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Prologue

FORGET EVERYTHING YOU’VE BEEN taught to believe about America’s suburbs, land of quarter-acre lots, cul-de-sacs, and two-car garages. They are not, broadly speaking, lily-white, close-knit, or sleepy. Some suburbs in some places might have started out that way, but those of 2024 are now more diverse than the nation overall—and just as bitterly divided.

Maybe you noticed the trend a few years ago when outraged parents started packing into suburban school board meetings, convinced that someone somewhere was trying to teach white kindergarteners that they should be ashamed of their skin color. Or when librarians began pulling picture books from shelves because they were afraid someone might see an illustration of two dads holding hands and call the police. Or when white nationalist extremist groups pivoted from amplifying false claims about a stolen presidential election and started focusing on public school curriculum in places like Downers Grove, Illinois, and New Hanover County, North Carolina.

For me, the first hint that these political winds were blowing into the suburbs came late on the night of July 3, 2020.

I had just finished brushing my teeth.

“Look at this,” my wife said, handing me her phone as I climbed into bed. A friend from down the street had texted a link to a post in our neighborhood Facebook group—a page where, up until this moment, people had typically gone to upload pictures of lost pets or to ask about changes to the trash pickup schedule.

On this summer night, the middle-aged white guy who lived behind us had logged on, instead, to sound an alarm. He wrote that he’d seen what looked to him like members of Antifa—a highly decentralized anti-fascist militant group that had attained a foreboding status in the psyche of many American conservatives—buying ammo at a nearby sporting goods store. It wasn’t clear what about their appearance triggered his suspicion, other than the fact that they were dressed in black, but my neighbor warned in his post that his sighting meant that our little tree-lined subdivision, located more than twenty-five miles from downtown Houston, could be a target for a violent attack.

“What the hell is this?” I said to my wife, as I began scrolling through the comments.

Three years earlier, in 2017, we’d moved to the suburbs for many of the same reasons you hear from other parents. We could afford a little more house out that way, and a little more yard, which is helpful when you’re raising four young kids on one journalism salary. Plus, everyone said the schools were good.

Timberlake Estates, a mostly white but diversifying subdivision, was the kind of place where children rode bikes unsupervised on sleepy streets and met up on weekends to cast fishing lines into a man-made lake at the center of the neighborhood. We liked our new house, but it was a major disaster that made the neighborhood really start to feel like home. Three months after moving in, Hurricane Harvey dumped a year’s worth of rain across the Houston region in the span of a few days, pushing Cypress Creek over its banks and flooding thousands of surrounding homes. In the weeks that followed, as front yards filled with debris piles, we watched neighbors show up to swing sledgehammers and deliver plates of barbecue. The shared trauma and communal recovery made us feel deeply connected to our new community, and to our new neighbors.

But something had begun to change by the time my wife showed me that Facebook post three years later, and not just in our subdivision. The country was in the grips of a nationwide shared trauma, and America’s response had been anything but communal. Rather than bringing neighbors together, the COVID-19 pandemic had been driving them apart, forcing people inside and online, deeper into their own echo chambers and, in some instances, planting seeds of suspicion and resentment—feelings that only grew more intense following George Floyd’s murder under the knee of a white police officer in Minneapolis in May 2020. That spring and summer, people were taking in a constant stream of footage from protests and riots that, depending on which cable news network they preferred, were being framed as either a historic opportunity to address centuries of racial injustice, or a lawless attack on cities by anti-American extremists.

Now it seemed all that anger and angst and uncertainty had found a landing spot on my neighborhood’s Facebook page. In a separate comment on the same post, another neighbor shared her fear that Antifa and other groups might be strategically planning their assault on Timberlake Estates for the night of July Fourth, with the shooting masked under the cover of fireworks.

“We need to be on alert for sure!” she wrote.

In a follow-up post, the neighbor who’d written the initial warning about Antifa offered a tip for what to do if activists showed up and swarmed anyone’s cars: “Once they block you, they are no longer protesters but a threat,” he wrote, and then posted a copy of a Texas statute that he said gives motorists the right to shoot to kill in that situation.

“Yup!” someone else responded. “We are locked and loaded all the time!”

That last comment made my breath catch in my throat. Why were the people of Timberlake Estates preparing for combat?

A few of my neighbors, it seemed, had latched on to a viral conspiracy theory that was rearing its head in suburbs and small towns all over the country in 2020, fueled largely by the man whose presidency had already done so much to expose and exploit Americans’ primal distrust of one another. All summer and through the fall, Donald Trump had been warning supporters that Black Lives Matter activists and Antifa were on a mission to destroy suburbia. And he didn’t mean figuratively.

“Does anybody want to have somebody from Antifa as a member and as a resident of your suburb?” Trump, campaigning for a second presidential term, asked a crowd in Freeland, Michigan, later that September. “I don’t think so too much.” Then he did a bit where he pretended to be a married couple discussing their new neighbors. “‘Say, darling, who moved in next door?’ ‘Oh, it’s a resident of Antifa.’ ‘No, thank you. Let’s get out of here. Let’s get the hell out of here, darling. Let’s leave our suburbs. I wish Trump were president. He wouldn’t have allowed that to happen.’”

Two days later, Trump’s campaign sent a text message warning millions of supporters that members of Antifa would “attack your homes” if Biden was elected.

The fact that some of our neighbors were gearing up to face that imagined threat was almost comical—until we realized they were serious.

My wife, Bethany, the biracial daughter of a Black police officer, had always been burdened by fears that her dad might be killed in the line of duty, or while out on a run in his overwhelmingly white neighborhood in Ohio, where a neighbor had once called the cops on him for jogging past their house. Another time, someone vandalized my father-in-law’s car with the N-word. We’d intentionally chosen to raise our kids somewhere more diverse, and yet, here we were, sharing a fence with someone who was stocking up on ammo in response to disinformation and assumptions he’d made about strangers based on their appearance.

The next day, I sat our kids down and instructed them not to ride their bikes past that neighbor’s house.

A few weeks later, partially in response to the Facebook fearmongering, Bethany decided to plant a Black Lives Matter sign in our front yard, a small gesture that nonetheless felt like a big one. Because of my line of work as a journalist, we’d always refrained from displaying political messages on our car or around our home. Reporters, after all, are trained to appear objective. But that summer the words “Black Lives Matter” had, for a short time at least, seemed close to ubiquitous, accepted across mainstream American culture—a collective acknowledgment and repudiation of systemic racism. The phrase was showing up in anti-racism resolutions approved by nonpartisan school boards and city councils all over the country, and in new corporate mission statements. NBCUniversal, my newsroom’s parent company, tweeted out its support for the cause: “We stand with our Black employees, colleagues, partners, and creators in outrage at acts of racism. Black Lives Matter.” A few days later, Republican senator Mitt Romney tweeted out the three-word slogan along with a photo of himself marching with anti-racism activists.

For those reasons, our family’s black-and-white cardboard yard sign felt like an even-handed, nonpartisan way to take a stand for human rights. But many Americans, especially white conservatives, viewed signs like ours as an attack on law enforcement, or worse, an attack on America. That might explain why, every weekend for two months after my wife put the sign up, someone drove their four-wheeler into our yard and did donuts in it, churning up deep divots in the grass.

I didn’t know it at the time, but similar acts of anti–Black Lives Matter aggression were quietly popping up all over the country. Yard signs were stolen, set on fire, and desecrated with swastikas and slurs. In one case, a white man in a Detroit suburb admitted to shooting at a Black family’s home, slashing their car tires, and writing racist graffiti on their truck because he didn’t like the BLM sign posted in their home’s front window.

As a white man who grew up in a nearly all-white town in a rural stretch of Northeast Ohio, where racism was rarely discussed in any meaningful way—and not at all in school—I wasn’t prepared for the backlash. I never got used to the rush of anger and fear each time we heard the roar of that four-wheeler engine in our yard. It felt so personal and threatening, having someone come onto our property week after week while our kids slept. For Bethany, who’d dealt with subtle and overt acts of racism her entire life, it stirred more familiar and distressing questions about identity, safety, and belonging.

I found her one morning sobbing in our living room, apparently overwhelmed by the sudden realization that she no longer felt welcome in the neighborhood where we’d planned to watch our kids grow up. “I don’t want to live here,” she told me, her voice cracking.

I put my arm over her shoulder and told her I was sorry, and that we would figure something out. But as I sat with her, trying to process the gravity of her words, another thought hit me: She can’t be the only one feeling this way. I realized that what we were seeing and experiencing that summer—intense acrimony among neighbors over race and politics in a diversifying community—probably wasn’t unique to our little suburb. This, I imagined, was likely a defining struggle of American life in 2020. So, while my wife searched Houston real estate listings, I did what I almost always do when confronted with personal trauma: I turned it into a journalism project.

That’s how, in early September 2020, I ended up on the phone with then Texas GOP chairman Allen West, a Black army veteran and former Florida congressman who’d risen to prominence in far-right circles during the Tea Party movement a decade earlier. I called him up because I wanted to know what he thought of Trump’s message about defending the suburbs from Black Lives Matter, and about the impact the president’s claims were having on the lives of regular people.

At first, West fed me what would turn out to be a false statistic about a surge of white women getting permits to carry guns, apparently trying to make the case that white suburban voters shared Trump’s concerns about growing lawlessness. But when I pressed West on whether he thought voters truly believed the president’s claim about Democrats wanting to “abolish the suburbs,” he pivoted, telling me, “Well, I will give you anecdotal evidence.”

West told me about a “very nice, well-to-do, affluent community” between Dallas and Fort Worth that had been “receiving threats from Black Lives Matter.” He said these threats had led to serious problems in the town’s high-achieving suburban school system, and that parents there had decided to fight back, setting an example of grassroots activism that West said should be copied in communities all over Texas.

At the time, I didn’t know what he was talking about. But his words would prove remarkably prescient.

The parent-versus-parent fight just beginning to simmer in that North Texas suburb would intensify and spread in the months and years that followed, becoming a model—or cautionary tale, depending on who you ask—not just in Texas, but for suburban school districts all over the country. In hindsight, we should have seen it coming. America’s public schools, since their very creation, repeatedly have become ground zero for this country’s most divisive battles over politics and civil rights—from the fights over evolution and segregation to those over sex ed and school prayer. After all, it’s in our schools—in social studies curricula and civics lessons and mandatory reading lists—that America is grappling with how to tell its story to new generations, how to teach kids what’s right and wrong, what’s true and what’s false. And this grappling has gotten ugly.

After I got off the phone with West, I scribbled a reminder to myself. Six words on a pink Post-it note that would shape the next four years of my life, leading me to discover that the anger, fear, and animosity splashing onto my neighborhood Facebook page and into my front lawn that summer was nothing compared to the political tsunami that was about to crash into America’s schools.

“What,” I wrote, “is going on in Southlake?”




Part I

Suburban Dreamland




1

Perfect City, U.S.A.

EARLY ONE MORNING IN February 2006, Amy Rolle loaded her three children into her Chevy Suburban and set out from Los Angeles on a cross-country road trip in pursuit of a quintessentially American ideal: a good school for her kids.

She pulled out before sunrise, hoping to escape the city before the morning rush, and headed east on Interstate 10. Five-year-old Raven rode in a booster seat in back, watching movies on a portable DVD player as a blur of desert flashed by the side window. In exchange for pacifying her eighteen-month-old baby brother, Roman, with an unlimited supply of Goldfish crackers and gummy worms, Jasmine, the twelve-year-old, was given control of the car stereo. She sang along to “Unwritten” by Natasha Bedingfield and “Bring Me to Life” by Evanescence as her mother—fueled by coffee, Diet Coke, and a sense of purpose—kept an eye on the directions she’d printed off MapQuest to guide their path from California to Texas.

Rolle and her husband, Reggie, had for several years been raising the children in Studio City, a ritzy neighborhood just over the hill from Hollywood, where they’d both pursued acting careers. In an only-in-L.A. romance, they’d met in 1998 on the set of Power Rangers Lost Galaxy, the seventh season of the wildly popular children’s superhero fantasy series. Reggie, who’s Black, had been cast as the iconic Green Ranger. Amy, who’s white, starred opposite him as the evil alien insect queen, Trakeena. Despite their campy costumes—he wore green spandex; she had huge purple antennae protruding from her forehead—the attraction was instant.

Seven years later, the show was in syndication, Reggie had gone to work managing a chain of upscale clothing stores, and the Rolles—by then a family of five—had traded their pursuit of Hollywood fame for more domestic ambitions. “Every parent wants their children to have more and better opportunities than they had,” Amy recalled. “That’s the dream, isn’t it?”

Increasingly, however, the Rolles’s attempts at achieving that dream in Los Angeles had begun to feel like a high-stakes shell game. They loved their house, a modern stucco a short walk from upscale restaurants, winding hiking trails, and gorgeous views of the San Fernando Valley. But the middle and high schools the Rolle children were zoned to in the Los Angeles Unified School District were far from elite, at least according to standardized test scores and other metrics that tend to measure student demographics and the wealth of their parents as much as they do academic achievement. The Rolles at first considered buying a home in a different L.A. neighborhood, but in most instances switching to a more highly rated middle school for Jasmine meant a worse elementary school for Raven, who would soon be entering kindergarten.

Amy, having grown up in small-town Kentucky, and Reggie, who graduated from a public school outside Minneapolis, were willing to move for something better. After Reggie’s employer agreed to consider transferring him to a location outside California, the Rolles spent months researching the best places in America to raise a family, relying on websites such as GreatSchools.org to guide them. Initially they thought about moving to an affluent suburb in Minnesota, near where Reggie grew up, but Amy worried about how she and the kids would adjust to the long winters.

Then, in late 2005, a friend of Amy’s mentioned a fast-growing suburb in Texas that neither she nor Reggie had heard of before. “And she starts telling me that Southlake is a town near where her mom and dad live, and that it’s got some of the best schools in the whole nation,” Amy said. “The more I looked into it, the more I thought, ‘We need to check this out.’”

A last-minute work obligation prevented Reggie from coming on the initial visit, but having spent weeks planning the road trip, Amy was determined to see it through.

After more than twenty-two hours in the car—and a short stay at a roadside motel in New Mexico—she and the kids arrived after dark in North Texas and spent the night with a friend in a town outside Fort Worth, less than a half hour from Southlake. Rolle was immediately impressed heading into town the next morning, and not only because it was eighty-five-degree tank top weather in mid-February.

She met their realtor at Town Square, a master-planned downtown that developers had carved into the middle of the suburb a half decade earlier, transforming 133 acres of pastureland into a high-end shopping and dining district. Two things Amy noticed first were how meticulously the town had branded itself, and how proud everyone seemed of their local schools. The banners hanging from decorative light posts were bright green to match the colors of the school district’s dragon mascot. Many of the women coming in and out of Williams Sonoma and Pottery Barn were wearing T-shirts of the same color, each emblazoned with phrases like “Expect Excellence” and “Dragon Pride.” Even the S emblems on Southlake street signs were in the shape of curvy little dragons.

After grabbing breakfast at a coffee shop, Amy and the kids got back in the car and cruised down Southlake Boulevard, trailing the realtor as she guided them through neighborhoods with names like Diamond Circle Estates and Lakes of La Paloma, each with a decorative fountain blasting water into the air from the center of a retention pond. Amy couldn’t believe how smooth the roads were or the size of the houses—or that they could afford a four-thousand-square-foot home on a half acre of land for less than the price of a three-bedroom bungalow in L.A.

“I couldn’t get over how clean everything was,” Amy said. “There were sidewalks everywhere, and people out jogging and walking their dogs and kids out riding bikes.”

And then there was Southlake’s crown jewel. The institution that had been attracting upper-middle-class families here for decades: the Carroll Independent School District, where the Dragons football team is a perennial state championship contender and average SAT scores are good enough to get most students into top-tier universities. Amy drove past the campuses of the schools her kids would attend and pictured her little ones with the other children in the bus line.

By the time Reggie called to check in that evening, Amy had already made up her mind. She rattled off everything Southlake had going for it. The acres of green space. Gorgeous houses. Top-rated schools. She remembered joking with him, “What’s the catch? What’s the catch?”

From the start, this town seemed almost too good to be true.

A half century before Amy Rolle’s road trip, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers dug a seven-thousand-acre reservoir in northeast Tarrant County and named it Lake Grapevine, triggering a rush of residential construction on the surrounding farmland. Not everyone welcomed these developments. On September 22, 1956, a few dozen people filtered through the Carroll Hill School, a six-room schoolhouse that served as a central gathering place for residents in the unincorporated area south of Lake Grapevine that would soon become known as Southlake. In those days, residents could on occasion pay twenty-five cents to see white actors put on blackface and perform old-time Negro minstrels at Carroll Hill, with the proceeds going to the school’s Parent-Teacher Association. On that Saturday, however, they’d gathered for a different purpose: to prevent change from coming to their rural, nearly all-white community.

White settlers had begun arriving a century earlier to this slice of North Texas, wooed by generous land grants and by the rolling prairie and thick timber forest that had once been occupied by members of the Comanches, Kiowa, and Wichita tribes. Families came from Missouri and other southern slave states and built log homes and churches. In 1919, local white men voted to raise their property taxes to build a school, and named it after B. E. Carroll, Tarrant County’s superintendent of public instruction—a revered country educator who, according to newspaper clippings, had ties to the Ku Klux Klan. A year later, a freed slave and wealthy rancher named Bob Jones built a school of his own to educate his grandchildren and other Black and mixed-race students who were not welcome at Carroll.

By 1956, word was spreading that the nearby city of Hurst was planning to annex thousands of acres of farmland and forest surrounding Carroll Hill as part of its rapid expansion in northeast Tarrant County. Hurst’s growth coincided with an explosion of new suburban development nationally, spurred in part by Brown v. Board of Education, the U.S. Supreme Court’s landmark 1954 decision striking down America’s tradition of racially segregated schools. Fear of integration had begun fueling an exodus of white residents from cities. Now the people at Carroll Hill had a decision to make. They could let Hurst city officials come in and impose new zoning rules and taxes and watch their land get scooped up by developers and paved over with new subdivisions, or they could establish their own municipality—one where they could make the rules.

The vote was set against a backdrop of tectonic social and political change, in Texas and across America. Elvis Presley had a few weeks earlier made his first appearance on the The Ed Sullivan Show, shattering TV ratings records and outraging parents who saw his hip-gyrating as a sign of the nation’s moral decline. As part of a conservative campaign to expand the influence of Christianity in America, Congress that summer had voted to make “In God We Trust” the nation’s official motto and encouraged schools and other government facilities to display it with pride. Texas lawmakers, meanwhile, had begun debating legislation to pay private school tuition for any white students who otherwise might be forced to attend a racially integrated public school—an explicitly racist forebearer of the contemporary school choice movement. And just thirty miles south of Carroll Hill, in another small Tarrant County community, a federal judge’s order to desegregate the all-white Mansfield High School had led to an ugly and widely publicized showdown.

When three Black teens arrived at Mansfield High on the first day of school that August 30, 1956, they’d been met by a white mob of about three hundred. The demonstrators had strung nooses around the necks of three black effigies—one dummy for each new student—and hung them above the school’s front entry, a visceral warning to any Black student who dared to step inside. A full year before President Dwight D. Eisenhower famously sent federal troops to assist with the integration of a high school in Little Rock, Arkansas, Texas governor Allan Shivers sent Texas Rangers to “keep the peace” at Mansfield—which in this instance meant blocking the three Black students from attending.

One month later, the residents at Carroll Hill decided by a vote of 30–24 to incorporate as the town of Southlake—not as part of a grand vision to establish one of the most desirable suburban communities in Texas, but to prevent a rush of new development. As the town’s first mayor, Gail Eubanks told the Fort Worth Star-Telegram, “We heard about Hurst’s proposed action, and we incorporated for protection.”

For the next half century, that word—“protection”—would define the governing philosophy of Southlake and suburban communities like it across America. Years later, it would be enshrined in the Carroll school district’s official motto: “Protect the Tradition.” The town’s early leaders adopted rules to protect against growing too quickly, including zoning policies requiring any new homes to be built on at least one acre of land, and prohibiting the construction of apartments and other multifamily housing units. But those restrictions couldn’t completely stop the march of progress. Southlake’s location just northwest of the new Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport, which opened in 1974, made the area a prime target for developers, causing land values to skyrocket and creating a tension that would influence town politics for decades.

In the years after the civil rights movement of the 1960s, the conflict between economic growth and the desire to prevent too many people—or, perhaps, the wrong people—from moving to town shaped suburban development across the country. In an era when cities and neighborhoods could no longer explicitly keep residents out based on their race, the debate in places like Southlake was usually framed around a coded set of phrases. Residents who opposed growth said they were determined to protect the town’s “rural atmosphere” from “high-density housing,” which they feared would lead to crime, overcrowded schools, and other “urban” problems.

“We came out here to get away from high-density living, and we don’t appreciate having it pushed down our throats,” a Southlake resident complained to the city council in 1971, when the town was considering a modest zoning exemption to allow a developer to build homes on lots smaller than a half acre. “You’re asking us to give up all these rights we came out here and fought for before there even was a Southlake.”

Opposition to affordable housing became a litmus test for anyone seeking elected office in Southlake, even after the city started attracting major corporate development. IBM’s decision in 1982 to open a new regional office in town helped propel Southlake’s population to more than 4,700 by the middle of that decade—a surge that coincided with rapid residential development in the neighboring towns of Keller, Grapevine, and Colleyville. Among them, Southlake earned a reputation as an ideal bedroom community for oil and gas bosses and senior managers at American Airlines, which had recently moved its corporate headquarters to Fort Worth. As the town and surrounding communities grew, both in size and reputation, so did the Carroll Independent School District. The town’s economic boom ensured the district was flush with resources. But many of the educators brought in to teach the children of wealthy business executives soon discovered a reality that remains true today: It’s hard to find an affordable home in Southlake on a teacher’s salary.

Then again, that may have been by design.

In 1985, after a local business owner complained that the city’s prohibition against apartments and smaller residential lots had the effect of blocking lower- and middle-income families from moving to Southlake, the city’s mayor, Lloyd Latta, acknowledged as much in an interview with the Star-Telegram. “I guess that it seems to be the will of the people,” Latta told the newspaper, “and I don’t find any fault in it.”

A few years later, Southlake’s city attorney warned town leaders that their blanket opposition to multifamily housing left them vulnerable to a potential federal lawsuit under the U.S. Fair Housing Act, which prohibits exclusionary zoning policies. One such lawsuit already had been filed that year against the town of Sunnyvale, another Dallas suburb with similarly restrictive zoning rules, where a councilman once bluntly confided to a developer that he liked the one-acre minimum because it kept “n——rs” from moving to town. Ultimately, members of the Southlake City Council rejected their lawyer’s advice to allow multifamily housing. They were far more concerned, it seemed, about the blowback they would get from voters if they ever let developers build apartments. The outrage would be so severe, one member of the city’s zoning board said, “we might as well just bring our own rope.”

What none of them acknowledged at the time—at least not publicly—was that, in America, income is often a proxy for race, and that by keeping Southlake wealthy, its leaders were, in effect, keeping it white.

While exclusionary zoning policies like those in Southlake had the effect of walling off most Black families from moving to the suburbs, a lesser-known U.S. Supreme Court decision from the mid-1970s, Milliken v. Bradley, ensured that those invisible barriers would block most Black children from crossing them to attend highly desirable suburban schools.

Two decades after Brown v. Board, white flight and racist housing policies had led to a regime of de facto segregation across America. In cities all over the nation, predominantly Black—and chronically underfunded—urban school systems were increasingly surrounded by virtually all-white suburban districts, which reaped the benefits of higher property values.

In 1974, the Supreme Court had an opportunity to upend that system after the NAACP sued the state of Michigan in an attempt to desegregate schools in Detroit. At the time, about two-thirds of the students in Detroit were Black, while dozens of fast-growing suburban districts surrounding the city were almost exclusively white. As a result, the plaintiffs in Milliken v. Bradley argued, the only way to truly integrate the area’s schools would be to require the state to bus Black and white children across city lines—effectively breaking down the barriers to equitable school access created by zoning restrictions, racist neighborhood covenants, and redlining policies that blocked Black families from getting housing loans.

The case had the potential to finally fulfill Brown’s promise of school integration in America. But by the time Milliken v. Bradley reached the Supreme Court, President Richard Nixon—whose strategy to win support among Southern whites included opposition to forced integration—had appointed four conservative justices to the court. One of them, future chief justice William Rehnquist, had written a memo only a few years earlier, while serving as an assistant attorney general in the Nixon administration, urging his boss to push for a constitutional amendment to put an end to court-ordered school desegregation efforts. Rehnquist’s vote proved pivotal in the Detroit case.

In a 5-to-4 decision, the court sided with the suburbs, whose lawyers had argued that they bore no responsibility for desegregating Detroit’s schools. Rehnquist and others in the majority reasoned that local school systems—even those that were nearly all-white and located a short drive from majority-Black schools—could not be forced to participate in a regional desegregation plan unless it could be proven that district lines were drawn with explicitly racist intent. Another justice, Potter Stewart, wrote in his concurring opinion that the rampant and accelerating segregation in greater Detroit was “caused by unknown and perhaps unknowable factors,” and therefore there was no constitutional remedy to address it.

In a scathing dissent read from the bench, Justice Thurgood Marshall, who had been the lead counsel for the NAACP when the Brown case was brought to the court two decades earlier, predicted that his colleagues’ decision in Milliken would cement racial segregation in America: “The very evil that Brown was aimed at will not be cured, but will be perpetuated.” Then, in a line that seemed to foreshadow the conflicts over race sweeping the nation’s suburban schools today, Marshall added, “For unless our children begin to learn together, there is little hope that our people will ever learn to live together and understand each other.”

Just as Marshall had feared, most desegregation efforts collapsed in the ensuing years. After a federal judge ordered Boston to desegregate its schools through a busing program that would affect only students within city lines—affluent suburbs were not involved—thousands of parents in the largely poor white enclaves of Southie and Charlestown protested, waving signs with handwritten messages like “Whites have rights” and “We are not ‘racists,’ ‘pigs,’ ‘animals,’ we are ‘parents.’” The first week of school, buses carrying Black children home from these neighborhoods were pelted with rocks—the beginning of years of violent protests over the integration program. One anti-busing mother warned a reporter that the program was ruining white neighborhoods. “Busing,” she said, “has torn the fabric that linked us.” Similar scenes repeated in major cities all over America. When a busing plan was coming up for a vote in Philadelphia in 1975, hundreds of irate white parents crammed inside a public meeting hall to pressure the city’s board of education to reverse course. After the board killed the plan, one school board member confided to a New York Times reporter, “Desegregation in Philadelphia is not possible.”

In the few metros where integration initially seemed to succeed, progress was undermined by a surge of new private Christian schools that catered exclusively to white students. These segregation academies flourished across the country even after the Supreme Court ruled that they could not exclude students based on race. One Dallas-area school, Trinity Christian Academy, found a way to put up less explicit obstacles to keep Black children out. “We have had some Blacks apply from the area,” Trinity’s headmaster David Coterill told the Associated Press in 1972, “but the pathetic situation is that they cannot make the preliminary testing.” The school’s tuition was another barrier for Black children, and Trinity, Coterill said, did not offer scholarships.

In wealthy suburban communities like Southlake, meanwhile, public schools thrived. By the mid-1980s, the fast-growing Carroll Independent School District was drawing regional praise for its students’ exceptional test scores. The Fort Worth Star-Telegram began running annual articles comparing the above-average SAT results at Carroll and other suburban school districts in the region with the lower scores in urban districts such as Fort Worth and Arlington that served large numbers of Black students, helping create and perpetuate the perception that suburban schools were simply better run.

In a 1983 newspaper interview, Carroll’s longtime superintendent Jack Johnson seemed to acknowledge that the district’s SAT scores were in large part a measure of Southlake’s demographics. “In districts where you find parents well educated, the expectations are greater,” Johnson said. “This community is probably quite a bit above the average as far as number of years of education per parent.” Having accomplished and well-off parents wasn’t the only thing that differentiated Southlake students from those at nearby urban districts; flipping through Carroll’s high school yearbook from that year revealed page after page of virtually all-white faces—a reality that no doubt helped shape the district’s culture. In one photo, two female members of the school’s 4-H Club appeared to be performing a skit for their classmates while dressed in blackface—a tradition steeped in centuries of racism.

Three decades after Brown, America’s schools had effectively resegregated, perhaps not explicitly based on race, but according to wealth, geography, and social status.

Around that same time, a new niche field of study was emerging among a group of Black legal scholars at Harvard University that was intended to help people understand the way race-neutral policies like those upheld in Milliken had the effect of perpetuating racism. This new academic framework would challenge the notion that systemic racism had ended with the passage of the Civil Rights Act. It would encourage legal scholars, activists, and historians to connect modern racial disparities—in housing, in wealth, in education—with the explicit racism of America’s past. By the late 1980s, these scholars had come up with a name to describe their work: critical race theory.

But more than three decades would pass before most Americans became aware of that phrase.

White parents weren’t the only ones reading headlines about superior test scores in Southlake and other suburbs and concluding that those places held the ticket to giving their children the best possible education. Beginning in the 1990s, a growing number of middle- and upper-class Black families had begun to leave cities in pursuit of better-performing schools—a new, smaller Great Migration that would, slowly, over the course of decades, help change the demographic face of suburbia. By 2020, nearly half of all residents residing in America’s suburbs were non-white, although in many suburban communities—especially exclusive, strictly zoned enclaves like Southlake—change came more slowly.

After Frank Cornish signed a free agent contract with the Dallas Cowboys in 1992, he and his fiancée, Robin, went in search of a place to put down roots. Both Black natives of Chicago, they’d met a few years earlier while attending college in Los Angeles, where Frank had been a star on campus as a towering All-American offensive lineman for the UCLA Bruins. Now, in their mid-twenties, they were ready to get married and start a family. Several of Frank’s teammates were living in Coppell and Plano and other affluent north Dallas suburbs, but their realtor said she wanted to show them an up-and-coming community a little farther out.

Frank fell in love with Southlake the moment they pulled into town.

By then, the city and its schools had started to attract statewide media attention, thanks mostly to the upstart Dragons high school football program, which under the direction of legendary coach Bob Ledbetter was in the middle of a state-record-setting seventy-two-game winning streak. Recently dubbed “the city of the 90s” by a Dallas developer, the town of about seven thousand was on the cusp of explosive growth that would see its population triple by the end of the decade. The city’s decision to run water and sewer lines through the southern half of town had unleashed a boom of new home construction. Yet the place still had a rural feel, with new luxury subdivisions popping up alongside acres of horse pasture.

Frank, who’d spent many summers at his grandfather’s farm in rural Louisiana, told Robin on that first visit, “We’re moving to Southlake.” Robin was having a different reaction as they rumbled down a two-lane dirt road leading into a neighborhood that was still partially under construction: “I was like, ‘If you’re happy, I’m happy,’” she recalled telling him. “I’m a city girl, I’m from Chicago. But this is my husband and what he wanted, so I wanted to compromise.”

In time, Southlake worked its magic on her, too. The people were friendly, she said, and after she and Frank brought home Frankie Jr. from the hospital in 1994—the first of their five babies—Robin struggled to imagine a better place to raise a family.

Back then, it didn’t bother her that they were one of only a few dozen Black families in Southlake, making up less than 1 percent of the population. They’d made good friends, and it didn’t hurt that Frank was revered in the community, having won a pair of Super Bowl rings with the Cowboys before injuries forced him to retire from the NFL in 1995. Robin was too busy shuttling kids to playdates and library visits to notice that, even then, racial tension was simmering in their newly adopted hometown.

Those issues, usually discussed privately among a small group of Black parents, exploded into public view on a warm Saturday afternoon in October 1996, when nearly ten thousand fans jammed into a Tarrant County stadium for the first-ever meeting of two powerhouse football programs. In the end, the Grapevine Mustangs were led by a pair of standout Black players to defeat the all-white Southlake Carroll Dragons, 28–14. But all anyone was talking about afterward was the homemade sign that a white Carroll sophomore had been waving from the sidelines.

In large print, he’d written five letters: T.A.N.H.O.—short for “tear a n——r’s head off.” In another incident before the game, school officials had discovered the same acronym scrawled in shoe polish on three cars in the Carroll High parking lot. Years later, Grapevine’s star wide receiver, Jack Brewer, who is Black and went on to play in the NFL, said white Carroll students had also dangled a dummy from the stands wearing his jersey number and a noose around its neck.

Carroll’s superintendent at the time downplayed the issue after it made headlines in Dallas and Fort Worth, telling reporters that the incidents were isolated and did not reflect the attitudes of all Carroll High School students. But once Black parents learned that the student who’d made the sign was given what they viewed as a lenient punishment— a few thirty-minute detentions and two weeks without extracurricular activities—they were outraged.

Judy Gilmore, a white Carroll school board member, told a reporter that the incident should be a wake-up call for the city. “We have to start dealing with the diversity in our community,” Gilmore said. “We’re located between two airports and we’re attracting a more diverse population. We’re not isolated anymore, and people need to understand that.”

On a Monday night three weeks later, on the eve of President Bill Clinton’s reelection, parents of Black and Latino Carroll students lined up to speak at a special school board meeting. One by one, they shared accounts of racist insults they said their children had endured while attending school in a district where, at the time, about nineteen out of every twenty students were white. “There’s no mechanism in the school district for these kids to get some relief from acts of prejudice,” one Black parent told the board. “There are a whole lot of things going on that aren’t as noticeable as a sign at a football game.”

Afterward, the Carroll school board directed an existing volunteer committee called Bridging Differences—formed after a Southlake mother complained in 1994 that her child was coming home from school in tears over being called racial slurs—to come up with ways to promote cultural awareness. The district brought in guest speakers to talk to students and teachers about diversity, empathy, and kindness. District leaders pledged to hire a Black teacher for the first time in Carroll’s history—though it would take a few years before they finally delivered on that promise.

In an era when color blindness was being promoted as the preferred answer to racism in America, the 1996 episode may have felt like a turning point to some in Southlake. But in fact, in the decades-long tale of the town’s transformation from a remote farming community into an elite world-class suburb, the letters T.A.N.H.O. barely register as a footnote.

The following school year, in the spring of 1998, when an area magazine ranked Carroll High School as one of the five best in the Dallas–Fort Worth region, the principal credited the town’s traditional values for its success, calling his school—seemingly without a hint of self-awareness—“a throwback to the 1950s.” Because at Southlake Carroll, he said, “doing the right thing is the popular thing to do.” The principal’s rosy description of an era when anti-Black racism was enshrined in Texas law went unchallenged in the magazine.

As for the district’s pledge to make the school climate more welcoming, a collective amnesia seemed to set in afterward. The school board’s volunteer Bridging Differences committee completed its work—quietly, out of the public spotlight—and the town seemed to move on.

By the time Amy and Reggie Rolle moved their kids across the country for better schools, Southlake’s reputation in North Texas as a sort of high-end suburban utopia had been cemented, and nothing made this clearer than the release of the September 2007 issue of D Magazine, which featured an article about the city’s “otherworldly success.”

The cover of the Dallas-based glossy magazine showed three white Carroll High School students with their arms crossed, chins up, smirking at the camera. One was Carroll’s student body president; another, the head cheerleader. Between them, wearing a green letterman’s jacket with his collar popped, was the star quarterback. Below the students, in bold yellow font, the headline screamed, “WHY YOU SHOULD HATE SOUTHLAKE.”

The subheading provided the in-your-face explanation: “Because the Kids Are Smarter, Stronger and Better Looking Than Yours.” If the cover was meant to be provocative, the article itself—titled “Welcome to Perfect City, U.S.A.”—didn’t show significantly more restraint.

“They’re good at everything in Southlake,” the magazine declared, noting that, in addition to football, Carroll had won state championships in cross-country, swimming, baseball, soccer, theater, accounting, and robotics. “If you’ve never been, there’s something a little Pleasantville about it. The streets are cleaner than your streets, the downtown more vibrant, the students more courteous, their parents more prosperous. Everyone is beautiful in Southlake. Everyone smiles in Southlake. Everyone is a Dragon in Southlake.”

The magazine article caused an uproar, with some longtime residents misinterpreting the tongue-in-cheek cover headline as an attack on their city. But others embraced it. “I’ve lived here twenty-five years,” then mayor Andy Wambsganss told a reporter afterward. “The article is right on the money.” More than anything, the story seemed to make official what had been true for some time: Southlake had become the “It” suburb of the Dallas–Fort Worth metroplex, a designation that tends to inspire strong feelings among outsiders.

It didn’t take long for the Rolle family to get swept up in Dragon pride. They’d never lived someplace with such a strong collective identity—virtually all of it tied to schools and sports. “At Carroll,” Amy said, “you start out as a Dragon in kindergarten, and you graduate as a Dragon from the senior high.” It felt almost like a family, and they loved it.

Soon, the Rolle kids had amassed drawers full of green T-shirts to wear on Carroll spirit days each Friday. “That’s the mom uniform in Southlake,” Amy said. “A tennis skirt, and a shirt with a Southlake Dragons something on it.” Amy and Reggie even got in on the fun, though they stopped short of buying one of the shirts with Southlake’s 76092 zip code spelled out in shimmering rhinestones.

Initially, the town—its people, its schools, its culture, all of it—met or exceeded the Rolle family’s every expectation. Six-year-old Raven had just one complaint: She wished people at school would stop calling her Iris. In the span of a few days, the school nurse, a teacher, and a few classmates had all mistakenly called her by that name, and she could not figure out why. Raven finally solved the mystery a few weeks later at recess when a group of girls dragged her by the arm to meet the only other Black girl at Rockenbaugh Elementary. Her name was Iris—Iris Maryland, the daughter of Russell Maryland, a former number-one NFL draft pick and star defensive lineman for the Cowboys, whose family had followed Frank Cornish to town years earlier. It turns out, Iris said, people had been calling her Raven—a trend of mistaken identities that would follow the girls all the way through high school, even though they don’t look very much alike.

There would be other annoyances in those early years. The white classmates who constantly touched Raven’s hair and commented on its texture. The two girls on the playground who said they couldn’t play with her because her skin was brown. The initially bewildering question that Carroll kids constantly asked her at school: What number does your daddy wear? In a town where the median household income now surpasses $250,000, and where the typical home goes for more than $1 million, the attitude, according to Amy, was, “Oh, you’re Black, so your dad must be a Dallas Cowboy, or on one of the professional teams.”

There was one other thing. Amy and Reggie’s move to Southlake had coincided with the emergence of Barack Obama as a national political figure. And while his presidential run was seen as an inspiration to most Black Americans—with his eventual election ushering in what some (usually white) commenters declared America’s “post-racial era”—many of the Rolles’ white neighbors seemed to view Obama’s rise in a harsher light.

The Rolles knew before moving that Southlake was mostly Republican—certainly more conservative than their neighborhood in L.A.—but to Amy, the intensity of some people’s opposition to the nation’s first Black president seemed to go beyond the typical left-right political divide. In one incident that made headlines in Dallas, a Black Southlake resident reported to police that someone had come into his yard overnight and set his Obama campaign sign on fire. Later, when the newly elected president Obama gave a video address to the nation’s schoolchildren focused on the importance of education, Carroll school leaders declined to play his remarks, bowing to pressure from parents who’d accused the president of trying to indoctrinate children.

Amy and Reggie tried not to read too much into any of this. Overall, they felt great about their decision to raise their children in Southlake. These types of things could happen anywhere, they reasoned, and when you added it all up, they seemed like a small price to pay to get their kids a top-notch education.

Back then, Raven loved Southlake, too.
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You’ve Got to Change

CHRISTINA CATLIN COULD NOT stop smiling as she stepped inside her classroom and flipped on the lights on the first day of school in August 2018. She was thrilled to be starting a new school year, a major change in her outlook from a few months earlier.

A couple days shy of her twenty-fifth birthday and entering her fourth year as a teacher, Catlin had been feeling burned out after three years at a charter school in southwest Dallas County, where—in a reflection of America’s failed desegregation efforts—an overwhelming majority of her third-grade students were Black or Hispanic and came from poor homes.

Catlin, who’s white, had gotten into education because she saw it as a calling, a way of living out her Christian faith by loving, nurturing, and educating children. That’s why she’d signed up after college with the nonprofit Teach for America—a program that places educators at under-resourced schools—and went to work at Uplift Hampton Preparatory, a free public charter. Each morning before work, she would remind herself of the Bible verse she’d written on her college graduation cap, 1 Corinthians 15:58: “Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain.”

But at Uplift, Catlin felt like most of her labor was spent putting out fires rather than making a lasting difference in the lives of children. She was writing her own curriculum and coming up with daily strategies for redirecting kids who were lashing out at school because of trauma at home. She tutored students for free after hours because too many weren’t getting the services they needed to learn during the day.

The challenges seemed too big, and the resources too few.

Catlin had felt guilty that spring when she took the interview at Johnson Elementary in Southlake—as if she was turning her back on vulnerable kids. Later, after she officially accepted the job in the Carroll district school, Catlin said one of her Black charter school colleagues called her a traitor. “She said, ‘You want to go work with all these white kids when you could actually make a difference here.’” Reflecting on those words, Catlin said, “I’ll never forget her saying that.”

It hadn’t taken long for her feelings of contrition to fade. At the orientation for new teachers that summer, administrators handed out green T-shirts that read, “There’s No Place Like Carroll,” and soon Catlin began to believe it. Her new gig, teaching fourth grade, came with a $10,000 pay increase and plenty of other perks, including a guarantee that she would have no more than twenty-two students in her class and access to the best and newest classroom technology. She would be teaching the children of highly engaged parents who were eager to help in class—generous, it would seem, both in terms of time and money. (Catlin would be stunned that first year by the lavishness of the gifts teachers received at Carroll; before winter break, a child walked up to her desk holding a “money tree”—a plastic desk plant with $200 worth of twenty-dollar bills clipped to it.)

As her new students filtered into class on the first day, Ms. Catlin greeted each with a smile before showing them to their desks. After the morning announcements featuring a video message from the principal and an interactive workout routine to help the children wake up, Catlin loaded up an introductory slideshow. She clicked through photos of herself growing up in Sarasota, Florida, graduating from a private Christian college near Tampa, and teaching African children in a one-room, dirt-floor schoolhouse in Uganda during a summer abroad—using the last slide as an opportunity to highlight the privilege of growing up in America and going to school someplace like Carroll.

As Catlin scanned her new classroom, she was struck by the diversity of the faces staring back at her. This wasn’t just a bunch of white kids, as her former colleague had suggested. Driven largely by an influx of affluent South Asian professionals, Southlake and Carroll had grown more racially and ethnically diverse in the twelve years since the Rolle family moved to town, with non-white children now making up about 33 percent of the district’s student population. Although only one of her students was Black—still just 2 percent of the overall population in Southlake was Black—Catlin was comforted
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