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    This book is dedicated to all the fighters: those who came before us, those today whose courage shapes our world, and our grandchildren's grandchildren who will inherit it.

With gratitude to everyone who refused to give up and to everyone who joins the fight. 

This book is for you.
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​Prologue: Why I Stay in the Fight
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“Authoritarianism isn't down the street or around the corner. It is here right now. We are at the most perilous moment for our democracy since the Civil War.”

—Jeff Merkley Ring the Alarm Bells, January 2026 United States Senate Floor Speech, October 21, 2025

Two hundred and fifty years ago, a group of colonists picked a fight. They called it independence. They called it common sense. We are still fighting for it.

I fight as a writer, an organizer, a union leader, and a grandfather who knows this struggle did not start with us and will not end with us. Each day, I think of my granddaughter and the future she will inherit, of whether the climate will be safe and the society will be just. The future we leave for those too young to vote will be shaped by what we do right now, by our courage, commitment, caring, or our silence.

Authoritarianism does not arrive like a storm. It seeps in like water through a cracked foundation. By the time you notice it, the damage has been done. It feeds on exhaustion and silence. It grows when we accept small injustices because they do not yet feel large enough to fight.

America began with the founders' flaws and original sins. The Constitution lives as a living organism, requiring care and attention and people willing to fight for its health in every generation. The Bill of Rights warned from the start. Power must be checked, challenged, and forced to serve the people. Every generation has been called to push the country closer to its promises. That struggle shows in the abolition of slavery, the expansion of voting rights, the labor movement, women's suffrage, civil rights, disability rights, and LGBTQ+ rights. None of those victories was given. Every victory was taken by people who were told to wait and refused.

Awakening to the Fight

My journey began in December 2015. I stood in a crowded room in Reno, Nevada, and met Bernie Sanders. Bernie's message cut through everything I thought I understood about politics. He named the rigged system out loud. He said the economy should serve the working people rather than the special interest groups and the one percent. He moved the focus from me to us.

That day changed my life. What began with a campaign speech turned into a journey. Soon, I was organizing three hundred people from thirty states for the Democratic caucus in Iowa. I traveled around the country. My political education began on front porches. I knocked on doors and listened. People felt abandoned by the political establishment and had lost trust in our institutions. Some were listening to Donald Trump, hoping he could make America great again. That was a warning sign I recognized but did not yet fully understand. Authoritarian messages find people who feel isolated, unheard, and betrayed. I was meeting them every day.

During the campaign, I hosted volunteers in my home in Mountain View and served as a Bernie Sanders delegate at the 2016 Democratic National Convention in Philadelphia. At the convention, we were trained to run for office, form Our Revolution groups, and organize in our communities. We were being prepared to build a movement that would outlast any single campaign.

I took that call seriously. Back in Mountain View, I ran for city council, funded by small donations and hand-painted signs from local artists. I refused money from special interest groups and focused on renters and working families facing displacement. I did not win the council seat, but helped win a measure for affordable housing. Even outspent, ordinary people acting together made the difference.

After the city council race, I was elected to the California Democratic Party to represent my district, joining a wave of progressive activists determined to transform the party from the inside. We wanted a party that was unbought and unbossed, one that answered to working families, not corporate lobbyists. I learned something inside those rooms that I had not fully understood from the outside. Those who are silent are not neutral. They give the power to whoever is willing to speak.

I moved to Berkeley and committed to organizing full-time. I volunteered for progressive candidates, joined protests for urgent causes, and canvassed in the rain. I learned how to use my skills and superpowers for candidates, campaigns, and causes. In 2020, I threw myself back into another Bernie for president campaign. I traveled to Iowa for the caucus and caught COVID before most even knew what it was. A few weeks later, the campaign had to end, and the era of huge rallies and in-person organizing was over.

After the pandemic hit, I moved north to Oregon. We moved our organizing online, found new ways to train leaders over video calls, and kept building even when we could not be in the same room. I started my second book, Ready Set Go! Playbook for Campaigns, Candidates, and Causes, to share what I had learned organizing from Iowa to Pennsylvania to California to Oregon. I helped elect our county clerk, someone committed to equitable access to the ballot and to replacing an incumbent who had lost the public trust. The people who administer democracy are as important as the people who run for office.

The 2024 election was a test. Democracy failed it. Donald Trump and the MAGA movement returned with more promises, billionaire money, and a plan to take and hold power. Project 2025 was not rhetoric. It was a roadmap.

Trump and his allies executed the authoritarian playbook step by step, in plain sight. Executive orders bypassed traditional checks and balances. A massive spending bill cut healthcare access while delivering more benefits to the wealthy. Military actions escalated without clear authorization. Immigration enforcement intensified, with ICE raids tearing through communities, leaving fear, detention, and in some cases violence and death in their wake.

Across the country, people began organizing in response. Neighbors showed up for each other. Communities resisted raids, supported families, and demanded answers. In Portland, resistance started with a person in a bright yellow chicken suit outside the ICE building. Then came the frog. He went by Toad. He showed up in an inflatable green frog suit because he could not stay home. Federal agents pepper-sprayed him through the air vent of his inflatable suit. He kept dancing.

That moment went viral. Within days, there were raccoons and unicorns and dinosaurs joining the frog on the sidewalk. A group called Operation Inflation set up a costume rack outside the ICE building so anyone who showed up could wear one.

Portland called it tactical frivolity. I called it organizing. The costumes spread around the country. People who had never been to a protest put on a frog suit and stepped into the street because it felt possible. Because it felt human. Because it was funny and brave at the same time. These actions were part of a growing pattern of people refusing to stay silent. And refusing to be afraid.

Now, we are living with unconstitutional wars, a runaway national debt, and spending bills that will saddle our grandchildren with trillions they did not create. Trump, a convicted felon in the highest office of the land, uses that power to protect himself while the rule of law weakens around him. The Epstein files remain hidden or incomplete, proof of a system that allows the powerful to avoid consequences. When people stay quiet, this behavior becomes normal. Once it feels normal, our neighbors pay the price first. Families torn apart in ICE raids. Workers losing healthcare. The kids whose school libraries are being emptied. The grandchildren who inherit the debt and the damage.

The Alarm Bells

Living in Oregon put me closer to Senator Jeff Merkley's courageous leadership. I had always admired him for standing alone to endorse Bernie in 2016. My connection to his mission deepened when we met face-to-face in 2022 at an organizing event. By the fall of 2025, the authoritarian playbook was fully deployed, and the alarm bells had never been louder. I was invited to the Oregon Treasure Quest, an event he hosted celebrating Oregonians who explored the state's special places and its history. I brought my books. When I introduced myself, he remembered me from our earlier meeting, remembered the organizing work, and the writing. In a room full of people competing for a senator's attention, that moment of recognition mattered. It told me something about the kind of fighter he is. He pays attention to the people doing the work. I listened to him sound the alarm that afternoon and left more convinced than ever that he had been right all along and that too few people had been listening.

Senator Merkley is a fighter. He was one of the few voices sounding the alarm about creeping authoritarianism while others stayed silent or looked away. In 2025, he took that warning to the Senate floor and spoke for more than twenty-two hours, one of the longest speeches in Senate history. He called out the erosion of checks and balances, executive overreach, and the systematic dismantling of democratic institutions.

He did not just speak. He published Ring the Alarm Bells, naming the ten rules of Trump's authoritarian playbook and showing how each was being implemented. The plays were already in motion. Independent officials removed. Loyalists were installed instead of experts. Dissenting voices silenced. The legal system turned against opponents. Public funds redirected to serve power. Elections were placed in the hands of people who wanted fewer people to use them.

He described a terrifying trifecta closing in on our safeguards. A rubber-stamp Congress carrying out the president's will. A Supreme Court finding invisible ink in the Constitution to expand executive power. An executive branch acting without restraint. Democracies do not die from gunfire alone. They die when elected officials dismantle the separation of powers, and the people around them go along with it.

I left that conversation with more conviction. Showing up is the only path. Paying attention is how we slow it down. Writing and organizing are how we fight back. There is no other way.

Our Moment

The alarm bells are impossible to ignore now. The fight is unfolding in real time, in our streets, our courtrooms, our polling places, and in conflicts around the world. The administration's policies are hollowing out the courts, poisoning the planet, and putting families in danger everywhere.

Every step of this journey has shown me the same truth. Organized people who decide the fight is worth it always surprise the people who counted them out. I have watched them do it. I am confident because I have seen it happen.

History does not move on its own. It moves because people push it forward. This book is about that truth. It is about power, how it is abused, and how we take it back. The fight we are in is not a detour from American history. It is American history. The same struggle. The same choice between courage and silence. The tools have changed. The stakes have not.

Defeating a candidate does not defeat the movement behind him. We know that now. The work of building a government that serves all of us is far from over. But we are awake. We are organized. We are fighting for our grandchildren and the future of our shared planet.

Democracy needs people who refuse to let it fall. That is the whole argument of this book.

I want my granddaughter to know that her grandfather did not stay silent. I want her to know that when the patient needed care, the caregivers showed up.

The alarm bells are ringing. The question is who will answer them.
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​We the People
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“We have it in our power to begin the world over again.”


—Thomas Paine, Common Sense, January 1776



How did you learn about American history?

I remember how I learned. First, as a child in a basement in Denver. Then, as a seventh grader in northern California, competing to understand power. Later, as a graduate student walking the cobblestone streets of Philadelphia. Each stage changed how I understood who held power and what I could do about it.

These experiences put me inside history. And once you are inside it, you cannot pretend you are a spectator anymore.

The Basement in Denver

It was the middle of July, and the Colorado sun was blazing outside. Down in that basement, the air was cool, and an old record player sat on a folding table. We played the cast recording of 1776, the Broadway musical about the debates leading up to the signing of the Declaration of Independence, with characters singing their parts, narrators taking us from scene to scene, and music underscoring the drama.

My friends and I assigned parts and practiced them like actors. One was John Adams. Another was Benjamin Franklin. Another was Thomas Jefferson. We learned the arguments they faced in that hot Philadelphia summer. Some believed breaking from Britain was the only path to freedom. Others feared it would lead to war, economic ruin, and collapse. They debated loyalty, survival, and whether the colonies were ready to stand on their own. And underneath all of it ran the question that John Adams kept singing when hope was running out. Is anybody there? Does anybody care?

We practiced our lines until the story was alive in us, felt rather than memorized. We felt that these were real people facing real danger, risking everything for life, liberty, and the chance to govern themselves. They were deciding whether the risk was worth it without any guarantee they would win.

That basement was where I learned that history is a story about choices and courage and what it takes for ordinary people to claim their rights.

We performed that musical again and again that summer. I was stepping into the role of someone who had to decide whether to risk everything. That is what we were acting out in that basement. That is what it felt like.

The men in that hot Philadelphia room were neighbors, farmers, lawyers, and merchants who looked at each other across a table and decided together that the risk was worth it.

That is the decision we are being asked to make again right now.

The Seventh-Grade Classroom

My teacher turned the Constitution class into a competition. We were divided into teams and challenged to understand how power worked, how laws could protect people or fail them, and how each branch of government played a role. The president was the offense. Congress was the defense. The courts were the referees. We competed by crafting questions and answering them, by defending our positions and listening when someone out-reasoned us.

You learn what fairness means by trying to defend a position and discovering what you did not understand.

The system only works if people understand it and use it. That class made it real. If someone cheats and no one calls it out, the game breaks down. If people do not know the rules, they cannot defend them. You win freedom once. Then you defend it every day, or the next generation loses it.

I left that class knowing why the rules mattered. That is different from knowing what they said. Power moves through systems. Those systems depend on people showing up and paying attention. My seventh-grade teacher taught me the most important political lesson I know. Democracy is not a spectator sport.

Philadelphia

In 1989, I ended up at the University of Pennsylvania, a university founded by Benjamin Franklin. Walking on the cobblestone streets of Philadelphia, I thought about the people who had argued in those buildings over what kind of country this would be. The arguments were still going on. Philadelphia in 1776 had not resolved them. Neither had the two centuries since.

I was asking harder questions. What breaks first when a democracy fails? Often, it is the people meant to pay attention. The institutions designed to hold the line choose comfort over courage. And most citizens assume someone else will take responsibility.

In classrooms and libraries, I studied the rise and fall of governments, the fragility of liberty, and the constant work required to protect it. I read about countries that had democracy and lost it. They lost them to their own leaders, their own courts, their own congresses, who one day decided the rules did not apply to them and waited to see if anyone would push back.

The Constitution depends on people showing up, speaking out, and insisting that it works as intended. Always has. Always will. These were people making hard choices without knowing how it would end. Real people. Real rooms. Real consequences. And now in our time, we face our own version of those choices.

What we will do now is the only question that matters.

The Declaration of Independence

Before this country existed, people lived under a system that gave them no real say. King George made the rules from across the ocean. He raised taxes, controlled trade, and enforced laws that colonists had no voice in shaping. If you pushed back, there were consequences. Real ones. A system of control that reached across an ocean and into every aspect of their daily lives.

So they made a decision. Not a small one. They chose to break away. They put it in writing in the Declaration of Independence. It was direct. It was clear. It said that power comes from the people. That every person is born with rights. Life. Liberty. The pursuit of happiness.

They were describing a country that had never existed. They were making a claim about human beings that kings and emperors had spent centuries denying. That you do not earn your rights. You are born with them. That government does not grant liberty. It either protects it or it does not. And when it does not, the people have the right to change it.

Thomas Jefferson wrote those words in a rented room in Philadelphia in seventeen days. He was thirty-three years old. John Adams and Benjamin Franklin reviewed the draft and made edits. The Congress cut roughly a quarter of the text, including Jefferson's condemnation of the slave trade. That deletion planted the contradiction that would tear the country apart eighty years later. On July 4, 1776, the delegates voted to approve it.

Then they signed their names.

These were not anonymous protesters. They were known men with families, property, and reputations. By signing, they were committing treason against the British Crown. The penalty for treason was death. Reportedly, John Hancock signed his name large enough so that King George could read it without his spectacles, and Benjamin Franklin, the oldest signer at seventy, said we must all hang together or we shall most assuredly all hang separately. They knew what they were risking. They signed anyway.

Ordinary people paid for those words with their lives and their livelihoods. Several signers lost their fortunes. Some lost their homes. A few lost their families. Many believed they would not win. They fought anyway.

Winning the war created a new question. If you remove a king, what replaces him? How do you build something strong enough to hold a country together but careful enough that it does not turn into the same thing you just fought to escape? How do you give the government enough authority to function and enough limits to stay honest?

That was the real challenge. The Declaration explained why they were breaking away. The Constitution was their answer to how to build something better.

The Constitution

In 1787, leaders gathered in Philadelphia to build something that had never really been done before. James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and George Mason argued about what this country should be. They were tough debates about power. Who gets it? How much? What happens when someone tries to take too much? What happens when the people holding power decide the rules are inconvenient?

The tension at the heart of those debates has never been resolved. It was never meant to be. The framers were worried about two things. A government too weak to hold the country together and too powerful to remain accountable to the people. They wrote the Constitution as a working agreement, a way to live with disagreement without letting it turn into control or collapse, a framework that could be tested and stretched and argued over by every generation that came after them. The original document without its amendments is about four thousand words. You can read it in thirty minutes. What it contains is a set of rules for how power moves, how it is limited, and who is responsible for what.

The Constitution does three things. It divides power. It limits power. And it assigns responsibility.

The President leads the executive branch and carries out the laws. Congress writes the laws and controls the spending. The courts interpret the laws and decide when they violate the Constitution. No one gets all the power. That is the design. And it only works if each part is willing to stand up to the others.

Each branch was designed to watch the others. Congress can investigate and limit a president. A president can veto laws. Courts can block actions that violate the Constitution. States can challenge federal decisions. The framers called this checks and balances. What they meant was that no single person or institution should ever be able to act without someone else having the power to say no. The whole system is designed around distrust of concentrated power. They had just fought a war against it. They knew what it looked like.

One early moment made this real. Marbury v. Madison in 1803. The Supreme Court established that it could strike down laws that violated the Constitution. That decision gave the courts real authority. Not symbolic. It established that no one, not even the president, is above the law. That principle is under assault today in ways that would have alarmed every person in that Philadelphia room.

The Constitution also draws a line between national power and state power through federalism. Some decisions belong to Washington. Others belong to the states. Others belong to local communities. That division is another layer of protection against the concentration of power in any single place. The tension between those forces is not a flaw in the design. It is the design.

But the framers knew something was missing. A structure can organize power. It cannot guarantee justice. The Constitution, as written in 1787, protected the rights of some people and ignored the existence of others. It counted enslaved people as three-fifths of a person for the purpose of congressional representation. It gave no rights to women. It made no mention of the Indigenous nations whose land the country was built on. The framers built a framework they knew was incomplete. They built a process for changing it.

That process is the amendment. The Constitution can be changed. It has been changed twenty-seven times. The first ten changes came almost immediately in the form of the Bill of Rights. Later amendments abolished slavery, guaranteed equal protection, gave women the vote, and extended the right to vote to citizens eighteen and older. Each amendment represents a fight someone waged to stretch the Constitution's promises further toward the ideals stated in the Declaration. None of those fights was easy. People bled for every one of them.

When I came back to study this as an adult, I had to confront the truth. The Constitution was created in a society that was deeply flawed. Slavery was legal. Women could not vote. Indigenous nations were displaced and their sovereignty ignored. The promises of liberty and justice were for some people and not others. The history I had been taught in school skipped over these realities. It gave me the inspiring parts and left out the parts that required harder questions.

Yet even with these contradictions, the Constitution matters. It is a framework for managing power, for holding ourselves accountable, and for creating space where those promises can eventually stretch toward justice.

The Bill of Rights

The Bill of Rights had a fight behind it. Several states refused to ratify the Constitution without a guarantee of individual rights. Virginia would not sign. New York would not sign. Massachusetts held out. The ratification of the Constitution was in genuine jeopardy until James Madison promised that a bill of rights would follow.

He kept that promise.

Leading the push were Madison, who wrote most of the amendments, George Mason, who refused to sign the Constitution without one, and Thomas Jefferson, writing from Paris, who argued that a bill of rights was what the people are entitled to against every government on earth. In 1791, Congress ratified the ten amendments that reflected real fears, real lessons from history, and a vision for a government that had limits.

Think about what they were doing. They had just built a government. Now they were recording the rights the government could never take from the people it served. They were drawing a line between the state and the citizen and saying this far and no further. That line has been tested in every generation since.

These amendments are protections you can use today. Not as history. As tools.

The first five amendments protect what you can say, believe, and do. The First protects speech, press, religion, assembly, and petition. It is the foundation of everything else in a democracy. Without it, none of the other fights are possible. You cannot organize without assembly. You cannot hold power accountable without a free press. In 2026, this right is being tested through social media suppression, government pressure on platforms, and the targeting of journalists and protesters. The First Amendment does not protect itself. You protect it by using it. The Second protects the right to bear arms, written in the context of a citizen militia as a check against government tyranny. The Third prevents soldiers from being quartered in your home, establishing the principle that your private space belongs to you. The Fourth guards against unreasonable searches and seizures. This means your phone, your email, and your location data. The government cannot search your life without a reason and a process. The Fifth guarantees due process. You cannot be deprived of life, liberty, or property without a fair legal process. When federal agents are detaining people without hearings and deporting people without process, the Fifth Amendment is the constitutional line being crossed. It is being crossed deliberately. It is being crossed because not enough people have pushed back yet.
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