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For Kelley


if i weren’t so much in love with you


i’d paint lilacs and lilies


and stills of fruit languishing in bowls


insanely my love for you commands


run headlong into the first volley


cast caution to the wind


the bulls run only once


be fleet


and flaunt a brazen portrait


for you know


love lasts only when the passion bleeds


and gurgles and rattles as if it might be


the last gasp
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The Long Stand




I will speak until I can no longer speak. I will speak as long as it takes, until the alarm is sounded from coast to coast that our Constitution is important.
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11:47 A.M. March 5 to 12:39 A.M. March 6, 2013


I was about seven hours into my filibuster when I saw Senator Mark Kirk coming down the senate chamber’s stairs. Mark had suffered a major stroke a little more than a year before, so it took some effort for him to manage the descent. Along with his cane and the smile on his face, he held a thermos and an apple.


It had been a while since I watched the classic movie, so at first I didn’t understand the significance of what Senator Kirk carried. In the filibuster scene in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, Jimmy Stewart’s character, Jefferson Smith, puts an apple and a thermos of tea on his Senate desk.


To be honest, I didn’t think I was going to get to stand at all, let alone for thirteen hours, which was the full length of the time I held the Senate floor to block the nomination of John O. Brennan as CIA director. I was sure Harry Reid, the Senate Majority Leader, wouldn’t allow the filibuster. But to my surprise he did.


Had I known, I would have been better prepared.


When people ask me what I would do differently the next time I stage a filibuster of that length, my answer is simple. “Tennis shoes,” I tell them. “The next time I’ll wear tennis shoes.”


At the time of the filibuster, I’d been a senator for a little over two years. I’d won my seat by a considerable margin and in doing so took the establishment by surprise. I also came into the Senate carrying a mandate for smaller, more responsible government spurred by a movement that had taken the whole country by surprise. The idea of smaller and more responsible government, however, was nothing new to me. I’ve believed in those values long before there was a Tea Party.


I was eleven when I first campaigned for my father. Our whole family would stump with him at Texas barbecues and parades. With my brothers, sisters, and cousins, we knocked on literally thousands of doors, handed out campaign literature, and rode around in a van featuring a fat Uncle Sam on the side and the slogan “Put Big Government on a Diet!” You could say I grew up with politics. My father was in Congress for more than twenty years. His first term was back in 1976 when I was just thirteen. As kids, my brother and I would go for paddleboat rides in the Tidal Basin in front of the Jefferson Memorial. In high school, I spent summers in Washington, D.C., working as an unpaid intern in my dad’s office. Later, while attending Baylor University, I was president of Young Conservatives of Texas (YCT). After a year, I was elected to the YCT’s state board. It was there I got to know Stephen Munisteri, who had volunteered for my dad at age seventeen, went on to be a five-year Texas GOP State Chair, and recently became a senior adviser to my presidential campaign.


While I was completing my ophthalmology residency at the Duke University School of Medicine, my wife, Kelley, and I founded and chaired a watchdog group called North Carolina Taxpayers Union (NCTU), which kept track of state politicians’ spending and pork. Each year we published ratings.


We were twenty-seven-year-old newlyweds working long and crazy hours—me as a first-year resident in ophthalmology at Duke and Kelley working in marketing communications for Nortel Networks in Research Triangle Park.


I drove to the legislative library in Raleigh whenever I had free time, pored through massive logs of the legislative votes taken, and created a ratings system based on how each representative had voted on the major spending and tax bills for each session. This was long before any of this information was available on the Internet, so it was tedious and time-consuming work.


I talked Kelley into writing our pamphlet copy and creating a layout for the ratings—not an easy feat since she was already working long hours and traveling across the country for Nortel.


We held meetings in our home and persuaded all of our friends—most of whom were other young Duke resident physician couples—to join our group, also not an easy feat since most of them were too busy and frazzled to even think about politics. But we usually included pizza, beer, and Duke basketball on the TV, which enticed plenty of new converts. Walter Jones was a state representative then and an adviser to the group. Walter would go on to win a seat in Congress and become one of my father’s best friends.


At the end of the state legislative sessions, Kelley and I would go up to the state capitol in Raleigh and hand out report cards to the state lawmakers. Last year, when I was campaigning for Thom Tillis, the newly minted senator from North Carolina, a man came up with an NCTU scorecard from 1992 and asked me to sign it.


NCTU was my first foray into politics on my own, and even I was surprised by its success and the attention we were able to draw. We made contacts with concerned people from all over the state; one particularly active group was strongly opposed to the idea of a food tax. Within six months after I formed NCTU, both the local nightly news and the Raleigh and Durham papers had covered us. Across North Carolina, candidates used our ratings to run against big-spending incumbents. In a photo from the Raleigh papers, we are standing on the capitol steps with a rented podium and microphone, Kelley in her black Ray-Ban Wayfarers. We look like kids. We were.


Looking back, I think that our accomplishments with NCTU taught us both an important lesson: that a single person with an idea—and the passion, drive, and energy to put it into action—can make a difference.


When I finished my ophthalmology training at Duke, Kelley and I moved to Bowling Green, Kentucky, about thirty miles from Russellville, where Kelley’s parents live. There we formed a new taxpayer group called Kentucky Taxpayers United and produced a “taxpayer’s scorecard” with which we rated state legislators once again. By then, however, most of my attention was focused on my young family and the beginning of my career as a physician.


Physicians have a unique way of looking at life. In medicine, we first diagnose the problem and then go about implementing the remedy based on facts, not preconceptions. I came to find that such linear thinking doesn’t happen all that often in the halls of Congress. We pass thousand-page bills no one has read. I work in a city where logic is the exception. We can’t even pass things we agree on. I couldn’t even get a vote on a bill that I cosponsored with Harry Reid. When I think of how screwed up Washington is, I think of a Groucho Marx quote. “The art of politics,” he said, “is looking for problems everywhere, finding them, misdiagnosing them, and applying the wrong remedies.”


While members of Congress spend their time blowing hot air at one another across the aisle, the president and his administration make a mockery of the separation of branches as defined in the Constitution. There is likely no greater problem we face than the executive branch usurping power that was assigned to the legislative branch. In some ways Congress is to blame, as Congress leaves the power it’s supposed to assume lying around on the ground for the president to just vacuum up.


Still, this president has gone further to collapse the separation of powers than any of his predecessors. If the executive branch can initiate war, if it can detain citizens without a trial, if it can amend legislation, if it can declare Congress to be in recess, then government unrestrained by law becomes nothing short of tyranny. The president is blunt about it. He opines that Congress won’t act, so he must. He has “his pen and his phone” and he will simply ignore Congress, never mind the Constitution. First he amended Obamacare without congressional action, then he amended immigration law without Congress’s approval, and then he proceeded to fight another war in the Middle East without congressional authority. He has broken his own promises—those he ran on as a presidential candidate—by expanding warrantless NSA surveillance of cell phone records, and he has ignored due process of law by ordering extrajudicial drone strikes that kill suspected terrorists, including American citizens. I worry that, as the separation of powers collapses, the law will become unrestrained, arbitrary, and will eat away at our freedoms. We already live in a time when unelected bureaucrats write most of the laws. Tens of thousands of pages of laws are written by officials from an alphabet soup of agencies: OSHA, EPA, IRS, USDA, and the list goes on. Meanwhile, one truth remains: Congress never voted on any of these laws, nor did the president sign them.


I began my filibuster in the hope of sounding an alarm from coast to coast. The administration had already killed an American citizen with a drone without first charging him and, worse, was ambiguous over whether it would conduct such an egregious act against the Constitution on American soil. I asked that question at the beginning of my filibuster, but it took the White House nearly thirteen hours to answer it. As the minutes, then hours, of my filibuster went by, I was fueled by the thought of an outraged citizenry and I knew my filibuster meant much more than just blocking Brennan’s nomination.


Yes, I was standing for due process of law. Yes, I was standing for the right to a trial by a jury. But I also stood for a United States that doesn’t spy on its own citizens, a United States where a person’s home and records are private, where law enforcement needs a warrant to enter a home or search your records. I stood for a United States that despises the idea of encroachment on personal liberty.


I stood for a United States that requires its president to obey the Constitution.


That America doesn’t allow the bipartisan looting of the Treasury, the bipartisan destruction of our currency, and the bipartisan sprint away from a republic limited by a constitution to a democracy limited only by majority rule. In that America, Congress decides when to go to war.


In that America, the Bill of Rights isn’t so much for the American Idol winner, the prom queen, or the high school quarterback as it is for the least popular among us, especially for minorities—whether that person belongs to a minority by virtue of skin color or a shade of ideology. You can be a minority because you live in a poor neighborhood or because you choose to teach your children at home.


That’s the America I stood for.


I had no idea what was going on outside the Senate chamber during my filibuster. I was allowed only to talk and listen to questions. If I stopped speaking for more than thirty seconds or sat down, I would lose the floor. I could only monopolize the floor as long as I kept standing. I wasn’t even allowed to keep the thermos and apple. Unlike what is depicted in the filibuster scene in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, food and drink are prohibited in the real Senate chamber.


When I started to walk around to loosen up my legs, Senator Ted Cruz arrived at the chamber and read some of the tweets that were coming in, the first time such an occurrence had happened on the Senate floor, where cell phones are not allowed. From those tweets I discovered that I wasn’t alone, that the Bill of Rights was not a lost cause, and that millions of Americans—Republicans, Democrats, and Independents—were excited to have someone stand up for the right of every American of whatever origin, black or brown, Arab or Jew or Christian, to be tried by a jury of his or her peers. To the surprise of official Washington, the Twitterverse exploded in agreement.


Not until the next day did I find out the extent to which my filibuster had influenced social media: there had been something like a million tweets with the hashtag #StandWithRand.


America’s sense of justice was awakened, and millions of citizens—from all political viewpoints—were suddenly demanding answers. Finally, after thirteen hours and a million tweets, Eric Holder responded to the simple question I had posed at the beginning: “Does the president have the authority to kill an American citizen not engaged in combat, on American soil, with a drone?”


His answer: “No.”


In the chapters that follow, you will learn some things about me that might surprise you. I’m not, for instance, the carbon-copy conservative of your grandfather’s GOP. I want a New GOP that resonates with America, that looks like America—white and black, rich and poor, with tattoos and without. I want the New GOP to, once again, be the champion of individual rights. I believe that the reason the Republican Party hasn’t connected with minorities is because we haven’t tried hard enough, and I’m going to fight to change that.


I believe the GOP brand is broken, that many young people and many people of color simply won’t even consider voting for or becoming a Republican. It’s time for change, and the first part of changing is admitting your mistakes. Remember when Domino’s Pizza finally admitted that it had bad crust? They got rid of the old crust and made a better pizza. I’m all for getting rid of the old crust in the Republican Party.


In the pages ahead, you’ll find out about my journey to becoming a physician and how being a doctor defines me as a politician. You’ll find I’m a tree hugger, literally—just ask my neighbors who watched me trying to grow a variety of trees, including giant sequoias, in my yard. I’m a Republican who wants clean air, clean water, and the life-extending miracle of electricity. I compost. In fact, I built my composting bins from the remnants of an old tree fort I built for our kids. None of this is at odds with wanting our government to be smaller, with wanting our regulatory bodies to protect both our land and water—and our ability to create jobs and provide affordable power to our citizens. Too often this balance is portrayed as an either/or proposition.


If you get to know me, you’ll find I am as independent of petty partisanship as you’ll find in Washington. I don’t care if you’re a Republican, a Democrat, or a Lilliputian. If you’ve got a good idea, I consider it. If I were president, I would analyze our problems and seek solutions regardless of party politics. I’ve sided with Democrats on civil liberties, and I’ve sided with Republicans on economic liberties. I’ve sided with Independents on reforming our criminal justice system. It took four years of lobbying, but I finally persuaded the Senate to sit down for a bipartisan lunch to be held regularly. Harry Reid even stood up at the first one last February and thanked me for not giving up on the idea. I’m predictably unbiased, and I consider that to be an asset.


I’m also a man of peace through strength. I believe the defense of our country is a president’s first priority. I grew up as a Reagan Republican and believe that an unparalleled national defense is the greatest deterrent to war. Woe to those who would attack America or Americans on my watch—no matter where that happens in the world. But I also know there are too many of my colleagues who are far too eager for war. The decision to put boots on the ground always needs to be weighed against the enormous price that our soldiers have paid in life and limb during the long war in the Middle East and Afghanistan.


Every decision must consider first the cost in human lives. Because, for me, far deeper than my political conviction is my faith and my belief that we are all creatures of God, that human life is unique and should be protected, and that with life comes liberty—the two are indivisible. I believe that defense of personal liberty is the primary function of government. These beliefs provide an unshakable foundation that forms me as an American and as a man.


My belief in God is as much a part of me as my love for my family. I know that people across this great country share this level of faith. It’s our secret weapon. When the president says we’re clinging to our guns and our religion, that’s my family and me. The elites may fly over us, but we still vote and we still believe in our God-given rights.


Not for a minute do I believe that America’s best days are behind her. The challenges that we now face also provide an opportunity. I look to the horizon and see a future that is filled with hope and a people confident in their beliefs.


Imagine a time when liberty is again spread from coast to coast.


Imagine a time when our great country is again ruled by law.


Imagine a time when our country is once again led by lovers of liberty.


I see an America that is again innovative, self-reliant, and bold. I see an America worth taking a stand for.















2



[image: image]


A Medical History




Sometimes the best discoveries are not only what you find, but what finds you.
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I was a sophomore in high school when I decided that I wanted to be a physician, like my father. Like any other kid, up until that point I had other priorities, not all of which were helpful. But once I found my calling, I began to pay more attention to my studies. I decided to read books outside and beyond what was required of me in school, and I asked my father if I could go with him into surgery at the hospital.


I was fascinated by the technical skill and the confidence it took to open someone up, repair the problem, and put them back together again.


I knew, however, that my goal would only occur with great perseverance, some skill, and a little luck. I knew it wouldn’t be easy. I went to college knowing that I would have to get good grades and not let up for a moment. Looking back, it’s tempting to say my path was smooth and easy, but that would ignore the day-in and day-out work that it took to make it through college, medical school, and residency. The only way you get through it is to look only a few feet in front of you and not contemplate the whole.


Halfway through my third year in college, when I was twenty-one, I took a semester off to help my father in his 1984 U.S. Senate campaign. He lost, but the highlight for me was getting to debate Phil Gramm and Rob Mosbacher at the Pink Elephant Ball in San Antonio in front of 300 people. I remember being very nervous appearing alongside a sitting congressman and a wealthy businessman. Not so nervous, however, to resist informing the crowd of primarily establishment Republicans that the Gramm-Latta budget had nearly three times more debt than Jimmy Carter’s most recent budget. I wasn’t sure if Gramm remembered the night, but twenty-six years later he commented, “I listened to him pretty closely,” he said, “and I remember the young man did quite well.”1


I took the medical school entrance exam in the fall of my third year at Baylor, and Duke University School of Medicine accepted me early. I studied nonstop the entire previous summer in my carrel in the honors library at Baylor and achieved my best standardized test score ever—scoring higher than 90 percent of all premed students taking the test. Duke is my father’s alma mater, and it gave me great satisfaction to follow in his footsteps. I worried some about the expense of going to a private medical school rather than a state school in Texas, but my dad told me not to worry. He wanted the best for me, he said.


On my first day in medical school, I rode my bike to class and sat down in the back left-hand corner of the Duke amphitheater. Little did I know that some of the young men and women around me would become lifelong friends. Three of them would be groomsmen in my wedding. Together, we would become physicians, overcoming the natural human inclination to avoid pain, blood, and suffering in the process. Together, we would go through the rite of passage that two thousand years ago Hippocrates understood to be knowledge that was not always easy to cope with and was not for general consumption.


While studying at Duke, I lived in the basement of a brick ranch house belonging to a widow named Mrs. Deal, and I would mow her lawn and do other yard work in exchange for rent. When the mower wouldn’t start, I used the trick of dipping the spark plug in a little gas and trying again. I’d ride my bike to school in good weather, with an old station wagon that belonged to my parents as backup transportation. My friends gave me a hard time about the old station wagon. The lining of its roof hung down in the back, and since it appeared to be a dump my friends treated it as such and left their trash behind whenever they rode with me.


Often the station wagon wouldn’t start, and I’d have to use a variation of the lawn mower trick. This maneuver, however, took two people to perform: one to sit in the driver’s seat and turn on the ignition, and one very brave person to toss a little gas onto the carburetor just as the key was being turned. Though a small explosion would occur, more times than not the old station wagon would rumble to life.


Years later, when I returned to Duke for my ophthalmology residency, Kelley and I went back to visit Mrs. Deal. She made us dinner, and Kelley got to see my med student living quarters. Mrs. Deal also hosted families who had relatives at Duke University Medical Center for prolonged cancer treatment. Living under the roof of this kind woman had brought me some of the comforts of home.


I needed them. My first year at Duke was a flood of information. I relied on the work ethic I’ve had all my life and kept my head above water. As a medical student, I worked in three different Veterans Administration hospitals in North Carolina, one in Fayetteville, one in Durham, and another in Asheville. The VAs operated under a single-payer system, like the Canadian health-care system. What that means of course is that the government pays the tab—as it should for veterans. But it also means that the health care is rationed. I’m not breaking any news here by telling you there are long waiting lines at VA hospitals. When I was working at them, medical students went home only after we did the workup of our last patient. I often wasn’t seeing my last patient until ten o’clock at night, so I had to get creative. I started asking the vets how long they’d been waiting. Some would say, “Since noon.” So I started going down to the waiting room to find my patient. Sometimes the vet would be outside smoking a cigarette, and I’d say, “Look, the system around here is not good. It can take you ten hours, but we can speed things up if we do the workup now.” I would do the workup before they were even checked in, drawing their blood and getting an EKG done. I knew somebody in X-ray, so I’d also get the X-ray done. In those days, med students had to learn about the disease and come up with a diagnosis and treatment for each case. I’d research the disease while the vets were waiting to check in. Once they were checked in, I’d stick the labels on the file and the vials, and both the patient and I would cut several hours off our day.


I thought of my days at the VA recently when the scandal erupted over veterans dying while waiting for care and VA administrators using fake waiting lists to hide the problem.


When liberals are aghast at waiting lists and lines for care at the VA, I remind them that the VA is the single-payer system they all covet.


The care wasn’t bad in the VA hospitals of my time. Yes, there were young surgeons in training at the hospitals I worked in, but we were working under established doctors and surgeons. Nor do I believe the quality of care is bad today. What’s bad is the distribution of veterans’ health care. It’s not the quality of the doctors and nurses working in the VA system that is the problem, but the economics of distribution, or, in the case of the VA, the poor distribution due to the lack of a pricing mechanism. Today, the problems are likely worse, as we have hundreds of thousands of disabled veterans from the two-decade-long war in the Middle East. Frankly, there are only so many doctors and surgeons to go around in VA hospitals. Under this system, the only way to distribute veterans’ health care is to ration it. Everyone eventually gets care—that is, if they survive the wait time. It’s the same principle on which Obamacare is based. Just like the VA system, Obamacare inflates demand through subsidies and tax credits. Demand then overwhelms supply, which causes rationing through mandates and waiting.


As I moved toward graduation from medical school, I began considering a specialty. I’d become fascinated by the idea of curing diabetes by transplanting insulin-making cells into “privileged” areas, locations where the body protects itself from immune responses. Two of those locations are the brain and the eye.


I spent my third year of medical school researching the immune status of the eye. My thought was that since the cornea and, to a certain degree, the entire eye is in somewhat less contact with the immune system during development, perhaps the eye’s relative privilege might hold the answer for finding a place that wouldn’t reject transplants of insulin-making cells. At the time, researchers were using similar logic to inject insulin-making cells into the fluid around the brain. Was a cure for diabetes to be found in this world of relative “privilege”? I was young and, like many med students, I believed that we could one day find a cure for most diseases. I spent plenty of late nights transplanting corneas into rats that had graciously volunteered. Even before I earned my MD, I published a solo-authored paper in the prestigious American Journal of Ophthalmology—an achievement of which I am very proud. It was a great honor, as very few medical students are sole authors of a peer-reviewed paper. My research was one of the reasons I began to pursue a career in ophthalmology.


The other reasons were my grandmother’s eyes and a jar of pennies.


The story of the pennies begins in Pittsburgh, first in my father’s childhood home and later mine in Texas.


My father had watched the pennies accumulate in a jar in his parents’ kitchen. At the time, the country was just coming out of the Depression, and his parents collected the pennies as savings, not as a hobby. Some of the coins were Indian Heads that dated back to the early 1900s. The pennies intrigued my father, and he offered to buy them from his father, who agreed, but only if his son paid above the market price—$25 for about 900 pennies. In those days $25 was a significant sum for a kid to have saved. My grandfather was both a practical man and a father who refused to favor any one of his five sons over the others. The surcharge would ensure that he wasn’t making an exception for my dad. My father, though, having sorted through the pennies, knew that one of them was a 1909 S, which was rare. He gladly paid the premium.


My dad has always had a knack for successful investing, and he still looks at every penny he gets.


In about second or third grade, I became interested in collecting coins. My maternal grandmother, Carol Creed Wells, or Gram, as we called her, had taken over and added to my father’s collection. I remember as a kid, when we’d go to visit, climbing four flights of stairs to her attic to see the coin collection. I knew the coins must be valuable to be hidden so deeply amid the rafters.


Gram would buy unsorted “wheat” pennies for me to look through. Wheat referred to the reverse side of the penny, which had two strands of wheat. The penny was minted from 1909 till 1959, and so by the 1970s the wheat penny was somewhat of a rarity.


There is a framed photo of Gram in the foyer of our house in Bowling Green that never fails to attract comments from guests. In it, she sits sighting a rifle in the crook of her shoulder. A row of carbines is seen in the background. The picture was taken in the 1930s at a shooting range at Ohio University, where Gram was a member of the rifle team. A stand for women’s rights and the Second Amendment all in one photograph—I love it!


As a child, I spent hours with Gram. I’ve always felt very comfortable with older people, and my relationship with my maternal grandmother is one of the reasons why. Together, we’d pore through piles of change looking for mint marks while she told me stories. One of my favorites was of my maternal grandfather, who climbed in an open window of her dormitory one night at college when he was her beau.


As the months and years went on, however, Gram’s sight began to dim. Soon we were spending our time together at the ophthalmologist’s office instead of sorting coins. First she had her cataracts removed, then her corneas replaced, and finally she received the sad news that macular degeneration had irreparably damaged her retinas.


The study of corneal transplant research at Duke led me to my specialty, but it was the memory of Gram’s dimming sight that cemented my decision to become an ophthalmologist.


Love Story


It’s funny, but when you start looking back at life, the events that seemed so disconnected while you were experiencing them suddenly fall into perfect order. After I graduated from Duke Medical School in 1988, I took six months off to help my father campaign for the presidency. I traveled the country, mainly speaking to college crowds. Then, in January 1989, I began my general surgery internship at Georgia Baptist Hospital in Atlanta.


One Saturday afternoon, in April of 1989, I went to an oyster roast at a friend’s house. When I walked out to the sunny backyard filled with twentysomethings eating, drinking, and socializing, I never imagined that I would meet my future wife that day. While I’m not always the most outgoing person, that spring afternoon something was in the air. Life is full of serendipity; you just need to recognize it when you come upon it. Sometimes the best discoveries are not only what you find, but what finds you.


The day I met Kelley, she had come to the oyster roast to meet a guy she was seeing on and off. To my good fortune, the soon-to-be ex-boyfriend was called away from the party—a friend of his was involved in some type of fender bender, I think. I was standing by the keg pouring myself a beer when Kelley and I first spoke. It was a brief encounter. Kelley didn’t seem overly interested in me, much to my disappointment.


She later told me she thought I looked so young she figured I was still in college and, at twenty-five, she had no desire to meet an undergrad.


That evening, standing in the noisy, crowded kitchen, I found another chance to speak with her. Kelley told me she was working as a marketing communications manager for Sprint, the telecommunications company. A few years before, she had graduated from Rhodes College in Tennessee, where she’d majored in English. I’d taken many English classes in college and am a great fan of literature. I love the novels of Dostoyevsky and the short stories of Hemingway.


I tried my best to woo her with literature and wit, anything I could possibly think of to keep that dramatic, smart, and beautiful girl in the blue striped sundress from walking away again. We talked for a couple of hours and then I surprised myself with my boldness. I leaned over and gave her a brief kiss. We still laugh about it sometimes, since it was so out of character for me. What else can I say? I was already in love.


I asked for her phone number but didn’t have a pen to write it down. I promised that I would remember it. Kelley half rolled her eyes. What were the odds that I would remember, her expression read. But I wasn’t about to forget that number. I called her the very next day.


The following May, I invited Kelley to take a trip with me to Roan Mountain, North Carolina. We packed a picnic lunch and found a beautiful spot surrounded by rhododendrons, with a view of mountains all around. At the time, I was finishing up my surgery internship in Atlanta and was about to begin my ophthalmology residency back at Duke. I would be moving back to Durham in a month. I knew Kelley wouldn’t move from Atlanta to Durham unless I showed her I was serious, especially since she quickly changed the subject whenever I tried to “casually” mention all the great companies in Research Triangle Park that she might want to look into.


I had hidden an engagement ring in the picnic basket, which I’d purchased just the week before with the money I earned working as a locum tenems (the Latin term means placeholder) doctor in various small hospitals on weekends. I was praying hard she’d say yes, and it was one of the very best moments of my life when she did.


We were married in Trinity Episcopal Church the following October in Kelley’s hometown. Tiny Russellville, Kentucky, which was named in honor of Revolutionary War general William Russell in 1798, has a colorful history. Jesse James once robbed a bank in the town, an event that is re-created every year on horseback during the annual Tobacco Festival. Homes in Russellville date back to the early 1800s, and four Kentucky governors have lived there.


We were married in the evening and when our wedding party and guests stepped out from the storybook brick church, glowing paper lanterns illuminated the entire downtown street leading to the beautiful, historic Bibb House, where our reception was held. Once owned by Major Richard Bibb, a Revolutionary War officer and early abolitionist, the home was built in 1817 and is steeped in the Southern tradition. The white reception tent and lanterns, beneath a canopy of crimson maple trees, lit up the lawn in front of the grand home.


Kelley’s bridesmaids included her college friends Brigid, Blair, and Meg, my sisters Joy and Lori, and Lally, Kelley’s childhood friend. My brothers Ronnie and Robert and Kelley’s brothers David and Jeff were groomsmen, along with my medical school friends George Ibrahim, Keith Ozaki, and Mark Goldberg. My dad was my best man.


We lived in Durham for three years while I finished my ophthalmology residency. Kelley took a job with Nortel Networks in Research Triangle Park, North Carolina. We had a blast those three years. Most of our friends from the residency program were newly married as well, and we all had a lot in common. We’d go out to dinner in Chapel Hill, go on deep-sea fishing trips, and spend weekends in the mountains in Asheville. We were especially close to Phil Ferrone, a fellow ophthalmology resident, and his wife, Jeanine. The Duke men’s basketball team won back-to-back national championships during this time, and Phil, Jeanine, George and Stacey Ibrahim, Kelley and I, and others of our ophthalmology gang watched just about every game on television together, and often went to campus afterward to celebrate the big wins.


We were in our house in Durham with friends watching Duke vs. Kentucky in the 1992 NCAA men’s finals. With 1.4 seconds to go, Kentucky sank a two pointer to go ahead by one. At the time we were Duke fans (after twenty years in Kentucky and with two boys at UK, our allegiances have shifted), so we were all pretty dejected. We were sitting there silently on the couch during the timeout and suddenly the phone began to ring. This was before everyone had a cell phone, and Kelley walked into the kitchen to answer it, thinking there was nothing more to see in the game.


Precisely at that moment Christian Laettner made his inconceivable basket, sealing Duke’s come-from-behind victory. Because of the phone call, my wife missed one of the most famous shots in college basketball history—maybe the most famous. To make matters worse, whoever was on the phone hung up without saying a word. A year later Kelley’s brother Jeff admitted he was the caller. A Wildcat fan, he had called a bit prematurely to razz us about Kentucky’s victory.


During my residency, Kelley and I played on an ophthalmologist softball team called the Sy-Clops, named for fellow ophthalmology resident and team organizer Sy Maroi. Our uniform shirts featured a baseball mitt with a single large eyeball in the middle—gotta love that ophthalmologist humor! We had a great time and at the season’s-end cookout Kelley was awarded a kitschy baseball figurine for being the most improved player. She says it’s her only athletic trophy.


Our newlywed years in North Carolina were very happy, and we made many friends who have stayed in our lives through the decades. Kelley comes from a military family, and she likened our experience to hers growing up—people linked together in a common cause.


In 1993, as I came close to finishing my three-year residency, I began looking at ophthalmology practices. I looked at some in North Carolina and one in my hometown in Texas where there was an opening at a large practice. By then, Kelley was pregnant with William, our first son. To be honest, I thought we were going to go to Texas, but I came home one night and saw a look on my wife’s face that told me otherwise. Kelley had talked on the phone that day with her mother, Lillian, and by the time their conversation had concluded, Kelley decided she wanted to go home. Including college, she’d been away for thirteen years. She is very close to her parents and wanted our children to grow up knowing them, especially since they had no other grandchildren nearby.


Mimi and Papa have been a big part of their lives and ours. I mentioned life’s serendipity earlier, and I can’t think of a better example than what occurred at this time. Had I gone to work in a practice in Texas or North Carolina I can’t imagine where my life would be right now. I’m sure we would have been happy. I’m sure we would have been together as a family. But I’m just as certain I wouldn’t be the United States senator from Kentucky.


We moved to Bowling Green that summer, just six months after William was born. Kelley’s mom helped find us a brick ranch house that we rented there, only a short drive from Russellville. I loved my work and began to form professional relationships and friendships that have lasted until today. Although I interviewed for a few jobs in larger cities, my desire was always to practice in a small town. I grew up in a small town in Texas just like the one John Cougar Mellencamp sings about.


Setting up practice in Bowling Green, I knew I could fulfill my small-town dreams. There I would see my patients at church or in the grocery store. I loved being part of a community small enough that most people knew one another.


I performed cataract surgery but prided myself on doing a variety of operations, from straightening the eyes of children to examining the eyes of premature babies, to plastic surgery around the eyes, to corneal transplants. In a small town, with few subspecialists, I was able to practice many different types of surgeries.


After a year or so of establishing my medical practice, I became eligible for board certification. I passed both the written and oral portions of the American Board of Ophthalmology exam on the first try, in the summer of 1994. In fact, in each of my three years as an ophthalmology resident, I had passed the written board exams. So when some critics say I’m “self-certified” they often don’t understand the full history of my experience both as a decade-long member of the American Board of Ophthalmology and my subsequent decision not to recertify with them.


Shortly before I passed my boards and was certified by the American Board of Ophthalmology, the organization’s governing directors voted in a rules change requiring a new recertification exam after ten years—but only for younger ophthalmologists. Even though we had passed the same tests the older ophthalmologists had taken, the new rules exempted them from recertification requirements. The recertification demanded travel to a testing site (I took my initial board exam in Chicago) and payment of test fees every ten years. All older ophthalmologists, or those certified before 1993, were not required to do so to maintain their full certification.


I organized a protest, along with several hundred other ophthalmologists, against this unequal policy. As a newly minted member of the ABO, I thought it unfair that it was requiring recertification for younger members but not older ones. As you can imagine, the older doctors didn’t quite see it that way and voted to be “grandfathered in”—so as not to be bound under the new rules.


If anything, it was the older members who were more distant from their training and potentially needed recertification. For example, I worked with surgeons at the time who had taken their boards once, as far back as the 1960s, and were still considered fully board-certified for life, but my certification from 1994 was suddenly only valid for ten-year increments.


I consider the nationwide protest I led to have been a noble fight. Our protest was met with deaf ears, and so a group of younger ophthalmologists and I formed our own board, the National Board of Ophthalmology (NBO), to compete with the ABO.


I have always believed that competition raises the level of quality in nearly every aspect of life, and medicine should be no different. After all, the ABO is a private certification group, which has absolutely nothing to do with a doctor’s medical licensure, which is overseen and governed by the state medical boards. This is another point that is often left out by those seeking to deliberately misrepresent the issue. Our group was an attempt to create competition among private specialty certification boards, and had no bearing on state medical licensure or oversight in any way.


Political opponents and a few of their journalistic allies made accusations that our competing board was comprised of my wife and father-in-law because their names were on the incorporation papers required by the state, but the truth is entirely different. The new board was comprised of talented young ophthalmologists from Boston to North Carolina to Kentucky who weren’t looking for a way to avoid recertification but seeking to have the rules apply to everyone equally, regardless of age.


For more than a decade, I fought this battle, finally shaming the ABO into requiring that at least the test givers be required to recertify. I took no financial gain from my efforts. The NBO ultimately netted about $20,000, which I donated to the international Orbis Flying Eye Hospital.


Only in politics could an effort like this be distorted and sullied by opponents with an agenda.


Another organization that I formed during my nearly twenty years as an eye surgeon in Kentucky was the Southern Kentucky Lions Eye Clinic. A month after I arrived in Bowling Green, I joined the Noon Lions Club, and I worked with them to create a clinic to treat uninsured patients. For nearly fifteen years, I performed eye exams on more than a hundred patients a year, and the Noon Lions Club would help the patients buy eyeglasses. I also performed free eye surgery on patients who came to me through the Lions Eye Clinic. We joined forces with the Children of the Americas foundation to provide surgery for kids from Central America.


Through Children of the Americas, I operated on several Guatemalan children. Their visits were arranged by Judy Schwank, a friend, attorney, and longtime advocate for adoption. One was a little girl named Juli who was severely cross-eyed. I was able to straighten her eyes. On my recent medical mission trip to Guatemala, I reconnected with Juli. She has grown up to be a beautiful young woman.


I kept working as an eye surgeon right through my senate campaign and would have kept my practice as a senator too had it been possible. It is against Senate regulations. But I am allowed to perform pro bono surgery, which I do several times a year.


Long before I took my oath of office for the Senate, I took the Hippocratic Oath, part of which, to my mind, is an obligation to treat the poor. I do believe we are our brother’s keeper, and while government can and should have a role, too much government creates more problems than it solves.


As my practice grew, so did my family. Three years after William came Duncan, and then, three years later, Robert arrived. Our time became our children’s time. Often it took a logistical miracle for Kelley and me to get three different boys to three different games. We enjoyed countless hours at Kereiakes Park and the Lovers Lane Sports Complex. I coached Bowling Green Little League, soccer league, and basketball. I laughingly say there is only one question I won’t answer about my coaching career, and that’s my win/loss record. Through the years, even before I ran for office, I’d seen much of Kentucky with our oldest, William, who played on various traveling baseball teams. Any part of Kentucky we might have missed we likely saw traveling to soccer games with our middle son, Duncan.


By the time Duncan was in high school, Kelley was a seasoned soccer mom and team chauffeur. Duncan played four years of soccer at Bowling Green High School, and often Kelley’s car would be filled with Duncan’s travel club and high school teammates. You might not think that a town like Bowling Green would be diverse, but it is. Many boys on the soccer team were immigrants from Bosnia, Africa, Poland, and Mexico.


A teammate from Liberia who was only about five feet five could do a bicycle kick over his head and jump as high as a player six feet tall. His name is Exodus, and the story of his name is worth telling. Nine months pregnant and fleeing from the Liberian civil war, his mother walked alone for miles to a camp. On her back she carried the one-month-old baby of a relative. When she gave birth, medical caretakers thought her newborn was dead and put him aside. Hours later, someone discovered Exodus was still warm and breathing where they had laid him—in a pile of other dead children and infants. In a quote to the Bowling Green Daily News about his mother’s decision to give him his distinctive name, Exodus said, “It was basically like saying ‘Let’s get the freedom.’ I guess she thought it was the right name for me.”


Exodus came to America with his parents from a refugee camp when he was eight years old. When I think about the immigration debate we are having in our country today, I never want to forget that most of us, at one time or another, came to America seeking freedom and prosperity. I think of Exodus and how we need to be a country that is exceedingly proud of immigrants. All of us came from immigrant roots. It’s what makes us the country that we are.


When I look back at my life—med school, meeting Kelley, starting a family, and establishing a medical practice—I realize what is most important to me. As I travel the nation, spreading a message of freedom and commerce and prosperity, the long hours in airports and on planes and trains can be a draining experience. But the thought of my wife and family always gives me strength. One night on a plane bound for home, I sent this message to Kelley:




Home is an elusive notion. Its location is not latitudinal but emotional. A GPS will not guide me there but I will definitely know when I am there. I know after a time away, a very short time, I want to be there. As places replace places I have an anchor, a place I know is home. And that promises something nothing can best.





Home is not just an emotional refuge. Home and family are a civilizing force that binds us together and allows us to succeed. Often people come up to me and lament the loss of family and the brokenness of home and want me to somehow recommend a fix for that. I remind them that some things are outside the realm of government. No amount of government will ever create a home or help mend a broken family. We must turn our gaze from government and look to our families, our ethics and values, our pastors and spiritual leaders.
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Health Care: A Doctor’s Opinion




It is a noble aspiration and a moral obligation to make sure our fellow man is provided for, that medical treatment is available to all. But compassion cannot be delivered in the form of coercion.
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In August 2014, I accompanied a group of some of the best eye surgeons in the United States to Salamá, Guatemala, to perform much-needed eye surgery for that country’s poor.


To say Salamá is off the beaten track doesn’t capture the experience. Don’t expect to see a lot of Americans in cargo shorts and Disney World T-shirts if you’re planning a trip there. The tiny village lies in a lush valley eighty-five miles north of Guatemala City, and the road winds treacherously through the mountains. I get motion sickness, so I sat up front, but that vantage didn’t help. Heights are not my cup of tea, so it was less than comforting to be the first to see the areas where the road had collapsed and guardrails were absent. Often just a few stones marked the cliff’s edge. Because of the tortuous nature of the road the trip took nearly three hours.


Halfway to Salamá we stopped on the top of a mountain at a roadside rest stop. I took a pass on the nachos. My intrepid staff tried them, though, much to their chagrin later that night. The hotel in Salamá was decent and clean but without air-conditioning, and the choice of running water was limited to cold.


Once we reached Salamá, my courage and appetite improved, and we enjoyed great Guatemalan dishes. Corn is omnipresent. The Maya grow it on the steepest of hillsides, and corn is inextricably linked to their daily life. In the Guatemala creation story the first humans were made of yellow and white corn. It is their sacred staple.


In Salamá, the operating room was a small, cramped space where we set up tables and equipment. In Spanish, the eye clinic is called the Hospital de Ojos Club de Leones Internationale, which makes it sound far more impressive than the facility actually is. Though immaculately clean, the operating room was tiny and crowded due to the fact that we set up three operating tables where there would typically be only one.


The Lions Club International has run a sight program for the world’s poor for almost a hundred years, and the tiny clinic in Salamá is part of that program. For me, a longtime Lions Club member, it was like meeting an old friend when the Lions president greeted us wearing the familiar patch-covered vest.


I was excited to be back performing surgery. I trained for many years to be an eye surgeon, and not only was I returning to my passion, I would be operating with some of the most talented eye surgeons in the United States. It was an opportunity not only to reinforce my skills but to learn new techniques from masters.


Among those masters was Dr. Alan Crandall, who organized the trip to bring free eye surgery to an area in Guatemala in desperate need of it—there are only two ophthalmologists for every 800,000 people there. Dr. Crandall is the director of the international outreach division at John A. Moran Eye Center of the University of Utah Health Care System, and one of the best eye surgeons in the world. He’s also one of the most giving: he spends two months each year on the road with members of his team performing surgeries in third world countries.


I would also be operating alongside David Chang from the University of California, San Francisco, a past president of the American Society of Cataract and Refractive Surgery, and Drs. Jeffrey Pettey, Susan McDonald, Roger Furlong, John Downing, and Charles Barr, each of whom occupy a spot at the top of our field.


The news of our arrival spread quickly. Outside the clinic that first morning the line stretched all the way around the building. Folks had taken hours-long winding bus rides from the hills that surround the Salamá Valley. Sergio Gor, one of my staffers, said the line looked like Black Friday outside a Target store. Few of the Guatemalans, however, could afford such a luxury. The men were dressed in plaid shirts and worn straw cowboy hats, and the women wore simple floral dresses or jeans. Most were farmers, scratching out a living growing corn, beans, and peanuts. Some of them made as little as a dollar a day. The faces of most of those in line were old and weathered, but there were children, too. Both young and old were filled with hope that they would be able to see again.
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