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I.

All That David Copperfield
 Kind of Crap




The Sad Tale of Old Hwang

There once was an old general named Hwang Hyun-soo, who was known throughout the village as a coward, a man who hid as his battalion was slaughtered by soldiers of the Tang emperor. Of course, no one could prove he’d lost his nerve on the battlefield, but how else could a general return home unscathed while his men were captured or murdered by Chinese dogs? Because of his cowardice, none of his seven sons—all handsome, refined young men— could find families willing to give their daughters away as brides. Until the winter of his sixty-sixth year, many thought this was his curse.

On that fateful winter, while his virgin sons slept in their rooms, old Hwang stepped onto his porch to find Jeoseung Saja, envoy of the afterlife, waiting for him at the gates of his home, and Hwang, coward that he was, fell to his knees and wailed.

“Oh frightful emissary,” Hwang cried, “Is it truly my time?”

The emissary stood silently in his black robe and wide-brimmed black hat. A great wind tossed old Hwang to the dirt. Dead leaves rose from the cold earth, danced and twirled about his head, vengeful spirits mocking the end of an old coward. Hwang begged and clawed at the earth, praying someone would hear his cries and rescue him from his fate.

“My entire life, I have avoided death,” Hwang lamented. “But I only did so for my sons, to watch them grow into men, and husbands, and then fathers! Yet I have been cursed with the burden of seven virgin sons! I have failed in life! Surely the afterlife deserves better than the likes of me! I beg you—I am not worthy to walk alongside you!”

Jeoseung Saja stroked his beard. He regarded the sad sight of old Hwang, who wept as the barren branches above him clicked and rattled in the wind. Many say the emissary took pity on the craven old man—how could anyone not pity the father of seven virgins? The breeze weakened, and the air was still, and the emissary laughed.

“You speak the truth,” the emissary said. “You are not worthy to walk among us. When you are worthy—if you ever shall be worthy—our paths shall cross again.”

And with that, the wind roared, louder and louder until it rumbled the old coward’s heart. Hwang shut his eyes and hid his face.

When Hwang opened his eyes, he saw he was in his bed. Believing this dream to be a good omen, he put on his robe and sent a servant to gather his sons, so he could tell them of this dream. Jeoseung Saja had spared him because he had not achieved his one true purpose: to see his sons married off to good women. Once his sons were married to suitable girls, he knew the emissary would come for him, and old Hwang told himself he would go gladly into the underworld with courage and gratitude.

What other meaning could there be for such a dream?

He heard his servant scream, and then the cook, and then the maids. He bolted from his room to see them all gathered in the courtyard, weeping in one another’s arms: his sons, all seven of them, had died in their sleep.

Old Hwang was so heartbroken, he ran to the mountains, where he spent the rest of his days as a hermit. Some say, when the night is especially silent, you can still hear the moans of the seven virgin ghosts, tormenting their father for his cowardice.




The Pizza Galley Shooting

One moment is not just one moment—it is a cluster of past moments affixed to a cluster of future moments. Scott Bonneville understands this long before pulling the trigger forty-five seconds, into the fifty-fourth minute, of the twenty-second hour, of the fourth day, in the first week, of the eleventh month. Everything that’s ever happened leads to everything else that ever happens. There is no one thing connecting them all because they’re already tangled together—and that tangle of past and future is what we call the present.

After the Pizza Galley Shooting, people will say losing his job was the exact moment that inspired Scott’s actions. Others will say it was his broken heart. Another group will say it was something to do with his father. Some will even blame J.D. Salinger. The rest of us will ask why anyone cares—isn’t the fact he took a human life all that matters here? How are we supposed to focus on this when that man is the president? And then the conversation will shift toward that man because the present is a cluster of past moments affixed to a cluster of future moments.

Forty-three minutes after closing time, an embittered man named David Brightman stormed into the Pizza Galley restaurant in Torrance, California with the intent of killing his wife Darcy, who worked as a head cashier. His 9mm had three bullets in the clip—one for Darcy; one for Christian Gibbard, the assistant manager she was sleeping with; and the final one for himself. Unfortunately, Gibbard had the night off, having traded shifts with the store manager, Yu-jin Walker, so she could begin her maternity leave a week earlier than scheduled. David demanded everyone sit calmly at the tables closest to the prize booth, while he called Gibbard on the phone, telling him to come alone, that if the police showed up, he’d kill everyone in the restaurant, even though he’d only loaded three bullets into the handgun—but Gibbard had no way of knowing that.

The entire night had been a disaster for those working at Pizza Galley, as they’d been short-handed for most of the night. Mark had been scheduled to work the kitchen, but called in sick because it was his birthday and no one would swap shifts with him. Abhay, who was set to work the kitchen with him and wear the Captain Pete Pizza costume for two birthday parties, called out with strep throat. As the night wore on, two drunken mothers got into a fistfight, one hurling a beer mug at the other. She missed, and the mug hit a server named Amber in the face, and after the police reports were filed, Amber was sent to the Emergency Room with a broken nose. After closing, Yu-jin sent Ryan home early because he’d agreed to clean the shit streak in the tunnel slide for Rachel, who couldn’t bring herself to do it. The agreement was Rachel would assume all of Ryan’s clean-up duties as long as she didn’t have to climb into the slide. After Ryan left, only Yu-jin, Darcy, Rachel, and an owl-faced woman named Morgan remained. During her maternity leave, Yu-jin would have to answer for closing the store with an all-female staff, which was against company guidelines.

David paced the carpet, which had a wood paneling pattern in order to resemble the deck of a pirate ship, muttering to himself about lying bitches and cheating motherfuckers, while Yu-jin held a sobbing Darcy. She was seated in between Darcy and Morgan, who kept asking everyone to pray with her. Rachel sat alone at a table to their left, staring at the napkin holder in the center of the table, her arms crossed. David’s hands trembled as he cried and shouted and told Darcy sorry didn’t cut it.

“I loved you,” he said. “I loved you fucking bitch. And you cheat on me with that cocksucker?”

“It’s not what you think,” Darcy told him.

“Please, Dave,” Yu-jin said. “You have to calm down. Think about—”

“You don’t tell me to calm down Jinny. I’m calm as shit. I know exactly what I need to do.”

As this was all happening inside, Scott Bonneville stood at the dumpsters behind the restaurant with a homeless man named Jae, demanding to know why Jae had called him Jeoseung Saja, Korean folklore’s emissary of death. Jae didn’t seem frightened of Scott in any way, even though Scott had placed a gun to Jae’s forehead. He simply stared into Scott’s eyes, eating a slice of leftover pizza, sipping Pepsi through a straw.

Scott pulled the gun from Jae’s head and looked up at the Waxing Crescent moon. Earlier, Jae had pointed out that a rabbit lived on the moon, pounding rice cakes with a mortar and pestle, and now Scott couldn’t unsee it, even though the rabbit was only visible when the moon was full. Jae pointed over Scott’s shoulder, and Scott lowered the gun and turned to the back door, which was cracked open.

“They’re waiting for you in there,” Jae said.

How did Jae know Scott was Jeoseung Saja? How did he know about his plans for Pizza Galley, that he’d come ready to kill, to die, for the truth? Was this a sign? No, only his father believed in signs. Signs were random accidents, and Scott was a man who understood patterns—he knew Jae was another link in the chain that led him here. Scott stared at the door. He couldn’t believe his luck, that it was open, just like that.

“Can you do me a favor? There’s a girl in there, Korean like me and you. Her name’s Yu-jin. Don’t hurt her, okay?”

Scott walked in through the back door, into the warehouse. His eye caught a pallet in the right corner of the store, stacked with shrink-wrapped boxes which read DOUGH-BLOONS, boxes and boxes filled with the horrible little gold tokens Pizza Galley had used to entice children into their lurid trap. He tightened his grip on the gun as he stared at the door leading into the restaurant. On the door was a poster with Olive-head the Buccaneer, telling kids to stay away from drugs. He walked up to the poster, stared at it, and his guts raged and tightened with hatred. He turned the door handle slowly.

On the other side of the door was the stage, where the animatronics danced and sang for the kids. He peered in and stifled a gasp. David Brightman raged in his biker jacket, waving his gun, shouting at a group of women cowering at the tables. Earlier in the night, Scott had seen the agitated Brightman smoking a cigarette in the parking lot. Scott then realized he and this man had been circling one another, waiting for the other to leave, so one of them could enter the restaurant and fulfill their mission. For the rest of his life, Scott would wonder why the two of them had been in the right place at the wrong time. He’d never come to anything that made sense in any way.

Seated in between an attractive middle-aged woman and a stout, owl-faced girl, he saw Yu-jin, the Korean girl Jae had told him not to hurt. Yu-jin was pregnant, and this made Scott think of his own mother—not Wilma Bonneville, the woman who’d adopted him, but the young Korean girl who’d abandoned him all those years ago. Yu-jin’s hands clasped the hands of the two women on either side of her. Their eyes were closed, and they seemed to be praying, and they’d never know how disgusting Scott had found their prayers. The young blonde girl seated at the table next to them looked up, noticed him. Her hands shot up to cover her mouth. Scott brought his finger to his lips, told her to be quiet.

The last thing David Brightman would see is Scott coming toward him, out from behind the animatronic Calico Jacqueline—who was holding an upright bass—gun raised, the muzzle flashing twice in succession. As Darcy wailed, as the young blonde girl screamed, David Brightman dropped to his knees, his arms lowered, blood seeping from his chest and stomach. Police sirens blared—Christian Gibbard had chosen to call the police, rather than come down himself—and David Brightman dropped face-first onto the carpet, blood seeping into the faded wood panel print.

And that was how Scott became #goodguywithagun, a hashtag used by people who pushed horrible, stupid ideas. If all of those people had known the truth, logic would have dictated the multitudes would never have extolled Scott’s virtues the way they had, but that’s the problem with logic in an age of foolishness, in these interesting times that make us lose all sense of perspective.




An Alleged Chinese Curse

In 1966, Robert F. Kennedy gave a speech in which he invoked the existence of a Chinese curse: May he live in interesting times. And while no one has ever been able to authenticate this curse’s Chinese origin, these were indeed the interesting times those fictional men of China spoke of. Three days after the Pizza Galley shooting, a man many felt was grossly unqualified was elected President of the United States. There isn’t much else to say about that, really— at least not right now—other than this:

A year before this man’s inauguration, the site where a women’s crisis center was being constructed was vandalized by a group of sad, hopelessly stupid young boys. The vandals spray-painted Slut and Whore on the sidewalk in front of the newly installed glass door, which they’d shattered so they could make their way inside. Once inside, they shat on the carpet, smeared their shit on the walls and windows. The next afternoon, the papers reported the culprits were three sixteen-year-old boys who belonged to an internet messageboard known as the Half-Minute Brigade, calling themselves by this unfortunate name because, as one of their ranks had so elegantly put it, MINUTEMEN TAKE TO FUCKIGN LONG! (sic) Because these were all angry boys who’d been mocked their entire lives, they’d never once considered the comedic implication of young men bragging about doing anything in thirty seconds. And that’s the issue with boys like this: they always ask for it, always make it so goddamned easy. To not rake them over the coals would almost be a disservice.

These particular young men had planned their desecration of the crisis center in plain sight on the Half-Minute Brigade messageboard, declaring their disgust over the construction of the crisis center, claiming it was an indoctrination camp for radical feminists before their conversations devolved, as they always did, to musings of sexual violence. But these posts weren’t how they were discovered—half the reason boys like this are so bold is because they’re convinced no one is ever paying attention. These three boys were caught because they had used the fiberglass insulation they’d found on the site as toilet paper. All it took was for the Redondo Beach Police to see which Emergency Room had admitted three boys with inflamed and bleeding anuses. An hour after the news broke, the Half-Minute Brigade messageboard crashed, and the Half-Minute Brigade as we knew it ceased to exist. Of the three vandals, one of the boys hanged himself, while the other two were sent off to live with relatives in Oregon and Alaska.

No one would think of these boys again until the day after the Inauguration, when one of them, a boy named Walton Pabst, will open fire at a rally against the President-Elect, killing three and wounding nine before taking his own life.




What a Fool Believes

Scott Bonneville lay on his stomach with his hands up. The police rushed into Pizza Galley, their guns trained on Scott, who dropped to his knees and raised his hands. A police officer, a tall man with a shaved head named McGill, placed him in cuffs and pulled him to his feet, read him his rights. None of the hostages protested. None of them told the police how Scott had saved their lives. Scott watched Darcy Brightman kneel on the wood-panel carpet, sobbing by her husband’s body. Paramedics gathered around Yu-jin, the pregnant Korean woman, who was doubled over and clutching her belly. Scott turned around to see if she was okay. McGill snapped him forward and out the door, into the parking lot, awash in red and blue lights from the squad cars. The commotion outside was broken by the sound of a helicopter flying overhead. The choppy pulse of its propeller merged with the red and blue lights until Scott could no longer separate the two—they were all he could see and all he could hear.

“Move it,” Officer McGill said.

“What?”

“Move. Don’t make me repeat it.”

Officer McGill shut the door and radioed dispatch to let them know he was coming in. He told them he was transporting the shooter, as if he were some kind of criminal, as if he were David Brightman. Scott noticed McGill’s tattoo, a spiderweb on his right elbow. He’d once read white supremacists had that tattoo to signify they’d done time. The police department had even tried to ban those tattoos until the union got involved. Was this man a Nazi? Is that why he was being so belligerent? Scott didn’t believe in racism, not like a lot of his old colleagues had, that it was still prevalent the way everyone said it was—especially when it came to Asians—but this was different. This man had a Nazi prison tattoo. What if he took Scott to some alley and murdered him? What if the holding tank was full of Nazis, and this cop would let them rough him up?

“By the way,” McGill said. “Mrs. Walker, that pregnant woman—she just went into labor.”

“I know,” Scott said. “I was there.”

“How much stress do you think your stunt put that poor woman under? She’s a nice lady. I take my kids to this place.”

“If I hadn’t been there, she might be dead.”

“Of course, of course. Tough guys like you are the real heroes.”

They stopped at a red light in front of the 7-Eleven. A young woman stood in the parking lot with her pug. She smoked her cigarette and the pug wore a service vest, which was complete bullshit as the pug was clearly not a service dog. Earlier that evening, he’d had a run-in with this woman inside of Albertsons over her fake service dog. Scott tried to turn away so she wouldn’t see him. But their eyes locked as the light turned green, the cigarette dangling from her mouth. She smiled as her pug crapped on the asphalt. McGill sped away.

“That dog just took a crap in the parking lot,” Scott said. “Service dogs don’t go willy-nilly like that. She’s committing fraud.”

“Yeah, that’s exactly the sort of thing I should be worried about tonight.”

McGill ran a red light. Why run through this one and not the one in front of that bitch at 7-Eleven? It was clearly a red light—the light had gone yellow fifteen yards ago—and while the way he blew through the intersection was amazing in and of itself, Scott was more struck by how the other drivers, drivers who had the right of way, slowed their cars. He wondered if every driver was this deferential when cop cars were present. When he first learned to drive, Scott had to fight the urge to pull over every time there was a cop car behind him, as if the mere sight of a policeman would trigger a traffic violation. McGill began to whistle the first verse of “What a Fool Believes” in a very unconscious way, as if he’d forgotten Scott was in the back seat, as if it didn’t matter even if he hadn’t forgotten there was a man in his backseat who’d shot another man in the chest and stomach. McGill turned on the siren. Scott leaned forward.

“Why turn on the siren now as opposed to when we pulled out?”

“We’re done talking. That means you stay quiet.”

And why wasn’t Scott thinking about the fact that he’d killed another man? A man was dead because of him, and all he’d done so far was try and convince Officer McGill he didn’t belong in the back seat of a squad car, that he’d saved lives. All he’d done so far was wonder if the police presence had rendered commuters spineless. All he’d done so far was try to keep Michael McDonald’s falsetto from replacing Office McGill’s whistling. And why was he whistling “What a Fool Believes” anyway? Was he taunting Scott? Was Scott the fool?

He thought of Dave Brightman lying on his back, how the two of them had been staking out the same Pizza Galley. He looked at his hands, which weren’t shaking. Why weren’t they shaking? Why wasn’t he more upset? Why wasn’t he upset at all? Scott had never fired a gun until that night, had never even held a gun until days before. The young blonde girl had clearly pissed her pants—Scott wondered if anyone else had noticed. Yu-jin had gone into labor. A new life was being brought into this ugly, stupid world, yet all Scott could do was stare out the window, try to mask the rage induced by McGill’s whistling.

The next day, Scott would learn the reason Dave Brightman walked into Pizza Galley with a gun, how Darcy Brightman had been fooling around with a coworker, and he’d remember sitting in the back of McGill’s car, the red light obeyed and the one that wasn’t, the dog shit that probably wasn’t cleaned up, how he couldn’t get “What a Fool Believes” out of his head until the next afternoon.

“Could you please stop whistling?”

“What the hell is wrong with you? I thought I told you not to talk.”

When Scott first moved to Oregon, people had asked him what he’d missed most about California. He’d always had trouble answering that question, as he’d spend more time thinking about what he hadn’t missed. He’d never cared for beaches and had no opinion on sunlight. The pretty girls in Portland had ignored him the way they’d ignored him in California. What was left? Wildfires? Earthquakes? Everyone’s strange obsession with In-N-Out Burger? He stared out the window of the squad car as one palm tree swept past his eyes, only to be replaced by another, and then another, in succession. Scott had been in Oregon two days before he’d noticed its lack of palm trees. He’d driven past a tropical-themed trailer park outside of Portland when he finally saw one again. Next to a weather-beaten sign, Key Largo written in pink neon cursive lights, a palm tree stood dying, its fibrous trunk practically staggering from the weight of the brown, withered fronds. Standing next to the tree, a pregnant woman in flip-flops and a green sundress smoked a cigarillo. He remembered how they’d locked eyes as he slowly drove past, the way she placed her hand on the swollen mound under her breasts as if to say, Mind your own business.

Scott hoped Yu-jin was okay. He prayed for her, something he hadn’t done in years because he didn’t believe in God—but he didn’t just pray for her, but for her baby as well, who would come into a world where men tried to murder their wives to prove their love and other men, good men who acted in the name of justice, were placed in cuffs as if they were the real criminals. Scott prayed that someday, his mission would be completed—maybe not by him, but some other truth-seeker—imagined a world where Yu-jin’s baby would know the truth about the world he or she was raised in, that men like Scott had exposed all of the liars, and murderers, and rapists, that men like Scott had made all of them pay. Quite simply, he prayed her baby would grow up in a world that was better than the one it had been born into.




The Worst is Always Behind Us

Four years into his time in Korea, where he’d gone as a missionary, Cary Bonneville had been visited by two angels who told him the world was to end on September 11, 2000. He then left the Wesleyans and travelled up and down the Korean countryside with his wife Wilma, helping converts prepare for the end times. Travelling through Seoul, he met Reverend Park Min-kyu, who’d been expelled by the Unification Church for having a vision in which angels told him Kim Il-sung, who’d sold his soul for immortality, would march an army of demons into Seoul in the ninth month of the two-thousandth year.

Discovering their shared sign from God, the two men formed the Church of the New Millennium, preaching on soapboxes and storefronts all over Gyeonggi Province, eventually building a megachurch in downtown Seoul. Scott was found the night after they’d officially opened their doors in late October of 1981. Wilma had supposedly found him in a basket, with a note written in Hangul asking God for forgiveness, and that was enough for her to keep and raise Scott as her own.

When Scott was three, Cary Bonneville built another church in Lanai, Hawaii. There in Lanai, he impregnated Noelani Fielder, his secretary, leading to the birth of Scott’s brother Brian. Scott didn’t know all of the particulars—he was only six at the time—but one day his mother came home with a little baby and moved into what would become Brian’s nursery. She would live in that room until Brian was three years old, at which point she took Scott and moved in with her sister in Redondo Beach, leaving Brian and Cary behind. On the plane, she told Scott it was their chance for a normal life, their chance to be normal people.

Scott stared out the window, the plane’s wing wobbling as it passed through a cloud, and he remembered going door to door to pass out leaflets with Wilma, remembered the way doors would slam in their faces, the way the mothers standing on their porches shielded their children from them, the way the children placed hands on their mothers hips and peeked out at him, how their little eyes narrowed when they caught him looking.

“Are we different?” Scott asked.

“No,” Wilma said. “Not anymore. The worst is behind us, Scotty. The worst is always behind us. My mother used to say that all the time. It’s sad, but I don’t think I ever believed her.”

Scott heard the captain’s voice through the speakers. The plane was making its approach into Los Angeles, so he asked everyone stay buckled in their seats. The wing sliced through another cloud, and Scott was fascinated by how fluffy they were. The year before, Wilma’s mother had passed away in San Bernardino, and Scott and Wilma had taken a plane to pay their respects. On the flight back to Hawaii, he remembered looking out at the clouds stumbling over the wing of the plane, just as he was doing now, how much they’d reminded him of the dandelions he’d blown apart with Aunt Margaret before the funeral, how a tiny puff of air had made them separate and disperse. When they went back into the church, Wilma knelt in the vestibule and picked the tiny florets off his tie and collar.

“Do you know what that means, Scotty?” Wilma asked. “Do you know what the worst is always behind us means?”

“Does it mean we’re gonna be happy?”

“Yes. That’s exactly what it means.”

The plane shook and Wilma pulled Scott’s hands to her lips. She placed it on the arm rest and squeezed. After the plane landed and Aunt Margaret took them home, Scott ran through the front lawn with a bouquet of dandelions, watching the tiny florets trail behind him, fragments of a broken cloud.




Wake Up Sheeple

Detective Ramirez, Holly was her first name, sat across from him in the interrogation room. It was just like in the movies, except the room was cold, which the movies had failed to mention. Detective Ramirez also looked like a movie cop, a severe woman with a bob haircut and a tiny scar on her chin. Scott imagined she was probably a lesbian. He had no way of knowing if she was, but it made sense at the time. Ramirez looked at the notes and sighed, over and over again. Scott found their silences agitating, but he knew they were supposed to be. He was quite familiar with this kind of silence, as he’d used it every day in his classroom. Perhaps Ramirez didn’t realize he, too, used silence as a weapon. He, too, understood someone was eventually going to speak up as long as he said nothing.

“So you went to the back of Pizza Galley at approximately ten-forty five or so,” Ramirez finally said, “and noticed the back door was open. Then you went in, saw Mr. Brightman threatening those women with a gun, and shot him in the chest and stomach about a minute or so after.”

They’d already been through this five times in the past hour. Yes, Scott went to the Pizza Galley dumpsters to have a cigarette. He’d noticed the back door hadn’t been shut properly. He knocked on the door to see if anyone was around. Then he went inside to inform them they’d left the back door open. Why not just go around front? Because, what if they didn’t answer? It felt like the right thing to do at the time. As he made his way in, he heard a woman begging for her life—Yes, Mrs. Brightman—and then noticed Mr. Brightman brandishing his gun. After that, everything was a blur as he was acting on pure instinct. How much clearer could he be?

Scott hadn’t mentioned Jae. The last thing he wanted was more questions. All he wanted was to go home and think about what he and David Brightman had done. Not in any remorseful way, of course—what did Scott really have to feel sorry about? What Scott had wanted was to contemplate what had happened that night, why things had fallen in place the way they had. What he’d needed was to regroup and not only think about what he’d done, but why he’d done it. Mostly, Scott wanted to sit alone and curse his rotten luck, wanted some time to actually feel sorry for himself—was that too much to ask?

Had Yu-jin shut the door tightly behind her, Scott wouldn’t have had such an easy path inside. Had Scott not begun hyperventilating, had he not taken up smoking because he’d wanted to always be by Lisa’s side, he wouldn’t have gone to the dumpsters for a smoke, which would have set off a different chain of events. Maybe he would have had to force his way inside—David Brightman would have seen him and panicked. Maybe they would have had a shootout, or Brightman would have just shot his wife and them himself, but only after shooting Scott first. Perhaps he should’ve been more forceful with Brightman in the parking lot. What if they’d had an encounter that brought Brightman to his senses and made him go home? Had Darcy Brightman actually been a faithful wife, perhaps David wouldn’t have been there at all.

How did Jae know about Jeoseung Saja? How did this homeless man know who he was? It was as if he were expecting Scott to be there. None of this would have made any sense to Ramirez.

“Your gun,” Ramirez said, “why was it on you at the time?”

“It’s registered.”

“That’s not what I asked, Mr. Bonneville. Okay, let me start again, just to make sure we’re on the same page. You went to the back of Pizza Galley at approximately ten-forty five or so to have a cigarette. You noticed the back door was open. Then you went in, saw Mr. Brightman threatening those women with a gun, so you pulled out your gun—”

Scott panicked and told Ramirez he’d been thinking about killing himself. It wasn’t the best answer, but what else could he say? That he’d come to expose the child sex-trafficking ring run in the basement of the Pizza Galley? That Pizza Galley was the front for a nationwide, possibly even global, order of pedophiles? That he’d come to hold the Pizza Galley employees hostage until someone finally revealed the secret kill room? Of course all of this was the truth—Scott had done the research—but now that David Brightman had thwarted his plans, who’d believe him? Certainly not the complicit police department Ramirez worked for.

The truth was, Scott had gone to Pizza Galley after months of investigating the disappearance of children across the country. They always seemed to come in threes, and every time he pinpointed the places they’d disappeared and then drew a line connecting the sites—every single time—they always formed a triangle which surrounded a Pizza Galley location: a triangle, the shape of a pizza, these people were taunting him. Beyond being the shape of a pizza slice, the triangle has a much greater significance. The mascot for Pizza Galley is a cartoon pirate named Captain Pete Pizza. He wore a tricorne hat, the kind worn by 18th century military men. Affixed to the tricorne’s brim was a gold Dough-Bloon token, the currency used in all Pizza Galleys. Heads was a pirate ship; tails was the company logo, another triangle, which surrounded a slice of pizza—a triangle containing a smaller triangle also happens to be secret pedophile code for “Boy Lover,” the larger triangle representing the man, while the smaller one signified the little boy. Others have even said the triangular logo represented the Eye of Providence, the eye topping the Freemason pyramid on the back of every one dollar bill. Of course, he couldn’t tell Ramirez any of this. She’d either think he was crazy, because she was blind to the truth—or if she wasn’t blind, she’d have to make his execution look like an accident. God damn you, David Brightman.

“So there it is,” Scott said. “Happy? I wanted to kill myself. For what it’s worth, I don’t want to anymore. I don’t want to kill myself. I want to live, okay? I want to live my life.”

They—and we all know who they are—liked to call people like Scott conspiracy theorists, paint people like Scott as lunatics, losers, unproductive members of society who desperately grasp at nonexistent causal chains to prove the world is rotten, simpletons looking for scapegoats for their own failure to function normally in the world. But Scott knew in his heart he wasn’t a conspiracy theorist—the Earth is round, we did in fact land on the moon, and there is no such thing as Bigfoot. In Scott’s mind, he was a free-thinker, a seeker of truth, an explorer of possibilities. He’s highly educated, eats healthy and exercises regularly—he’d even had a very good job and a loving girlfriend until his life had gone off the rails. Critical thinkers such as Scott were only demonized because of their devotion to the truth and their determination in exposing lies.

Wake up, Sheeple LOL! they’d say in mocking terms, as if this were something people like Scott would actually say. Yet the half-wits who mocked him always described themselves as “woke” at every turn so they could harvest Likes and Shares on social media, while defending the systems put in place by the Global Elite, like the good little serfs they were. He’d always sneered at the term “woke,” a preterite verb, a colloquial one no less, representing a past action or state, and with most of these sheep it was always the recent past they were describing. True individuals such as Scott described themselves in the more active “awake.” He wanted to ask all these “woke” people if they’ve seen photos of the Pizza Galley kill room—the drainage hole in the middle of the floor for all the blood, white walls smudged with dirt, a black poster on the wall which read D.A.R.E. to resist drugs and violence. He wanted to ask if they knew about Aiden Iwakuma, the autistic twelve-year-old John Cena fanatic who’d disappeared while camping with his family, found on a river-bank by a group of city councilmen on a fishing excursion. What about Tasha Bennett, who had dreamed of becoming a pop singer, her body discovered behind St. Lawrence Church by an elderly nun? Then there’s the mysterious case of Hunter Moxley, a buck-toothed kid whose dream was to quarterback the Patriots to a Super Bowl. His foot—his severed foot—had been found on the steps of the County Sheriff ’s Department during a massive power surge. Isn’t it convenient there’s no surveillance footage?

Why is it these three children were discovered by local government, clergy, and law enforcement? The government, the people who make the laws; clergy, the people who keep us good and stupid; law enforcement, the people who punish those who aren’t good and stupid—what shape has three lines and three vertices? How was it that Councilman Becerra-Hernandez, who’d found Aiden’s body, had gone to college with the current C.E.O. of Pizza Kingdom? Was it any coincidence that this C.E.O., Daniel Patrick McDougal, was a devout Catholic who’d allegedly started a legal fund defending priests accused of sexual abuse? How convenient is it the local Sheriff ’s department, where they found Hunter’s foot, and Pizza Galley worked hand-in-hand, sending a deputy and some child-rapist in a Captain Pete Pizza costume to school assemblies in order to teach children how to—and this is a direct quote from the brochure—RESIST DRUGS AND VIOLENCE?

Why was it that when he’d pinpointed the spots where Aiden, Tasha, and Hunter’s bodies were found, Scott could draw a line from one to another until they’d connected to form a triangle—three lines, three vertices—around the Pizza Galley location he’d decided to investigate that night? Had these “woke” little boys and girls even read the numerous accounts of men flipping Dough-Bloons to see which sex act they were going to inflict upon the children—heads meaning one thing, tails meaning something just as obviously crude and horrifying? Did they know that when police raided the homes of pedophiles, they’d often found the gold Dough-Bloons used at Pizza Galley, sleeved in rolls, disguised as quarters, as to not arouse suspicion? What despicable creatures these “woke” people were, laughing and mocking men like Scott, while predators sat in the basement of Pizza Galleys across the nation, flipping coins and laughing as drugged children lay curled in cages.

“I’m very sorry to hear that,” Ramirez said. “I’ll refer you to a counselor after we’re finished. Thank you for your honesty. It was a brave thing to admit.”

Of course, none of the things Scott knew to be true, none of the truths Scott wanted to expose, came to light that night because of David Brightman, a sad man who’d only gone into Pizza Galley because of a broken heart. Brightman had gone in after the restaurant had closed, just as Scott had planned, because neither wanted to harm anyone they felt didn’t deserve it. The next day, everyone would call Scott the Good Guy and Brightman the Bad Guy, but Scott would feel Brightman deserved maybe the tiniest bit of consideration here. He knew how that felt, having your heart broken, knowing the person you loved maybe didn’t love you as intensely as they should. A man in a gray suit and an American flag necktie walked into the interrogation room and Ramirez sighed, threw her hands in the air.

“Mr. Bonneville,” he said, “not another word.”

“I guess your attorney’s here,” Ramirez said. “We’ll be in touch.”

She touched Scott’s hand, told him to be strong, to have a good night. After she left, the man introduced himself. Mills Burghardt told Scott not to worry—not only would Scott never see the inside of a cell, but together, they were going to change the world.

“I’m going to be very honest with you, Scott,” Burghardt said. “I saw you on the news—you’re all over the news, by the way—and rushed over from Pasadena. I just knew that you needed me on your side. I need you to know you’re in very good hands here. I’m not some low-level P.D.A. I have over fifteen years’ experience dealing with self-defense cases like yours. And you know what? I also happen to be a firm believer in the Second Amendment— did that woman ask you about your gun?”

“She did.”

“Of course she did. Did any of these cops thank you for saving all those lives?”

“Look, Mr. Burghardt, I’m honestly not much of a gun nut—”

“Mills. And of course you’re not. No one is. There’s no such thing as a gun nut, Scott. It’s just some fake, made-up term used to demonize gun owners. You may not see yourself as a gun nut, most reasonable people won’t see you as a gun nut, but what do you think the media is going to do? They’re already talking about how you lost your job in Oregon. CNN had your former principal on the phone and honestly, he’s not as complimentary as he probably should be. They’re already planting the seeds to make this about you and your gun—disgraced former teacher who became a gun nut—I know their game, Scott, and that’s what they’re doing right now.”

They talked to Jed Birkenstein? What did he say about Scott? Did Jed push Blake Mesman’s lies? Blake Mesman, that lying little shit. Oh, if only their paths could cross one more time, Scott would really make it count.

“Okay,” said Scott.

“Good. Let’s get you out of here.”

They left the interrogation room. Scott’s mother was waiting for him on a bench, next to an elderly man with a black eye and a young woman with a sleeping child.




Inertia Got Us Here

The truth was, Scott had in fact contemplated suicide before killing David Brightman, but it also happened to be the moment he’d been saved, the moment he was finally given another sense of purpose, so he didn’t think much about how low the world had crushed him. Three months before the Pizza Galley Shooting, he was trapped in one of those moods that swung back and forth, from sentimentality to resentment, with the violence of a drunk with a baseball bat. He sat at the computer in his bedroom—his fucking childhood bedroom—searching for the one thing that might bring him peace, or at least coax him back to bed, promise to stop the memories scraping the insides of his skull, memories that quickened his breath and made him toss and turn. He hadn’t slept for three days, and often wondered if death might be his only escape.

He spent a little time looking at Lisa’s Facebook page. He knew it wouldn’t help him in any way—he knew, in fact, it would hurt him—but inertia is a tricky thing that takes you exactly where you’re supposed to go. Everything lands where it’s supposed to land, even when we believe our aim to be true. In the end, gravity takes everyone down, and Scott followed his arc of descent clicking on thumbnails of selfies of Lisa in her new yoga pants, to photos of kale tossed with quinoa and garlic, to close-ups of manicured toenails lacquered red like a brand new car. Lisa posted an update about a young girl in Beaverton who’d gone missing two weeks earlier. Accompanying the post was a photo of the young girl, smiling in an Oregon Ducks cheerleader outfit, wisps of blonde hair glistening as if conducting sunlight—she couldn’t have been more than twelve, fifteen at the most.

 Thoughts and prayers for Caitlyn Oliynik and her family, the post read. Please bring this beautiful angel home to her mom and dad.

It was a harmless post, and that was the problem. It may have done no harm, but what possible good could this post have done for anyone? What good were Lisa’s thoughts and prayers? Was this post even for Caitlyn, or was it for Lisa? The comments underneath were from Lisa’s yoga friends, all of them telling Lisa she was a beautiful person for bringing Caitlyn’s disappearance to everyone’s attention, and Lisa responding with how heartbroken she was for this little girl she didn’t even know, how she cried just thinking about her.

What good are your tears, Lisa?

You think Caitlyn’s parents care about your broken heart?

Scott was ready to finally break his radio silence, tell Lisa where she could go with her thoughts and prayers—he’d be dead by sunrise anyway, so what was the difference?—when he ran across a comment from “Rahni Sage,” one of the execrable New Age shitbags Lisa liked to call her friends, a deplorable phony of a man whose real name was fucking Ronald. Scott had seen the way Ronald had looked at Lisa with his stupid smile and rat’s nest of a manbun— he’d even do it right in front of his girlfriend Sasha—the way he’d leered at Lisa and flirted with her, the way she limped her wrist, as if Scott had no right to say anything. Sasha had once even come onto Scott, drunkenly put her hand on his crotch, assuring him “Rahni was cool with it.” What kind of couple is cool with that? Absolute trash people.

 Here’s what’s happening, Rahni wrote, and every word of this is Gospel truth. This poor girl was kidnapped for Adrenochrome. People in Hollywood are addicted to it. They harvest it from our adrenaline glands and take it to get high. The purest form comes from children.

Scott should have used this opportunity to humiliate Rahni, to make him look like the crank he was—no one else was pushing back—Lisa had even liked the comment. But something told him he should research Adrenochrome, at the very least he could use factual inaccuracies against Rahni, so he opened a new tab and looked it up. One of the first results was a video link about Adrenochrome, which traced it back to the drug “drencom” (the Nadsat translation for Adrenochrome) in A Clockwork Orange. From there, the video went on to make ridiculous claims, showing grainy clips from a supposed snuff film recorded at an unnamed Hollywood producer’s mansion. They never showed the child being tortured or killed, thankfully—instead pivoting to Before and After shots of Hollywood actresses, showing the severe weight loss they’d suffered as a result of their Adrenochrome addiction. Scott hated himself for watching the entire video. Scott hadn’t even realized the video had ended, and gone straight into another video, “The Truth About Millie DuFresne,” a fifteen minute clip tying J.D. Salinger and MKUltra to the Millie DuFresne Incident, which Scott had personally lived through during graduate school. The man who made this video, a talk radio host named Gordy French, confirmed everything Scott had already known about Millie—her father’s connections to global banking interests, the fact the pipe bombs she’d used were the same ones used by CIA-influenced counterculture terrorists in the early 70’s, her obsession with Catcher in the Rye. And for the first time all night, Scott felt something close to comfort. He watched the next Gordy French video, one about Masonic rituals in Catcher in the Rye (which he’d already known about), and then another about Salinger’s time as a counter-intelligence officer during WWII (which he’d also known about), and then another about the history of Catcher in the Rye and high-profile assassinations (which he’d also known about). For the next three hours, he watched video after video—new knowledge was gained, and old knowledge was validated—until he finally came to the end of his rabbit hole, the video clip that would change his life: “The Concentric Triangle: Pizza Galley and Pedophilia.” Of course, not all of it was useful—the notion pedophiles worshipped Satan seemed a bit farfetched— but everything else made perfect sense. It made so much sense, that after it ended, Scott was able to crawl into bed and finally sleep for the first time in days, the rising sun and chirping birds be damned.

That night, he dreamt he and Sasha were once again in her kitchen, while Rahni and Lisa lay passed out on the couch. This time, when Sasha said “Rahni is totally cool with this,” Scott realized he too was totally cool with it as well. He slid his tongue into her mouth and they lowered onto the dirty checkerboard laminate tiling, which then opened up and sucked them down into the darkness. He and Sasha descended into the abyss—their tongues, and limbs, and sex-parts tangled together—floating downward like a dying balloon.

“You’re the second woman I’ve done this with,” Scott said.

“Inertia got us here,” Sasha said.

And he never questioned her response, the way he might have were he awake—he won’t even remember she said this when he finally awakens and sneaks his underwear into the trashbin.

Scott finally came to a little after noon. He took a long hot shower and then went back to the computer, watched “The Concentric Triangle” four more times before spending the rest of the day watching music videos of Lisa’s favorite songs. His mother came home from work and asked him about his day. She was happy to hear he slept like a baby.
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