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			“A harrowing account of one man’s journey to change an agency at the breaking point.”

			—Dan Bongino, host of The Dan Bongino Show and Unfiltered with Dan Bongino

			“FBI insider Stephen Friend was ignored and then punished for standing against what he saw as troubling violations of the Constitution committed by the agency sworn to defend it. In True Blue, Friend digs deep to reveal disturbing details of how FBI leaders have become mired in rank political ideology, ambition, and greed. Most importantly, he uses inspiring real examples to remind us of the good the FBI can do. At a time when few dare to step forward, FBI insider Stephen Friend risked everything to tell the truth.”

			—Sharyl Attkisson, Emmy Award–winning investigative reporter
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Foreword by Miranda Devine

			 

			I came to know and admire FBI Special Agent Stephen Friend during one of the most stressful times of his life. He was risking the career he loved by filing a whistleblower complaint with the inspector general of the Department of Justice.

			What he soon would reveal to America was the ugly truth about a hyper-politicized FBI, cooking the books to exaggerate the threat of domestic terrorism, and ¬using an overzealous January 6 ¬investigation to persecute conservative Americans and violate their constitutional rights.

			It was the tip of the iceberg. Dozens of other FBI employees have joined Friend in spilling the beans on a powerful federal agency that has lost its way. They call themselves the “Suspendables” and the country owes them a debt of gratitude.

			This American hero, the father of two small children, blew up his “dream career” because he could not live with his conscience if he continued to be part of what he sees as the unjust targeting of his fellow citizens. He stood against a two-tier system of justice in which Antifa revolutionaries commit domestic terrorism with impunity, while the FBI raids pro-life groups and traditional Catholics who celebrate the Latin mass.

			Friend, a respected member of the FBI’s Special Weapons and Tactics team, should have been protected from retaliation as a whistleblower. But when he informed his supervisors about case management irregularities and other abuses that he had witnessed at the FBI field office in Daytona Beach, Florida, they didn’t want to listen. 

			Then he was declared “absent without leave” for refusing to participate in aggressive SWAT raids on cooperative J6 ¬subjects accused only of misdemeanor ¬offenses. He believed that excessive force was unnecessary, violated FBI policy, posed a risk to the public and his team, and was an abuse of the constitutional rights of the subjects.

			“I have an oath to uphold the Constitution,” he told his bosses.

			One asked him menacingly “how long” he saw himself “continuing to work for the FBI.”

			Within weeks, Friend was stripped of his gun and badge, escorted out of the FBI building, and suspended without pay, despite not having been accused of wrongdoing.

			He still hoped that the Bureau would do the right thing. But after five months without a paycheck he resigned, giving up the pension and perks, disillusioned that the FBI, to which he had been willing to give the rest of his life, had strayed so far from the righteous path it was designed to uphold. 

			Determined to make a difference, he flew to Washington, DC, and testified behind closed doors to the House Judiciary Committee, whose investigative Select Subcommittee on the Weaponization of the Federal Government owes its genesis to Friend and his fellow Suspendables.

			There, he described the FBI’s increasingly partisan approach to domestic terrorism investigations, and its bureaucratic deceptions to make the problem appear much worse than it is.

			Throughout this stressful process, Friend remained calm and resolute. He attributed his peace of mind to the support of his family and faith in God. He and his wife had prayed together over his decision to become a whistleblower and were confident he was doing the right thing.

			Friend often recalls the field trip that FBI trainees make to the Holocaust Museum in Washington, where they are told that inhuman atrocities have occurred through history when the power of law enforcement is perverted to become a weapon of state. 

			Friend refused to take part in the perversion of justice at the FBI. When he took the FBI Oath of Office, he meant it. He swore to defend the Constitution of the United States “against all enemies, foreign and domestic,” and that meant more to him than abiding by the amoral dictates of a corrupted bureaucracy to keep his job.

			Despite his equanimity, it has been a tough and often lonely road for Friend and his family.

			His newfound notoriety has been a double-edged sword. 

			His integrity is viewed as a threat by those empowered by the FBI’s weaponization, and he and his fellow whistleblowers have been attacked by cunning Democrats in Washington, and their allies in the media. 

			Anonymous FBI sources have leaked against them, their credibility has been questioned and their candor used against them.

			But it’s a different story with the American public.

			The day my first story about Friend’s shocking disclosures was published in the New York Post, a stranger came to his door, a retired Marine who just wanted to shake his hand. 

			“He was crying,” Friend recalled. “This meant a lot to people.” 

			An army of current and former FBI employees have pledged to support Friend in his mission to stop the weaponization of federal law enforcement by a powerful clique in Washington.

			Patriotic Americans in despair about the decay of once honorable institutions take heart when heroes like Friend stand up. His courage is contagious.

			Miranda Devine

			New York

			February 2023





Introduction

			 

			True Blue: My Journey from Beat Cop to Suspended FBI Whistleblower is the story of FBI special agent (SA)  turned whistleblower Stephen Friend. Married and the father of two young children, SA Friend has been an FBI agent for over seven years. His work record is flawless. He is respected by his fellow agents. He has never had a  disciplinary issue. Yet today he is on suspension without pay from the FBI. In fact, he is viewed by FBI management as an “insider threat.”

			What did SA Friend do that drove the FBI, Jacksonville, Florida, to escort him abruptly out of the office, taking his gun, badge, and credentials? He spoke up about the FBI’s systemic violation of the civil rights of Americans and massive abuse of its own investigative guidelines. SA Friend spoke up because of a lesson he learned when he was only a child and never forgot: “I did the right thing.”

			SA Friend’s personal FBI story begins in earnest at the FBI’s Sioux City Resident Agency, Omaha Division, after he completed training at the FBI Academy. His work included a variety of crimes on Indian reservations. Eventually, his peers invited him to join the Omaha SWAT team. In 2021, SA Friend was transferred to the Jacksonville Field Office, where he was assigned to child exploitation and human trafficking investigations.

			Stephen and his family were beyond grateful to live five miles from Florida’s beaches while he worked his dream job. In late 2022, everything changed. FBI management told him they considered child exploitation cases a local matter and reassigned Stephen to counterterrorism (CT) investigations.

			Stephen quickly jumped into CT work. He spoke to other agents, asking questions about how they approached their cases. He studied the FBI’s operational guidelines for the conduct of CT investigations. He learned the administrative nature of the meaning of FBI Office of Origin, the submission of leads, and who was responsible for what in CT inquiries. The more he learned, the more concerned he became.

			Stephen concluded that most of the FBI’s domestic terrorism cases were spin-offs from the Bureau’s investigation of the January 6, 2021, Capitol “insurrection.” The Washington Field Office (WFO) was the Office of Origin on the overall investigation of the “insurrection.” However, WFO and FBI Headquarters had directed FBI field offices across the country to open individual Office of Origin cases on each identified January 6th subject.

			This created the appearance that America had a nationwide domestic terrorism problem involving so-called white supremacists and even artificially inflated the number of cases being worked. It allowed the FBI’s WFO to dictate to other FBI field divisions how to manage their Office of Origin cases. In short, FBI case agents in offices other than WFO were relegated to caretakers and not managers of their own investigations.

			Stephen expressed his concerns to colleagues. He wondered aloud whether any of them also “had a problem with this?” They seemed to feel as he did, but none of them were willing to join him in speaking up. Most expressed hope that their subjects would never be charged with any crimes because of their January 6th Capitol activism.

			Before Stephen had any opportunity to raise his concerns to FBI management, the Jacksonville and Tampa FBI divisions were ordered to arrest the January 6th subjects residing in their territory. The Special Agents in Charge of Tampa and Jacksonville opted to use SWAT teams for the arrests. Stephen went immediately to his direct supervisor.

			He told his supervisor it would be a clear abuse of the FBI’s own rules and a clear violation of an FBI agent’s oath of office to participate in such a misuse of the FBI. He explained what his supervisor should have already known—FBI SWAT team tactics are reserved for violent offenders, usually with lengthy criminal records. Stephen offered a host of other ideas that he felt would satisfy the FBI’s objectives, without deploying SWAT teams. They were ignored.

			In rapid succession, SA Friend found himself the subject of interrogations by multiple layers of the management staff of the Jacksonville FBI. Within days, he was told by the Special Agent in Charge of the Jacksonville office that she had spoken to FBI Headquarters. Stephen’s attitude had raised security concerns. Questions were raised about his loyalty to the FBI. He might want to consider if he was cut out to be an FBI agent.

			A day later, Stephen was suspended. He returned home to wait out the consequences of his courageous decision to question FBI management. His wait continues to this day. With a family to support and a mortgage to pay, SA Stephen Friend joined the ranks of over two dozen FBI whistleblowers who have stepped forward during the past year to ensure that the US Congress and American citizens are made aware of serious abuses of authority by the nation’s premier law enforcement agency.

			SA Friend is one of only two whistleblowers who have gone public despite the heavy price he and his family have paid to honor his oath of office and to protect and defend the Constitution of the United States.

			For almost 115 years, generations of American citizens and the iconic FBI forged a special relationship with one another. Born of mutual trust and a shared loyalty to the US Constitution, the FBI protected Americans through peace and war, crime, and terror.

			For decades, the FBI tour in Washington, DC, was the most popular tourist stop in the nation’s Capitol. Hundreds of thousands of school-age boys and girls who took the tour aspired to be FBI agents when they grew up. After all, what could be better than spending your life in the fight for truth and the pursuit of justice?

			But the FBI that so many Americans had come to accept as a part of their greater American family began to change after 9/11. FBI Director Robert Mueller accelerated the Bureau’s transformation into an intelligence organization that slowly turned its attention to conservative Americans, regardless of warning cries from its own employees.

			James Comey, Mueller’s successor, led an FBI management team that lied, leaked, and led the once venerable agency down the dangerous road of one-party political allegiance.

			The current FBI director, Christopher Wray, has perfected an FBI of political correctness, fully embracing the principles of critical race theory, Woke ideology, and the factually incorrect pursuit of “white supremacy” as the ultimate threat to America. SA Friend’s refusal to stand silent while the FBI violated its own rules and procedures to advance this narrative hit at the very core of Wray’s leadership of the FBI and those Bureau officials he has so aggressively promoted. The results of all this—during their collective tenure, the abuse and misuse of the FBI has been staggering. The public trust is broken.

			By the time this book is published, the newly elected United States Congress will hopefully be amid a series of hearings on the FBI. Special Agent Stephen Friend will be a part of those hearings.

			Like generations of FBI agents who preceded him, SA Friend simply desired to be the very best FBI agent he could be. Dedicated to the rule of law in America. Dedicated to protecting Americans from bullies. Stephen Friend learned early in life what it was like to be bullied. Sadly, he never dreamed that the once-proud agency he joined to take on society’s bullies would turn into a bully itself.

			Dozens of former and retired FBI agents have spoken out and stood behind SA Friend in public. I am proud to be included among them.

			Stephen’s strict allegiance to the oath of office he took upon becoming an FBI special agent, and his adherence to the rules of conduct, self-discipline, and honesty that provide the bedrock to that aath, are the model that every single FBI agent should aspire to follow.

			History has provided ample evidence of the disastrous consequences for those who do not understand a simple fact of human behavior. Authoritarianism does not breed in a vacuum. We know what it looks like. We know its symptoms. We can hear and feel it coming.

			Thinking back on his FBI Academy class travel to the National Holocaust Museum, Stephen recalled the comments of one of the speakers that brings ultimate clarity to the challenge we face today with the FBI’s behavior: “Atrocities such as the Holocaust are only made possible when law enforcement becomes an apparatchik of the state and a willing participant in the abuse.”

			Americans have been waiting for FBI agents to speak out on the Bureau’s abuses of power. During his all-too-short FBI career and in True Blue, SA Stephen Friend has personified Fidelity, Bravery, and Integrity. He has made his voice heard. It will serve us well to listen to what Stephen has to say. It’s past time to do the right thing.

			Terry D. Turchie

			Deputy Assistant Director, Counterterrorism

			FBI, retired, May 1, 2001

			 





Prologue

			 

			“Are you ready for this, champ?” the bookish man asks with a twinkle in his eye.

			The date is May 7, 2009. For many reasons, this is one of the most important days of my life.

			The source for this lighthearted movie reference is Larry Stubbs, the Peace Officer Academy director at Savannah Technical College. It is a brand-new police academy. The training rooms replaced a child care wing within the small vocational school campus situated adjacent to Hunter Army Airfield in Savannah, Georgia. Hilariously enough, when my class takes breaks from academic instruction, we usually congregate in a small, fenced-in toddler playground just outside the main classroom. The image of twenty adults wearing identical royal blue polo shirts, khaki 5.11 cargo pants, and black leather duty belts with accompanying orange plastic pistols standing next to a small plastic jungle gym garners sideways glances from students walking near the cosmetology and culinary arts schools that neighbor the police academy.

			Larry Stubbs piloted the ship during its maiden voyage. With the help of the lead instructor, Dan Fogarty, a retired captain from the local sheriff’s department, Savannah Technical College’s police academy successfully molded twenty new police officers through a gauntlet of firearms, defensive tactics, report writing, emergency vehicle operations, constitutional and state law, physical fitness, and use of force training. It was not always easy, but these men got the job done with close to 100 percent of their recruits passing the Georgia Peace Officers Standards and Training requirements to become certified police officers in the state of Georgia.

			Now, in just a few minutes, I will take the stage with my fellow classmates at the inaugural graduation from the academy. We don our uniforms, complete with badges and guns, for the very first time. Typically, police recruit graduating classes are issued a number to reference their place in an academy’s history. Instead, as the debuting class for Savannah Technical College, we opt for a new tradition. Our class names itself after a fallen police officer. We hope in the years and classes to follow, this tradition memorializes fallen officers’ sacrifices and highlights the existential risk that newly graduated police officers undertake in their new profession. We vote in the weeks leading up to graduation and unanimously choose to adopt the moniker of deceased Savannah Police Officer Mark Allen MacPhail, tragically killed while working an off-duty security job on August 19, 1989.

			Larry is a great guy and an effective leader. He allowed Dan to competently manage daily police academy operations. As the eminent law enforcement agency for the region, the Savannah Chatham Metropolitan Police Department tried to pressure the Savannah Technical College Peace Officer Academy to utilize its officers and detectives as the academy’s instructors and exclude other departments from participating. Instead, Larry pushed back and recruited police officers and sheriff’s deputies from a variety of agencies to serve as his instructors. His renunciation ruffled Savannah Metro’s feathers but afforded police recruits valuable access to alternative subject matter experts. Larry maintained integrity for the fledgling police academy at Savannah Technical College. He established the precedent that this was a truly independent institution capable of training police officers for any department in the state of Georgia.

			I get along really well with Larry. He is simultaneously delighted and puzzled by my background. While it is true that police officer recruits come from all walks of life, Larry appreciates the sheer oddity of a twenty-three-year-old Notre Dame graduate and former accountant showing up to his school. After all, who throws away a cushy, lucrative desk job in favor of a career chasing the dregs of society for $32,000 a year? Especially when all that the state requires to apply is a clear criminal record, drug test, and high school diploma. Our conversations are always friendly and typically include one comment about my alma mater’s football team or at least a quote from the film Rudy. I am sure Larry recognizes the potential to exploit my unique background as a major recruiting tool for Savannah Technical College. To his credit, this man genuinely wants me to succeed in my new law enforcement career. He is quick with encouragement and always leaves me feeling good about my career path. I respond to his oft-repeated Rudy quote of inquiry with an obligatory, “I’ve been ready for this my whole life.” Larry’s face lights up with a familiar smile. He pats my shoulder and moves on to the next would-be graduate with congratulations and cheer.

			Over the past twenty weeks, my life has completely changed. I fired a gun for the first time. And while my first shot completely missed the target from an embarrassingly close range of three yards, I am now a capable shooter and easily passed the Georgia state pistol qualification test for police officers. I also learned how to drive an emergency vehicle and how to subdue and handcuff a resistant subject. I now know the differences between misdemeanors and felonies, and why “having a hunch” is insufficient probable cause to search citizens’ pockets. I can tie a tourniquet on a gunshot victim and know the telltale signs that a subject has a concealed weapon in his waistband. I can diagram traffic accidents and tactically clear a stairwell. The curriculum and students at the police academy are alien to a business school graduate like me. But after five months, I am enthralled with the notion of becoming part of the thin blue line.

			My parents are skeptical. After all, they raised me in a stable home. Mom packed my school lunch every day. Dad did not let me wear my ball caps backwards or use the word “fart.” We ate dinner together almost every night, and my homework had to be done before I could go outside and play. I was never grounded or even spanked. I got good grades and graduated from a prestigious college. My siblings are already working as, or are in the process of becoming, a lawyer, a pharmacist, and an architect. The Friends are a white-collar family, and my obvious path is to become a CPA and take over the family accounting practice. Still, Mom and Dad are here. Reticent, but supportive of their eldest son.

			There is another person present in the auditorium. She is attending at the invitation of one of my classmates. Our paths briefly crossed during tenth grade homeroom class. But today we begin a collision course that ends with our marriage, children, and life together.

			I am a man. I am a father. I am a husband. I am an American. The stories I share in the ensuing pages are the chapters of my life. They are the episodes that shaped my personality, core values, and worldview. The summer and fall of 2022 are a huge part of my life. My decision to become an FBI whistleblower rocked the nation and drew accolades and ire from millions of people across the country. It was an affair I did not seek but did not shrink from and do not regret. Much like graduating from the police academy, becoming a whistleblower was the coalescence of innumerable life events, players, and circumstances culminating in one of the most important times of my life.





Chapter 1

			 

			I am devastated. This was our year. How are my 8–0, thirty-five-point favorite Notre Dame Fighting Irish losing at halftime to the Naval Academy? This is embarrassing. This game is supposed to be a glorified scrimmage before an inevitable “Game of the Century” matchup with the number-one-ranked Florida State University Seminoles in two weeks. Inconceivable.

			I sit alone in the living room of our suburban New Jersey home. It is Halloween weekend 1993. I normally watch Notre Dame football games with my father. But today he has to visit a tax client. The debate on the respective demerits of experiencing anguish while watching my favorite team blow its undefeated season live on television versus the frustrations and uncertainties undoubtedly accompanying my father’s predicament of being away from a television during a pre-internet era are lost on my eight-year-old mind. Right now, I just wish Dad were here to commiserate with me.

			To make matters worse, it is raining outside. That is ordinarily not a big deal for me when I watch football on television. The problem is for my mother. Dad is away with work, so Mom has to occupy three children under the age of nine without any backup. The temperature typically hovers in the upper forties and mid-fifties as central New Jersey nears the midpoint of the winter season. Under those circumstances, Mom confidently relies on our sweatshirts and windbreakers to keep us warm when she tells us kids to go outside and play. But the daylong autumn rainstorm removes that piece from the chessboard.

			Football game or not, Mom turns the key on her nuclear, break-in-case-of-emergency option to entertain her three rambunctious children. We are going to the movies.

			The good news for Mom is the box office selection cornucopia at her fingertips. I am a child of the 1990s, also known as the golden age of cinema. And let me be clear. Considering traditional animation, live-action stunt work, believable computer graphics, and compelling story lines, the 1990s are cinema chef-d’oeuvre. If you dare dispute me, I will fight you.

			Case in point, today Mom has the unenviable task of culling Jurassic Park, The Fugitive, and Demolition Man from her possible viewing list in order to craft a more child-friendly selection. Free Willy, Hocus Pocus, and Cool Runnings are solid alternatives. But to her credit, Mom decides to placate her pouty eldest son with a sop to his beleaguered Fighting Irish football sensibilities. She joyfully announces, “We are going to see Rudy.”

			Allow me a brief excursion to explain my obsession with the University of Notre Dame and its renowned Fighting Irish football team. My father graduated from the university in 1972. Like many business school graduates, he dutifully became an ambitious entrepreneur, earned some money, and donated to his beloved alma mater. Notre Dame was an oasis, an academic enclave during the tumultuous days of the late 1960s and early 1970s. To this day, many of Dad’s fondest memories are from his four-year college excursion in northern Indiana.

			The school has a prodigious legacy of admitting the children of her alumni. Notre Dame graduates traditionally, unashamedly indoctrinate their progeny into becoming future Notre Dame students. All this to say: I was brainwashed from birth to bleed blue and gold (not maize Michigan fans) and had no chance to attend any other college.

			Serendipitously, Dad had taken me to my first Notre Dame football game one week earlier. It was a 35–13 Irish victory over its biggest rival, the University of Southern California. One trip to the idyllic campus on a fall football weekend is all it took. I was going to be a Notre Dame student, just like Dad. And until then, I was a Fighting Irish fanatic.

			Back to present. I begrudgingly peel myself away from the halftime show and throw on my navy blue Fighting Irish windbreaker. I am no fair-weather fan. I take my seat in the middle row of Mom’s quintessentially maternal Toyota Previa minivan. We drive to the movie theater through the constant downpour. Once there, we enter the theater and take our seats in the middle rows. Mom is a cagey veteran of the children-movie-viewing experience. We are not allowed in the front row (Mom says it is bad for our eyes) and have to be close enough to the exit for easy access to the restrooms for an inevitable mid-flick trip to the lavatory. The theater lights dim. The movie begins.

			I am captivated for the next two hours. You know how everything seems amazing when you are a kid but cannot stand the test of time? Rudy defies the laws of child-adulthood memories. To this day, it is still in my Mount Rushmore of movies that I would happily watch every day if stranded on a desert island. Sean Astin’s performance as the persistent and determined underdog protagonist hell-bent on becoming a Notre Dame student and football player paired with Oliver Wood’s iconic cinematography and Jerry Goldsmith’s infamous score is magnificent.

			Ninety minutes in, the film reaches its penultimate moment when the packed Notre Dame stadium chants, “Rudy! Rudy! Rudy!” Finally, at long last, Coach Dan Devine acquiesces to their demand and issues a reluctant wave to his assistant coach. Rudy faithfully sprints onto the field to the cheers of sixty thousand people. He has done it. Rudy never quit. He chased down his dream of becoming an official member of the illustrious and storied Notre Dame football team. But this is not over. After all, this is Notre Dame. The school radiates tradition, lore, and mythos. Rudy has time for one more play. He lines up at defensive end as the ball is snapped. Rudy pushes past a Georgia Tech lineman, chases down the Yellow Jacket quarterback, and sacks him. The stadium erupts. Rudy is mobbed by his team and carried off the field on their shoulders. An epilogue tells the moviegoer that since 1975, no other player for Notre Dame has been carried off the field. Rudy graduated a year later. Fade to black. Perfection.

			Mom leads us out of the theater, and we drive home. Dad finished early with his client and is waiting for us in the kitchen. I exasperatedly recall every scene for him. “It’s the best movie I’ve ever seen!”

			Dad smiles and nods. After taking me to my first game the prior week and now a big screen movie effectively serving as a two-hour recruiting video, he is feeling confident about his indoctrination responsibilities to the university.

			I finish retelling the movie. I feel so good I do not even mind the fact that in real life my team has fallen from the ranks of the unbeaten and missed out on a chance to play in the “Game of the Century” in two weeks. “I guess there’s always next year,” I tell Dad.

			“What do you mean?” he asks. “They won, fifty-eight to twenty-seven.”

			I am eight years old. But this day has imparted a valuable lesson that I carry with me to this day:

			Never give up on your dream. You cannot fail unless you quit. So don’t quit.





Chapter 2

			 

			In 1994, Mom and Dad announced that our family was moving to Savannah, Georgia. Mom’s parents had been snowbirds to the southern city for years and had finally made a permanent move several years before. Mom was close with her parents, and our family frequently visited them during school breaks.

			I had misgivings about the prospect of moving almost one thousand miles. I was happy with my friends, my neighborhood, and my school. I played ice hockey and was close to earning a black belt in karate. Most likely I was going to be forced to share a bedroom with my five-year-old brother at our new house. And quite frankly, that kid would never shut up when it was time to go to sleep. Dad’s business clients were also still in New Jersey, and he would be forced to schedule a two-week business trip each month. While Mom and Dad might have sympathized with my emotional scruples, there was no impact to their calculus. Shortly after I completed the school year, we boxed up our lives, hopped into the minivan, and hit the road with Georgia on our mind.

			The move was unquestionably radical but ultimately afforded a great environment for the remainder of my childhood. We only lived four miles away from Mom’s parents. This meant I could see Grandma and Poppop, two of my favorite people, almost any time that I wanted. I loved visiting their house. Grandma kept things perfectly clean and manicured. There was a place for everything, and everything was in place. Life can sometimes feel like you are sitting next to a Spinal Tap guitar amp. To this day I appreciate walking into Grandma’s house and feeling the volume dissipate. I can think clearly and unearth my words. I always have great conversations with her. She is a talented painter and prodigious reader. No doubt these aptitudes are derivative to Grandma’s zen garden household.

			Poppop is the consummate family man. Everyone feels like they have a special connection with him. Poppop assigns nicknames to everyone: Mom is Pip; his grandchildren include Mutz, Scotty-Bob, J-Bird, Biff, and Z-Man; I am Mikey because my middle name is Michael, I have two uncles also named Stephen, and Poppop does not like being confused by his own family tree. Poppop is a Korean War army veteran. I love hearing his stories about “being in the service.” Like Grandma, Poppop is also a voracious reader who regularly bequeaths me copies of the latest military memoir or presidential biography for my “pleasure reading.” He finishes the newspaper crossword puzzle every morning and enjoys a cigar while he takes his dog for a car ride.

			I was a really good kid. To this day, my siblings still call me the “golden child.” Obedience and honesty just make sense to me and served me well throughout childhood. But when you combine a studious aptitude and agreeable nature, you inevitably create a “teacher’s pet.” This became a problem when I reached junior high school. In addition to being a teacher’s pet, I was a late bloomer. So naturally, I was a prime target for bullying.

			Sixth and seventh grades were a grim time. I began attending a new private school. The school was expensive, and I know that Mom and Dad worked mightily to save the money to pay my tuition. Their sacrifice not only cut our family’s lifestyle but was also a sizable financial gamble because the school adamantly declared that all tuition payments were “non-refundable.”

			Being new, I had difficulty breaking into any of the established friend groups and cliques. I was not big or athletic enough to play on any of the school’s sports teams. I drew additional negative social attention by joining a math team and winning the science fair. What can I say? I was a nerd straight out of central casting.

			I did my best to ignore the ire of several of the larger, more developed boys. But anyone who has experienced this situation knows that the only resolution is a good, old-fashioned fistfight. In my case, tensions boiled over as the school year approached the Christmas break during my seventh-grade year. I was on the receiving end of taunts from one of my regular bullies during gym class, and I finally reached my limit for torment. I told him to “meet me after school.”

			The school day passed in a blur. I will never forget the nagging pit in my stomach as I watched the hours tick away. It was one of the only days that I can honestly say I did not pay attention to the teachers lecturing in class—a cardinal nerd sin. Every after-school special that I ever watched depicted the protagonist valiantly vanquishing his foe without throwing a punch. Surely my utter bravery in the face of this guy’s tyranny would end in a similar, made-for-television moment, right?

			The final school bell rang. I collected my books from my locker and walked outside to the courtyard. My oppressor was already waiting with a couple of his friends. I walked up to him, dropped my oversized backpack off my shoulders, and stood about eighteen inches away from his face. This was my moment. I was literally “standing up” to the bully. He looked at me for a second or two. He was probably stunned by my sheer stupidity for inviting him to a physical altercation but seemingly allowing him to make the first move. I literally brought my stare to a fist fight. The bully regained his focus and shoved me in the chest. I tumbled backwards, tripping over my grounded backpack. The bully laughed with his friends.

			This is the part of the story that every public broadcasting after-school special excludes but would do well to include. I recovered my footing, ran at the bully, and punched him in the face. By no means was this a Mike Tyson’s Punch-Out!! knock-out blow to a cartoon opponent. In fact, I think my adversary was more surprised by my actions than actually injured by them. In any event, he responded with his own punches, and soon we were clenched and swinging wildly at each other.

			After a few moments, a teacher performing bus duty witnessed our fisticuffs and broke up the scuffle. Neither one of us was injured, but we both knew a trip to the principal’s office was a fait accompli. As she walked us to the office, the teacher summoned her best “I am so disappointed in you” voice and declared, “That was a mistake, and I know you must feel sorry.”

			“I’m not,” I said. “I did the right thing.”

			What proceeded over the ensuing hours and days is worth a brief review. The principal blamed me for the incident. Regardless of any previous incidents of bullying, I was guilty for initiating the fight. Amazingly, the vice principal came to my defense and cited the prior torment. He inquired, “What did you expect would happen?” Nevertheless, the principal could not be swayed. Mom and Dad tirelessly battled on my behalf and even threatened to picket outside the school during morning student drop-off and afternoon pick-up. In the end, the school refunded their “non-refundable” tuition money, and I enrolled in a public school.

			I have two takeaways from the entire ordeal. First and foremost, I hate bullies. God grants us all our own unique gifts. It is incumbent on us, the recipients, to choose how we use these powers. As Uncle Ben famously told Peter Parker, “With great power comes great responsibility.” Those who choose to use their superior size and strength to torment the weak are the most contemptible breed. Every tin-pot dictator, warlord, serial killer, and domestic abuser on the planet is a bully. As a civilization, we are morally obligated to identify, confront, and destroy these nefarious forces.

			Secondly, my mom and dad are awesome. When the chips were down, they went all-in on my behalf. Mom and Dad challenged their own bully and vanquished him. I am thankful for sacrifices they made to put me on a path that they honestly believed was good for my future. But I am eternally grateful for their wisdom to recognize that a course correction was necessary and their courage to fight injustice.

			A final note about the bully in this story. We crossed paths a few years after the entire incident. To his credit, he apologized for his actions. I know it is an extremely difficult gesture for a young man to admit his wrongdoing. He has my forgiveness and respect. If he reads this book, I wish him all the best.
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