
		
			[image: Cover for The Quiet Damage, Author Jesselyn Cook.]
		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, The Quiet Damage, Subtitle, QAnon and the Destruction of the American Family, Author, Jesselyn Cook, Imprint, Crown]
			

		

	
		
			Crown

			An imprint of the Crown Publishing Group

			A division of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway

			New York, NY 10019

			crownpublishing.com

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			Copyright © 2024 by Jesselyn Cook

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Crown and the Crown colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			State illustrations © Denys Holovatiuk_stock.adobe.com

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Cook, Jesselyn, 1993– author.

			Title: The quiet damage : QAnon and the destruction of the American family / by Jesselyn Cook.

			Description: First edition. | New York : Crown, [2024] | Includes bibliographical references.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2023047191 (print) | LCCN 2023047192 (ebook) | ISBN 9780593443255 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780593443262 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: QAnon conspiracy theory—United States. | Internet—Social aspects—United States. | Internet—United States—Psychological aspects. | Internet—Political aspects—United States. | Radicalization—Technological innovations—United States.

			Classification: LCC HM851 .C67453 2024 (print) | LCC HM851 (ebook) | DDC 303.48/33—dc23/eng/20231027

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2023047191

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2023047192

			ISBN 9780593443279

			Ebook ISBN 9780593443262

			Originally published in hardcover in the United States by Crown, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, in 2024.

			Cover design by Anna Kochman

			Cover photographs by ediebloom/Getty Images (frames); Jena Ardell/Getty Images (center photograph)

			Author photograph by Kyle M. Gager

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			ep_prh_7.1a_152634190_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			Dedication

			Author’s Note

			Prologue: Shed My DNA

			Part I: Breaking Point

			1. The Plan to Save the World

			2. We the Plebes

			3. A Notebook Romance

			4. The Perfect Storm

			5. White World

			6. Digital Soldiers

			Part II: Conspiracy Crutch

			7. Hooked

			8. Shadow Play

			9. Bob & Chat

			10. Mom Told Me

			11. Trust the Plan

			Part III: Escape

			12. Two Steps Forward

			13. Dead to Me

			14. Ever After

			15. Like Moons and Like Suns

			16. One Step Back

			17. The Upswing

			Epilogue: Dear Adam

			Afterword

			Notes

			Acknowledgments

			About the Author

		

	_152634190_

	
		
			For my mother

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			The Quiet Damage is a work of nonfiction; the narratives it contains are based to a large extent on hundreds of hours of interviews conducted over the phone, in person, and via Zoom with the characters as well as with their relatives, friends, colleagues, and other pertinent individuals. While working to verify their accounts, I also reviewed text messages, emails, phone records, Facebook chat logs, academic and employment documents, medical files, personal essays, letters, and journal entries, along with public records and open-source information, including housing records, live and archived social media posts, police reports, and court documents.

			Some details, such as elements of a character’s childhood memory, could not be concretely corroborated; when possible, I consulted with people who were privy to the information in question to confirm its accuracy. Nonetheless, in writing this book, I relied in part on characters’ recollections and interpretations of events that shaped their lives. Their stories are their stories—bravely shared here with you at personal risk.

			To protect their privacy, they are all identified by pseudonyms. (This excludes public figures and experts quoted in their professional capacities.) Certain familial details and personal identifying characteristics, like a character’s physical attributes, for one example, have also been changed for this reason.

			To help me narratively reconstruct scenes I did not witness—in as much detail as possible—characters shared images and other supporting materials with me, such as videos of a specific booth at a restaurant where an important conversation had previously occurred, or they brought me to places in person to observe for myself. They also answered many, many questions about details major and minute—down to the texture of a couch cushion or the precise length of a phone call. I am immensely, endlessly grateful to each of them.

		

	
		
			Prologue: Shed My DNA
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			—Emily—

			Adam used to view his life in two parts: life before losing his dad, and life after.

			It happened a month shy of his ninth birthday and a month after Super Bowl XXXIV, when the Tennessee Titans faced off against the St. Louis Rams. Despite his protests, Adam had stayed home to watch on TV while his dad drove out to be there in person. The next morning was a school day, after all. It was the only Titans game they’d been apart all season—and a nail-biter to the very end: With six seconds left on the clock, the Titans tried for a score-tying touchdown. They fell one yard short. It was the team’s first Super Bowl appearance in franchise history, and the last game Adam’s dad would ever see. Just after dark in their quiet Tennessee town on March 1, 2000, he slipped into the barn outside their family home, pointed a .357 Magnum revolver at his chest, and turned Adam’s world upside down.

			The first part of Adam’s life was damn near perfect. He was the baby of the family, a skinny, bright-eyed, and incessantly curious kid whose only worries were finishing his homework and quarreling with his twin sisters. They lived on a sprawling country estate with a long gravel driveway snaking back from the road to their own sequestered oasis. It was a grand yet charming property—the kind of upscale Tudor-style home with a butter-yellow and red-brick exterior covered in flowering vines that one might expect to find in a luxury cottage magazine. To a fourth-grade boy, it was also a giant playground: There was a cornfield, a pond with white water lilies that was large enough to swim and fish in, a dense forest, an apple orchard, a basketball court, the barn, and, inside, a big TV room with a pinball machine where Adam and his dad, Dan, watched sports together.

			The two would hide out in there for hours, leaping from the couch to high-five at each touchdown or home run. Game Day was Adam’s favorite day. It didn’t matter who or what was playing. Any time he got to spend alone with his dad was special. Dan was an important man; Adam understood this from a young age. He was known to most as Dr. Porter, the oncologist, but to Adam, he was a hero.

			Dan was an unfailingly endearing man with disarming blue eyes, deep-set dimples that perked up when he laughed, and a mop of salt-and-pepper hair that he’d comb behind his ears on workdays. He was the tallest guy in every room. He was also immensely successful and indulged in his wealth, smoking the finest Cuban cigars, driving high-end luxury cars, and attending the kind of prestigious, exclusive sporting events that most people only dream of: the World Series, the Masters, the Olympics, the Super Bowl. Wickedly smart and deadly funny, he could turn his children’s grumpiest days into giggle-fests with silly pranks and goofy voices. He liked to take his son out for rides in the passenger seat of his convertible, shuttling him to soccer games or tae kwon do lessons with the top down. With the wind in his hair and his daddy by his side, Adam felt invincible.

			He was his father’s son and his mother’s baby. Emily Porter loved each of her children endlessly; she told them so daily and showered them with hugs and kisses, even in public as they’d try to wriggle free from her embrace. At the same time, she was the disciplinarian of the household, quick to scold but also quick to forgive—especially Adam. As her youngest, he could do no real wrong in her eyes.

			When she wasn’t caring for her kids, Emily was out in the barn. It was her private bliss. She had grown up on a small cattle ranch and now ran her own one-woman farm with a couple cows and goats, a few hens, a rooster, two rescued pigs, and an alpaca. It was purely a labor of love, producing only enough eggs and milk for their family breakfast table. But to watch her work was to witness an artist at her craft. She had a way of making the most grueling tasks look effortless, with a sleek golden blond braid down her back and such a petite frame it was remarkable to see her hauling around bales of straw and slop buckets on her own.

			Emily didn’t have many friends. She had always seemed to have found it easier to connect with animals, and she preferred solo hobbies. The few people who truly knew her knew that she would do anything for them—and that she expected the same in return. They knew that behind the cool, reserved exterior the rest of the world saw was an intensely caring, vulnerable woman who was in fact prone to oversharing, overreacting, and overextending herself for those she loved.

			Emily was working as an interior designer in the early ’80s when she met a dashing medical intern named Dan who laughed like a sailor and dressed like a Kennedy. It was a whirlwind romance. Within a year, she had left everything behind to follow him around the country for his residency and fellowship, marrying him along the way. They eventually settled down outside of Nashville, trading a fast-paced life for one of opulent small-town charm with bucolic pastures nestled amid forests of white oaks, sweetgums, and pines. As ruralites, Dan could commute into the city and Emily could be a stay-at-home mom with lots of land and fresh air. It was a happy marriage in its early years. Only toward the end did eight-year-old Adam notice that something might be wrong.

			Things were different in the days following the Super Bowl. His parents barely spoke to each other. When they did, his mom would yell and cry. His dad even started sleeping away from the house; Adam didn’t know where. On February 29, Dan picked Adam up and took him out for lunch, just the two of them. They talked. They laughed. They had wings. Everything felt normal again, like it would all be okay.

			After arriving back at the house, Dan handed his son a card. It was white with two cartoon bears on the front and a thick red border filled with little candy-cane striped hearts. Inside was a short message scrawled in black ink.

			I love you very much—I miss you—

			Love Daddy

			It was the last time Adam ever saw him.

			The next day was a blur, one that each sibling would remember slightly differently. Adam recalls sitting at the top of the stairs with his sisters, listening in silent distress to the muffled sounds of their parents shouting in a room below, out of sight. Things went quiet for a while, until, suddenly, a lineup of patrol cars blasted down the driveway. Emily appeared and rushed the children out onto the front porch, where they sat alone on the swing in flashes of red and blue until an officer put them into the back of his car and drove away without explaining anything. As small as he was, Adam felt cramped. He tucked his knees into his chest and tried to calm himself down. The mother of one of his soccer teammates was waiting for them at the end of the driveway. She took them to the mall, bought them ice cream cones, and told them everything would be all right.

			Adam, Leah, and Jessica returned home the following afternoon to find their mother, red-faced and puffy-eyed, sitting next to their paternal grandparents. Adam was surprised to see them; visits were usually up at their house on Easter or Thanksgiving. Only then did he notice something that would define the second part of his life: the absence of his father.
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			As a newly single mother to three heartbroken children, Emily had no time to mourn. She immediately enrolled them in bereavement classes to work through their grief—never seeking any professional support herself—and did her best to restore a semblance of normalcy to their lives by going through the motions of old routines. The kids still had sports games, piano lessons, and chores; Emily still had the farm.

			While the twins had pieced together much of what had happened, she tried to shield her young son from the details. Adam didn’t need to know the secrets that had driven his father to suicide, or the lengths he’d gone to trying to hide them from his family. For now, he could remember his dad as the man he’d always known him to be, untarnished by issues too complex for a child to fully understand.

			Mornings were the hardest. Adam was trapped in his own personal Groundhog Day hell. He would wake up hoping, desperately, that it had all been a nightmare, only to relive over, and over, and over again the anguish of realizing that his daddy wasn’t coming back. Dan’s death touched every part of his existence. It was a gnawing pain that was with him always, spiraling him through a cycle of misery, confusion, and anger. Nowhere felt safe anymore. At home, the agony was palpable, like a biting chill in the air upon walking through the door, harshened at night by the stifled cries coming from his mother’s bedroom. At school, his beloved father had become a point of ridicule, his suicide reduced to ammo in locker rooms and hallways. Adam had never felt so alone. Emily started getting calls from the school about him misbehaving, and she would catch him stealing money from her more than once.

			Finances were of new concern for the family. It had been nearly two decades since Emily had last worked, but she knew she could no longer afford to be a stay-at-home parent indefinitely. Before having children, she had contemplated pivoting into a career in law. Becoming a lawyer seemed like a way she could find justice for the powerless, she told her kids. It was a chance to start over. So for the next three years, after bringing them home from school, she made her way into the city for her own classes, where she took an interest in guardian ad litem work and the field of crimes against children.

			Adam tagged along on some evenings, sitting quietly by his mother’s side at the back of the lecture room. It was exhilarating to walk across the vibrant, bustling campus, especially for a boy growing up in the country. But most of all, Adam loved to watch Emily raise her hand and answer her professors’ questions. He had never realized how smart she was. She had always just been Mom. But here she was, brilliant and fearless, dazzling her law instructors right in front of him. Each time she spoke, Adam glanced around the room to see if her peers were as impressed as he was. He hoped they all knew that she was his mom. Even though he didn’t understand what torts or civil procedures were, Adam knew that she was going to be a lawyer, that she was doing this for her children, and that she was going to make the world a better place. Slowly, things were beginning to feel a little less heavy.

			By the time Adam started high school, Leah and Jessica had gone off to college. It was just him and Emily alone in the house. She had finished law school with top honors and was working at a large firm while preparing to launch a solo practice. Adam was overjoyed to have her all to himself. While other boys his age were playing video games or trying to impress girls and generally loathed spending time with their parents, he was basking in his mother’s attention. Once a month, the two of them would go out for extravagant dinners at fancy restaurants with tasting menus, giddy with the excitement of not knowing what crazy or exotic dish would be served next. It was a ritual they’d call their “little food journeys.” At home they’d watch Jeopardy! and Lost, never caring much for the news or politics, though Emily’s disdain for Republicans was hardly a secret. Even living in the Bible Belt, she had raised her children to be socially progressive, instilling in them the values that she and Dan had shared.

			As college loomed, Adam became something of a farmhand, despite hating manual labor and longing to live in a big city. Helping out around the barn gave him more time to bond with his mom before he left. So they’d scoop manure and urine-soaked shavings together with pitchforks, the pungent ammonia masking the stench of the feces. Then Emily would plant flowers while Adam spread pine straw around the property until his hands blistered and bled and calloused over. Over time, they were growing close enough to tell each other anything. When Adam finally learned the full story of what had happened to his dad, it broke his heart all over again—this time, for his mom.

			Super Bowl XXXIV had marked the beginning of the end of Dan’s life. Already drowning in debt from a gambling problem, he had wagered a pile of money he didn’t have on a Titans victory. Days later, Emily would catch him on the phone with another woman. His world was falling apart all around him and he was powerless to stop it. So on that tragic March evening, he grabbed a gun from his desk, vanished into the barn, and ended it all.

			Secretly, Adam feared he might one day meet the same fate. He was like his father in ways good and dark. Both smart as whips, they shared an uncanny ability to ace their exams after barely studying, befuddling their teachers. They also had the same addictive personality. Dan, Adam learned, had made it through med school while doing hard drugs, keeping his habit under control without falling too far behind to catch up.

			Adam fell into drugs and gambling too. In high school, he got into trouble for smoking pot and stealing scratch-off lottery tickets. By college, he was deep into sports betting. Getting stoned and immersing himself in a college basketball game with money on the line was a way to hit the pause button: For a few wonderfully numb hours at a time, the gnawing pain went away. It got bad, sometimes—even scary—to the point where he’d have to borrow money he knew he couldn’t repay just to climb out from under his debt. Other times, when life was going particularly well, he’d go several weeks or longer without the impulse to place a wager. But he could never truly quit. Just like his dad in med school, he still managed to keep himself in check, graduating with distinction from his undergraduate program while hiding his private torment from the world.

			Adam’s single greatest inspiration was his mom. Following in her footsteps, he applied to law school. His admission essay was about her.

			“For the first time since my father’s suicide, I opened up and allowed myself to truly bond with my mother,” he wrote of his nights spent sitting in on her lectures. “And though, as an elementary school student, I rarely ever understood the material being taught in her classes, I harbored no doubt in my dream to attend law school, just like my newfound hero.”

			Emily was the first person he called when he was accepted. She was so happy she cried. It was, for Adam, the best feeling in the world.

			

			—

			By the time Adam was thirty, he was living in San Francisco. He stood a slouching six-foot-three with flecks of gray in his dark blond hair, Dan’s dimples, and kind blue eyes that looked at once tired but focused. And he was, professionally, extremely successful. As an attorney at a major international law firm, he earned a salary well into the six-figure range. He was right where he’d wanted to be: working as a lawyer, just like his mom.

			But he hadn’t spoken to her in months. The last words they’d exchanged were in a pair of jaw-dropping emails Emily had sent just before Christmas of 2020, seven weeks after Adam had voted to elect Joe Biden as president of the United States.

			Over forty-four seething lines, she broke her son’s heart and spit in his face.

			“PAIN IS COMING FOR YOU,” she promised, “AND YOUR BELOVED CHINA JOE, FRAUD OBAMA AND HIS MAN WIFE MICHAEL.”

			She called Adam a “monster,” a “huge disappointment,” and an “utter embarrassment.” He was no child of hers, she declared, just a “spoiled evil brat” who deserved to suffer for his choices. She claimed that he wouldn’t survive the bombshells that would soon shatter his faux reality—that he’d end up like Dan.

			“Shed my DNA,” Emily wrote, twisting the dagger. “I am DONE WITH YOU.”

			

			—

			Adam used to view his life in two parts: life before losing his dad, and life after. Until one day, he found himself navigating a third part that felt, in a way, painfully familiar yet uniquely traumatizing: life after losing his mom.

			It wasn’t a bullet that had taken her away, but an intangible poison infecting many millions of minds—one that was bottled and sold by conspiracy theory–mongers operating from down in the online fever swamps up to the chambers of Congress, then passed around by the poisoned, like wine.

			Adam wasn’t ready to say goodbye. Not again. This time, he was going to save his parent. He was going to find the antidote.
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			On February 11, 2021, my inbox erupted with a cascade of emails from strangers across the country sharing chilling, hauntingly similar stories. Hundreds of them.

			There was a navy veteran in California who was thinking of leaving his wife, unable to endure one more rant about Tom Hanks torturing children for pleasure. A college senior in Washington, D.C., who’d spent the pandemic hiding in her bedroom from her conspiracy theory–obsessed mother. A Rhode Island man whose brother, consumed by online doomsday projections, had started stockpiling assault weapons to prepare for a civil war. An elderly woman in Arizona whose daughter was restricting her from seeing her beloved grandson as decades-belated revenge for having her vaccinated as a child. A new divorcée in Utah whose husband of thirty years had disappeared into a vortex of YouTube videos about baby-eating Democrats and had never returned. And there was Adam, still reeling from his mother’s words.

			They were all reaching out in response to an article I’d written about families splintered by QAnon—and they all had the same question.

			What happened to the person I love?

			The havoc that QAnon and similar conspiracy theories have wrought on American democracy and public health is well documented. Less acknowledged is the crippling devastation that they unleash inside the home, behind closed doors and out of public view. Dinner tables become battlegrounds, holiday visits become dreaded obligations, loved ones become strangers, and cherished relationships become painful memories.

			Under QAnon’s expansive umbrella are two camps of people; combined, they double the population of Texas. In the first are the true believers, who think Donald Trump and a mysterious government insider known as “Q” are (perpetually) in the final stages of a treacherous, unseen battle to liberate humanity from “the Deep State,” a satanic cabal of globalist elites who rule the world from the shadows while buying and selling children to rape, mutilate, and eat. (One such believer was elected—and twice reelected—as House representative of Georgia’s Fourteenth Congressional District; several have proven violent, even murderous.) And in the second, much larger camp, which emerged over the pandemic as QAnon ideology blended insidiously into mainstream discourse, are those who embrace some or all of the core conspiracy theories but don’t identify with the movement. Since then, as QAnon’s branding has faded from public view, its ideas have been diluted and normalized, and this group has swelled.

			The distinction doesn’t matter much, frankly. In 2021, a staggering 15 percent of Americans agreed that the government, media, and financial worlds were “controlled by Satan-worshipping pedophiles,” polling found. By late 2024, that number had climbed to 19 percent. This is not a passing chapter of the culture wars, and Emily is no anomaly: There are plenty of intelligent, seemingly normal individuals who have come to see the world through a distorted lens of conspiracy theory—especially as real injustices and breaches of public trust have hardened healthy skepticism into reflexive suspicion. Broadly speaking, QAnon is now a collective of Baby Boomers, young people, ruralites, urbanites, white supremacists, people of color, right-wing extremists—even progressives. For many, the allure is less about what it makes them think than how it makes them feel.

			The Quiet Damage tells the story of five ordinary families from very different walks of life, all torn apart at the seams—real people consumed by fake news trying to find a way back to each other, and to themselves. Their intensely honest and harrowing accounts lay bare an American crisis that’s much bigger than any singular movement. They’ll be familiar to anybody who’s had a loved one transformed by fanatical belief, from radical politics to religious fundamentalism and other forms of extremism. Braided together across three parts, these narratives are enriched by injections of historical context, psychological and sociological insights, and original reporting. They also offer a rare window into the minds of individuals who were sucked deep into the conspiracy theory quagmire and managed to make it back out, at a cost.

			Over the chapters ahead, I hope to give you a nuanced understanding of belief in the unbelievable; to show you why so many people latch onto, and feverishly cling to, outlandish falsehoods, even in the face of cold, hard facts, and even as their lives fall apart as a result; and to help you see how that conviction could compel a parent to tell her child to shed her DNA. I aim to recover some of these people from the realm of the other. To try—in spite of their horrifying, often unacceptable beliefs—to return some sense of personhood and dignity to them, so that we might see them not as lunatics and lost causes, but as people we know: friends, family, colleagues, whose circumstances and choices have led them down a dark path. Without this baseline recognition of their fundamental humanness, despite the humanity their beliefs sometimes deny to others, it’s impossible to truly consider what real solutions could look like.

			It’s my hope, as well, to open your mind to a different way of thinking about this crisis altogether and how we might move forward. After talking and listening to hundreds of conspiracy theory–shattered families, what’s clear to me is this: Worthy interventions like fact-checking labels and tech regulations and media literacy trainings will never be enough. This goes deeper than true versus false, and information itself. We need to confront the roots of our collective vulnerability. Because none of us are as immune as we’d like to think.

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: Part I: Breaking Point]
			

		

	
		
			1

			The Plan to Save the World
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			—Matt—

			Matt gazed out the window at the trees and tried to calm his racing mind. It was autumn of 2019 in eastern Missouri, and the leaves had started to fall from their branches, blanketing the grass in crimson and amber. In the distance, people walked down the street in the late afternoon sun, going about their business as they pleased. Matt envied them.

			He glanced back inside at the clock on the wall and sighed, his foot tapping anxiously against the leg of his chair. Half an hour left to go.

			“Matt?”

			His wife’s voice pierced his daze. Seated a few feet over, across from their marriage counselor, she was staring right at him with dark mascara tears streaming down her cheeks.

			“Matt,” echoed Dr. Fellows, looking up from the notepad he’d been scribbling away in behind his desk. “Andrea just told you she feels like a single mother.”

			His words hung in the air between them as Matt tried to refocus. From the moment they’d sat down, Andrea had been divulging through sobs how he had devolved from a loving, supportive partner into a distracted, inattentive roommate who rarely emerged from the basement. Now Dr. Fellows was studying him like an animal in a lab, trying to figure out what was going on with him. Matt looked at Andrea. Even if he told them, he knew they wouldn’t believe it.

			A thirty-eight-year-old God-fearing Republican, Matt had a pointy brown beard and chin-length hair tucked under a baseball cap to complete his daily jeans-and-tee ensemble. He was a pensive, soft-spoken man of relatively few words, especially in counseling. But his eyes, a few shades of blue lighter than his wife’s, told a story of their own. They were crinkled with laugh lines from years of silly moments goofing around with Andrea and their two young kids and framed with dark circles from months of late-night doomscrolling marathons. He didn’t laugh much anymore.

			“Is there anything you want to say?” Dr. Fellows nudged.

			Matt leaned back in his chair with his hands on his knees and exhaled deeply through his nose. There were lots of things he wanted to say. Things so earth-shattering, so unbelievably surreal and crazy, that they would think he was, well, crazy.

			“I’m sorry, Andrea,” he offered instead. “You’re right.”

			Matt loved his wife. He and Andrea were college sweethearts; they had met through a student ministry group back when he was a shy, dorky senior who looked like Shaggy from Scooby-Doo and she was a bubbly brunette in her freshman year far out of his league. It was she who had pursued him, though, striking up flirty, late-night conversations on AOL Instant Messenger. They had a lot in common. Both had been raised with Christian conservative values in rural Missouri households where saying grace before meals was mandatory and the radio was set to Rush Limbaugh.

			Their marriage wasn’t perfect, Matt knew that. It didn’t help that they’d spent most of it trapped in an unwinnable Tetris game of debt. No matter how many times they tried to reconfigure their life to make payments, the debts just kept stacking back up. Between Matt’s job at a small Christian radio station and Andrea’s as a middle-school librarian, their combined annual income was a little over $50,000. That didn’t leave much for weekend getaways, dinners at Olive Garden, or the other relative luxuries they’d imagined while building a family together. Maxed-out credit cards and past-due bills piled on the kitchen counter had never been part of that vision. To Matt, it felt like even though they’d lived by the book—going to college, finding jobs, getting married, having kids, following Christ—the promise of financial security remained ever out of reach.

			But money troubles weren’t the reason Andrea had insisted on counseling. Matt knew that too. Everything she’d told Dr. Fellows over the preceding thirty minutes was true: He had been mentally and emotionally checked out of their family life for the past year. It wasn’t because he didn’t care, though…. He was just preoccupied with far more important things than date nights and bedtime routines—things he desperately wanted to get back to, instead of sitting here being judged by a man with a notepad. Andrea would understand soon enough. One day—any day now—everything would be revealed. Her anger toward him would melt into gratitude and she would feel foolish for having wasted his time with the relative trivialities they discussed in counseling once she knew what he’d been up to.

			He was on a mission to save the fucking world.

			The Plan

			Life as Matt knew it had begun to unravel one year earlier, on September 24, 2018. It was a typical Monday and he was down in his home office in the basement. He’d been a remote employee for the past five of his sixteen years with the radio station, since Andrea’s parents had sold them their hillside home in a quiet city nestled along the riverbanks of the Illinois border. The “dungeon,” as Matt called his workspace, was a cramped, windowless room that he’d never gotten around to properly decorating, beyond hanging up a few St. Louis Cardinals posters and a Beatles 8-track tape to adorn the unfinished drywall.

			That afternoon, Matt had just finished producing a concert promo that would air during commercial breaks over the next several weeks. It was a task he completed so frequently he could practically do it in his sleep. Still on the clock, but with little left on his plate for the day, he decided to peruse Facebook. Nothing of interest really caught his eye, just the usual dumb memes and inspirational quotes, until he came across a YouTube video that Andrea’s aunt Carol had posted a couple days earlier. It was called “The Plan to Save the World.”

			“If you haven’t watched this video you better!” she’d written. “Get informed! It’s about to get real!! God bless America!!”

			This oughta be good, Matt thought. Aunt Carol was known to dabble in some pretty wacky conspiracy theories. So, partly out of curiosity, and partly out of boredom, he clicked.

			A flaming blue “Q” flashed onto his screen over foreboding music, like the opening scene of a horror film. Then, a voice.

			“Have you ever wondered why we go to war, or why you never seem to be able to get out of debt? Why there is poverty, division, and crime?”

			Visceral, slickly edited footage of homeless encampments, crime scenes, emaciated children, and armed conflict played as the narrator continued: “We have always accepted these things as just human nature and simply the way the world works. Something inevitable, and due to the weaknesses of human nature that drive us to these actions. This is where we were all tragically wrong…. What if it wasn’t human nature at all, and as a result of something more deliberate?”

			The video’s emerging thesis was grim. In just the first few minutes, it asserted that the most powerful people on the planet—national leaders, banking magnates, billionaire business tycoons, Hollywood stars, media moguls, the royal family, and other elites—were all part of a clandestine cabal known as “the Deep State” that had been controlling the world for centuries. Their crimes were boundless. They siphoned money from the public, they ran international sex- and drug-trafficking operations, they poisoned global food supplies, they orchestrated false-flag terror attacks, they ignited wars and genocide, and they did it all in the name of expanding their own power and fortune. They were even responsible for the assassination of John F. Kennedy and the attempted assassination of Ronald Reagan, two of the very few politicians who had fought, in secret and in vain, to bring the Deep State down. To divert attention from these and other atrocities they committed, “the Cabal” used their complete control of the mainstream media to pit “the good guys”—ordinary folks who “just wanna get married, have kids, make a living, and enjoy their liberty”—against each other.

			“They convinced us we were the problem so that we would fight and destroy ourselves,” the narrator exclaimed, laying out how the media spun the news to turn woman against man, Black against white, Muslim against Christian, and Left against Right.

			Matt paused to consider what he’d seen so far. What had struck him immediately was the quality of the video itself. He’d been half-expecting some over-the-top, voiced-over slideshow with dizzyingly excessive zooms and pans, like the slapdash class presentations he’d sat through in high school. Though it was dramatic, this video was so far relatively well produced and compelling. Even the narrator sounded like a professional, not at all like the rantings and ravings of Alex Jones or other tinfoil-hat conspiracy theorists summoned to mind by a title like “The Plan to Save the World.” And its core message—that the people in power were corrupt—didn’t sound like a conspiracy theory to Matt.

			Matt’s politics were filtered through his faith. At church and at the radio station, a highly religious, family-run workplace, he’d been taught that Democrats like Barack Obama and Bill and Hillary Clinton, all featured in the video, were anti-Christian wolves in sheep’s clothing and inveterate liars. Monica Lewinsky had been invoked in more than one sermon over the years. Matt didn’t trust Big Pharma executives either, another contingent of this “Deep State.” Too many drug companies had been caught exponentially hiking the prices of lifesaving medications. When his father was dying of prostate cancer, he couldn’t help but wonder if there was any truth to the rumors that a cure for cancer existed but had been kept under wraps because the drugs for treatment and palliative care were so wildly profitable. Only God had Matt’s full trust.

			Parts of the video seemed to confirm things that he already suspected on some level. It certainly made sense to him that greedy elites were rigging the system for their own gain while locking families like his in a state of financial hardship. As President Trump had recently pointed out, Amazon, owned by hectobillionaire Jeff Bezos, hadn’t paid a dime in federal taxes the year prior; the tech behemoth had actually received a nine-figure tax refund. Matt and Andrea, meanwhile, waited anxiously each year for the few thousand they got in their returns just to keep their heads above water. As the rich got richer, it had always felt to Matt like something was holding him back.

			He also saw truth in the video’s claim that the mainstream media was intentionally exacerbating social divisions. In his eyes, cable news networks’ modus operandi involved riling people up by scapegoating white Republican men for all the world’s woes. He’d heard the term toxic masculinity too many times to count in the past couple years, and Trump supporter was spoken like an insult on just about every channel other than Fox. Trump had been in America’s ear griping about the “lamestream” media from the early days of his campaign, and Matt could see why: Ever since voting for him, his distant second choice after retired neurosurgeon and Seventh-Day Adventist Ben Carson, he’d felt typecast in the news as a racist, a misogynist, and a fascist all rolled into one deplorable sack of shit.

			“The Plan to Save the World” portrayed people like Matt not as villains but as victims—targets of manufactured outrage intended to distract and divide. On his screen flashed a crowd of protesters, several of them wearing the pink, anti-Trump “pussyhats” from the Women’s March that had drawn more than a million Americans into the streets months earlier. If polarizing the nation truly was a media scheme to keep people from noticing something evil going on behind the scenes, it would be a hell of a way to do it.

			Matt found himself silently nodding along as the video progressed. It argued that traditional American values were under siege. In side-by-side images, it showed Miley Cyrus in her “wholesome” Disney phase from her Hannah Montana days, and on stage in nude-colored panties twerking against Robin Thicke’s crotch with her tongue hanging out of her mouth. Matt cringed as he thought about his nine-year-old daughter, Abby, and the shrinking pool of female role models she could look up to. Glorifying moral decay was apparently part of the Deep State’s plan to break down American families.

			“I could talk all day about how else they deliberately weakened us and it would turn your stomach,” the narrator said, his voice dripping with disgust. “We were just trying to get on with living.”

			Behind his words was a rapid-fire sequence of stills and short clips snapshotting depravity in different forms: footage of 9/11, marching ISIS militants, serial rapist Harvey Weinstein. Each evoked an emotional response before Matt could even process the significance of what he was seeing, or its connection to the Deep State. He could feel himself becoming agitated.

			But partway through the thirteen-minute video, the tone abruptly changed. The eerie, somber music became triumphant and upbeat, and the imagery depicting misery and corruption was replaced with an American flag waving in the wind against a cloudless blue sky. After painting a picture of extreme despair, the video was giving viewers a reason for hope: Donald J. Trump had come to the rescue. Picking up where JFK and Reagan left off, Trump and a small team of high-ranking government officials from around the world, as well as allies inside the National Security Agency and the U.S. military, had devised a plan to bring the Deep State to its knees.

			The Plan, as it was called, was already under way. The heroes were winning: ISIS, created by the Deep State, was all but defeated; North Korea’s nuclear-armed regime, previously loyal to the Deep State, had accepted peace, as shown by a clip of Trump and Kim Jong-un’s historic handshake. The dominoes were falling. But the Deep State had yet to face justice, and it was deploying everything in its mighty arsenal to cling to power. The public had witnessed evidence of this retaliation without realizing it, starting with the endless media attacks on Trump.

			“The world is currently experiencing a dramatic, covert war of biblical proportions—literally the fight for earth between the forces for good and evil,” the narrator boomed as the music reached a crescendo. “May God bless America!”

			Matt sat at his desk, trying to process everything he’d just watched. There was a lot to digest that was outside his wheelhouse. But something about it seemed different from other conspiracy theory proselytizing he’d seen. It felt special—exciting, somehow, like he was in on a secret. He couldn’t think of any reason why the video’s creator would lie. What could they stand to gain from making all of this up? There was no sales pitch, no catch; it just seemed like an earnest message for anyone open-minded enough to listen. Weighing its claims felt a bit like contemplating a lottery ticket purchase: Rationally, you know you’re not going to win, yet a tiny voice at the back of your head can’t help wondering, But what if you do? and out comes your wallet.

			Matt knew it wasn’t true that an all-powerful crime syndicate of the rich and the famous ruled the world from the shadows.

			But what if it were?

			Game On

			“The Plan to Save the World” didn’t turn Matt into a QAnon believer on the spot. He still had a lot of questions—and a lot of doubts. It did, however, plant in his mind a seed of suspicion, just as it had done for many others before him, and as it would continue to do for far more. The creator was a mysterious online figure calling himself “Joe M” who would also co-author an Amazon-bestselling book about QAnon. But the film was his magnum opus, racking up millions of views during its time on YouTube and serving as a prime on-ramp to QAnon for early recruits. Its power was in its populist allure and its relative digestibility. Belying the sheer absurdity of QAnon as a whole, it swept viewers into a gripping tale of conspiracy theories built around nuggets of truth, while saying nothing of baby-eating, faked deaths, or clones. Those elements, for Matt, would come later.

			On that September afternoon in his basement, another QAnon video lit up his screen moments after Joe M’s ended. Then came another, and yet another—each one launched by YouTube’s autoplay function, like a conveyor belt of disinformation algorithmically compiled just for him. Matt learned that QAnon was an online collective of everyday people from all over the country and beyond known as “anons.” They gathered on 8chan, a barely moderated message board website, to communicate with “Q,” their enigmatic leader.

			Q was believed to be a government official with Q-level security clearance who was helping Trump execute the Plan. Or, perhaps, Trump himself was Q; as with Oz behind the curtain, no one knew for sure. But what seemed certain to anons was that Q was at least close to the president: Earlier in the year, one of them had requested that Q get Trump to use the phrase tip top as a secret shout-out to the community. Sure enough, during an Easter event two months later, Trump stood between his peacoated wife and a fuzzy white bunny mascot and thanked staffers for keeping the White House—“this incredible house, or building, or whatever you want to call it, because there really is no name for it; it is special”—in “tip top shape.”

			Matt was captivated. This wasn’t just some fringe theory bouncing around the internet; it was a movement. Anons, he discovered, were highly organized: Tapping into their unique skill sets, they had launched alternative news networks on YouTube, composed recruitment songs and jingles, designed merchandise, hosted video meet-ups, and drafted their own legal proposals for state referendum votes to unveil when the timing was right. They even had a slogan, “Where We Go One, We Go All” (a phrase they misattributed to JFK that in fact came from the 1996 action-adventure movie White Squall).

			As YouTube continued lining up videos, Matt kept on watching, unaware from down in the basement that the workday was ending and the daylight was fading. By dinner, he was neck-deep in a sinkhole of Far Right hysteria, his YouTube homepage brimming with QAnon videos and little else.

			8chan had a special message board just for Q Drops, the morsels of intel Q leaked to the site. They were typically cryptic and riddle-like, so as not to undermine the Plan or compromise national security. Many professed to report the real news that the mainstream media refused to cover, including secret military tribunals and indictments of Deep State criminals. Others forecast the Plan’s long-awaited culmination in the Storm, or the Great Awakening, a day of reckoning when Cabal members would be arrested en masse and the rest of the world would finally wake up to the sinister truth about their trusted leaders and idols. Many Q Drops quoted Christian scripture. But most were just vague and eerie.

			We are at the PRECIPICE.

			[SWAMP] FIGHTING BACK

			Remain CALM.

			We are here for a reason.

			Patriots are in control.

			Q

			There were nearly three hundred Q Drops posted on 8chan at the time. They were catalogued along with anons’ commentary in a chaotic mess of haiku-looking text blocks, memes, video links, heavily annotated photos, and intricate charts resembling TV detective boards without the string or push pins. It was overwhelming. But the videos Matt was watching broke down the Q Drops one by one, like school lessons for anons. The effective teachers—influencer types known as “decoders”—shared their interpretations of Q’s messages via their Twitter accounts and YouTube channels, often extrapolating with their own theories. They also reimagined breaking news in real time. Mass shootings became false flags, celebrity deaths turned into secret assassinations, Trump’s Twitter tantrums were actually brilliant political chess moves—in the world of QAnon, nothing was what it seemed. Some decoders showed their faces, while others, like Joe M, kept their identities hidden. Matt followed them all, taking an immediate liking to a bald man known as “Praying Medic” who spoke with a preacher’s cadence and blended religious teachings into his analyses.

			Unlike the cable news anchors and pundits on TV, who sometimes struck Matt as arrogant and patronizing, decoders presented as peers sharing information to be discussed and explored. They spoke often of “we” and “us”—and an ominous “them.” And they weren’t afraid to ask taboo questions.

			The next morning, September 25, 2018, those questions focused on Christine Blasey Ford. The fifty-one-year-old college professor had recently come out against Brett Kavanaugh, Trump’s Supreme Court nominee, with a harrowing allegation of sexual assault. At a social gathering when they both were teenagers, she had recalled in detail, a “stumbling drunk” Kavanaugh pinned her down on a bed, covered her mouth, and groped her while his friend watched.

			Anons were hungry for answers: Why come forward now? Did she have an ulterior motive? Was someone pressuring her to thwart Kavanaugh’s confirmation?

			Decoders had their theories. One dogged anon even appeared to have found a clue. He or she uploaded to 8chan two images: one from a CBS interview of Blasey Ford’s lawyer, Debra Katz, a slim woman with short brown hair; and one grainier picture of Hillary Clinton walking in front of a slim woman with short brown hair.

			“The plot thickens…,” the anon wrote. Within hours, the second image was ripping across Twitter.

			“Friends, if you were looking for undeniable truth who is behind [Blasey Ford’s] false allegations, take a hard look at this picture,” the QAnon account @Trump45awesome urged in a post retweeted thousands of times. “This will make your blood boil.”

			People outside the movement began amplifying the photo as well, including a conservative radio host with more than two hundred thousand followers. By Wednesday morning, it had gone so viral that the tabloid website TMZ picked it up, turning an online rumor that Blasey Ford was connected to Clinton into a news story stated as fact. It was an early sign of the QAnon community’s remarkable ability to come together as a hive and propel false information from the online fringes into the mainstream discourse.

			In a corrective update, TMZ later acknowledged that the woman pictured with Clinton had “mistakenly been identified as Katz.” The anon-surfaced photo, which had been taken in 2016, actually showed Clinton with her official campaign photographer, who bore a passing resemblance to Katz. But that didn’t slow its spread or quell the ensuing speculation about Blasey Ford. Q shared the photo too, in a Drop:

			Are you AWAKE?

			The TRUTH is right in front of you.

			Think for yourself.

			Trust yourself.

			Logical thinking.

			FAKE NEWS/HWOOD PUPPETS LOST CONTROL.

			Q

			QAnon wasn’t a spectator sport to behold from the sidelines, that much was clear to Matt. It felt like an invitation to be part of something bigger than himself. Integral to its mission was this grassroots network of patriots who worked together to solve mysteries and help Q bring hidden truths to light. Over the next several days and nights, as he scrolled wide-eyed through post after post in which anons and decoders jointly scrutinized typos in Trump’s tweets (coded messages?) and unexplained letters and numbers in Q Drops (hints about the date of the Storm?), Matt was reminded of collaborative, quest-driven video games he’d played with strangers online. Only here, the objective wasn’t hunting down monsters or fictitious beasts—it was saving humanity. Whether it was fantasy or reality had yet to be seen.

			If QAnon was a game, Matt was ready to play. In his mind, he was embarking on a journey that could change the course of history. In truth, his budding radicalization had set in motion a chain of events that would cost him his marriage, his job, his savings, and very nearly, his life.
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			We the Plebes

			
				
					[image: Silhouette of Tennessee.]
				

			

			—Emily—

			When the last of her three children departed for college, Emily was left behind on what was, in effect, her own private island.

			Her eight-bedroom country estate-for-one was tucked away out of sight deep on an expansive property enveloped by forest. At the end of the winding driveway, greeting visitors to the residence, were meticulously manicured gardens, a flagstone terrace, and an ornate cedar gazebo perfect for sharing a pitcher of cold sweet tea on a hot Tennessee day, though Emily seldom had company.

			She had mostly kept to herself in the years since her husband’s suicide. With her kids now off forging their own paths in life—Adam working toward becoming a lawyer, like her; Jessica pursuing a career in politics; and Leah training to be a doctor—Emily had only her farm animals to come home to. She kept the house picture-ready anyway, like a perpetually unbooked B&B begging for guests. Cottage-style decor pieces, muted watercolor paintings, and grinning photos of her children were thoughtfully placed throughout.

			Living all alone inside this vast empty nest day after day, night after night, and year after year took its toll. Over time, Emily’s children believed, something fundamentally changed in her.

			Leah was the first to notice. She looked the most like their mother: small in stature with thick blond hair and green almond eyes. She also lived closest to home and visited Emily the most. The two shared a unique bond. Unlike her twin sister, Leah
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