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To Kirk, Hannah, Daniel, and Lily. And to Mom and Dad for getting this whole party started.



Introduction


“Little lady, you are just trying to make trouble.”

That was my sixth grade teacher, Mrs. Powers, at University Park Elementary School in Dallas. She had spent the past fifteen minutes conducting an interrogation: Why was I refusing to recite the Lord’s Prayer with the rest of the class?

Mrs. Powers was a lifer at UPS, with permed helmet hair that was the fashion back then. She was a good old gal who probably smoked with the other teachers in the teachers’ lounge. Looking back, I’m not even sure I knew that it was unconstitutional to have us start each day with the Lord’s Prayer—but by God, we did, right after the Pledge of Allegiance. That morning, though, I just wasn’t having it. When Mrs. Powers asked me why I wasn’t participating, I said calmly, “We don’t read the Bible in my house.” Mrs. Powers’s eyes flew open. I could see from her stricken look that she had taken my candor for cheekiness. I suppose in a way it was.

We weren’t a religious family, not in a traditional sense, but we did go to the Unitarian church, which was sort of a home away from home for progressive families like ours in Dallas—our own little bunker in the middle of the crazy culture war of the ’60s, and the heart of the local anti–Vietnam War movement. Folks in our congregation were involved in everything from the United Farmworkers organizing to Notes from the Underground, Dallas’s radical newspaper, which my dad happened to be defending in court. Religion was cool with me; it just didn’t include the Lord’s Prayer. It was pretty obvious from Mrs. Powers’s reaction what she thought about that. There was no hope for me; clearly, I was headed for a life of crime.

Up until then I was the classic all-A’s first child. I lived to make my parents proud of me, which, given their relative youth and inexperience in child-rearing, meant adhering to certain rules. I was the kid who never got in trouble—a trait that annoyed my younger brother, Dan, to no end. I never forgot the shame and humiliation of being called out in front of my class at age eleven. But in that moment I realized something about myself: my parents weren’t the only ones who didn’t fit into the right-wing Dallas establishment. I too was an outlier.

It was the first time I remember having to decide: Do I accept things the way they are, or question authority? I chose the latter, and from that point forward I was branded a troublemaker. Once the initial shock wore off, it became a badge of honor. I’ve been making trouble ever since—which, to me, means taking on the powers that be, being a thorn in someone’s side, standing up to injustice, or just plain raising hell.

Sometimes being a troublemaker can be pretty damn awesome. After all, it was one of the great troublemakers of all time, Emma Goldman, who said, “If I can’t dance, I don’t want to be part of your revolution.” Other times, it’s scary and carries big risks—the risk of losing your job, your friends, your reputation, or all of the above. Over the years I’ve had the good fortune to meet troublemakers from all walks of life: nursing home workers in East Texas, janitors in Los Angeles, members of Congress, organizers and activists of every age on the front lines of the struggle for justice. I’ve watched in awe as my mother, Ann Richards, went from frustrated housewife to governor of Texas, defying convention and the political establishment. That was one of the things that drew me to Planned Parenthood: its history is the history of brave, troublemaking women (and a few good men) who risked their reputations and even their lives to change things. We fellow travelers have a way of finding each other, whether we set out to or not.

This book is the story of the people who have taught me about courage and defiance and making change. It’s also my story, which has been somewhat daunting to write. Like a lot of rabble-rousers (particularly rabble-rousing women), I’m a lot more comfortable talking about my work than myself. But now almost every day people come up to me, usually with a look of distress, to ask, “How are you doing?” They seem to think working for progressive causes is unpleasant or burdensome. The truth is, anything worth doing has its challenges. And, yes, fighting for what you believe in can be discouraging, defeating, and sometimes downright depressing. But it can also be powerful, inspiring, fun, and funny—and it can introduce you to people who will change your life. That’s the message I want to spread far and wide. That’s why I wrote this book.

I started my career organizing women who were working for the minimum wage. There were women in New Orleans who cleaned hotel rooms or did the laundry because only white women got to work the front desk. Women in small-town Texas who used to joke that they’d stick around their job at the local nursing home until a Walmart opened nearby and they could move on to a better—or at least easier—job. Women who were earning a living and didn’t have much choice about the kind of work they did.

As for me, I know full well what a privilege it is to work for social justice. I’ve had the chance to work on historic political campaigns, go toe-to-toe with the Far Right in Texas, and come back years later to occupy the capitol in Austin as part of the fight for abortion rights. I’ve served the first woman to lead her party in the US House of Representatives and the 2.4 million people who count on Planned Parenthood for health care each year. I’ve seen generational progress through the eyes of my three incredible kids. Sure, there have been some brutal moments along the way—appearing before a certain belligerent congressional committee comes to mind, not to mention a couple of awful election nights—but I wouldn’t trade it for anything.

Maybe activism is your avocation, not your vocation. You might even be wondering if it’s worth it—especially now, when nothing seems certain. For the first time in my life, I’m wondering whether my own daughters will have fewer rights than I’ve had. That alone is enough motivation for me to keep making trouble. Maybe you’re thinking that any job that might involve sitting in front of a hostile congressional committee for the better part of a day just isn’t your thing. Well, this book is for you too. You don’t have to be a professional troublemaker to take a stand (though it’s a terrific career path I highly recommend).

This is a once-in-a-lifetime moment to decide who we are—as individuals and as a country. Unless we want to be defined by a stream of divisive late-night tweets (not to name any names), we’re all going to have to be brave. Everywhere I look I see people who are stepping up to do things they never could have imagined. Showing up in a town hall meeting with a US senator, wearing a pink pussy hat. Publicly sharing a personal, intimate story about how Planned Parenthood made a difference in their life. Marching with their kids, grandkids, mothers, sisters, and brothers. Risking arrest to stand up for the rights of immigrants and refugees. Or turning their life upside down to run for office or become a grassroots organizer. If you’re not scaring yourself, you’re probably not doing enough.

Maybe there’s some injustice that’s bothering you; maybe you see something in your community or at work that you want to change; maybe you’re trying to get up the courage to share your beliefs with friends or family who see things differently; maybe you’re worried about the world your kids will inherit. I hope this book will inspire you to get out there and do something about it. Just don’t forget: to make a difference, you have to make a little trouble.



CHAPTER 1

Don’t Let the Bastards Get You Down



The congressional hearing room on Capitol Hill was packed with Planned Parenthood staff and supporters and with anti-abortion activists. Some of the activists had black tape over their mouths or huge buttons that said simply, “Life.” They looked like the same people who stood outside our health centers on Saturday mornings, trying to intimidate patients with graphic pictures on huge poster boards and signs with gruesome, threatening slogans. The kinds of people who wrote me letters that said, “I wish your mother had aborted you.” Taking my seat at a large table at the front of the hearing room, I could feel them behind me in the gallery, their hostility radiating through the room.

On the other side of the table were dozens of members of the press corps, nearly all men, with blank expressions and their cameras pointing at me. I was used to the crazy opposition; the rest, not so much.

I poured myself a glass of water and looked around the room, trying to focus on the people and not the bright TV lights or the constant click of cameras. It helped to know that my team was there, along with throngs of supporters in pink T-shirts in the hearing room and lining the hallways outside. Congresswoman Carolyn Maloney had waved to me as I sat down, and Sheila Jackson Lee, a congresswoman from my home state of Texas who wasn’t even on the committee, was sitting there in solidarity. I reminded myself that across the country, hundreds of “Stand with Planned Parenthood” rallies were happening. I was by myself at the table, but I definitely wasn’t alone in the fight.

Besides, I had a mission to accomplish that was bigger than me.

The purpose of the hearing was, at least in theory, to examine whether Planned Parenthood had committed any wrongdoing. That question was being hotly debated across America since anti-abortion activists released a series of misleadingly and sensationally edited videos claiming that our organization sold fetal tissue—which, of course, was not true. Congressional Republicans were leveraging the attack to launch their latest assault on Planned Parenthood. Some had even threatened to shut down the government unless our funding was cut. I was keenly aware that Committee Chairman Jason Chaffetz and his House Republican allies were spoiling for a fight.

I had prepared well—the stakes were too high not to. My secret weapon? Taped on the inside flap of my massive binder was a photograph of my three kids taken years ago, when they were toddlers. If the hearing got heated—as I assumed it would—I could sneak a peek and remember my support system. I hoped they would help get me through anything headed my way, as they had more than once before.

At 10:00 a.m. Congressman Chaffetz rapped his gavel on the table in front of him and called the committee to order. He warned the audience that anyone being disruptive would be asked to leave and added with a smirk, “We hope to have a good, lively debate. This is what Congress is intended to do, and we need everybody’s participation along the way.”

Chaffetz launched into an emotional opening statement, talking about women in his life and their experiences with cancer, and the fact that his wife was working for a plastic surgeon whose patients were breast cancer survivors. Then the mudslinging began.

He didn’t mention the 320,000 breast exams Planned Parenthood provides to women each year, or the fact that if Planned Parenthood were defunded, many of those women would have nowhere else to go. He did talk about supposedly “massive” staff salaries, “first-class” plane tickets (Who was he kidding?), and political contributions. It was clear from the get-go that this “hearing” was all for the television cameras and the constituents watching on Fox News. There wasn’t going to be any fact-finding; he already had the “facts” he wanted.

The reams of documentation we provided to Congress ahead of the hearing had already made it clear that Planned Parenthood had not done anything wrong. So if I was going to go through this exercise, I was going to use my time in front of the committee to talk about the incredible health care women get at Planned Parenthood centers across the country every day and to be a voice for our doctors, staff, and patients. I was not about to let them down.

•  •  •

Two months earlier, on July 14, 2015, I woke up to an email from Planned Parenthood’s vice president of communications, Eric Ferrero. Whenever a story in the news had the potential to become a problem, Eric made sure I found out about it first thing. In my nearly ten years as president of the organization, I had learned that an early-morning email from the communications director usually wasn’t a good sign.

Sure enough, he wanted to let me know about a new “undercover” video that had been released by a group calling itself the Center for Medical Progress and showed Planned Parenthood doctors and staff purportedly talking callously about selling fetal tissue. Despite the name of the group, they were not a center, and they definitely weren’t for medical progress; they were just another offshoot of the same anti-abortion leaders who had been trying to tear down the organization for years. The heavily edited video showed physicians and staff in conversations about fetal tissue donation, implying that they were cavalier when talking about the topic and had broken the law or at least acted unethically (which they had not).

This wasn’t our first rodeo with video scams, but this was much more elaborate than anything we’d seen before. It would later become clear—after the damage had already been done—that these videos had come from the same people responsible for ten separate video smear campaigns over the last eight years. This time around, they had spent tens of thousands of dollars creating a fake website and building a fake organization. Posing as representatives of a biotechnology company, they infiltrated medical conferences with sophisticated spy cameras and asked leading questions of Planned Parenthood doctors and staff while they secretly recorded them. We had become the victims of fake news before anyone had ever coined the phrase. We just didn’t know it yet.

The videos were on every news channel. The next day’s headline in the New York Times read, “Video Accuses Planned Parenthood of Crime.” Politicians seized the opportunity to pile on. Louisiana’s governor Bobby Jindal, who was seeking the Republican presidential nomination, called for an investigation into “this alleged evil and illegal activity.” One of his primary opponents, Governor Rick Perry of Texas, called the videos “a disturbing reminder of the organization’s penchant for profiting off the tragedy of a destroyed human life.” We were under siege.

My first concern was for our patients and for our staff on the front lines who had been the unknowing victims of the video campaign. If what was happening was awful for the rest of us, it was even more excruciating for them.

I will never forget the people who called me in solidarity—and there were many. To balance out the calls from reporters and the anger I felt about what had happened, I tore off a sheet from a gigantic roll of paper and taped it to the wall of my office in Washington. Every time someone called to offer help, I wrote down their name. The early calls came from across the board. My friend Will Robinson in Maine sent a donation right away, writing, “I am 100 percent behind you and Planned Parenthood!” I heard from Senator Cory Booker in New Jersey, who had been a champion of our work since his first day in office. Author and Planned Parenthood board member Anna Quindlen called. By the end of the first week, there were so many names on the list I had to add more sheets, until the wall was completely covered. It was an important way to remind my staff and myself of the outpouring of love and support for Planned Parenthood at such a terrifying time.

Of course not all the calls were helpful. Plenty of folks offered unsolicited advice about how to make it all go away. If you’d just do this or that, they suggested, everything would be okay again. It was hard to make it clear even to some of our strongest supporters that we had been the victim of a scam. Several of our progressive allies called asking what they could do to protect themselves and their work from similar attacks. We were all on high alert. We would get to the other side of this, but it would be painful and take time.

For the rest of the summer and into the fall we were living in a state of fear and uncertainty; it was almost like dealing with kidnappers. I’d wake up every morning not knowing what was coming, while the group continued releasing more doctored footage. Each video unleashed a new frenzy of harassment and threats that were worse than anything we’d ever seen. Our clinicians, doctors, volunteers, and patients were facing an even more insidious kind of assault: the outrageous rhetoric from politicians and others who painted them as coldhearted conspirators in an illicit business, rather than the caring, compassionate, and deeply committed people I knew them to be.

Everyone at Planned Parenthood felt incredibly vulnerable, knowing our opponents were trying to infiltrate the organization. There were people out there with hidden cameras, trying to entrap our staff, “befriend” them, or even get a job at Planned Parenthood—all for the purpose of shutting us down. Still, we banded together and didn’t lose a single national staff member during that time. I’m really proud of that.

Folks dug deep to find ways to stay focused and sane, and I was no exception. I had a hard time sleeping, and felt even worse knowing how worried my kids were about me. I could understand; I had felt the same way years earlier watching my own mother, Ann Richards, endure withering political attacks as governor of Texas. My friend Laurie Rubiner, who was working as a chief of staff on Capitol Hill and was one of our staunchest allies, had been through plenty of tough battles before. One night over dinner she asked, “Have you ever tried meditation?” She had downloaded Headspace on her phone and said it was a lifesaver. So I tried it. It was a bewildering sight for my husband: me, the frenetic organizer, sitting quietly every morning, listening to meditation exercises. Thank goodness for friends with practical advice.

It quickly became clear to us that the creators of these videos had been coordinating with other anti-abortion activists and were colluding with members of Congress who were trying to defund Planned Parenthood. Many Republicans in Congress were licking their chops. They thought they finally had their chance to get rid of us. As we dealt with the constant attacks, they held vote after vote to try to block Medicaid patients from being able to come to Planned Parenthood for preventive care.

Their actions prompted many impassioned speeches on the Senate floor. One night I was sitting in Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid’s office, watching the television monitor as one senator after another stood up and voiced support for Planned Parenthood. Senator Elizabeth Warren, the Democrat from Massachusetts, began: “I come to the Senate floor today to ask my Republican colleagues a question: Do you have any idea what year it is? Did you fall down, hit your head, and think you woke up in the 1950s or the 1890s? Should we call for a doctor? Because I simply cannot believe that in the year 2015, the United States would be spending its time trying to defund women’s health care centers.” Despite the heroic efforts of allies like Senator Warren, congressional Republican leadership managed to pass a bill defunding Planned Parenthood. If not for President Obama’s veto pen, it would have become law.

At that point four congressional committees were investigating Planned Parenthood. To put that in perspective, that’s more congressional committees than were assigned to investigate Enron or the 2008 global financial crisis. We were asked to provide thousands of pages of confidential documents to Congress, which we knew full well could show up in the newspaper the next day. We knew that our attackers had direct communication with our opponents in Congress—some members even acknowledged that they had seen the videos before they became public. We felt like we were dealing with a well-financed, well-organized conspiracy. The intent of our opponents on Capitol Hill was to destroy Planned Parenthood. And leading the opposition was the House Oversight and Government Reform Committee and its politically ambitious leader, Jason Chaffetz. This was the same highly partisan committee that spent months hounding Secretary of State Hillary Clinton over events related to the attack on US personnel in Benghazi, Libya, in 2012. They were taking the lead, and they were determined to have my head.

Dana Singiser, Planned Parenthood’s director of government relations, who was doing daily combat, warned us that we should be prepared for a no-holds-barred public hearing on Planned Parenthood. The committee was going to use the videos as a chance to hold a fishing expedition, going after us for anything they could get. I had two choices: I could either appear voluntarily or have them subpoena me to testify. I knew there was nothing to hide and I believed it would be better to participate and tell our own story.

Along with members of our senior staff, I spent the weeks leading up to the September 29 hearing delving into any topic the committee might raise. In addition to Eric and Dana, our team consisted of Dawn Laguens, Planned Parenthood’s executive vice president, and my strategic partner through several years of improbable victories; Roger Evans, our director of litigation; chief medical officer Dr. Raegan McDonald-Mosley; and Amanda Harrington, an eagle-eyed member of the communications team and a veteran of past video smear campaigns. And of course there was our legal firm, O’Melveny and Myers, along with two advisers who were absolutely invaluable, Phil Schiliro and Phil Barnett.

Though my home was in New York, I had pretty much moved to Washington while we prepared for the hearing, staying in a temporary apartment. The days and nights were long, and my husband, Kirk, stayed with me. A big night for us was watching Law & Order reruns and eating take-out Thai food or frozen enchiladas. Kirk is a rock, and I could never have gotten through this without him. He has seen me through many nerve-racking moments: union campaigns, political elections, births, deaths, victories, and defeats. As I prepared for the hearing, he would remind me that I’m the quintessential “grace under pressure” performer: nervous and full of doubt beforehand, but when the bell rings, I somehow manage to pull it off.

Day after day our team pored over the thousands of documents we’d already submitted to Congress because I insisted on being up to speed on everything they requested. I knew that in a congressional hearing the members of the committee could call me on any obscure thing. Judging from the scope of the documents they’d asked for, the questions were certain to center on issues of character and morality, as well as every dollar we’d ever spent—for every hire, every trip, every one of our more than six hundred health centers, and the programs we worked with around the world. Every piece of information in every public document was fair game. As was I. I suspected that some of the committee members, rather than ask questions, would use their time to make statements intended to put me on edge. How can we make this woman squirm? How can we embarrass her, or trick her, and make her and Planned Parenthood look bad?

Tensions ran high as we got ready for the big day. I drove the team crazy, trying to memorize every relevant piece of paper and every fact. In my spare time I was researching everything from which forms of birth control a patient could get at a clinic in Oregon to how many young people use Planned Parenthood’s text/chat helpline each month. By the time I was finished, I had a gigantic binder of background information, easily six inches thick.

Throughout the preparation process, I asked the team over and over, Where are our patients in this? Where are their stories? I called Dayna Farris-Fisher, a woman from Texas whose experience with Planned Parenthood had stuck in my mind, and asked her, “Is it okay if I talk about you?” She bravely agreed and wished me luck.

A couple of days before the hearing, we did a run-through so our team could explain how the room would be set up and demonstrate how things would work. There was a row of chairs, raised on a platform, like a judge’s bench, and then a place for me in the front of the room.

“Who sits with me at the table during the hearing, so I can ask questions or get help?” I asked.

Lee Blalack, one of our lawyers whom I grew to admire greatly, said, “I think it’s better if you are up there by yourself. You don’t need anyone.”

I had a brief moment of panic. “Wait a minute,” I said. “I’ve seen these hearings on TV. Everyone always has a lawyer!” I was madly racking my brain, recalling every TV courtroom drama I’d ever seen, from Perry Mason to Matlock. People on trial were always represented by lawyers sitting at their side.

“You can do it. You’ll be ready,” Lee replied. Though I wanted to strangle him at the time, his confidence in me went a long way.

For our last run-through, the lawyers said I had to come in the clothes I would wear on the day of the hearing. A kind of dress rehearsal, I guess. I picked out a basic blue suit and a pin of my mom’s that had always reminded me of a sheriff’s badge. Whenever I’m up against something really tough, I bring Ann Richards with me.

One of the young women associates looked me up and down. “If that’s what you’re going to wear, you should change your shoes,” she said.

“My shoes?”

She pointed out that the pair I had chosen had a designer decal on the sole: ammunition for the opposition.

I hadn’t even noticed. I don’t think I actually bought the shoes. I’m pretty sure I got them from Mom, who was much more fashion conscious than I. It was hard to imagine having such a serious conversation with a male witness about what he was wearing.

The mention of my shoes was when I understood that I was going to be scrutinized from head to toe. That realization was later confirmed when the right-wing blogs went into a frenzy over the fact that I had not worn panty hose to the hearing. You have to look pretty close to see a detail like that.

At day’s end there wasn’t much more to do. I’d reread the facts and packed my binder. I’d steamed my suit again and set out a different pair of shoes. Kirk made us dinner. “Just remember,” he said, “you know more about Planned Parenthood than anyone in that hearing room.” I stopped to consider that, but was loath to admit that he just might be right.

I called the kids. Lily was in Iowa, where she had moved for the Clinton campaign; Hannah was in Indiana, working on a campaign of her own; and Daniel was in school in Maryland. They each wished me luck, and I went to bed early.

When I woke up the next morning I tried to meditate. It didn’t work. The team packed into a car and we headed to Capitol Hill. There were protesters standing outside the hearing, which was nothing new. It reminded me of a Planned Parenthood luncheon we’d had years earlier on rural Long Island. The place was difficult to find, and at the turnoff we’d had to drive past a group of protesters with ugly signs. Once we made it inside, one of our elderly donors, neatly dressed in her “ladies who lunch” suit and pearls, approached me. “I saw those protesters outside,” she said, and before I could say anything, she went on: “I was so glad they were there—otherwise I never would have known where to turn!” Remembering her made me smile.

Walking into the hearing room, I checked my phone one last time. I had an incoming text from my friend Terry McGovern, who works in global and maternal health. Her message read, “Just remember to carry the rage of women through the centuries with you this morning!”

•  •  •

During their prepared remarks, I had quietly listened to the chairman and his committee members describe their version of women’s health, the videos, and Planned Parenthood. Now it was my turn.

Chaffetz looked at me. “We will now recognize our witness. Please welcome Ms. Cecile Richards, president of Planned Parenthood Federation of America. Ms. Richards, pursuant to committee rules, all witnesses will be sworn in before they testify. If you will, please rise and raise your right hand.”
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I pushed back the chair, stood up, and smoothed my skirt. The room was silent except for the clicking of shutters. The photographers in front of me leaned in closer, so close they could rest their elbows on the edge of the desk. Surreal as the experience was, they were a comforting reminder that somewhere out in the ether, people across the country, including my family and thousands of Planned Parenthood patients and staff, were watching on C-SPAN and were with me. I raised my hand.

“Do you solemnly swear or affirm that the testimony you’re about to give will be the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?”

“I do,” I said, smiling.

“Thank you,” said Chaffetz, looking at me the way Sylvester the cat looks at Tweety Bird in the cartoons. It was a look that said I’ve got you now! I could feel how desperately he wanted to trap me. But I wasn’t about to let that happen. Sitting there in front of the committee, composed on the Republican side almost exclusively of white men, I didn’t feel nervous, upset, or intimidated. I felt ready. I was overcome with a surprising sense of calm.

I took a deep breath and started my remarks. I talked about the long history of discredited attacks against Planned Parenthood and covered some basics about our patients. I ended with the experience of my friend Dayna: “Two weeks ago, I was in Plano, Texas, with one of these patients, Dayna Farris-Fisher. Dayna can’t be here today because she has a new job and she’s supporting her family, but if Dayna were here, she would tell you what she told me: that Planned Parenthood saved her life.

“In 2013 her husband lost his job, and therefore their health insurance. And not long after, Dayna found a lump in her breast. And the only two clinics that would take a patient without health insurance couldn’t see her for at least two months. So Dayna came to Planned Parenthood for a breast exam. And there, our clinician of twenty-two years, Vivian, guided her through the process of follow-ups and referrals and helped make sure her treatment was covered. She called Dayna repeatedly to check on her treatment. And I am really happy to say today that Dayna is now cancer-free.

“Mr. Chairman, I wish this Congress would spend more time hearing from women like Dayna. All women in this country deserve to have the same opportunities as members of Congress and their families, for high-quality and timely health care.”

For all of Congressman Chaffetz’s earlier emotion when he was talking about family members and cancer and his wife’s job, he didn’t even acknowledge Dayna’s story. Instead, without a break, he launched into his first question, asking why Planned Parenthood funded work around the globe instead of focusing solely on the United States.

I started to answer: “Congressman, let me tell you—”

He immediately cut me off, shaking his head. “Oh no, no, no, we don’t have time for a big narrative.”

So that was how it was going to be.

After more rapid-fire questions and more interruptions, Chaffetz ended his remarks in time for a theatrical flourish, unveiling a slide.

The chart was labeled “Planned Parenthood Federation of America: Abortions up—life-saving procedures down.” It had two arrows, in pink and red, neither of which related to the other. It was completely unintelligible.

He asked me to explain the slide, and I told him I’d never seen it before. “I pulled those numbers directly out of your corporate reports,” he said without hesitation.

At that moment Lee Blalack, seated behind me, leaned over and pointed out that a well-known anti-abortion group had actually produced the chart. Its name was printed right on the slide.

“My lawyer’s informing me that the source of this is actually Americans United for Life, which is an anti-abortion group. So I would check your source,” I told him.

Chaffetz was flustered. He ruffled some papers in front of him and his hands shook. “Then we will get to the bottom of the truth of that,” he exclaimed, and moved to recognize the next member of Congress.

His blunder helped me to realize, for the first time, how right Kirk had been the night before. This was my chance not only to defend Planned Parenthood but also to shine a light on the fact that many of the members of Congress who are the most obsessed with restricting women’s health care know the least about it.

What followed was a barrage of ridiculous questions, like “How does Planned Parenthood make a profit?” Anyone who had glanced at the thousands of pages we’d sent over would have known that the organization is a nonprofit. But the minute I opened my mouth to reply to their questions, the committee members would quickly shut me down, as if to say, “We are in charge here!” Congressman Jim Jordan of Ohio kept raising his voice louder and louder until I finally said, “I think we’re just going to have to agree to disagree.” All the members were quick to point out why they were actually one of the good guys; one congressman even made sure to note that he was wearing a pink tie “in solidarity with women’s health issues” before launching into a rant against Planned Parenthood. Another member of Congress intoned about the “killing of children” and “acts of barbarity,” his voice growing more and more dramatic until his final declaration: “We cannot escape our accountability before the creator of life!” With that, he turned and walked out of the chamber without giving me the chance to respond.

The entire hearing was a painful display of the lack of interest in understanding the lives of the millions of women who turn to Planned Parenthood. Most of the committee members weren’t there to get answers; they were using the opportunity to grandstand. I was constantly cut off, questioned about my salary, my attitude, and my qualifications.

There were many choice moments. One of my favorites was from Congressman John Duncan from Tennessee, who clearly knew he and his colleagues were acting like fools. To try to rattle me he said, “I’m sure I have seen many male witnesses treated much tougher than you have today. And surely you don’t expect us to be easier on you because you’re a woman?”

“Absolutely not,” I replied. “That’s not how my mama raised me.”

Silence.

Coming to his final question, Duncan tried again. “I’m not clear on this: do you defend the sale of baby body parts?” he asked.

Seriously? “No,” I said definitively.

In the middle of the hearing we took a short break. I checked my phone and was glad that I did; because as usual, my son, Daniel, came to the rescue with a text message of support. He had been watching on C-SPAN and sent a note that only Daniel could write: “Mom, you are really doing a good job. I think raising me all those years helped prepare you for dealing with these guys.”

Then it was back into the lion’s den.

Since there were so many more Republicans than Democrats on the committee, eventually the Democrats ran out of opportunities to question me. After that, it was one Republican after another. I thought, Will this ever end?

Near the conclusion of the hearing, Congressman Trey Gowdy asked me if I understood the pro-life narrative. I replied, “I understand how people can disagree based on their religious beliefs, their background, their own personal experiences. And I also understand that people sometimes change over time and that’s the human condition.”

Gowdy looked at me with scorn and said, “I appreciate the way you try to frame these issues, that you’re the reasonable one, and those of us who have a contrary position are not reasonable.”

“I didn’t say that,” I said matter-of-factly. I knew he wanted me to take him up on his dare, and it made him absolutely crazy that I wouldn’t. I clarified that I had never called him unreasonable.

“No, that’s exactly the answer you gave,” he said.

I reiterated that he’d gotten it wrong and restated my case, to which he finally replied, “It’s not always what you say. It’s sometimes just what you mean.” As I looked him in the eye, there was something familiar about him. Then I realized what it was: with his face all scrunched up and twisted with anger, he looked just like Draco Malfoy in Harry Potter.

Sometimes, when someone is making an idiot of themselves, especially on live television, it’s just better to let them go ahead. I couldn’t help but think to myself, This is how Mom must have felt dealing with the old boys’ club in Texas. Listening to their blustering and bullying, I realized that I had given them the opportunity to show their ignorance and contempt for women’s health. That was almost more important than anything I could say.

Nearly five hours after we began, the inquisition finally ended.

I couldn’t believe I lived through it. The experience was utterly exhausting. I saw Congressman Elijah Cummings as I walked through the committee staff room. The panel’s top-ranking Democrat, Cummings had made an impassioned speech in support of Planned Parenthood during the hearing. He had recently lost his mother-in-law to breast cancer, and now he stopped and looked me in the eye.

“I just think of all the women who without Planned Parenthood wouldn’t get the care they need. Having just gone through this with my mother-in-law, I can’t tell you how important it is to me.”

I broke down in tears. His words had brought home exactly why we were there and why we had to keep fighting. I felt a combination of relief, exhaustion, and gratitude.

Afterward I went back to the office and had a group hug with the Planned Parenthood staff. At the first opportunity I changed out of my business suit and put on a Planned Parenthood pink dress. What I really wanted to do was go home and crawl into bed, but I was scheduled to go on The Rachel Maddow Show. As I was walking into the NBC studio, my phone rang.

“Cecile, it’s Hillary Clinton. I saw the hearing. You were wonderful. I’m going to be up there myself soon. Good for you for standing up to them.” She would be facing the same committee in just a few weeks and spend twice as long, with much the same results.

•  •  •

After the hearing, the floodgates opened. I could barely walk down the street without someone—women and men of all ages and backgrounds—sharing their exasperation at the rampant sexism on display that day. Women my mother’s age came up to me and said, “Those guys reminded me of every man who’s ever interrupted me in a meeting.” A young man on the subway in New York politely said, “Ms. Richards? I saw you testify before Congress. They were so awful—thank you for doing that. Can we take a picture?” I heard countless variations on “How did you sit up there for five hours and answer those questions?” The truth is, there was no other option—not for me or for Planned Parenthood patients and staff at health centers across the country. Besides, anyone who has ever worked at Planned Parenthood is used to dealing with people who don’t support what we do. And it’s not just the people who are grilling you in the middle of a congressional hearing and trying to shut down Planned Parenthood: the organization’s brilliant and brave doctors, nurses, clinic escorts, staff, and supporters are constantly confronted with folks who either don’t know any better or don’t want to know better. Having the chance to cast a bright light on the hostility and sexism so many members of the Planned Parenthood family experience every day was frankly satisfying.

It was clear that Congressman Chaffetz and his colleagues had unintentionally tapped into something universal. I realized how many people all across the country had been watching and paying attention. So as painful as it had been, the hearing had helped remind people in America about the important work of Planned Parenthood, and it had educated them about who was running Congress.

For me, the experience was remarkable in many ways. I saw firsthand how little interest there was in using hearings for actual information gathering. Most of the remarks by the members were geared toward television that they hoped would play well back home. There was a complete lack of empathy among the Republican members for the patients who rely on Planned Parenthood, and that was sobering.

But the visual that I can’t get out of my head is the partisan divide in Congress. On my right, the Republican side of the hearing, the committee members were, almost to a person, white men. In fact they were so desperate to have more diversity that they brought Republican congresswomen not on the committee into the hearing room so that the television coverage would look better (which it did not). On the left, the Democratic delegation was a diverse mix of gender, race, and ethnicity, more like our country in the twenty-first century. The image that day was so clearly the past on one side, and our future on the other.

Most of all, my respect for women in office, which was pretty dang high already, grew by leaps and bounds after sitting through five hours with their colleagues. The sneers, interruptions, and plain rudeness are more than we would ever tolerate from our kids. But like so many women faced with mansplaining and ignorance, they channel their anger and stay focused on what they’re there to do.

At one point during the hearing, in the middle of a contentious round of questioning, Congresswoman Tammy Duckworth bravely spoke up. Known for her heroism in combat, a double amputee, marathoner, and mother, she was headed into a very tough race for the US Senate. When her turn came, she adjusted her microphone and said, “I went to college based on student loans and Pell Grants and two jobs, one of which was as a waitress. I couldn’t get that waitressing job without getting a health exam. And I couldn’t afford to go to a doctor. And the job said, you can start Friday if you come in with a valid health exam. Go to your local Planned Parenthood, they’ll do it for you today, and you can start work in two days. It was a lifesaver.”

I was proud but not surprised. In the many fights over Planned Parenthood funding, women have gone to the floor of Congress repeatedly and bared their souls. Back in 2011 Congresswoman Gwen Moore from Milwaukee stood up and said, “I just want to tell you about what it’s like to not have Planned Parenthood. You have to add water to the formula. You have to give your kids ramen noodles at the end of the month to fill up their little bellies so that they won’t cry. You have to give them mayonnaise sandwiches. They get very few fresh fruits and vegetables because they’re expensive.” When she started talking, members on the floor were chatting and having side conversations. By the time she finished, you could hear a pin drop.

As part of that same debate, after hearing a male colleague’s vitriolic anti-abortion rant, Jackie Speier, a congresswoman from California, took the floor. She explained that she had planned to speak about something else, but the past few minutes had put her “stomach in knots.” “I am one of those women he spoke about just now. I lost a baby,” she said. “But for you to stand on this floor and to suggest as you have that somehow this is a procedure that is either welcomed or done cavalierly or done without any thought is preposterous.”

I firmly believe that when half of Congress can get pregnant, we will finally stop arguing about birth control, abortion, and Planned Parenthood—and we might even fully fund women’s health care. In the meantime, many women elected officials in Washington and across the country are doing their very best to stand up for an entire underrepresented gender. Time and time again they end up sharing their most personal experiences, just to try to evoke a scintilla of sympathy from some of their male colleagues.

A few months before my appearance before the committee, I had read that a state senator in Ohio, Teresa Fedor, told the story of being sexually assaulted and having an abortion. The debate over a particularly cruel bill that would have banned abortion as early as six weeks, with no exceptions for victims of rape and incest, had pushed her to her breaking point. She hadn’t talked publicly about her experiences before, especially not on the floor of the state legislature, but she mustered the courage to tell her story even as her voice was shaking with emotion.

It was painful to think of the backlash she was likely facing, so I had picked up the phone and called her. I couldn’t imagine what it took for her to tell her story publicly, and wanted her to know that I was grateful that she had been so courageous.

Talking to her reminded me of talking with other women who had spoken truth to power, like Wendy Davis, the Texas state senator whose epic thirteen-hour filibuster of an abortion bill had captured the world’s attention. Even when the writing was on the wall, and they knew telling their story wasn’t going to stop a horrific piece of legislation from passing, these women spoke out anyway. They hoped that eventually the sum total of so many women’s stories would overwhelm the powers that were trying to stifle them. And now, thanks to these brave and defiant women, and thousands more who are coming forward as part of the #MeToo movement, that’s finally starting to happen.

Here’s what I learned sitting in front of the committee: Focus on the people who are counting on you, not the ones who are trying to drag you down. The Republicans on the panel were simply interested in goading me into a fight, and the more I refused to get down in the mud with them, the more frustrated they became. But that was their problem, not mine. I couldn’t control what they did, but I could control how I reacted. At the end of the day, I knew my patience and resolve could outlast their hysteria.

And I’m glad to say that this story has a happy ending. Almost immediately after the hearing, Congressman Chaffetz announced that the committee had found no evidence of wrongdoing by Planned Parenthood (though that hasn’t stopped politicians from continuing their efforts to block people from coming to us for care), and the committee disbanded. Later the Center for Medical Progress was indicted on fifteen felony counts. As for Chaffetz, he resigned his seat in Congress. Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.



CHAPTER 2

Raised to Make Trouble



In a way, I’d been preparing for the showdown on Capitol Hill my whole life. I was raised by troublemakers. Neither of my parents ever backed away from a righteous fight.

My father, David Richards, is a civil rights attorney whose career has been rabble-rousing. And Mom? From her earliest days rebelling against the social norms of Waco to becoming the first woman elected in her own right as governor of Texas, she believed she was on this earth to make a difference. It has been nearly thirty years since she gave her famous keynote address at the 1988 Democratic National Convention in Atlanta, yet people still quote me a line or two as if it were yesterday.

My folks grew up in the hard-core Baptist environment of Waco, Texas, high school sweethearts from different sides of town. Mom’s parents were Depression-era survivors, country folk from humble beginnings who worked long and hard for everything they had. Her father—Cecil, for whom I’m named—worked for a wholesale druggist and traveled to small-town drugstores throughout central and western Texas selling his wares. Poppy, as I called him, was well over six feet tall, with a gentle way about him. He never graduated from high school, yet his street smarts and keen sense of people made him a natural salesman. He always had some hilarious way of stating the obvious. “That’s no hill for a stepper” was a favorite. In other words, “You can overcome anything if you’re determined.”

Mom’s mother also had little in the way of formal schooling. But she knew how to fend for herself and her family; she made my mother’s clothes and grew and canned all her own vegetables. There was never a moment when the deep freezer in the garage didn’t have enough food to survive a nuclear holocaust. But not canned tomatoes. Poppy swore he had eaten so many canned tomatoes during the Depression he couldn’t bear the sight of them.

Nona, as we called her, was no-nonsense and did not suffer fools. The day my mother was born, going to the hospital was unthinkable; they didn’t have the money, and giving birth at home was just the country way. When Nona went into labor she called a neighbor woman to come over and cook for Cecil, as it was unimaginable that he would make his own dinner that night. The story goes that the neighbor was struggling to kill the chicken that was planned for his meal, so my grandmother hoisted herself up on one elbow, reached out her other hand, and wrung that chicken’s neck right there from the birthing bed. Mom told that story every chance she got. “Mama is tough,” she’d say with a mix of pride and awe. “She isn’t scared of anything.”

Dad’s parents were on the other end of the social spectrum from Mom’s. They were Waco society and belonged to the Ridgewood Country Club. They traveled the globe when that was unheard-of in Texas, and it was my grandmother Eleanor who later introduced me to the world. Worried that their only son would fall in love at such a young age with a Waco girl, they shipped my father off to Andover, a prep school in Massachusetts, in hopes of breaking up the romance. My dad rebelled and soon was back at Waco High and back with my mom.

My parents were a “power couple” from the get-go. Mom was the star of the school debate team, and Dad’s mother had raised him to hold his own beliefs—which from a young age were progressive by any standards, let alone in 1950s Waco. His favorite book as a child was The Merry Adventures of Robin Hood—he loved Little John—and it seemed to inform his politics later in life. On weekends the two of them would see a movie and split a milkshake, then stay out as late as they could, getting into impassioned political arguments. As Dad said later, they were in a rush to grow up and get about the business of life.

Mom and Dad stuck around Waco after high school. They enrolled at Baylor University, a Baptist school where, in Mom’s words, everything was more fun because it was either against the rules or a sin. The singer Marcia Ball jokes that no one at Baylor had sex standing up because someone might think you were trying to dance. It wasn’t until the late ’90s that the school finally broke down and decided to lift the infamous dancing ban; up to that point, it was basically the provincial town from Footloose. For much of my life, Waco’s biggest claim to fame was being the home of Dr Pepper and near Abbott, the birthplace of Willie Nelson. Now when people think of Waco, they’re more likely to mention the HGTV show Fixer Upper.


[image: Image]
Mom and Dad, age sixteen, as Dad gets shipped off from Waco, Texas, to Andover.



My parents married in 1953 after their junior year of college. A year later they moved to Austin, where Dad went to law school and Mom took graduate classes for her teaching certificate and taught junior high. She later said it was the hardest job she’d ever had, and the experience solidified her lifelong respect for public school teachers. Once he graduated, Dad took a job with a Dallas law firm known for representing labor unions and taking up civil rights cases—two things few others were doing at the time. Right about then Mom realized she was pregnant with me. She was eager to take on the big city with my father, but Nona was determined that her first grandchild would be born in Waco, where she could be close at hand. So Mom grudgingly moved back home until I was born.

It was 1957. The Supreme Court had recently declared segregated schools unconstitutional in Brown v. Board of Education, and the Little Rock Nine enrolled at Central High in Arkansas. It was an exciting time for America and for Dad, but there was Mom: pregnant, living with her parents, and going stir-crazy. Years later she lamented, “David was starting a new career and I was in my old room.” As soon as I was born, she hotfooted it out of Waco to join Dad in Dallas and never looked back.

After me came my brothers, Dan and Clark, and later my sister, Ellen. We spent our early years in Dallas, in a house on Lover’s Lane. It was small and cramped for the six of us, but Mom spent long hours decorating to try to make it look like the Dallas homes she’d seen in photos; after all, we weren’t in Waco anymore. Wallpaper was in fashion, so she put it up in every room: paisley in the tiny kitchen, white with flowers in the upstairs bedroom. She refinished an old set of dining-room furniture; nothing we had was ever really new, but by the time she was done it looked like it was.


[image: Image]
Mom and me in her childhood bedroom.



In those days women in our neighborhood were expected to stay home, take care of the family, and help make their husbands successful. Mom pursued her role as a housewife with purpose. While Dad was working on “a big, important case,” she baked our birthday cakes from scratch and tried every latest recipe from Good Housekeeping. On special days she made chocolate meringue pie; I can still see it sitting on the counter, with beads of sugar forming on top. She drove us to swimming class and took Ellen and me to Brownies and Girl Scouts, made our Halloween costumes, and sewed some of her own clothes. Holidays were epic. We spent days preparing for Easter. Never one to do anything halfway, she’d have us dye dozens of eggs, wrap hundreds of jelly beans in plastic wrap, and throw the biggest Easter egg hunt around. At Christmas she put up the tallest, most elaborately decorated tree. It became an annual tradition: she’d let us all help hang the ornaments, then, true to form, stay up all night disassembling and reassembling to make sure it looked absolutely perfect, tinsel and all. As she once said, “If it was in a glossy magazine, I was doing it!” It was as if every effort was a campaign, soup to nuts. Why go small?

But even early on, I could see that Mom was quietly beginning to revolt against the role she was expected to play. One event in particular is seared into my brain. My father and some friends had planned to take a canoe trip for a few days, and he asked Mom to pack up everything they would need, including their meals. On the day before they left, while Dad was at work, Mom and a friend got together for the afternoon and plotted. They laid out plastic bags and marked each with the day and meal: “Saturday breakfast,” “Sunday lunch,” and so on. Then they filled them with the absolute worst things they could find. From canned diet drinks for losing weight to stewed prunes, each meal was more unappetizing than the last. Everything was so neatly packaged and labeled—as was Mom’s way—that Dad had no idea what was in store until he and his friends got on the river. I don’t believe he left her at home with four kids for a canoeing weekend ever again.

People often say to me, “It must have been incredible to have Ann Richards as a mom!” And of course it was. But to paint the picture a bit more clearly, it was not as if this young mother, the only child of working-class parents, sprung fully formed as a feminist icon. That happened over the course of many years. I suspect it was those early days in Dallas, being the perfect wife and mother, that set the stage for her rebellion later on.

Life in Dallas back then is hard to imagine unless you experienced it. The city was segregated and rampant with racism and homophobia. Dad had been working along with others to fight the poll tax, a scheme to prevent African Americans from voting that was finally declared unconstitutional by the Supreme Court in 1966, when I was nine. I recall police raids on movie theaters where gay men were known to congregate, though I was barely conscious of it at the time. Years later my son and I went to see the film Milk, which starts with black-and-white footage of raids on gay bars in the ’60s and ’70s. He turned to me and asked, “Mom, what are the police doing?” I realized then just how different my upbringing in Dallas had been from his world.

Mom shared Dad’s passion for progressive causes, but while he fought injustice in the courts, she was bound to us kids and had to find her own ways to resist the status quo. I remember her dragging my brother Dan and me to the local A&P grocery one day. She marched in and made a beeline for the produce aisle, a woman on a mission. As if we didn’t already have a reputation for being troublemakers in the conservative, wealthy, University Park neighborhood in Dallas, she walked right up to the young teenager stocking the shelves, a head of lettuce in her hand, and asked, “Where is Mr. Jones?”

Mr. Jones was the manager, and he was unaccustomed to political activities at his store. He approached Mom with a cheerful smile on his face and asked, “How can I help you, Mrs. Richards?”

Mom skipped the pleasantries. “You know there is a lettuce boycott on. Where did this head of lettuce come from?”

“Well, I can’t say for sure,” he admitted.

“Well, I want to see the crate it came in, because if it doesn’t have a United Farmworkers label, I’m not buying,” she said.

Mr. Jones, knowing full well the crate didn’t have a United Farmworkers label, hemmed and hawed until Mom finally cut him off. She made it clear her family wasn’t eating any more iceberg lettuce or any grapes until they had a union label. We didn’t have either in the house after that, and I don’t eat iceberg lettuce or grapes to this day.

Her keen interest in social issues and politics ended up being what kept Mom sane in those years. With a tree house in the backyard, a basketball hoop in the driveway, and a station wagon parked in the garage, we looked like the quintessential upper-middle-class Dallas family. But while other families bowled, we did politics. Many of Mom and Dad’s friends were running for office, mainly trying to beat the Dixiecrats who ran the Democratic Party across the state, and we went all in. At one point my dad ran for precinct chair and toppled an establishment candidate.

While we were growing up, our dinner table was never for eating—it was for sorting precinct lists. The earliest photo I have of me walking is at age two, out on our front lawn with a yard sign advertising the congressional campaign of Barefoot Sanders, a progressive Democrat. Our after-school activities were as likely to include stuffing envelopes at campaign headquarters as they were going to gymnastics or soccer practice.

As time passed and my parents’ involvement in local politics expanded, our house on Lover’s Lane became the local gathering place for misfits and rabble-rousers, with parties until the wee hours. My parents hosted local progressive politicians, activists, photographers, and writers from the Texas Observer and the New York Times. Shel Hershorn, the photojournalist who shot iconic photographs of the civil rights movement as well as the picture of Lee Harvey Oswald mortally wounded by Jack Ruby, lived down the street. He and his wife, Connie, were regulars, along with Sam and Virginia Whitten, my parents’ best friends. They’d come around to drink and smoke and commiserate about the city’s sorry state of affairs, and sometimes play a raucous game of “dirty charades.” It was one long continuum of liberal camaraderie, and Mom was the life of the party. It was much later that I realized those early days may have foreshadowed my mother’s struggle with alcohol. All of their friends drank, so it never seemed out of the ordinary. Didn’t everybody’s parents have a few martinis before dinner?
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