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PROLOGUE



THE BREAKING POINT


I was standing on a sidewalk in Leesburg, Virginia when I first saw the video.


I’d been on the street for a few hours by that point knocking on doors. It was hotter than hell out there, and my T-shirt was soaked with sweat.


It was June 22, 2021, a day that would soon go down in Loudoun County history.


For me, it had been a day well spent. For three months, a group that I’d started, Fight for Schools, had been engaged in a campaign to unseat several members of the Loudoun County School Board. With the backing of dozens of parents (mostly moms), we were digging deep into the rot inside the leadership of Loudoun County Public Schools. From critical race theory to gender ideology to a Facebook enemies list, Loudoun County’s parents were flooding school board meetings, sending Freedom of Information Act requests, and going on television and radio after viral moments during public comment sessions. Most consequently, however, we had launched a campaign to remove six school board members after they were caught being part of a private Facebook group called “The Anti-Racist Parents of Loudoun County.” That group was plotting to cancel dozens of Loudoun parents who dared to speak at school board meetings in opposition to its draconian lockdowns and woke policies.


Today, I had been out collecting signatures for our removal petitions, which would ultimately have to be filed in court in a convoluted process where the odds were completely stacked against the petitioners. There was a school board meeting that evening that we knew was going to be intense. The board would be debating Policy 8040, which would allow biological boys to use girls’ restrooms and locker rooms, and vice versa. It would also require teachers and students as young as five years old to refer to other students by their preferred pronouns.


Over 250 people had signed up to speak, mostly in opposition to the policy, but we sensed trouble, maybe even a setup by the school board to paint their opposition as insurrectionists. Having become the face of the opposition movement against the school board, I decided that I would take as many key team members as possible and go collect signatures while the meeting was going on.


The message? We weren’t going to play their game. We wouldn’t fall into their trap. Instead, we would go out and do the hard work of going door-to-door in Leesburg, Virginia, collecting signatures to remove school board members.


Looking down at my clipboard after returning home, I marveled at the number of signatures I’d been able to get, especially since I’ve never been a super-friendly, “knock-on-doors” kind of guy.


But as I suspected, the school board meeting turned into an utter disaster. The meeting was cut short after sixty-two speakers, two men were arrested, and the national and local media were running with the “insurrectionist right-wing parents” narrative. I thought it was very possible that our young movement had just screwed up big-time.


Watching the film of the school board meeting being played on the news was tough. It showed a man of about fifty arguing with a woman in a pink rainbow T-shirt. She was sticking her finger in the man’s face while berating him about something. I could hear the phrase “That’s not what happened” and the word “bitch.”


Then a police officer come up behind the man, laying a firm hand on his shoulder. When the man pushed back, the officer went after him. After a few seconds of Cloverfield-style shaky cam action, they were down on the floor wrestling with each other. Within seconds, the man was sitting with his shirt pulled up over his stomach and his pants half down. There were knocked-over chairs all around him, and a crowd had gathered to take pictures.


It was a sad image, made sadder by the defeated look on the guy’s face.


Soon, I knew, that image (not to mention the video footage I was watching) would be on every nightly newscast, newspaper front page, and Twitter feed in the United States.


In other words, we were screwed.


After taking a quick breather, I rewatched the video. On a second viewing, I heard another voice—a woman, her voice barely audible, shouting over the shutter clicks and shouts of horror in the room.


“This is what happens,” she yelled. “My daughter was raped in school, and this is what happens!”


For a few seconds, I had no idea what to think.


Over the past few months, largely thanks to the work of Fight for Schools, these Loudoun County School Board meetings had become must-see television, and not only for parents in Loudoun County. As parents took to the podium to speak out against school closures, mask mandates, and some of the insane left-wing ideologies that were being pushed in our children’s classrooms, the nation slowly learned that there was a revolution happening—and it wasn’t going to stop in our small community.


I posted several of these speeches online. Many of them went viral, and for good reason. Parents around the country had spent the last year being told that they should have no say in what goes on in the classrooms of their children. They were told that lockdowns and school closures were necessary to stop the spread of Covid-19 despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary—not to mention the mountains of research showing all the psychological damage that would befall children who were kept away from their peers.


We were ticked off, and we weren’t going to take it anymore.


All the while, members of the school board mocked us, ignored us, and spread rumors about us on social media. Just a few months earlier, my name had ended up on the enemies list of a group called The Anti-Racist Parents of Loudoun County because I wrote an article opposing critical race theory in schools and showed up to a single school board meeting to advocate for the First Amendment rights of teachers and students. Six of our school board members were in that group and, despite learning of the enemies list as it was happening, did nothing to stop it. Even when the activities of this group became national news, the school board didn’t say a peep. They didn’t apologize, they didn’t denounce the group, and most of them stayed in as the left-wing activists continued to plot against members of the community.


Clearly, the school board should have known they had just lit the spark that, if not carefully dealt with, could become a national parents’ movement. But instead of skillfully unwinding the damage, they kept doubling down.


But in the days leading up to the infamous school board meeting, I could sense a change in the weather. For months, the board had been quietly planning to pass Policy 8040. According to this policy, boys who put on skirts and said they were girls could walk right into the girls’ bathroom and use it, and any teacher who attempted to intervene could face disciplinary action. Even scarier, parents wouldn’t have the right to know about their child’s claimed gender identity at school unless the child gave staff permission to tell them. Given that the school was already packing the libraries full of books encouraging kids as young as five to question whether they were really boys or girls, this was a serious problem.


The school board knew that most parents in Loudoun County were concerned, to put it mildly, about this policy. They worried for the safety of their daughters, who might find themselves in bathrooms and locker rooms with biological males with bad intentions. They also questioned the general sanity of passing such a policy. Hundreds of parents would show up to protest the new law at this meeting, which would be broadcast all over the country.


So the school board made plans to pack the room. In the days before the meeting, they asked for donations online so they could bus in transgender activists and left-wing protestors from across the state of Virginia. By the afternoon of the meeting, the parking lot of the school board building looked like the site of a football game or a Rolling Stones concert.


Luckily, I decided to stay away. I mistakenly thought we would be outnumbered and figured we should zig when they thought we would zag. But many on the team still wanted to go, so we decided to split up with about twenty people going to collect signatures. We knew that with that many heads butting at the same time, the meeting was a powder keg about to explode. Something bad was going to happen; it was only a matter of when—and, more importantly, which side would start it.


Now, having watched the video of this middle-aged man three or four times, I was sure that we—meaning the parents who’d showed up to protest Policy 8040—had screwed everything up.


What I didn’t know was the whole story. In the days to come, I would find out that the man who’d been tackled was a local plumber named Scott Smith and that the woman yelling in the background of the video was his wife, Jess. On May 28, his daughter had in fact been raped in school, in the girls’ bathroom, by a boy wearing a skirt.1 If any parent at the meeting had raised the possibility of this happening, they’d have been denounced as a bigot and a monster before they could even finish speaking. But it had happened, and the school system was covering it up. When the next school year began, Loudoun County Public Schools had quietly moved the boy who’d assaulted Smith’s daughter to another school, where—surprise, surprise—he would soon assault yet another young girl, this time in a classroom.2


Of course, I didn’t know any of that at the time.


All I knew was that this meeting had gone up in flames exactly as I had feared, and it looked like my side—a group of dedicated parents who only wanted to fight for what was best for our children—was going to get blamed for it.


I was right.


Within weeks, we would be facing the ire of every news organization in the country. We would be bombarded with messages asking if our cause was worth it.


And, in a twist that no one expected, parents like me would be labeled as potential domestic terror threats by the Department of Justice under President Joe Biden. But then the pushback from the left boomeranged on them, and our cause would take center stage during a gubernatorial campaign in Virginia and even Congressional oversight hearings.


I’m sure that by now, you’re probably wondering how I, a lawyer and former spokesman for the United States Department of Justice, ended up in this position. If this were a television show, this is the part where the record would scratch, the screen would freeze, and I’d turn to the camera with a big dumb look on my face to say something corny like “You’re probably wondering how I got here.”


Well… strap in.


Because it is a wild story.
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INTRODUCTION



THE RULES


If you’re reading this book, chances are you’re interested in starting a parents’ revolution in your own school district or neighborhood. What follows are twelve essential and battle-tested strategies for fighting back against your school’s implementation of critical race theory, radical gender ideology, and the political agenda du jour that the Educational Industrial Complex is putting into school with your tax dollars paying the bills. Each chapter focuses on a single rule that any parent can use to successfully fight the radical woke agenda in their hometown. I’ll use stories from my own activism to demonstrate how these strategies have worked.


Remember that in the beginning, the task can be daunting. No one likes talking to strangers or drawing attention to themselves, especially if that attention is going to put you in the line of fire. But if you find a good group of people, put your heads together, and keep your eyes on the prize, there’s very little you won’t be able to accomplish.


And if your goal is about something other than holding your school district accountable, you might benefit from these rules, too. It’s my firm belief that they’ll work for anyone who wants to make change happen while making some friends along the way.


And don’t worry. It’s not like these are the rules of Fight Club. You can talk about them all you want.




RULES FOR STARTING A PARENTS’ REVOLUTION


1. Every Neighborhood Is a Battlefield. Pay attention to what happens on your street and in your community. The infection of cancel culture and wokeism is not limited to the federal government, corporate boardrooms, professional sports, or Hollywood but has arrived next door. Be wary, but don’t be afraid to get in the fight for the sake of your kids.


2. Activate, Investigate, Communicate. Every parent can be a private investigator into the moral corruption of the schools that they pay for and send their children to. With key tools like the Freedom of Information Act, the Protection of Pupil Rights Amendment, social media, and targeted media outreach, anyone can start to shine the spotlight of accountability on what is happening to their children in public schools.


3. Always Flip the Script. With a combination of fearlessness and humorous mockery, parents can punch through the far left’s most potent psychological tool—fear of cancel culture—and bring the fight to the bullies.


4. Identify the “Bad Guys” and Take It to ’Em. Every conflict by its nature needs a good versus evil framework. But a neighbor versus neighbor fight on cancel culture will not have the kind of long-term implications that can make meaningful change. It is therefore important to find the right “bad guys” to fight. Equally as important, however, is to identify your strategy and not let distractions shift your focus.


5. Turn Your Fight into Must-See TV. You cannot inspire in the darkness; you cannot pressure the enemy without the pressure of bad publicity. The greatest generals in history always knew that there must be an element of showmanship to the battle.


6. Do Not Get Stuck in the Mud. Always be in motion. The opposition, however clumsily, will start to fight back and try to engage you on their terms. Do not fall into the trap. When they zig, you must zag and keep moving forward to your goal.


7. When They Mobilize, Go Guerrilla. When you’re going up against the status quo, they will find a way to mobilize their political power and legacy media. That’s inevitable. What’s not inevitable is how you respond. When they finally confront you in the air, morph into a guerrilla operation that maneuvers on the ground.


8. Do Not Stop at the Wall. A battle will have ebbs and flows, but at some point, you will find yourself hitting a wall. External and internal dynamics will make it challenging to get past that wall into the green fields on the other side. When you inevitably hit that wall, explode through it.


9. You’ve Gotta Believe. All the creative ideas, strategies, and tactics mean nothing unless you believe in your cause and believe that you can win. Be flexible and open to ideas, but never take your eyes off the North Star and never forget why you joined the fight in the first place. Only then can you find yourself in the endgame you were destined to win.


10. Don’t Let ‘Em Off the Ropes. Eventually your strategies and tactics, if well executed, will bring you to a moment when your opponent is on the ropes. They’ve made crucial mistakes to be in that situation. When this happens, it’s not time to back off. It’s time to go for the knockout.


11. Don’t Be Overly Reliant on Past Success. The greater the success, the greater the dangers that follow. Complacency will often set in as will the tendency to overly rely on the strategies and tactics that brought victory. Eventually your opponents will adapt to your tendencies and will exploit any signs of arrogance, impatience, and repetition.


12. Play the Endgame. Always know your endgame and always operate with that endgame in mind. Understand that what started as your primary goal may become subsumed into something much greater than you could have imagined. When it comes time to shift to that greater purpose, let your opponents distract themselves with what they think they know and where they think they can win while you silently redeploy your efforts to the final victory.

















RULE NO. 1



EVERY NEIGHBORHOOD IS A BATTLEFIELD


KEY LESSON: Pay attention to what happens on your street and in your community. The infection of cancel culture and wokeism is not limited to the federal government, corporate boardrooms, professional sports, or Hollywood but has arrived next door. Be wary and don’t be afraid to get in the fight for the sake of your kids.


HAPPY HALLOWEEN


Now, to explain how I ended up on a sidewalk with a few other parents on the verge of being labeled a potential domestic terrorist threat by Joe Biden, I’ll have to take you back to another crazy scene that unfolded a few years earlier. Bear with me—we’ll get to the school stuff shortly, but I’d never even have gotten there if things hadn’t gone upside down in my neighborhood first.


It was Halloween night of 2018, and I was standing in a friend’s living room dressed as Jesus Christ. I had the wig, the robe, the sandals, even a nice fake beard covering my all-natural beard to tie the whole ensemble together. Looking at me that evening, standing between the fall-themed drinks and a few bowls of day-old candy corn, you’d have thought I walked right off the set of Ben-Hur and into this small, friendly neighborhood party.


For a few minutes, things were good. I stood talking to my buddy Chris from next door, who’d come dressed as a thinner version of Santa Claus. I had a beer, and we watched a bit of the World Series between the Red Sox and the Dodgers.


Then, suddenly, I heard a voice from behind me. I hadn’t been dressed as Jesus long enough to think it was the voice of God, so I turned around.


And there, standing in a full-body koala-bear costume, was Ashley, a woman who would soon become my neighborhood nemesis (or one of them, at least).


In the eighteen months or so that I had lived in Loudoun County, Ashley had always been relatively friendly to me. She was known around the neighborhood as “The Organizer,” and people tended to defer to her when it came to social events. She hosted an annual Christmas party, for instance, that always went way over the top. It was the kind of party that wives would look forward to for months and their husbands would grumble about because they weren’t allowed to turn on the football game during party hours.


Ashley and her husband also had three kids, two of whom were the same age as my daughters. She ran an afterschool program called “Odyssey of the Mind,” which we forced my oldest daughter to attend to help Ashley fill out the class. On the occasions that I ran into Ashley while I was picking up my daughter, she’d always smile, wave, and ask how things were going.


From the moment I saw her standing in front of me, a drink in her hand and two floppy koala ears drooping from either side of her head, I could tell that this interaction would be different, to say the least.


“I heard from Christy that I should talk to you about Brett Kavanaugh,” Ashley said.


Damn, I thought.


Christy was one of my closest friends on the block. She had a great sense of humor, and I could tell that sending Ashley over was probably her idea of a joke.


Like Ashley, Christy was a liberal Democrat. She’d voted for Obama twice and Hillary Clinton once. But unlike Ashley, she hadn’t completely gone off the liberal deep end. She may not always have agreed with me, but at least she respected that it was possible to be a decent human being while not buying into the idea that children could change their gender at will, for instance, or that teachers should hand out copies of the 1619 Project and do lectures on white supremacy on the first day of third grade. To my knowledge, she hadn’t run out and tried to burn down buildings when she learned that Donald Trump had won the election of 2016.


This, as I would soon find out, made Christy a rare beacon of sanity in Loudoun County, Virginia—a place that was growing more and more insane by the second.


I turned to Ashley and said hello and asked (very politely, I think) what specifically she wanted to talk about. Looking back, I’m sure you can chalk my pleasant tone up to the costume. It’s hard to be confrontational when you’re dressed as our lord and savior.


But it was no use.


For the next two minutes or so, Ashley ripped off a stream of leftist propaganda that was the worst combination of Rachel Maddow, Keith Olbermann, and one of the real housewives of New Jersey. I’d just spent the past few hours at every picked-over Party City in the county trying to find a costume for this damned party, and this was not the way I wanted to get things started. As I stood holding my first beer of the evening, Ashley went on and on (and on and on and on) about how Brett Kavanaugh was a sexist, chauvinistic, angry drunk who had no place on the Supreme Court. She had clearly bought into the left’s narrative about how he was a gang rapist who had victimized women and might victimize more, and asked how I could support his nomination. I told her I thought that even though this was a confirmation hearing, as opposed to a courtroom drama, he at least ought to have due process and some standard of proof beyond “just believe all women.” She did not like that answer one bit!


Allow me to back up for a second. You see, it’s not like this idea that I was best buddies with Brett Kavanaugh had come out of nowhere. For about seven years, I had been in politics. Republican politics. I ran a congressional campaign in Rhode Island for the former head of the Rhode Island State Police, worked at the National Republican Congressional Committee and American Crossroads, and eventually worked my way up to a job as Principal Deputy Director of Public Affairs in the Department of Justice under Attorney General Jeff Sessions.


On occasion, I would get a call from a producer at Fox News who thought I might have something interesting to say about current events, and I would oblige. I’m not saying that going on television was my favorite thing in the world, but the lawyer in me always enjoys arguing my point when I believe I’ve got the facts on my side. Most of my hits at that time had to do with legal issues related to the Department of Justice, but occasionally I would stray into the social side of things.


The previous month, just before the Kavanaugh hearings in September, I had been a guest on Fox News to predict how things would go. I appeared on Fox News exactly one time to discuss the nomination. One. And there was no way Ashley had even seen it (unless, of course, she’d taken the time to search me out on YouTube). This was before the smear campaign had even begun. So I just highlighted his record and said that I thought he had a chance of getting confirmed with 53 or 54 votes.


That’s it.


But that was enough to put me in a conversation with Ashley that I definitely did not want to be in—at least at a Halloween party in the middle of someone’s house. In any event, I had been watching the hearings and following the chaos, so by the time I found myself getting lectured by Ashley in the living room of one of my friends, I knew enough about where the battle lines were set. I calmly and soberly told her that it’s easy to throw accusations around in the court of public opinion, but I wasn’t going to just believe or disbelieve an allegation based on what some senator or political hack says on CNN; instead, I would make my own decisions with the raw information and evidence that was reliable.


Now, it’s worth dwelling on the Kavanaugh story for another page or so. In many ways, it’s a grim foreshadowing of the events to come. For those of you who’ve managed to flush that horrible story out of your minds (congratulations, by the way), here are the SparkNotes:


For 12 years, Brett Kavanaugh maintained a stellar reputation as a judge. He worked in the White House under President George W. Bush and then as a judge for the United States Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia. Those of us who worked in Republican politics knew him as a mild-mannered man who was a textualist and strict constructionist of the United States Constitution. While some of us were hoping for a bolder pick like Amy Coney Barrett, Kavanaugh was viewed as the safe choice. When President Trump announced in July that he’d be nominating Kavanaugh to fill the second Supreme Court vacancy of his presidency, the nation greeted the news with a collective shrug of its shoulders.


… which, of course, lasted for about 10 seconds.


After realizing that they probably couldn’t attack this nice, wholesome soccer dad on principle, Democrats in Congress started digging into his past—and I mean way into his past. (This is a treatment that the left would soon give me, too, so I can say from experience that it is… well, let’s just say “unpleasant.”)


First, they found a letter that a psychology professor in California had sent to Senator Diane Feinstein of California that alleged Kavanaugh—or, more probably, someone who kind of looked like him—had sexually assaulted her in high school. For the first few weeks of Kavanaugh’s confirmation hearings, they kept this letter secret, only exposing it when the woman who’d written it, now identified as Christine Blasey Ford, did an on-the-record interview with The Washington Post telling her story.


When it became clear that Kavanaugh was going to be confirmed unless they threw a big Hail Mary, the Democrats unveiled the letter and went all-in on the sexual abuser narrative. Due to the momentum of recent campaigns such as #MeToo and #BelieveAllWomen, it worked. Within weeks, these lunatics had spread the kind of rumors that would have seemed outlandish even in a late-series episode of House of Cards.


According to the stories of several more accusers, the man now up for a Supreme Court seat was a horrid, first-ballot-hall-of-fame creep. As a young man, he had gone around to the homes of his friends, always drunk on beer, and engaged in strange, violent sex acts with women who did not welcome his affections. In a matter of days, you could hardly hear the word “Kavanaugh” without associating it with the term “serial rapist.” There were accusers all over the place, each one less credible than the last. Unsurprisingly, Michael Avenatti, aptly named “Creepy Porn Lawyer” by Tucker Carlson, got in on the action (so to speak).


Of course, none of it was true. But by the time Kavanaugh went on television to proclaim his innocence, there was virtually no Democrat left in the country—certainly in Loudoun County—who didn’t think he was unfit for the job.


Which brings us back to my friend’s living room.


Eventually the conversation got to the point where Ashley was raising her voice. My wife and I had arrived at the party late, and most people here had already enjoyed several glasses of punch (or something stronger) before we arrived. Several people in the room who’d heard this very one-sided conversation started to make their way downstairs to the basement. For a second, I thought that I might pass this conversation off to my poor friend Chris, but then Ashley’s husband Chad, dressed in a tiger outfit, walked over in what I hoped would be an attempt to de-escalate the situation.


He didn’t. Instead, he joined in, and it was Jesus versus a koala and tiger.


“Look,” I said when I finally felt a break in their stream of anger. “We’re just not going to agree on this. You’ve got your opinion, I have mine, and I don’t think that’s going to be changing during this party.”


I remember my words exactly, of course, because I was dead sober at the time (and, if I’m recalling correctly, not all that thrilled about it).


Eventually, after another minute of back-and-forth, I managed to slide my way out of the conversation. I pretended to be all excited about something that had just happened on the TV showing the World Series, slid over to the TV, and left Ashley and Chad alone to cool off. The conversation was super awkward and annoying, but I just let it slide; no use getting all spun up because someone has a different take on something, however wrong I thought that take was.


We never spoke about it again. In fact, that strange confrontation never seemed to affect how we treated each other. Ashley continued to attend the same parties as we did, and she managed not to berate me in public about my (pretty tame) political opinions over the wine and cheese. We even had a reasonable political conversation at a Christmas party a few years later despite some of the neighbors making some obscene, but hilarious, gestures with her friend’s penis-shaped cookies and a full-length Barack Obama portrait.


For a while, I thought that maybe her little one-sided screaming match on Halloween would be an isolated incident. Maybe it was a small, insignificant blip in what would otherwise be a pleasant, uneventful life in the suburbs.


Looking back now, I realize it was a warning.


ENTER THE EDNA


For the past few years, mostly since the election of Donald Trump, political polarization in the United States was getting worse than it had ever been. People—primarily liberals—were retreating into their partisan echo chambers, only hearing the news that confirmed what they already believed before they started watching. Their news came from Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and the short, context-free videos that come up on those platforms. As a result, people retreated further into their tribes than they ever had before. That allowed them to get more radical every day. Soon, they began to see anyone who disagreed with them even slightly as backward and evil.


For the first year and a half that I lived in Loudoun County, these events were mostly things we read about online and in newspapers. They didn’t happen in our neighborhood, where we all hung out together at least once a week at barbecues, playdates, holiday parties, and dinners. The occasional argument would happen, of course, but these never became so ugly that people turned around at parties to watch them.


Around the same time that I got into my first argument with Ashley, another person—named Edna—moved into the neighborhood. She was in her fifties and had three kids in high school and a husband no one ever saw. She would always wave, and she was perfectly friendly when you saw her in the street.


But one night at a neighbor’s backyard firepit with a bunch of the guys on the street, I was told that she used to be a town councilor in a nearby town and that she had recently moved to our street after resigning from her position. It was also revealed during that party that Edna had a Twitter account and had tweeted that there were Republicans in her neighborhood with “Don’t Tread on Me” license plates while having illegal aliens cut their lawn. Unfortunately, her attempt at exposing hypocrisy backfired as it appeared that Edna was referring to the guy across the street, who was Iranian and cut his own lawn.


Boys being boys, we decided to tweak her a little, and a few of us ordered Join or Die colonial flags and flew them as a subtle joke. It was all in good fun. At one point, when Ashley and her family came by for a small get-together at my house, she questioned whether my flag was racist. I rolled my eyes internally and told her it was a Revolution-era flag designed by Ben Franklin to bring more unity to the colonies during the French and Indian War and was used in the opening scene in the HBO series John Adams. I gave a cockeyed look at her, said “no,” and she huffed her way into our house.


I thought to myself that maybe that Halloween incident wasn’t isolated and that I should be very careful around her. But a bunch of us hung out on our back deck, and everything seemed to be friendly and fine.


It stayed that way for a while. Yes, Ashley and her friends tried to do LGBTQIASFL+- parades in the neighborhood and constantly posted pictures on Facebook showing how woke they were, but whatever—it didn’t bother me. To each their own.


Politically, the left was ascendant in Loudoun and the country. Yes, Kavanaugh was confirmed, but Democrats won a majority in the House of Representatives in the 2018 midterms.


Meanwhile, in Loudoun County, a vacancy in the school board resulted in that public body shifting from a 5–4 Republican majority to a 5–4 Democrat majority at the end of 2018. The anti-Trump wave continued into 2019, where Democrats in Loudoun County took control of the Board of Supervisors and extended its majority on the school board to 7–2 and a candidate named Buta Biberaj as Commonwealth Attorney—the county’s version of district attorney. Biberaj had won by a slim majority, aided by a last-minute donation of close to $1 million from George Soros.


Of course, I wasn’t paying attention to any of this. A friend across the street—Jessica Mendez—had told me in the fall of 2019 that I should pay attention to the school board elections. Loudoun County Public Schools was in the process of stocking its libraries full of controversial books in the name of “diversity.” Book titles included My Princess Boy, Prince and the Knight, and It Feels Good to Be Yourself, the latter of which deals with kids as young as five whose parents let them decide if they are transgender, nonbinary, or gender fluid. Jessica told me that hundreds had shown up to the board meetings to voice their dissent and I should get involved. At that time, I was busy starting up my own public affairs practice where I could work from home full time; local politics, culture wars, and getting myself canceled were the last things on my mind.


So the 2019 elections came and went, and I didn’t even think to go vote. I’d always voted in federal elections and for governor, but I didn’t vote in or get involved in local issues.


The result was a school board with seven new members who had ridden into power on a wave of anti-Republican sentiment driven by an electorate in Loudoun that had been trending Democrat over the past several years as educated liberals moved west from Alexandria, Arlington, and Fairfax in search of more land for less money.


A mere 10 weeks after taking office, that school board would face a challenge that they never could have anticipated.


They didn’t just fail to meet the challenge; they completely botched it every step of the way. And riding right alongside the school board clown car were the likes of Ashley and Edna.


FLAG WARS


In early March 2020, I was scheduled to head to Louisville, Kentucky, for my friend and neighbor John’s 40th birthday. Covid had reached the United States, but the full panic had not yet begun. There was talk about canceling, but we figured that this might be the last trip for a while, so we should go live it up.


It was a phenomenal trip, and I ended up buying about 10 high-end bourbons that I figured would occupy my top shelf for at least a year. After I returned, I was sipping some Angel’s Envy rye while talking to my wife Elsie in the basement after the kids went to bed. I checked the news on Twitter and saw that Tom Hanks had Covid.


“Wow,” I told Elsie. “This is going to be a big deal. Once you get a major celebrity with Covid, people are going to panic.”


But it was 10 minutes later when I knew the world was about to change—the NBA indefinitely suspended its season. That meant billions in lost revenue for the NBA and the television networks. Certainly not something that should be taken lightly. I told Elsie that our kids were not going to be going to school for a while. She didn’t believe me, but the next day we got the call that school had been canceled. Our daughters wouldn’t set foot in a classroom for another 12 months.


I’m not gonna lie; being a student of history, I worried that we were looking at a bubonic plague situation, maybe the 1918 influenza outbreak if we were lucky. We ended up having dinner that Saturday with our friends. I was far and away the most militant about being super careful and staying in quarantine. Ultimately, we all decided that we should not continue to hang out at each other’s houses and should allow kids to ride bikes outside only and that when the adults got together, and we would maintain some distancing.


So when word got out that Ashley yelled at a group of 10 people inspecting someone’s new deck, I sort of understood her concern, even if her methods were way over-the-top.


By early May, however, people started to relax. No one was working in offices, people knew more about Covid, and everyone started accepting that this virus would be around for a while and you couldn’t isolate forever. As a result, our neighborhood became a pretty normal oasis where people got about their lives.


While most of the neighborhood was getting on with their lives, Ashley was posting a day-by-day Facebook diary of her family’s isolation. Again, to each their own. We were all a little amused by it to be honest. Pop on Facebook, see 45 pictures a day from Ashley’s Daily Quarantine Log. It was annoying virtue signaling, but her social media behavior would soon take a turn that would ultimately be the catalyst for the parents’ movement that swept the nation in 2021.


That turn came in May 2020 when George Floyd was killed by police in Minneapolis. I saw the video along with the rest of the world, and I was horrified by it. But being a rational person, I knew that Floyd’s death—however horrible it was—was a vanishingly rare occurrence in the United States, where somewhere around 300 people of color were killed by police in the year 2020.


When Fox News asked me to pen an op-ed about the killing, I wrote that, based on what I saw, federal prosecution against the officer was appropriate. It was an op-ed that even the most liberal of my neighbors should have appreciated.


“From 2007 to 2011,” I wrote:




I worked at the city of Boston Corporation Counsel’s office defending police officers in civil claims of excessive force, wrongful conviction, and other lawsuits alleging constitutional violations. My natural inclination from that experience is not to rush to judgment in these kinds of cases, but to learn all the facts and see it from both sides before making a conclusion.


The George Floyd case is different. There is no nuance here. Surveillance video from a nearby restaurant makes it crystal clear that Floyd was handcuffed and appeared to be fully cooperative with police. The video shows there was no need for Minneapolis Police Officer Derek Chauvin to push his knee into Floyd’s neck for eight minutes, ultimately killing a restrained and defenseless man.1





But takes like that were rare, as the country descended into protests, billions of dollars in property damage, and a new commitment from some to being “anti-racist.” If you choose not to care about someone’s skin color, do not see racism in all of our institutions, laws, and traditions, and are not working every day to end this systemic racism, then you must be named and shamed until you convert—according to these “anti-racists.”


As you might have guessed, Ashley immediately dove headfirst into this activist mentality. On social media, she and her friends routinely slammed the police, Trump voters, and anyone who was not making enough of a commitment to “end racism.” Which of course would be great, but there’s a large contingent of us who think the best way to do this is simply to treat everyone the same, regardless of skin color, and continue to progress toward a nation where there is truly opportunity for all—something that requires a far more sophisticated approach than just calling everyone racist.


Ashley’s Facebook activism eventually worked its way beyond Facebook and onto the street—quite literally. She decked her house out in Black Lives Matter swag and tried to organize a neighborhood driveway chalk drawing memorializing Floyd and denouncing racism. Mind you, the children in the neighborhood were mostly between the ages of four and seven, didn’t know who George Floyd was, didn’t know what racism was, and were more interested in running through the sprinklers than driveway chalk social justice. When one neighbor did a chalk drawing that did not condemn systemic racism strongly enough, Ashley—as this neighbor, who was a liberal and a friend of Ashley’s, would later tell me—“was not happy” with her.


But none of this neighborhood virtue signaling was that big of an issue until a group of Willowsford residents had engaged in a campaign to convince our homeowners’ association to change the name of a nearby body of water called Julia Jackson Pond. In their opinion, the name of this little pond was racist because it was named after Stonewall Jackson’s mother, who was born right near the pond. Shortly after the HOA made the decision to rename the pond as a result of this under-the-radar campaign, this group of activists started posting about their victory in the community Facebook pages. It was really the first most people had even heard about this campaign. Personally, I wouldn’t have changed the name, but the actual name change was not what ticked me off. It was that the homeowner’s association, which the whole community pays for, decided to wade into the culture wars without putting it up for a community vote or even informing the community what it was considering beyond a vague “pond name change” in the agenda.


By then, it was too late to stop the “Julie Jackson Pond” from being renamed “Chorus Frog Pond,” but many in the community were outraged by what seemed to be a secretive plan to enact social justice to the exclusion of 99 percent of the residents. Many of us wondered what was next. Were they going to take down the new name next year when people start saying that frogs are symbols of white supremacy?


Within a few days, people who’d been angry about the pond changing had formed into a new group of friends. This group consisted of several members, but three people in particular would come to play a major role in the coming fight: Darris and Beth, who lived up the street, and Stacy, who lived a few streets down. We chatted about different issues in the community and the county, and it was then that I first learned about the beginnings of a major uprising of parents against Loudoun County Public Schools.


In June, then-Superintendent of Loudoun County Public Schools Eric Williams announced a plan to open schools in August for two days a week followed by a July announcement that schools would be full-time virtual for the 2020–21 school year. Parents were rightfully angry, and dozens started showing up at school board meetings and protesting this decision. But as was the case the summer before with the so-called “diverse books” initiative, I didn’t get involved. It was clear that these decisions were largely political, with Democrat-run counties like Loudoun in Democrat-run states like Virginia keeping schools closed, perhaps to inflict maximum pain on President Trump’s reelection chances while leaving children and parents as collateral damage.


In any event, I still wasn’t ready to engage in local politics. I had spent 10 years as a political operative but had never personally put myself out there on any issue. If I wanted to do that, I’d run for office, and that was the last thing I wanted to do.


But again, Ashley would inadvertently push me from my natural instinct to not get involved.


It was late July, and I had seen a thin blue line flag while driving my daughter to a horseback-riding lesson for her birthday. It was actually the first time I had seen the flag, and I loved the color scheme and thought it would be a good addition to my collection of historic American flags. But I forgot all about it until a few weeks later when I had some friends on my front porch for some Saturday evening beers.


My friend Dave, who lives across the street from me and was there that night, was a Marine and a member of federal law enforcement for the Department of Homeland Security. I brought up the thin blue line flag, and we joked about getting one to even out the BLM flags on our street. By our count there were three, but one of the social justice warriors on our street would soon take her BLM swag down while she listed her house for sale. I guess social justice works better for virtue signaling, less so for turning a profit on your house!


We joked around that they were afraid that if they didn’t, the woke mob would start spreading online rumors that they weren’t “supportive enough of Black lives.” It wasn’t unlike the grocers and tailors who’d been forced to tack up party posters in the Soviet Union, desperately hoping that the party police would pass them by that day. Of course, blindly putting up the flags didn’t always mean you were safe. During the worst of the rioting in Minneapolis, I’d read a few stories about Black shopkeepers in the city who’d put up Black Lives Matter signs on their storefronts only to have violent mobs smash them up and loot the places anyway.


In other words: bending the knee to the mob wasn’t going to get us anywhere.


Having spent four years defending police officers in court, managing the campaign of Rhode Island’s former top cop, and working for the Department of Justice, I had preeminent respect for the risks that members of the law enforcement community take every day when they leave their families to go to work. In fact, while at the Department of Justice I had to personally sign off on every letter sent by Attorney General Sessions to families of law enforcement officers who had died while on duty. It was heartbreaking every time.


So I told Dave that I’d fly a thin blue line flag if he did, to which he eagerly agreed. The next day, I ordered two fresh, beautiful thin blue line flags. They were hanging outside our houses by Monday evening.


That Friday, my wife got a text message from Ashley. This is what she wrote:


“I hope you will at least think about how that action is perceived by your neighbors—your minority neighbors in particular. Since I have been putting on community diversity events, many of our minority neighbors have reached out to me. On multiple occasions I was thanked for speaking up and being an ally. Without skipping a beat, the next statement was that they felt uncomfortable and unwelcome living on our streets because of the flags that are flying. This is a direct response to the actions you and other neighbors have taken by flying those flags. I felt good knowing I could help curb those feelings with my actions. I really like you and your family. This is why I felt I should at least make you aware of the impact those actions have on minorities in our neighborhood.”


Wow! So in the three days since Dave and I had hung a pro-police flag we had insulted the minorities on our street who had all reached out to Ashley? As far as I could tell, there was one minority family on my street and we were friendly enough for me to have no doubt that if they had an issue, they would have let me know, not Ashley.


The very same day, Dave got a text from Ashley’s husband, Chad, which made the true story clearer. In this one, Chad told Dave that he had seen the flag the day before while walking to Edna’s house to get bubbles. He went on to say that his “initial thought was pretty negative; are you anti-black lives matter, you don’t get it, and things down that path.” Chad then suggested in a show of unity that Dave fly a BLM flag for a week and Chad fly a thin blue line flag for a week.


I was sincerely amused by the contradictory stories. Ashley claimed that all these people had been approaching her about my flag. But Chad had only seen the flag yesterday while going to Edna’s to get bubbles. Hmm, it sounded like Ashley and Chad were just looking for a story to show how virtuous they were and how horrible we were.


In any event, Elsie politely let Ashley know that I was the one that bought and hung up the flags and if they had an issue, they should just reach out to me.


They never did.


Ultimately, our thin blue line flags ended up opening the floodgates of people on our street who had had enough of the cop bashing and keyboard warriors on Facebook lecturing everyone on how they could be better people. Within a week, I saw that thin blue line flags had begun popping up all over the place. There were five more on my street alone and another four on the street connected to ours. This proved what I had long suspected: that most people in this neighborhood were not insane, but they were afraid. They were afraid because standing up to the mob, as we’d recently learned via a series of very high-profile cancellations, could mean the end of their careers or complete ostracization from the community.


It was all silly neighborhood games and rivalries at this point, but my radar was sufficiently attuned to something going on. Wokeness was spreading beyond Hollywood, Washington, D.C., and cable news. It was metastasizing in neighborhoods. If you weren’t a social justice activist, you were a bad neighbor and a bad person.


THE WARNING


Reading this book so far, you might have gotten the impression that I’m a guy who enjoys confrontation. I’m not. I’d like nothing more than to spend my days with my family, going for a run, reading a good book, taking my kids to the movies, or watching football.


But I don’t like bullies. And the people in my neighborhood who were going after their friends and neighbors for expressing their beliefs were acting like bullies. I wasn’t going to stand for it.


My friend Jack, who lived one street over, also had put up a thin blue line flag. Chad had gone to his house to discuss this “issue” with Jack and told him that they had reached out to me, but I’d never responded. That was not true, and it kind of got me a little peeved. But rather than overreact, I reached out to Chad and Ashley, let them know that Jack had mentioned they wanted to chat with me, and offered to have them come by on the Sunday before Labor Day to talk. Chad was receptive, and we set a time.


But before that could happen, I was implicitly called out in a long Facebook post by Ashley, in which she said: “People are mad as hell when they keep seeing their fellow humans murdered, beaten, and treated like rabid animals. And if you don’t see it, you need to do more, read more, listen more (to people of color) until you do see it. When people keep thinking the right thing to do is stand behind ‘a thin blue line’ of law and order and dismiss the anger right now, ignore that a problem exists, and refuse to realize that things need to improve, nothing changes.”


I had just texted her and her husband that morning to have a civil discussion, and, of course, she was now taking to social media to take what could reasonably be interpreted to be a subtle shot. I decided to respond in the most measured way possible despite my anger:




I think that you will find that many of those who “stand behind a thin blue line of law and order” have ideas, life experiences, and beliefs that may surprise you; perhaps even remove certain preconceptions that you have about what people see, what they do, what they read, and who they talk to. It is unfortunate when people project their own versions of what is in the hearts of others based on the flag they fly or who they support in an election. This makes it less likely that those people will work together, find common ground, and achieve progress. Social media is a difficult place to have those conversations, as it lacks the nuance of face-to-face discussions where people can treat each other as humans and not mere avatars behind a computer screen. However, as I am one of those to whom you are likely referring, you know where I live and I would be more than happy to have a productive, in-person discussion to see how we can all achieve the goals we desire.





I was fully aware, of course, that the last time Ashley had “talked to me in person” about a political issue I had ended up getting the business in the middle of a Halloween party. But I figured it was worth trying again, if we did it in the daytime with no adult beverages.


I figured she’d either say something nice in return or double down. What I didn’t expect was for her to delete my comment. I guess she couldn’t handle a rational, measured response to her post.


On the day of this little summit, I saw Chad striding into my front yard alone. Seemingly, Ashley had sent him alone to do her dirty work. We talked for a few minutes about our differences. Chad was perfectly pleasant but was clearly of the belief that people’s subjective perspectives were far superior to objective standards. He also was all talking points on the issue of law enforcement and Black Lives Matter. I gave him data and facts.


In other words, we got nowhere, as expected.


But we parted cordially. On his way out, though, I gave Chad some advice that I hoped would set in.


“I’m not trying to tell you what to do,” I said. “But one of these days Ashley’s social media habits are going to cause you guys a lot of trouble.”


I had no idea how right I would prove to be.
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