and brunches, a costume dance party and a sunset dinner cruise. And, because Ann and I are mission-driven kindred spirits, there were also informative and inspiring conversations led by and about women who stepped up to lead. Our final-day excursion was meant to give us a look at the property on Williams Bay where Ann is building the eight-acre Women’s Leadership Center that has been her passion project for several years. Given the choice between sleeping in or rallying at sunrise, we rallied. We zipped up fleece jackets in the morning chill and shoved off. Our friend was making her dream come true, and we were there to cheer her on.

I was seven years old when I first met Ann in our shared hometown of Park Ridge, Illinois, about sixty miles southeast of Lake Geneva. Ann was the tall, smart girl with brown hair who went to a different elementary school but connected with me in ballet class at the Dorothy Lykle Dance Studio and in Sunday school and confirmation classes at First United Methodist Church, just a six-block walk from my home. As teenagers, Ann, Judy, and I bused together to summer church camp on the shores of Lake Geneva and did all the camp things that make for gauzy childhood memories. We swam off the little dock at the sandy beach. We sat cross-legged on the floor of the candlelit lodge to sing hymns (yes, “Kumbaya” was one) and ponder with our youth minister, the Reverend Don Jones, all the pressing questions of an idealistic youth: God, justice, peace, and civil rights. In our cabin at night, stacked up in bunk beds and waiting for sleep to come, we whispered our secrets and our dreams, which included living lives of service—the “do all the good you can” ethos of Methodism founder John Wesley—that Reverend Jones was helping us to imagine.

Now, some sixty years later, we were back at that lake, back together—along with three other high school friends, Bonnie, Patsy, and Hardye, and Allida, a historian and Memphis native who seamlessly fit right into our gang almost a decade earlier, when she supported my 2008 presidential campaign and interviewed many of my longtime friends. Summer 2022 proved difficult for Hardye, who was in treatment for lung cancer. When she woke on Sunday feeling ill, she skipped the rest of the weekend itinerary to head home to Chicago. On the boat that Monday morning, the rest of us worried over how frail Hardye seemed. We commiserated about our aging bodies and reminisced about old times, feeling blessed to still have one another. Then something so familiar caught my eye. “There’s our dock!” I yelled, fumbling for my phone to get a photo of the nondescript speck on shore. (It hadn’t yet occurred to me that we could ask the boat captain, Ann’s friend Charles, to pull us closer for a good look.) While Ann, Judy, and I giddily snapped pictures, I asked Ann, “Do you remember the Prell?” She laughed. “How could I forget?” Prell was the iconic shampoo of our teen years. At the end of a camp day of sports, singing, swimming, and sunning, we girls would lather up our hair with Prell and jump off the dock to rinse the shampoo out in the lake. I shudder now to think of the environmental implications, but we thought ourselves hilariously practical back then.

Our memories of days past were framed that Labor Day weekend by Ann’s plans for nurturing the women leaders and explorers of tomorrow. She had dubbed the three-day celebration “Close Encounters of a New Kind,” a shout-out to her favorite movie, Steven Spielberg’s Close Encounters of the Third Kind. Ann had cleverly mined the 1977 science-fiction classic for a party theme—the film’s “We Are Not Alone” tagline was printed on rainbow cards that decorated the table settings—and an excuse to have us dress up in futuristic, space-themed costumes. Our birthday girl was stunning in a red jumpsuit just like those in the movie. The ever-sunny Patsy, a retired speech and language pathologist, dressed as the center of our solar system. Bonnie, the stylish artist of our pack and designer of some of my favorite pieces of jewelry, dressed as an astronaut—albeit one accessorized with a perfectly cut blazer. And me? In a flowy purple robe decorated with gold stars, I guess you could say I was dressed as an interplanetary wizard. (Ann decided I looked like Harry Potter’s Professor McGonagall—close enough!) Singing along with a fabulous cover band, we danced in a circle to vintage hits like Stevie Wonder’s “Signed, Sealed, Delivered (I’m Yours)” like we were sixteen again.

We are not alone. The double entendre resonated with me—and not just because, like Ann, I’ve always been fascinated by the possibility of other life-forms in the universe. (When I was thirteen, and excited about President John F. Kennedy’s space mission, I wrote NASA to inquire about being an astronaut. They passed. No girls allowed, they wrote.) It resonated because there on the dance floor, encircled by just a few of the women who have blessed my life with their friendship, my heart was full. I saw once again how, throughout the wild ride of my life—whether it was on steep uphills or even steeper downfalls, in front of energizing crowds or soul-sucking critics—I have never been alone.



Bill was in the middle of a press conference with White House reporters in December 1997 when he took a question about his former advisors and allies, George Stephanopoulos and Dick Morris, who were publicly writing off Bill’s second term as a lame-duck snooze. Bill jokingly replied that, as President Harry Truman famously said, “if you want a friend in Washington you need to get a dog,” and then announced that we had decided to name our new chocolate Lab puppy Buddy, after Bill’s favorite uncle who had recently died.

Politics, especially in the nation’s capital, can be a lonely, backstabbing business. Sure, you have a huge contacts file of people you identify as friends—supporters, donors, advisors, and celebrities—who are generous with their time and talents and will always take your call. But it’s an emotionally fraught irony of public life that, even in a crowded room of these well-intentioned friends, you can feel lonely. In that room, you’re a symbol, a vessel for others’ aspirations, activism, and investments. I don’t say this with any regret. It’s just reality. It’s what people like Bill and me sign up for when we step up to lead change-making. In that crowded room, you’re genuinely grateful for the people who support you. You feel real affection for them (most of them, anyway). But in that room, you’re “on.” Always on. Projecting confidence, optimism, and impeccable affability. It’s the complex, flawed—and sometimes just plain exhausted—human being inside who is left feeling unseen. And, from time to time, even lonely.

In an interview with Essence three years before her death in 2014, Maya Angelou described once being asked by another magazine to do a photo shoot for its special issue on friendship. “The editor wanted me to bring Oprah,” Maya said, going on to explain why she objected. “I have 30 years on Oprah. She calls me her friend, her mother, all that. I am very close to her in a motherly way.” Maya told the editor she would instead be photographed with the three dear women—none of them famous—whom she called her “sister friends.” “Most people really don’t become friends. They become deep and serious acquaintances.” Sister friends are different. They know your spirit. Your values coincide. They see the real you and love you anyway.

This is the story of my sister friends. From my childhood and young adulthood. From my hippie days at Wellesley College and Yale Law School, and my earliest days of building a career and family. Friends whose bonds were forged in the white-hot crucible of presidential politics. And some I found only recently, when a lot of us who are older might give up on making new friends. I cannot fit in these pages all the stories of all the women dear to me. But I hope to capture, in these few snapshots, the special magic of girlfriends that’s possible at any age—and no matter who you are—if your heart is open and generous and willing to do the work of meaningful friendship.

Decades ago, when I was preparing to move our family from the Arkansas governor’s mansion to the White House, several people warned me against inviting new people into my life. The power and fame that attach to the White House attract opportunists and sycophants, I was told. Trust no one. Beginning a friendship is a trust fall. You make yourself vulnerable, tip backward, and trust that the other person will be at your back to catch you before you fall. I had already encountered a fair share of ulterior motives in Arkansas politics and fully expected even more in the nation’s capital. But it seemed an unnatural way to live, shutting yourself off. And so I kept making friends all along—in the White House, among the hardworking and fun-loving women staffers known as Hillaryland, and on the campaign trail. There, I happily found that high-stakes politics, starting with Bill’s 1992 campaign for president and going through my races for the Senate and White House, introduced me to amazing women who, over our time in the trenches together, became lasting friends.

Women who campaigned for and with me, raised money, won over voters, and gave public talks about me even though they were afraid at first. Women whose homes I’ve stayed in, whose breakfast tables have seen me in my robe and slippers, and with whom I’ve traveled the world, long after the campaigns ended. We remain involved in each other’s lives and each other’s causes. I cannot imagine my life any other way.

Old friends, new friends, sister friends. Together, these special women are one big reason, even before our beloved dog Buddy (and then Seamus and Tally and Maisie), I was never lacking for loving support, nor shy about giving it.

Even in Washington, D.C.



Cheryl, Patsy, and I first met in the first-grade Sunday school class taught by my mother, Dorothy, at First United Methodist Church of Park Ridge. Cheryl, who is now a writer (and author of a wise guide to grandparenting, Good to Be Grand: Making the Most of Your Grandchild’s First Year), once confessed to me that it was only my mother who made an impression: “I don’t remember you at all from Sunday school,” she said, “but your mother was fantastic!” The following year, when I was in second grade at Eugene Field Elementary School, I joined a Brownie troop with another eight-year-old named Sukie. In the school cafeteria, the moms who volunteered as troop leaders, with Sukie’s mother, Pixie, at the helm, taught us the words to the famous Girl Scout song: “Make new friends, but keep the old. One is silver, and the other’s gold.” (I still sing those lines to Sukie whenever I see her now.) Sukie would come to my house to play and marvel at how our thick, floor-length drapes made our living room look like the inside of Disney’s Cinderella castle. It was the highest compliment to my father and his small drapery business.

Sixth grade (1958–59) was the game changer for all of us. That was the year when a boy named Dennis and I traded dog tags. It was the fad back then to wear a personalized aluminum dog tag on a bead chain, and if a boy liked you—like liked you—he asked you to trade tags and tie a knot in your chain to signify that you were “spoken for.” And so it happened that sixth grade was also when Sukie found out how fast I could run. I had always been sporty—softball, swimming, tennis, ice skating—but when someone noticed the knot in my chain one morning before the first bell, I took off running before anyone could get a look at Dennis’s name on the tag. Sukie, who made her career in administration at NASA, still laughs about it: “You took off like a bullet!” Judy, a retired teacher who was, so many years later, in the Lake Geneva motorboat with us, laughs about it, too. By high school, Dennis had eyes only for her. They married in 1969. So, she ended up with his dog tag.

Even more monumentally, sixth grade was when a magnetic girl named Voda—but we called her Betsy—moved with her family to Park Ridge. She landed in Mrs. King’s classroom with Sukie and me. “Voda…” Sukie wondered, sounding out the new girl’s exotic name. “Could that be Russian?” (Turns out it meant “water” in Slavic languages.) We were dazzled. Big eyes, brown curly hair. Smart, funny, kind, and mischievous, Betsy quickly became one of Mrs. King’s favorites. And mine. Betsy and I were joined at the hip in class, on the playground, and in and out of each other’s houses. We would walk to the Pickwick Theatre on Saturday afternoons, once sitting mesmerized through Lover Come Back, starring Doris Day and Rock Hudson, three times in a single day. After the movies we’d order olive burgers from the nearby Pickwick Restaurant, which I loved so much I later took ABC’s Barbara Walters there for an interview while I was promoting my book Living History. When vanity struck (which was often enough) and I didn’t want to wear the Coke-bottle glasses I needed to correct my terrible nearsightedness, it was Betsy who led me through the school corridors or around town like a Seeing Eye friend.

With our bigger friend group, we delighted in birthday parties and sleepovers. The girls would tease me—and still do!—for being asleep already whenever the slumber-party fun turned to practicing hairstyles, which would be a lifelong conundrum for me (the hairstyling, not the sleeping). One time, Sukie staged a “surprise kidnap breakfast,” where she conspired with all our mothers for permission to come to our houses on a Saturday morning, wake us up, and whisk each of us off to her house for pancakes. The catch: We couldn’t change out of our sleep clothes; we could only brush our teeth. I’d gone to bed with rollers in my hair, and so, with an embarrassed shriek, off I went to breakfast in pajamas and curlers.
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