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To our eldest son Brenton, who passed more than three years ago. Brenton loved politics, poetry, the great classical writers, and music, and most importantly, he loved me and I loved him.


Brenton encouraged my first steps into the political arena and brought perspectives that shed light on my blind spots.


We miss him and always will. I love you, Son.


With deep love,


Dad and Mom


June 2021











“This book will lose me some friends. But if it lost me all and gained me none, in God’s name, as I am a free man, I would publish it.”


—Sam Houston













INTRODUCTION


I don’t expect history to long remember the name Brad Raffensperger. I do, however, believe future generations of Americans will remember these times when a president who lost an election refused to concede and instead went about challenging the integrity of America’s core democratic institutions. Calling into question state election procedures, he persuaded many of his supporters—with anger and indignation, but without real evidence—that he was the rightful winner. The political system and the courts alike rejected his claims, but many voters, fanned by the president’s rhetoric, were convinced that those institutions were part of the problem, that the new chief executive was illegitimate, and the election system had failed them.


As secretary of state for the state of Georgia, I stood at times as subject, object, and target in the unfolding drama. In these pages, I will share my experience and observations with the hope my words might help rebuild confidence in our elections.


One of the most troubling questions in the wake of the 2020 election is whether we will see every candidate who loses a major election refuse to accept the results, and instead set out to raise money and build support on unfounded claims of fraud and corruption. To avoid that prospect, we must come to terms with the scope of the problem, but doing so won’t be comfortable for either party.


I say “either party” because the 2020 crisis was not unprecedented in Georgia. By November 2020, I had been challenging the claims of a “stolen election” for nearly two years. From my perspective, the most striking aspect of the Trump ordeal was not its novelty, but the unshakable sense of déjà vu that dogged me throughout.


When President Donald Trump stood before a crowd near the White House on January 6, 2021, and proclaimed, “We will never concede.… You don’t concede when there’s theft involved,”1 my mind leaped back to the fall of 2018, when Stacey Abrams, who had just lost the race for governor of Georgia, told a crowd of supporters, “So, to be clear, this is not a speech of concession. Concession means to acknowledge an action is right, true or proper. As a woman of conscience and faith, I cannot concede.”2 The similarities don’t end there, and when considered with some care, they paint a troubling picture of an all-too-bipartisan willingness to undermine the integrity of our democracy, and the public’s confidence in it, for the sake of personal, partisan, and financial gain.


A president of the United States has a unique responsibility to defend the Constitution, and President Trump’s rallying of his supporters against the election results led to a violent attack against Congress and his own vice president at the Capitol. Abrams was not a sitting government official when she refused to concede her election, but as a major national figure, she had a distinct obligation to avoid slandering our electoral system. While her false charges (thankfully) did not lead to violence, they continue to be widely believed and repeated even now, particularly by people who claim to be concerned about the integrity of our democracy. The corrosive effects of such lies are spreading still.


These threats to public confidence from both sides of the political divide are at odds with the realities of American elections. The fact is this: Our elections are both fairer and more secure than they have been at any point in our history. Voter participation rates are high, and evidence of widespread fraud is exceedingly rare. And yet, thanks to irresponsible rhetoric from members of both parties, Americans are increasingly skeptical of their country’s ability to hold free and fair elections.


To point to the breadth of the problem, therefore, is not to draw equivalences or to minimize or exaggerate the misbehavior of one person or party. It is, rather, to clarify the scope of the challenge confronting all those who want to restore faith in our democracy.


In 1981, Ronald Reagan began his first inaugural address by noting the significance of the peaceful transfer of power in our country:




The orderly transfer of authority as called for in the Constitution routinely takes place as it has for almost two centuries, and few of us stop to think how unique we really are. In the eyes of many in the world, this every-four-year ceremony we accept as normal is nothing less than a miracle.3





That ceremony is the capstone of a complex, multilayered, decentralized process of running elections that are safe, accessible, reliable, and fair. Accomplishing it has never been a simple matter, but our country is actually quite good at it. The secrets to its success are fairness, trust, and integrity. Those three values are closely intertwined.


But we can no longer take that combination for granted, and we cannot treat the shortage of public confidence in our elections as the fault of one side or another alone. It is a problem that runs to the core of our civic culture. To address it, we all must acknowledge our role in causing it, and take on the hard work of building mutual trust by becoming more worthy of it.










CHAPTER 1 WAIT. LISTEN. RESPECT.



“HELLO, BRAD AND RYAN AND everybody. We appreciate the time and the call.”


The voice on my cell phone speaker belonged to President Donald Trump. My wife, Tricia, and I sat at our kitchen counter with the phone in a metal stand so I could take notes as we listened.


My first thought when I heard the president’s voice was, What would my dad think of this? His son is talking to the president of the United States.


But this was no time for wandering thoughts. I knew why the president was calling, and I needed to focus. He got right to the point. “So, we’ve spent a lot of time on this,” he said, “and if we could just go over some of the numbers, I think it’s pretty clear that we won. We won very substantially in Georgia.”


I was tempted to interrupt, to offer a correction, but then I heard my dad’s voice in my head.


Wait. Listen. Respect.


So I listened and waited for an invitation to respond.


It was Saturday afternoon, January 2, 2021, sixty days after the presidential election. Beginning long before the election and every day since, President Trump had attacked the foundation of our democracy and undermined Americans’ faith in our electoral institutions. He had tweeted insults and threats at me and at Georgia Governor Brian Kemp. Now he was directly attacking the election itself. He was asking me, as Georgia’s secretary of state, to “find 11,780 votes”—enough for him to claim a win in our state.


I could not do that, because the data didn’t support it. In my analysis, this was a physical impossibility; there were not 11,780 votes to be found. Since assuming office in January 2019, my team and I focused our efforts to head off every possible avenue for election fraud. Proactively, in early 2020 right after COVID-19 hit, I created the Absentee Ballot Fraud Task Force because I fully expected more voters would want to vote from the safety of their homes rather than risk going out and voting in a public setting. I was chastised in the press by prominent Democrats for that decision. The task force members consisting of conservative Republicans, Democrats, and independents had strong election integrity and legal backgrounds to help ensure robust security measures were in place in Georgia.


I voted for President Trump, and I am a lifelong conservative Republican with a proven voting record to match. But I could not do what he asked, because the numbers just weren’t there. My job as secretary of state is to oversee fair and honest elections for everyone. Was I disappointed in the outcome? Yes. Could I change the outcome? No.


Our nation and our democracy have survived for nearly two and a half centuries because we hold free and fair elections secured with integrity. It’s the ultimate “trust-but-verify” system, with multiple layers of technology and oversight to prevent fraud. We count and accurately record every legal vote. We recount when necessary, and we cannot be persuaded to report anything but the facts. Not by the president. Not by anybody.


Questions and cynicism about our elections in recent years have diminished trust from both Republicans and Democrats. Some falsely believed that Russian hackers altered votes in the 2016 presidential election and allowed Trump to defeat Hillary Clinton. Some Georgia Democrats made false claims that voters were suppressed or that problems with voting machines allowed Republican Brian Kemp to defeat Democrat Stacey Abrams in the 2018 gubernatorial election in Georgia.


Although the idea was not original to him, Trump’s attack on our electoral system was louder and more destructive by orders of magnitude than any that preceded it.


Earlier in the day, Neil Cavuto had interviewed me for Cavuto Live on Fox News. I had driven to a studio in northeast Atlanta where he spoke with me on the air from New York. “You are secretary of state,” he said. “You’re also Republican. So you have an interest in the Republicans running.”4


A moment later he said again, “You are a Republican, and you’ve announced your support for the Republican candidates in the past.”5 Then he asked me about the presidential election results and wondered how Joe Biden could have received 12 million more votes nationally than Barack Obama.


My response was similar to what I had been saying since November.


I told Cavuto that I couldn’t address the results in the other states, only in Georgia, and I explained why the votes did not add up to a win for President Trump. “Here are the facts,” I said. “Twenty thousand Republican voters, traditional Republican voters [who had voted in the June primary] just skipped the presidential race. Senator David Perdue got 19,000 more votes in the metro regions [of Atlanta and Athens] than President Trump did. And in our Republican congressional areas, [Georgia’s Republican candidates] got 33,000 more votes than President Trump.”6


Thousands of Georgians had voted for Republican candidates down the ballot, but for Biden at the top of the ticket.


If President Trump had been as popular as Senator Perdue in the suburbs, he would have carried Georgia. If 20,000 Republicans who voted in June had shown up in November, Trump would have carried Georgia. If President Trump had polled as well as Republican congressional candidates in Republican districts, he would have easily won Georgia. And truth be told, my life, my family’s lives, and my staff’s lives would have been a lot calmer and safer. He still wouldn’t have won the presidency, but Georgia would not have been his whipping post. It’s sad to have to admit that the state GOP badly lost the organizational and ground game to the Democratic Party.


To confirm the accuracy of the results, we recounted every legal ballot in every county by machine and by hand—just over 5 million of them. We brought in Georgia Bureau of Investigation experts to augment our secretary of state investigator staff auditing signatures on absentee ballot envelopes. Every count, recount, and audit led to the same result: Biden received more votes than Trump in Georgia.


I drove home after the interview, and around lunchtime the deputy secretary of state, Jordan Fuchs, called and said, “President Trump saw you on Fox News this morning. Mark Meadows called me and said he wants to talk to you.” Meadows was the president’s chief of staff.


“The president wants to talk to me?”


“Yes, sir.”


Since the election, Trump had called into question Georgia’s election procedures almost daily, and he persuaded many of his supporters—with anger and indignation, but without evidence—that he was the rightful winner. He took his claims to court and was rejected on the facts. On the last day of 2020, Trump had filed Trump v. Kemp and Raffensperger, a lawsuit against Governor Kemp and me directing us to decertify the valid results of the presidential election in Georgia.


I told Jordan that I was reluctant to take the president’s call with the lawsuit hanging over us. She said Meadows was insistent, so I agreed, but I said, “I don’t think it’s appropriate for just the president and me to be on the line. I want you and Ryan to be on the call too.” Ryan Germany was the general counsel in our office. They both needed to hear everything that would be said.


As I agreed to take the call, I anticipated the tone of it. I had an idea of what to expect from President Trump. He’s a real estate developer, and I’ve dealt with dozens of developers in my career. I am a structural engineer, and my company provides high-strength steel for construction projects. I’m a subcontractor. When I’m on a job site, the developer is at the top of the food chain, and when the developer is having an issue, whatever it is, it all rolls downhill to the general contractor and then to the subcontractor. The conversation might start off friendly, then they turn up the pressure, and if they don’t get what they want—which usually means “at no additional cost or extension of time to the schedule”—it can become a one-way, high-volume conversation. Trump was the developer, and I was the subcontractor.


Jordan called Meadows, and he agreed to our conditions. They scheduled the call for three o’clock. Perhaps, I thought hopefully, I could lay out the facts, and this would be the beginning of the end of the turmoil.


It wasn’t.










CHAPTER 2 PARENTS OF A PRODIGAL SON



CONSTANTLY, TRICIA AND I ARE asked why we remained calm through all of this. “How can you just respond without anger or resentment?”


That’s because to know us is to know our story.


Everyone has a story. When I know a person’s story, I have a better idea about what makes them tick, what is important to them, and why. For the next two chapters, with Tricia’s help, I’d like to share some of ours.


A big component of my story—and how and why I had the strength to stand resolutely against the onslaught of misinformation, disinformation, outright lies, and derogatory name-calling—is reflected in my parents, who raised and instilled timeless values in my siblings and me: grit, honesty, courage, integrity, hard work, respect, loyalty, faithfulness, manners, perseverance. Grit and perseverance get you through far worse things in life than this election and a president who felt that bullying the secretary of state of Georgia was his only means to change the outcome. (Even if I had acquiesced to his demands, Georgia was but one state, and he needed at least two more to change the final outcome.)


“I’ve been through worse” became our motto in the weeks and months following the 2020 election. Anyone who has lost a child knows there is nothing on earth more heart-wrenching, life-changing, and devastating. That’s real life, that’s real hurt, and nothing can come close to that kind of loss. Sadly, I also know that we are not alone out there. Many families, like us, have been ravaged by the epidemic of addiction. Many parents, spouses, siblings, and children have lost a loved one to this dreaded disease.


Our pain also comes from the many people who have recently turned their backs on us without the benefit of an explanation, just as others did in the early stages of our son’s addiction. It was a road we were all too familiar with.


We have experienced how quickly and easily decisions and judgments can be made based on the lack of knowledge and facts. Addiction is a disease and is simply not in anyone’s control. Our son was an addict, but that did not make him less than, and it did not make us bad parents. Now, as then, we stayed the course.


As the election outcome became a focus of national news, I knew we had the facts, and I knew over time the truth would be revealed and believed. Of course, Tricia did too. She had agreed to limited media interviews, where she explained that we are simply real people who love our family, have worked hard to build a business, and believe in the American way that putting your nose to the grindstone can get you to a better place in this life.


“Brad also believed he could make a difference in politics,” Tricia says. “I love my husband enough to know that his passion and belief in that was enough for me to give him the green light to pursue that dream. So when people ask how we maintained our composure when Trump was tweeting at Brad or telling the media and the world from the White House that he was ‘an enemy of the people,’ I knew that these were words of insincerity and were untrue. President Trump doesn’t know us at all. He assumed we would blindly roll over to any requests he had because he labeled us and called us names.”


You may have been through worse too. You may have lost someone you loved during 2020 when we lost so many. We all face life events more difficult than having somebody call us names, even if that someone is the president.


The worse for us was losing our oldest son three years ago. Brenton had fought drug and alcohol addiction from the time he was fifteen years old. His life was a roller coaster of clean and sober, then using; clean and sober, then using; incarceration, then clean and sober. At twenty-six he was diagnosed with stage 3B Hodgkin’s lymphoma, cancer in lymph nodes and cancerous tumors above and below his diaphragm. There were days fighting cancer when he told us he just wanted to die, and there were times when the pain drove him back into his addiction. Day after day and month after month and year after year, we prayed for a healing miracle… until the day we got that proverbial knock on the door to find out he had died of an overdose of fentanyl.


Yes, we’ve been through worse.


We prayed every day for twenty-three years for our son to stay clean and sober, for God to heal him. He didn’t answer our prayers the way we wanted, but He was always there to walk with us.


It’s hard to understand why our prayers aren’t answered when we lose something so precious, when we pray so fervently for so long. And yet, as I say, God was with us.


Despite the loss of our son, God has given Tricia and me a sense of peace I cannot explain, because I do not understand it. All I know is that we experience it every day. God has also given us strength beyond anything we could ask for or even imagine—strength to endure every parent’s worst nightmare. Again, I do not understand, but I am grateful.


Even with that strength and peace, there were days when we could relate to the Old Testament prophet Habakkuk, who wrote:




How long, Lord, have I called for help,


And You do not hear?


I cry out to You, “Violence!”


Yet You do not save. (Habakkuk 1:2, NASB)





We prayed for that peace and strength again when President Trump turned his attention toward me. We were barraged with messages that came in every form. Phone calls. Texts. Emails. Letters. Unexpected visitors. Tweets. Protestors chanting and waving homemade signs. Strange vehicles driving slowly past our home. We knew full well that in the aftermath of the 2020 election, because of President Trump’s rhetoric and encouraged by his vitriol, followers of his could attempt to harm us. Unbelievably, they threatened us and our children in the name of Jesus if we did not do their bidding.


In what world or state is it okay or sanctioned to threaten lives over political differences?


On a quiet Sunday morning in April 2021, two weeks after Easter, Tricia picked up her cell phone. A message had come in overnight from American@jesus.com:




please pray. we plan for the death of you and your family every day. Im sorry.





It was another of many, many threatening texts. Certainly not the first, and probably not the last that we will receive. Family members of a secretary of state receive death threats… why? Because I choose to serve? Because I choose to tell the truth? Is this the United States?


As the many death threats and sexualized threats to Tricia came to her phone to try to get me to change the election results, we persisted with our faith. We leaned in to a God who is always there and alongside each of us.


We know most of the threats are empty. We’ve also seen with our own eyes the threats that are legitimate. In those times, God becomes even more real to us. God is with us. He shows up in the most unexpected places.


People ask how I maintained my composure in the face of the threats from President Trump. Because of God’s presence, God’s peace, and God’s strength. And because of the enduring love of Tricia, my family, my friends, and kind supporters—many of whom were total strangers, not just from Georgia but around the country—who sent messages of encouragement. As many evil threats poured in, so, too, did messages from people all over the country as they lifted us in prayer.


Through it all, we stood firm in our faith and our trust in God. Tricia says:




If there is one thing I want to add to our personal narrative, it is that we are just regular people. People with an abiding faith in God, people who have been molded and formed by the people we have known and loved. Brad and I were married forty-five years ago this year. We met in high school, and we experienced life together. Fortunately, we grew together and not apart as life threw us the many challenges it does. Are there things we would redo if we could? Sure there are. Life is never perfect, and neither are we.


We have worked hard over the years running our own businesses and striving for the American dream, failing, winning, picking ourselves back up and starting again, persisting, and persisting some more. And then somewhere in between trying to raise three sons the best we knew how. I can say today I have been blessed and am forever thankful that we met and journeyed this life together.


I believe the statement, “What you see is what you get.” I don’t play any games. I represent who I am and no one else. Our marriage is like anyone else’s marriage after forty-five years, with the usual ups and downs, its trials, its happy times, and its sad times. But through it all, I have never once questioned the integrity or honesty of this man I married. He has been faithful in all ways and true to me unquestionably.


So it is with difficulty that I search to understand how, without any facts, figures, or evidence, a person of such high position can slander and question my husband’s integrity. How do people who do not know us accuse us of such treachery? Who has come forth to ask the questions? Who has made any effort to get to the truth? Who believes what they are told without facts or figures? So yes, these times are trying for our family and ourselves.


But we have one another, and we have God’s presence in the midst of it all. And God alone knows our hearts and minds and our dreams, and that’s all that matters. So we stand, we stand together, and we stand not alone.








During one interview, I mentioned to the reporter that “President Trump doesn’t know my story.” In another interview, I reflected about the basic values that my father instilled in me, like honesty.


My father was an honorable man, born and raised in the western Pennsylvania mountain town of Johnstown, where hunting, fishing, and all things outdoors—and, of course, Friday night varsity football—were king. Those interests were passed along to me. Although his father was an architect, there was virtually no new work during the 1930s, so his parents watched every penny, did without, and grew a garden like many Americans during those hard years. My dad enlisted in the Navy in 1944 as soon as he finished high school. After World War II, the GI bill enabled him to go to college and earn an engineering degree. He never felt as if he was a genius, but he had an awful lot of common sense, he was good in math and science, and he had an incredible work ethic. He and others of that generation were hard workers. Though he was successful, he always worked for a company and never controlled his own destiny. My mom was my dad’s biggest cheerleader. She always said that although he was the number two guy in the company, the company couldn’t run without my father. She also had her hands full with me, my three sisters, and my brother. Yet between all the demands, she found time to paint. I still have one of those paintings—two boys catching and throwing a baseball. Vintage Norman Rockwell-style. Awesome.


When I was in grade school, my parents went to auctions and collected antique furniture. Much of that had to be refinished, and I watched as my mom spent hours on it. I have several of those pieces, and when Tricia and I were a young and broke married couple, I refinished several pieces of furniture myself so we had a table to eat at and chairs to sit on.


When I finished the fourth grade in Sinking Spring, Pennsylvania, Dad was transferred to Ontario, Canada, so we loaded into the family car for our new adventure.


My dad always found time for hunting and fishing, and I was his young understudy. Over the years we had great fun, and when the fish weren’t biting or the bucks weren’t on the move, I learned patience, hours of it. Patience to wait.


Coming from coal and steel country and with humble roots, my dad always had a heart for the “little guy.” Today it is called the forgotten man. Hardworking, taxpaying, God-loving, salt-of-the-earth people. He believed that a “man should be paid an honest day’s pay for an honest day’s work,” so he had no problem if his craft workers were paid a good hourly wage, as long as they worked hard and produced.


My dad believed that you played the game to win within the rules and may the best team win. When you won, you accepted the win gracefully; if you lost, you shook your opponent’s hand and lost gracefully.


He was a quiet, humble man, and my mom was more outgoing. Her father was an electrician and a Republican. At the kitchen table, my parents shared their opinions about politics and politicians. My father always told us you couldn’t believe everything you read in the newspapers and you had to learn to think for yourself. He was not argumentative—all of our neighbors and coworkers really liked my dad—but he drew lines in the sand. He didn’t like bullies or bullying.


I was in middle school when my parents started building their new house. One day when we were visiting to check on the progress of construction, a group of high school boys on the road in front of our house was trying to steal something from another high school kid. Pretty soon that gang was pushing the other kid around. That’s when my father walked over to them and told them to shove off, and they did.


Before we moved to a new town, my dad scouted for a new church home. When the moving van showed up at our new house and we were unpacked, we had a place to go on Sunday. My father’s simple faith gave me a foundation for my own faith to flourish later when I was in my early thirties.


These might seem like simple values that my parents passed along, but they are timeless, and they brought stability and guardrails to my thinking and my actions.


Similar, but on a much deeper and broader level, is my relationship with Tricia. Tricia started attending my high school when we were in the eleventh grade, and we began dating our senior year. She, too, was blessed to have parents who stood strong on values and who were friendly and outgoing, a trait Tricia shares. She is also incredibly creative and determined. We married when I was halfway through engineering school, and those last two years of school were wonderful. My grades went up, and I had my best friend with me all the time. Young with a tight financial budget, we had enough because we had each other. For forty-five years now, Tricia and I have been meshed together as we lived out our story.


A few years after graduation, I worked for a construction company in Virginia, which transferred us to Atlanta in 1982. Like my father, I was working for another company, but I knew that when the right opportunity arose, I would own my own company.


In the meantime, we had two sons, Brenton and Kyle, and I had a great idea for setting Tricia up in business. “You have a background in early childhood education,” I said. “What if instead of you working in a childcare center, we bought a center and then you would run it? Brenton and Kyle would be with you during the day, and it would be a real estate investment with a business.”


We found an existing daycare center in Lilburn, and we bought it. The owner was licensed for about 140 children, but they only had sixty-five enrolled. Over the next two years, we renovated the facility, and Tricia expanded the license to 174 children and had it running at full capacity.


A few years later, when the company I worked for began promoting people who were in the northern Virginia headquarters, I realized my upward progression was done since we had no interest in leaving Georgia and moving back to Virginia. We had planted our roots deep into Georgia soil.


The daycare center provided enough of a financial margin in our life for me to start my own company, and I connected with a colleague in the industry whose background was installation. We opened for business on October 19, 1987, the day now known as Black Monday—the largest one-day percentage drop for the Dow Jones Industrial Average in history. It was an inauspicious day to start a company, but we remained optimistic.


We designed, supplied, and installed post-tensioned steel along with rebar installation, and for several years, I was selling all day and designing after dinner at night. On weekends, I would do all of the estimates for the next week’s bidding schedule. We found a lot of condominium construction opportunities along the Florida Gulf Coast and in Orlando, up in the Carolinas, and in Nashville and Birmingham. Between all that, I made sure I found time as the boys grew to coach their youth league basketball teams. In 1990, our youngest son, Jay, was born, and our roots further deepened in Georgia. In 1992, my parents retired to Georgia to be closer to our family and two of my sisters.





In 2000, my business partner’s health was failing, and I bought his share of the company, tying up a lot of cash to do so. Just a few years later, an abrupt change in worldwide steel put my company at risk financially. Around 2003, the International Trade Commission agreed with the U.S. Department of Commerce that foreign steel strand suppliers were dumping product in the United States. They responded by blocking those foreign producers from the U.S. market with large duties. Steel prices increased 40 percent overnight. Because this was a specialized slice of the total steel market, few outside of our industry were aware of this escalation.


Prestressed steel strand was the heart of our business. We had bid all our contracts before the price escalation, and we couldn’t pass the increase through to our customers, contractors, and developers. It was my problem, not theirs.


Everybody knew what was going on. People in the industry know when you are going through a tough time, and it’s like hanging your dirty laundry out there on the clothesline. The contractor had his own set of challenges: this job was costing him $20,000 a day in overhead, and like us, he had a lump-sum, fixed-price contract. If his upstream client didn’t pay him, he couldn’t pay us, and we’d all be out of luck. The contractor had to keep everything moving on schedule, and there was no one to pay for this unanticipated cost increase.


Under normal circumstances, a contractor might go to the developer and explain the situation. But in our case, the developer said, “I’ve got a $100 million building here. I’ve set my pro forma with the bank. Price change is not my problem. You should have anticipated that.”


Then the builder said to me, “I can’t get you more money to pay for the increase. Sorry.”


And it all flowed downstream. It was my problem.


We had 20 million feet of strand contracted to sell for jobs across the Southeast at twelve cents per foot, and overnight the price went up to sixteen cents. So that alone was $800,000 in lost profits—our profit for an entire year.


We were a small company with just-in-time product—almost no inventory to cushion a dramatic price increase. We were operating at the limit of our line of credit, so we could not borrow more money to secure strand from new suppliers that would not offer me credit terms. Our strand consumption for seventy-five days would require $1 million that I did not have and could not borrow. Without cash, I couldn’t get the raw steel materials to manufacture and ship to jobsites, so I had to give up a lot of contracts.


It got worse.


Subcontractors like me invoice contractors as the project progresses, and contractors pay sixty to seventy-five days after receiving the invoice. Contracts are written so that if the subcontractor gives up the contract, it is immediately void, and the contractor keeps the money he owes as an offset to pay someone else to finish the job. In other words, if he owed me $150,000 for work and materials and I didn’t complete the job, he could cancel the contract and pay me nothing.


We had several contractors who shrugged, turned their backs, and took that route. Maybe I could have sued them, but nobody wins in court.


Thankfully, we were also working with a few contractors in Birmingham, Naples, and Myrtle Beach who hung with us. They kept us on the job and actually prepaid for strand at the higher price. You remember things like that. I would do anything now, over fifteen years later, to help out those contractors if they ever call me.


Coming out of that tough spot with my tail feathers singed, I determined never to go through that pain again. We rebuilt the company slowly. We were active in our church and Sunday school class, and I got involved in the men’s ministry. Within a year, I became the leader of the group. We brought in a three-year program that was about real life—being authentic, how to win both at work and at home, and setting a vision for the great adventure, which is the life we are called to live. I became a voracious reader of business management books, and a close friend invited me to join a business owners peer group.


That tough time of 2003 to 2004 set the table and prepared me to navigate through the Great Recession of 2009 onward. In the construction industry, the period from 2009 to 2011 was a depression, and several solid companies did not survive. I entered with legacy debt in 2008 and exited in 2012 with our company virtually debt free. The earlier hard lessons paid off for us.


During the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, my son Kyle, who is now our company president, and his team applied those same principles. Kyle has modeled how to build successful work teams while maintaining work-life balance. We have faced those obstacles just like so many other businesses and are thankful to have navigated those choppy seas.


Those challenging times we survived deepened my heart for all small business owners. Perhaps because I have lived through several hard business cycles, I understand how those hard times and crazy economic cycles challenge many small business owners. All small business owners, be they manufacturing, construction, restaurants and hospitality, or farmers and ranchers, share much in common. We sign personal guarantees for our bank loans and sign everyone’s paychecks. We are not deeply capitalized like publicly traded companies, so we don’t have the financial resources to weather major economic disruptions such as the Great Recession and COVID-19 like the big boys can. Yet small business owners and entrepreneurs are America’s great engine of job creation. We need to keep them in the game for America to continue to move forward.










CHAPTER 3 “MAKE THINGS A LITTLE BIT BETTER”



POLITICALLY SPEAKING, I’M A LATE bloomer. I was fifty-six years old in 2010 when I first ran for office—an open seat on the Johns Creek City Council. Johns Creek, in north Fulton County, had been incorporated just five years earlier. The city was not divided into geographic districts for the city council; every council member was elected at large. With 25,000 households in the city, that meant knocking on a lot of doors.


When I began campaigning, several people congratulated me, even though I hadn’t yet won a single vote. I asked one woman why the congratulations.


Her response was profound. “Brad,” she said, “when anyone does more than just go along and does something extra, even if it is just stopping alongside the road to pick up some trash, that is to be saluted.”


Her comment reminded me of two things: a note my son Jay had sent me two years earlier after I had told him I was considering political office and something Martin Luther King Jr. had said.


Jay had written:




I don’t know how serious you are about the whole political career thing, but I just had an idea and I thought I should just send it to you. Our country was founded by a group of people who had dreams of a better future for their children. Why is it that no one operates on that basis anymore? The fact is that the world is pretty messy right now. Instead of trying to make the world a better place for us, why don’t we try to make it a better place for the people who haven’t even had a chance to make mistakes yet? Our country was founded with a legacy of selfless sacrifice, but somewhere along the way that ideal was lost. Why don’t we restore that ideal? Why don’t we focus on cleaning the world up as much as we can for our children’s sake? It only takes a few to stand up. Last time a few stood up, more followed them. And those people founded the greatest country on earth.





I am proud of Jay for having the wisdom to share this with me. He has a heart for people and is incredibly kind and thoughtful. Over the years some of that has rubbed off on me. Kindness is a good thing. It doesn’t make you soft; it just keeps you from being mean. And kindness is in short supply right now in many pockets of America.


When I ran for secretary of state a few years later, I mentioned this concept of running to “make things a little bit better.” One of my competitors sniveled and denigrated that thought, as if I did not have big dreams, and we needed a big dreamer in that office. It’s not that I don’t dream big; it’s that I consider it success when I “make things a little bit better.”


Similarly, Dr. King said, “If I cannot do great things, I can do small things in a great way.”





Our son Brenton’s journey brought us to an awareness of a major issue in our state and nation: the need for prison reform.


All criminals are not treated the same. Brenton was arrested for cocaine possession, and we had the resources to hire a lawyer. Then in 2004, a judge shook up his courtroom with an unusual sentence when Brenton was found guilty of possession and DUI. He sent Brenton back to prison, which would do nothing to help him deal with his addiction. And in addition to six months in prison—reduced because Brenton had completed another rehab program—the judge directed him to buy a casket at a funeral home and put it in his own home for six and a half years “as a reminder of the deadly consequences of your choices. I want you to be reminded every day that if you don’t change your ways, you are a dead man.”


Other nonviolent defendants in other courtrooms without good lawyers or family support in the courtroom received lengthier prison sentences. Over a twenty-year period, our state prison population doubled, in large part because of tougher sentencing for drug possession and nonviolent property crimes.


Brenton clarified the situation for me. “Nothing’s really going to change,” he said, “until over 50 percent of all the people being locked up are from white, middle-class families. Then you’ll hear people say, ‘Hey, what’s going on here? My son is going to jail? He’s not a criminal. He needs treatment!’ Until then you won’t see significant criminal justice reform.”


Congress began considering the issue, with the possibility of creating a bipartisan National Criminal Justice Commission, and I wrote letters to legislators, congressmen, and senators. But Tricia and I were just garden-variety American citizens who worked jobs and paid our taxes. Our letters never made an impact, and Congress did not create the commission. I hoped I might have a louder voice as an elected official.


In December 2011, I was elected to the Johns Creek City Council in a runoff. Earlier that year, Nathan Deal was sworn in as Georgia’s governor. With a friend’s urging, I volunteered on the Deal campaign handing out candidate brochures, going to campaign meetings, and putting up yard signs. Governor Deal hinted in his January 2011 inaugural speech that he also wanted to reform our criminal justice system:




For violent and repeat offenders, we will make you pay for your crimes. For other offenders who want to change their lives, we will provide the opportunity to do so with day reporting centers; drug, DUI, and mental health courts; and expanded probation and treatment options. As a state, we cannot afford to have so many of our citizens waste their lives because of addictions. It is draining our state treasury and depleting our workforce.7





The governor was singing our song. I will always have a soft spot in my heart for Governor Deal. He was the nation’s leader in drug accountability courts.


In November 2014, Governor Deal appointed the state representative from our district to lead the Department of Revenue, and I ran for the open House seat and won in a runoff in January, after the 2015 General Assembly was already in session. Right away, I sponsored two bills that would allow homeowners to increase their homestead exemptions and reduce their property tax burdens.


A Bible study group met on Wednesday mornings at the capitol with House and Senate members, both Republicans and Democrats. The fellowship introduced me to a lot of legislators quickly. That personal time together studying God’s Word and sharing our faith also built trust. When people reveal their faith walk, you begin to break down the walls that divide you, even if you still disagree on your politics.


The relationships I built working in the Georgia General Assembly showed me how both sides working together could accomplish good policies for all the people. A simple example of this is that in Washington, the Republicans’ desks are on one side of the aisle, and the Democrats’ desks are on the other. In the Georgia House, however, seating was randomly assigned, and my desk was between two Democrats, Erica Thomas and Patty Bentley. Representative Thomas grew up in foster homes in Tennessee and spoke passionately for at-risk children. Representative Bentley owned a small business and had been a county commissioner in middle Georgia for eight years. Over time, due to seating proximity, we had more opportunities for conversations and reached below the surface to find common ground in our faith and our love for our state and country.


More than once, the speaker of the house called for a vote on a bill I had sponsored, and Erica would look over and say, “Raffensperger, you know I love you, but…” just as she hit that red no button. I would smile and hit my green yes button. I understood where she came from, and I knew who she represented. She was going to vote the way she believed was best for her district, as I was for mine.


But when she saw me, she saw my humanity first. If our Christian faith tells us anything, it is to “love your neighbor as yourself.” I believe she did.


I was as conservative as any member of the House, and though our votes almost never aligned, I enjoyed representing my constituents while sitting between and fellowshipping with these two Democrats.


During my time in the statehouse, I proposed and passed homeowner tax relief for seniors and everyone in my county. That was the first time I remember coming into contact with Stacey Abrams, as she was trying to tell her caucus not to vote for the local tax cut bill I had proposed. I got most of the Democrats to support my bill, and it passed and went over to the Senate, where it was blocked by a now Stop the Steal state senator. It didn’t move forward and died on Day 40, or Sine Die (meaning, “without a day”), the last day of the session.
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