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This book is dedicated to anyone who has ever been bullied for doing the right thing. In standing up for what you believe, you might not endear yourself to some, but who cares, they don’t define you; you do. Have faith—God has a plan, even if it’s a mystery to you.


Introduction

On February 2, 2012, Andrea Mitchell of NBC interviewed the head of Susan G. Komen for the Cure, Nancy Brinker. Komen is the world’s leading breast cancer organization, a highly regarded institution dedicated to breast cancer education and research with just one mission: to end breast cancer forever.

Nancy founded the organization in 1982 following the death of her sister, Susan G. Komen, from breast cancer. Before she died, Suzy made a request of her sister: do something about breast cancer. Nancy promised that she would and has dedicated her life to keeping that promise to her sister. Komen was born out of that promise—and today, Komen’s Race for the Cure and its pink paraphernalia are well-known to most Americans. Thanks to Nancy, dramatic progress has been made in the fight against this disease. Her efforts have literally saved the lives of tens of thousands of women.

And now Brinker was on the air, fighting for the organization’s life—for her life’s work.

Mitchell, an ardent liberal and breast cancer survivor, was enraged because Komen had decided in December to end its grants to Planned Parenthood Federation of America.

Planned Parenthood, most in the media, liberal interest groups, and Democratic politicians said Komen’s decision was political. It was not; it was an economic one—made in the best interest of Komen and, more important, the women that Komen serves. In fact, Nancy had once been a member of a local Planned Parenthood board and was a former honoree of the organization. She had no ax to grind with Planned Parenthood. But Komen, like most nonprofits, was being affected by the economic downturn. Komen’s donors were demanding that grants be as effective as possible. Komen’s board of directors was insisting on real, measurable results and even higher standards of excellence. The grants to Planned Parenthood—about $700,000 in 2011, or less than one-tenth of one percent of Planned Parenthood’s $1 billion annual budget—were not high-quality grants. Planned Parenthood didn’t provide mammograms. Their educational programs were duplicative and there was virtually no way to determine what, if any, tangible, meaningful results were achieved. The decision to stop the Planned Parenthood grants had been months, even years, in the making.

Komen’s decision to transition out of the Planned Parenthood grants—to become neutral in the divisive debate on abortion—unleashed a firestorm from the left. The left had decided that Republicans and conservatives were fighting a “war on women”—and, they said, Komen was part of that war. Never mind that Komen’s entire mission was breast cancer—not politics, and certainly not abortion. People of every political belief and party had worn the pink shirts, walked with pink boas, and displayed the pink ribbons that have become synonymous with Komen and the fight against breast cancer. To Planned Parenthood and its opportunistic friends in the White House and Congress, daring to walk away would not be tolerated.

Planned Parenthood was women, according to those on the left. For Planned Parenthood, there was no such thing as neutral. You were either with them or against them. And anybody who didn’t actively support Planned Parenthood was the enemy and had to be destroyed—including a nonpartisan breast cancer foundation doing great work.

Mitchell had a special dog in this fight. She’s a major advocate for Planned Parenthood and calls it a noble organization.1 She and MSNBC had stacked the guest list that morning on behalf of Planned Parenthood. First, Planned Parenthood president Cecile Richards had appeared to announce that her organization was “very shocked and really surprised” by the decision—which struck me as less than genuine since they had known about the decision for weeks and the two organizations had agreed to share messaging and not go to the press. We believed we were working toward an amicable split—right up to the day Cecile deliberately lit the fuse with the media. Then Mitchell linked up Planned Parenthood allies Senator Barbara Boxer (D-CA) and Senator Patty Murray (D-WA) to do a postmortem.

Mitchell came out with both guns blazing. “The storm has exploded,” she chided Nancy. “I have to tell you this is shocking for a lot of your longtime supporters.” She then explained to Nancy that she’d been at the gym that morning and was confronted by a woman who told her she’d never wear a Komen T-shirt again. “How could this have taken place?” Mitchell demanded.

From the outset of the interview, it was clear: the media, the Obama administration, its Democratic allies in Congress, and Planned Parenthood were working together in a coordinated attack on Komen.

And that’s when Andrea Mitchell mentioned my name.

“The fact is,” said Mitchell, “a lot of people are tracing this back. My colleague, Lisa Myers, reporting last night on Nightly News, a lot of people are tracing this back to what some found [to be] the surprising hiring of Karen Handel, who ran for governor. We’ve seen her statements and her strong support. She said when she was running for office, ‘I am staunchly and unequivocally pro-life. Let me be clear, since I am pro-life, I do not support the mission of Planned Parenthood.’ So, the question is, for a bipartisan organization such as yours, which has a broad-based advisory group, why hire a key staff person who is so strongly, fiercely identified against Planned Parenthood, one of your grantees?”2

And suddenly, I was the focus of the fury of the left.
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I never anticipated many of the events in my life—including writing this book. To a certain extent, all of us have a desire to speak our truth, and I am no different. But this is different.

This is the story of how one of the least controversial organizations in America—an organization dedicated solely to eradicating breast cancer—became a target of the left for simply trying to do the right thing for its mission.

This is the recounting of what really happened when the big pink bus collided head-on with the political machine of one of the left’s most ruthless enforcers; of how individuals who were simply trying to do their jobs became grist for the politics of personal destruction.

This is the story of how Planned Parenthood, in partnership with the liberal establishment, made Komen pay for daring to put its mission above the ideology of the almighty left. Planned Parenthood became the left’s ultimate tip of the spear in an election-year battle to maintain the White House, willing to destroy anyone or any organization that might get in the way.

When I joined Komen, the last thing I wanted was controversy. I’d already had my share of it. I believed in Komen’s mission, and I wanted Komen’s donors to know that their dollars were being invested in the most effective, impactful way possible to fulfill Komen’s reason for being: “fighting every minute of every day to finish what we started and achieve our vision of a world without breast cancer.”

Yes, I am pro-life, but that had nothing to do with my work at Komen. Komen was about ending breast cancer, not abortion. Ironically, when I ran for governor of Georgia, I was the only Republican candidate not endorsed by Georgia Right to Life—they’d been too busy calling me “desperate” and “barren.” My position on Planned Parenthood’s abortion services hadn’t been central to my campaign. I was even attacked by my Republican opponents in the gubernatorial primaries for not doing more to stop the distribution of federal grants to Planned Parenthood during my time as a county commission chairman.

I was at Komen for one reason and one reason only: to help them in the fight against breast cancer. I was hired in April 2011. My job was senior vice president of public policy, and as part of that job, I was tasked with identifying options to disengage from Planned Parenthood.

For at least a decade, Komen had been considering whether to end funding to Planned Parenthood. The organization had been dealing with the backlash from pro-life conservatives because of its grants to the country’s largest abortion provider. In 2011, the criticism intensified as Planned Parenthood became mired in scandal. A New Jersey Planned Parenthood clinic was mixed up in a sex trafficking incident caught on tape. The U.S. House of Representatives had voted to stop all federal funding to the abortion provider. And, several states had taken action to prohibit funding to the group. Komen was facing boycotts from Catholics, Baptists, and numerous pro-life groups. Corporate sponsors were withdrawing, not wanting to be associated with controversy. Race participants were pulling out. Komen’s local affiliates were frustrated, and their fund-raising was being affected. Add to this Komen’s own mounting public relations issues and declining revenues, and something had to give. In late fall of 2011, Senator Marco Rubio (R-FL) withdrew as honorary co-chairman of Komen’s Palm Beach event after backlash from his participation in a Komen race and a call from his bishop. Weeks later, LifeWay Christian Resources of the Southern Baptist Convention recalled its pink Bible, which had benefited Komen. That was the last straw.

Nancy, along with Komen president Liz Thompson and others, was weary of the “pink” being tarnished by Planned Parenthood’s controversies and wanted Komen out of the middle of the pro-life/abortion debate. It was not our issue. It had become a major distraction, sucking up manpower and putting a damper on fund-raising. We were a breast cancer organization, and we couldn’t afford to offend either side, particularly on the basis of crappy grants to Planned Parenthood.

I use the word crappy advisedly. It’s not even my word, actually—it’s Liz’s, her way of describing low-quality grants that were not particularly impactful. Komen already had a major initiative under way to revamp its granting model to focus more on outcomes. There were only nineteen Planned Parenthood grants in sixteen communities, and most were viewed as poor-quality grants delivering minimal results. The total amount Planned Parenthood received was about $680,000. That’s less than one percent of Komen’s total $93 million community grant portfolio. Ending the grants would be controversial, but there would be no negative impact on the women Komen serves. Planned Parenthood would be disappointed—even angry—but with its $1 billion budget, the grants were inconsequential to its work.

So Komen made a rational, reasonable decision: implement a new community granting strategy that would drive better health outcomes for women—and, in doing so, move to neutral ground in the culture wars by severing ties with Planned Parenthood. This, in turn, would eliminate a major headache while redirecting the dollars to programs that could better serve women and open a new, robust fund-raising channel.

In mid-December 2011, Komen and Planned Parenthood agreed to work together on messaging and agreed not to proactively go to the press or ambush one another—a “gentle-ladies agreement,” if you will. Cecile Richards and company would soon violate this agreement. Both organizations acknowledged that a media firestorm was in no one’s best interest. Komen expanded its already significant stable of star consultants, which included Morris + King, Ogilvy’s Brendan Daly—former communications director for Nancy Pelosi, and who had served alongside another former Pelosi staffer, Cecile Richards—and Republican strategist Ari Fleischer, adding Democratic insider Hilary Rosen of the high-powered, left-leaning firm SKDKnickerbocker. Rosen was to be the Planned Parenthood liaison and manage the left.

Yet, despite the agreement not to go to the press, six weeks later Planned Parenthood did just that and unleashed an attack so vicious and so elegantly executed that I could see only one logical conclusion: it was premeditated, coordinated, and precisely timed. It involved the highest levels of the liberal establishment, including the head of the Democratic National Committee, Congresswoman Debbie Wasserman Schultz. It included the Obama administration, which was able to use Komen to distract from its burgeoning problem with Catholic voters over contraception mandates. The firestorm put Komen at the center of the “war on women,” being pushed by Democrats. And Planned Parenthood’s attack was executed with ruthless precision, despite Komen having brought on board the high-powered Democratic strategist Hilary Rosen. I became the eye of that storm.

It was a battle of wills.

And Komen lost.

After just three days, following hysterical cries that “Komen was abandoning women”—fueled by a brutal social media campaign and blatantly biased mainstream press—Komen capitulated and reversed course. Komen’s surrender was even encouraged by conservative mainstays like Karl Rove.

That was Friday. I resigned the next Tuesday.

The left declared victory. They said I was a right-wing Trojan horse and that Komen’s decision to drop Planned Parenthood had been part of my nefarious plan to take over the organization and turn it into an instrument of the pro-life movement.

Meanwhile, the pro-life community hailed me as a hero, standing up for my views on the sanctity of human life. Yes, I was and am staunchly pro-life, but portraying me as their hero wasn’t accurate, either. I believed—and still believe—that breast cancer is not about ideology. Yet when Komen gave up on being neutral and caved to the mafia-style tactics of Planned Parenthood and the left, Komen made it about ideology.

Two weeks after I left Komen—two weeks after the Planned Parenthood thugs had waged their merciless war against Komen—I received disturbing information. Komen was message-shopping yet another new spin on the decision—an appropriate decision that had now been hijacked for political purposes. Thousands were being surveyed—being asked to rate me as favorable or unfavorable and to evaluate several positioning statements, including: “We have made mistakes, which we thoroughly regret. The person at the center of this controversy, Komen Senior Vice President, has left the organization . . .”

I hadn’t joined Komen to be at the eye of any storm. I found myself there nonetheless. Why did Planned Parenthood break its word, go to the press, and ambush Komen? Why did Planned Parenthood purposely set out to destroy Komen over dollars that were clearly insignificant, given its $1 billion budget? How did Planned Parenthood—along with the media and leaders of the liberal establishment—have inside information about Komen’s decision? Planned Parenthood had six weeks to plan its devastating shakedown operation. The timing was specific—timing that, by “chance,” was the most advantageous for the Obama administration. Why did Democratic National Committee (DNC) chairman Wasserman Schultz’s office place a call to Komen the week before Planned Parenthood went nuclear, asking Nancy Brinker to call Wasserman Schultz immediately—only to delay the supposedly urgent call until the following week, to the very day that the press and Planned Parenthood pushed the button? Hilary Rosen’s firm includes several former high-ranking Obama staffers, including Anita Dunn, who had served as the White House communications director. The firm also has strong ties to Planned Parenthood, even handling some of its public relations. Did this conflict play a role? What about Brendan Daly? He worked with Cecile Richards in Pelosi’s office. Were these all just insignificant coincidences?

The episode has left the iconic breast cancer organization reeling. In attempting to walk away from Planned Parenthood, Komen unwittingly unleashed the fury of abortion rights fanatics, the wrath of Democrats, and the indignation of the liberal-leaning media. Komen ignited a battle in which it became collateral damage in a larger election-year contest between liberals and conservatives for the souls (and votes!) of women and the nation’s conscience—with “women’s health” becoming the rallying cry for the liberals.

The Komen incident also exposed an underlying and disturbing truth: Planned Parenthood and its allies are the worst kind of bullies. They were willing to do almost anything to advance their political agenda and ensure the continued flow of nearly $1.5 million dollars a day in government money to Planned Parenthood’s coffers.

That’s why I left Komen: to be free to tell the full and unadulterated truth—not attributed to unnamed sources and distorted by media assumptions and outright lies. The truth can be uncomfortable and even hurtful, but that is no reason to avoid telling it. This is the true story of Komen’s real motives, Planned Parenthood’s tactics, and my role in it all. The tyrannical leftist infrastructure—Planned Parenthood, Obama, the DNC, the media—joined forces to conduct a crushing shakedown of Komen and bully it into submission. Planned Parenthood was Obama’s consigliere and the DNC’s enforcer. It was Planned Bullyhood. It was planned. And it was bullying. And the bullying won’t stop until it is exposed—and we stand up to it.


1

Trojan Horse?
Pro-Life Hero? 
I’m Just Karen

Liberals say I am a Trojan horse for Republicans, pro-lifers, or the Catholic Church—or, if you’re reading MoveOn.org, all three. They say I used deceit to advance my personal pro-life beliefs, my Catholic faith, and my politics at the expense of Komen.

Many conservatives said I was a pro-life hero. It’s true that I am pro-life, but I’m no hero.

I’m just Karen—a rather ordinary individual who found herself at the center of an extraordinary series of events. I’ve never let others define who I am, and I’m not about to now. I embrace God’s plan for me—while wondering at the meaning and irony of the many things that have happened in my life.
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Like most people, my views have been shaped by my experiences, events around me, and those individuals who have been influential in my life.

When I was eight years old, my brother and I learned that we were going to have a sister or brother. I was so excited. But Mom and Dad didn’t seem so excited. Mom was sick—really sick. Dad was anxious. Looking back, I’m sure my parents knew early on that something was wrong.

Abortion was not yet widely legal in the United States, but it was certainly available. Now, I’m not suggesting that my parents ever considered this—just that there were options. We weren’t wealthy by any stretch. My father was a county worker. The thought of the emotional and financial strain of a child with serious, possibly permanent health issues had to have been daunting. Regardless, my parents did everything they could to bring that baby safely into this world no matter what the future held.

In early March 1970, my baby sister Jennifer arrived. Something was very wrong. She was born with a congenital medical condition called esophageal atresia. In Jennifer’s case, it was one of the most serious forms of the condition—rather than the esophagus failing to close properly, Jennifer was missing virtually all of her esophagus. Her chances of survival were slim.

She spent most of the first two years of her life in the hospital. But thanks to the miracles of medical advancements, the care and expertise of her doctors and nurses, and the prayers of so many, Jennifer’s condition was fixed. Today Jennifer is a healthy, successful woman, the mother of my two beautiful nieces. And she is one of the most amazing people I know.

I considered my family religious. We went to church most every Sunday. Yet, as it is with a lot of families in their Sunday best, what was seen from the pews hid the truth of serious troubles at home.

By the time I was in my teens, home was the last place I wanted to be. Not because I was some kind of party girl. To the contrary, I was an excellent student—nearly all As (except for gym, geometry, and that one semester when we had to read Beowulf). I didn’t want to be home, because I never knew if it was going to be a good day or a bad day.

As I entered my senior year of high school, nearly every 
day was a bad day, and the others were even worse. Mom’s Budweiser-fueled rages were becoming more violent. And I was her target.

I needed a plan that would let me move out as soon as I graduated. I enrolled in a program that allowed me to take my Advanced Placement (AP) classes in the morning and work in the afternoon. I was lucky enough to be hired by our county school superintendent.

Still, I had not given up on my dream of college. No one in my family had a college degree. I was going to be the first. With a good SAT score, good grades, a proven work ethic, and the achievement of being a National Merit Scholarship finalist, I would surely be able to qualify for a scholarship and financial aid to a decent school—if not a great school.

I just needed Dad to complete the financial section of the scholarship and financial aid forms. He refused.

Devastated could not begin to describe how I felt. But, as I had often had to do, and would have to do many more times in my life, I focused on what was ahead and what could be—instead of what was not to be.

In early 1980, after a particularly violent encounter with my mother, I left the house for good. Graduation was still a few months away, and I was able to stay with a family in the neighborhood. I finished school and graduated with my class that May.

Without scholarships or financial aid, going to college full-time was not an option. But, then, it wasn’t an option for a lot of eighteen-year-olds. So I got a job—as a clerk typist with the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP)—and enrolled in evening and Saturday classes at the local community college, and then later at the University of Maryland’s University College.

That November, I would cast my first ballot for president of the United States of America—for Ronald Reagan. I believed in Ronald Reagan and his words of optimism about America’s best days not being behind her. Or maybe it was just that I needed to believe him; to believe in a country that was so great, with so many opportunities that the future was bright—even for a young girl like me. All I had to do was work hard and I could do and be whatever I chose. Because if America’s best days were ahead, that meant mine could be, too. My conservative core was set.

The next two years were filled with work and school. I left AARP after about two years for a bigger paycheck at a law firm. I continued my college at night, concentrating on accounting courses.

On a whim, I applied for a position in the Washington, D.C., government affairs office for Hallmark Cards.

A Central Figure Enters My Life

At this point, I had been in the work world for a few years, but I was still very rough around the edges and anything but polished—except for my way-too-long nails, which were painted bright red, especially for this job interview.

My interview was with Rae Forker Evans, Hallmark’s vice president of national affairs. Still today, she and I laugh about this first meeting.

With an incredulous look, Rae asked, “Can you really type with those things?”

Trying to be confident, but revealing the chip on my shoulder, I blurted: “How many words would you like?” As soon as I said the words I wanted to take them back. Who was I kidding? This woman was successful—she was somebody in Washington. She needed an educated, put-together executive assistant who could interact smoothly with members of Congress and other high-level corporate executives. I left thinking there was no way I’d get this job.

A few days later, Rae called and offered me the position—at a salary nearly three thousand dollars below what I was making. I took the job anyway. Somehow I just knew that I had to work for this woman.

And Rae Forker Evans would be a defining person in my life.

Rae saw things in me that I had never seen in myself. She gave me opportunities that few others would have. She was tough and demanding, but fair. Rae is a powerhouse—a true trailblazer.

Rae ran the public policy office for Hallmark. I was her executive assistant, but in a three-person office and especially one headed by Rae Evans, you had better be ready and able to do a lot more than type and answer phones. Before too long, I was planning events on Capitol Hill, coordinating the attendance of members of Congress at Hallmark events, doing research, analyzing legislation, and covering Hill hearings. I even attended my first Republican National Convention and volunteered on my first political campaign.

Ironically enough, it was through politics that I first became involved in the fight against breast cancer.

Again, it was Rae who made it happen.

Working with the Quayles

A few months into the Bush-Quayle administration, in early 1989, Marilyn Quayle, wife of Vice President Dan Quayle, decided that breast cancer awareness was an issue she would champion, and she needed someone to coordinate her activities. Rae suggested me. I was offered the position. At first, I wasn’t sure I wanted it. The truth was that I was still unsure of myself. Would I really fit in? This was the White House. But with her typical tact, Rae made a suggestion: “You’re taking the job at the White House,” she said. “This is nonnegotiable.”

That first day, I passed through the guard shack and onto the grounds of the White House. I had never even been on a tour of the White House, let alone imagined that I would work there. I made my way to the second floor of the Old Executive Office Building next door—excited but nervous. Once again, I had been given the opportunity of a lifetime.

My job was everything I hoped it would be—challenging and exciting. After a year or so, I was promoted to deputy chief of staff.

I wrote speeches, handled constituent services, coordinated breast cancer awareness events, and served as Marilyn’s liaison with various organizations, including the Susan G. Komen Foundation, as it was called then. Vice President and Mrs. Quayle agreed to be the honorary chairpersons of Komen’s signature event, the Race for the Cure in Washington, D.C. It was through this event that I first met Nancy Brinker, Komen’s founder.

Marilyn Quayle’s work was more than just speeches and races. She was the National Cancer Institute’s spokesperson for the National Cancer Summits and played an instrumental role in the establishment of the National Institutes of Health’s Office of Research on Women’s Health. She was an active member of a coalition that included Komen, the American Cancer Society, other organizations, and congressional wives to get Congress to officially designate October as National Breast Cancer Awareness Month.

Marilyn Tucker Quayle made a significant, lasting impact in the fight against breast cancer, and in many ways, her contributions have been overlooked.

Marilyn made a deep impact on me, too. While I believed that abortion was wrong, it was more because of my faith; I hadn’t really considered what it meant to be “pro-life.” Marilyn Quayle is staunchly pro-life, and her views on family made a particular impression on me. This was the time of Murphy Brown, when Vice President Quayle was vilified for suggesting that the CBS sitcom’s title character, played by Candice Bergen, was symptomatic of a broader societal acceptance of unwed motherhood and a diminished role for fathers. I never thought that his comments or their beliefs had anything to do with single mothers. Rather, the Quayles saw a trivialization of parenthood and, specifically, of fatherhood. It made me think about what I wanted for my own future, my deep desire for a family and to be a mother someday.

In my life, I have been blessed to cross paths with several extraordinary individuals. Marilyn Quayle is one of them. As a young staffer, it was disheartening and disillusioning to see the cruelty of the press and liberals toward the Quayles. But Marilyn showed me that no one—not your opponents and not the press—defines who you are. We define ourselves through our actions and our convictions. And one must be steadfast in those convictions—as a person, and even more so in public office. How could I know that one day I would experience some of the same difficult treatment?

I was honored to be part of their team. But after seeing all that the Quayles had gone through, I knew for certain that a political career was not for me; I was headed to the corporate world.

Finding the One

During that time, I met Steve—the man who would become the love of my life. Like Rae, Steve saw in me things that I didn’t see in myself—he had a way of bringing out a different me, a better me. I was used to fending for myself. I had to be tough, sometimes overly so. But with Steve I wasn’t afraid to show a softer side, to let my guard down. He was spontaneous; I hated surprises. He was the cool and calm to my fiery, sometimes hotheaded nature. We were married the Saturday after the November 1992 presidential election, in which George H. W. Bush and Dan Quayle lost their bid for a second term to Bill Clinton. God really does have a way of balancing things out.

Following My Career Goal

After the White House, I landed a job as the director of public and media relations for the Fur Information Council of America, the innocuously named trade association for the fur retail industry. This might seem like a crazy move to some, but it made perfect sense to me. My career goal was to head a major company’s public affairs team. I needed to get a tough, controversial issue under my belt, and I needed media experience. This job gave me both. By 1992, People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals—or PETA—had turned radical, escalating its attacks on the fur industry and fur wearers. My job was to represent the industry with the press and create PR and promotional programs.

Georgia Becomes Home

In late 1993, Steve was offered a promotion—in Atlanta. So, early the next year, off we went. If we didn’t like it, we could always move back.

For me, moving to Georgia was a little like Cinderella going to the ball—and I knew I had found home. We could suddenly afford our dream house in a great neighborhood close to the best schools. And the timing was perfect to start a family. So, we bought the dream house—complete with the perfect backyard.

By the end of the year, it was time for a new opportunity. Working out of the house was convenient, but I needed to get engaged in the community—to build a professional network in Georgia. When I went to work for the accounting firm of KPMG, yet another extraordinary individual entered my life—Neal Purcell. Still, KPMG would be an interim stop for me. My plan in the next two years was to be the head of public affairs for a major company and become a mom. Just like Rae.

After two years with KPMG, there was still no baby. Each month—despite doctors’ visits, and hoping and praying for a family—it was the same: heartbreak.

But on the career front, things were right on track. Through KPMG I met Glen Bradley, CEO of CIBA Vision, a global eye care company and then a division of Novartis. Glen hired me 
as the company’s global head of communications and public affairs—with a twist. I reported to the chief financial officer, who taught me how to translate financial statements and gave me a deep understanding of budgeting—skills that would later be important.

My career was going as planned. Steve was doing great. Life was really good—except still no baby.

I traveled a lot with my job at CIBA Vision. After a few years, and despite achieving the position I had always wanted, I remained unfulfilled. What I wanted most was to be a mom. I figured that a job with less travel and less stress might make a difference, since nothing else seemed to. I left CIBA Vision to become president and CEO of the North Fulton Chamber of Commerce.

A Different Life

I went to work getting to know the chamber’s members, programs, and finances.

It would take only a few months for me to discover that the Chamber’s audits were fraudulent, our finances in disarray. The Chamber was on the brink of bankruptcy. The “trusted” finance director had been embezzling for nearly seven years.

It was a mess. It was embarrassing. Some wanted to keep the situation quiet, but I was convinced that the best approach was to be open and honest—and prosecute the finance director to the fullest extent of the law. If the board wanted to sweep it under the rug, so be it, but they would do it over my resignation. Fortunately, I didn’t have to resign. The case was turned over to the county district attorney, and eventually the finance director pleaded guilty to five counts of theft by taking and three counts of forgery in the first degree.1

I was determined that this chamber would not fold under my leadership.

Over the course of the following year, thanks to the support of the community and the members, the debt was nearly paid off and the Chamber was back on track.
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Personally, I was a wreck. The past eight years had been the most difficult of my life—and of Steve’s, too. The emotional pain of not being able to conceive was beginning to take a serious toll. We had even tried fertility treatments, hoping and praying for a miracle. I put on the “happy face” and did what I had to do each day. But, every month—month after month—I was devastated. Our friends were having babies. I didn’t begrudge them, but why them and not us? I couldn’t bring myself to attend baby showers. News stories about abortion or some mother who callously threw her newborn into a trash bin or even just the sight of a mother and baby made my sorrow deeper and more palpable.

Steve and I had to make a decision—for the sake of our marriage; for my sake. Do we cross the bridge to a life without children of our own and trust that God will give us the opportunity for a different life—one that could still be happy and fulfilling—or do we stay in a place so filled with pain that it is tearing us apart and destroying us both emotionally? We crossed the bridge—together, with Steve holding my hand the entire way—trusting that God would indeed “make the rough places smooth” and that a new path was being prepared for us (from Isaiah 42:16 and 40:4).

Out of this very personal, painful struggle, my pro-life beliefs were deepened. Little did I know that our inability to have children would later become the focal point of a political attack that would put me right in the middle of the abortion debate.

Running for Office

As Steve and I adjusted to a different kind of life together, another opportunity came my way—one that would take our lives down a new path, a path we never could have predicted. This time, local Republicans wanted me to run for public office.

Rob Simms recruited me. He was chief of staff to the Fulton County commission chairman and deeply involved in county politics. We were having lunch, discussing the upcoming county commission races and the business community’s perspectives. After throwing out the names of various possibilities, Rob got to his point: he and others wanted me to run.

That night, I laughed when I told Steve about it. Steve, though, didn’t think it was funny at all. He said he could see me doing it.

I ran for District 2 county commission in Fulton County, a majority-Democratic county. My opponent was a longtime Democratic politician who had spent twenty years on the Atlanta City Council and just lost a close race for mayor of Atlanta. Our race came down to a seasoned Democratic politician against the “girl” from the fast-growing Republican end of the county.

I lost by fewer than 5,000 votes out of nearly 200,000 cast.

I was disappointed, but as is my nature, I focused on what was ahead. Georgia now had a Republican governor. Sonny Perdue overcame a massive fund-raising deficit to be elected Georgia’s first Republican governor in 130 years. I still had my job at the Chamber, and Steve and I were off to Hawaii to celebrate our tenth wedding anniversary.

An Opportunity with the New Governor

Governor Perdue shocked me by tapping me to be his deputy chief of staff. I left the Chamber and joined his administration in January 2003.

Once again, God was balancing the bitter of the past year—and a new path for Steve and me lay ahead.

Being part of Sonny’s administration was as challenging as it was exciting. My role was less political and focused more on constituent services, citizen liaison, and supporting the chief of staff in running the day-to-day operations of the governor’s office.

Sonny was a man of deep faith, and he never hesitated to show his faith in how he lived and governed. A few years later, when he held a day of prayer during Georgia’s worst drought in decades, many ridiculed him for turning to God. What I saw was a man who had the courage to draw on his faith—a leader who embraced the role of God in our lives and our country. Sonny helped me understand that faith could—and should—be part of any leader’s decision making. This was an important lesson in leadership that I carry with me today. Oh, it rained!
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Just five months into Governor Perdue’s administration, the county commission chairman resigned unexpectedly. I had not given any thought to running for office again, and certainly not so soon. But as I’ve come to learn, you don’t get to pick the timing in politics; politics picks the timing for you.

This time it was a real campaign. Rob Simms was on board. Nick Ayers, who had just come off of Perdue’s winning campaign and would go on to become the head of the Republican Governors Association, was the campaign manager.

My toughest opponent was a former commissioner, and I got my first taste of the malicious side of politics. For the first time in my life, I was accused of being a racist. There are a lot of ways to describe me but racist is certainly not among them.

I won the race with a large majority. Suddenly I was chairman of the county commission—the first woman chairman—for a county with nearly one million people, Georgia’s largest and most populated.
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If the chamber was a mess when I joined, Fulton County was a disaster. A $100 million budget deficit. A proposed massive property tax increase to fill the gap. A bickering, divisive commission controlled by Democrats. Long-running allegations of corruption—several commissioners had even gone to jail in recent years.

I had pledged to be a leader who could get things done—no tax increases; strong ethics.

First up: a new budget. My chief of staff and I went to work.

The Democratic commissioners were irate. Who did I think I was? They had a budget. The budget sessions were contentious, as was every meeting that followed. I stood firm. Took their insults. Made my case—in the media and directly to the people of the county. And finally, after some losses, some compromises, and an effective parliamentary strategy, the budget passed. The deficit was closed. The budget was balanced. There was no tax increase that year.

I would have to beat back tax increases each year. And somehow, with the help of a great team and the support of Fulton County citizens, we balanced the county budget without tax increases each and every year under my tenure as chairman. We even implemented one of the strongest ethics codes of any county in the country.

A few months into my term, an audit revealed that $7 million was missing from an account the county sheriff controlled. Completely gone.

The Fulton County sheriff was Jackie Barrett. She was the first female African American sheriff in the country and a National Sheriff of the Year honoree.

All I could think was, Here we go again.
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Two things were clear. First, $7 million in taxpayer funds had been invested with the sheriff’s friends and political cronies, almost certainly in violation of the law, and now it was missing. Second, Barrett had to go.

But I had no authority to remove her. She was an elected official in her own right—and a powerful one. The public was demanding action. The press wanted to know where I stood.

Rob Simms, who continued as a close confidant and advisor, said with his usual directness: hold a press conference today and call for her immediate resignation.

As I would do many times in the coming years, I called Mike Bowers—a friend, a supporter, one of the smartest, toughest people I know, and Georgia’s former attorney general. He didn’t tell me what to do; that’s not his way. He simply said: “There are two types of elected officials: those that become aware of a problem and do nothing—they become part of the problem; and those who stand up and do whatever it takes to fix the problem. Karen, you have to decide which one you are going to be.”

I knew what kind of elected official I wanted to be. I knew what I had to do.

I asked for Barrett’s resignation. When she refused, I pursued every option available. Eventually she stepped down.

There were death threats. Hundreds of emails. Most were supportive, but some were nasty. Some said I was an ambitious politician using trumped-up allegations to advance my own career. Some said I was a racist.

While there was a loud outpouring from the public and the press, my commission colleagues were unusually silent.

The silence from my fellow elected Republicans was most disappointing. This was my first hint that I was not and never would be part of their club, and it would not be the last time I would have to have the guts to stand alone.

My Introduction to Planned Parenthood

My first real “encounter” with Planned Parenthood came in 2004 when I was on the county commission. Numerous items that were considered routine were regularly put on the consent agenda by staff for an en masse vote with no discussion. One of the items was a grant to Planned Parenthood for well-baby and healthy-women programs. I voted yes on the entire package of items. This vote would become campaign fodder in the coming 
years.

As is the case in states across the country, federal Title X funding passes through the state budget and is allocated to counties with strict state and federal guidelines, and Planned Parenthood was the only contractor to meet the tightly prescribed requirements. Planned Parenthood had been receiving the grants for some time, and these grants were considered noncontroversial. Unfortunately, that’s how the issue was viewed then, and I simply missed the item on the agenda.

My vote was not a vote in support of Planned Parenthood or its abortion agenda. It was a vote for the scores of other important programs that were part of that consent agenda package. In retrospect, especially knowing what I know now about Planned Parenthood, this was a fight that I should have taken on.
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