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For Ms. Amanda Oliver.

I pray Ms. Gracie found you.

Thank you for finding me, and helping me avenge us all.








I was planning so that things would come out the best way,

and trying to find some release from death, for my companions

and myself too, combining all my resource and treacheries,

as with life at stake, for the great evil was very close to us.

—Homer, The Odyssey








PREFACE

TWO SPRINGS AGO, WHEN there was still a little hope that we’d avoid our current troubles—hope, I mean, that we’d elect an ailing, stumbling president, not a lying, stealing, would-be dictator—I almost sent my young friend Slim a message.


Hey Slim,

I know you want to burn the country down. Don’t waste your time.

Okay?



Slim had been pissed that spring, and for some time, about a lot of things you might be pissed about if you are halfway decent and alive. Slim had declared himself against the monied interests. Slim had denounced the war. Slim had been warned to cool it down online and IRL. Slim had been reading self-help books, he said, on managing his anger. They hadn’t helped.

The morning of the day I almost sent my message, Slim reshared a tweet from someone screen-named @babadookspinoza. I knew Spinoza was a dead philosopher but had to look up Babadook. “The Babadook is a fictional supernatural creature, personifying grief, depression, and trauma.” Understood. The tweet read:


The choice people think before them is Trump-or-Biden, but the only real crucial question for world history right now is: will you help destroy the empire or will you help the empire destroy everything?



My first thought was to guide Slim toward some third choice, brilliant and creative as he is. But Slim, as I once was, is not the type you caution against doing what he wants to do, especially if you don’t have something better he should do instead. I was still working on my instead. So, I held off.

The old me might have sent a different message: Fuck it, burn it down! I’ve always been a Why not? kind of guy. Let’s take a road trip. Let’s stage a coup. Hey, baby, Jack, let’s go get married. And on and on, all the way back to my first thought, at four years old, to climb behind the wheel of my daddy’s car and mash the pedal, floor it right into my grandparents’ garage. Once I got wind of world affairs, the same impulse applied. I can remember wanting revolution bad as anybody, at nineteen, even twenty-six or so, though looking back, I’m pretty sure I actually wanted glory and revenge. I wanted some Great Cause to fetch my heart from its deep pool of sorrows. I figured revolution—in my mind, a sudden and cataclysmic upheaval of society; an excruciating and embarrassing flaying of the rich and powerful, ending with the wretched of the earth, like me, in charge—might compensate for the upheavals of my life, and all my people’s lives throughout all time.

I still intend to get my compensation. I just believe I’ve found a better way to get it, and that raising revolutionary hell might, in fact, delay my getting. I used to love to fight. Now, my only mission is to win.

A win for me is simple: I want a life worth living and a world worth living in. When I say a great refusal, I mean saying no to anything that doesn’t get me closer to a life worth living and a world worth living in. That’s all.

If it helps to stage some revolution to achieve these goals, fine. But such a revolution, I believe, will be different from the kind I used to have in mind. Such a revolution will not be of the Hollywood variety. Such a revolution will begin not in the streets but inside each of us who cannot tolerate this hellscape anymore. Such a revolution will be marked by many of us going “missing” from the loop-de-loop of toxic hope and ever-present doom to which we’ve grown accustomed.

The revolution I can picture now is more likely to be led by mystics than gun-wielding mercenaries—though the mystics won’t be ones to fuck with. Mystic or not, all involved will have moved toward something stranger, deeper, far more dangerous, something real: the revolution that takes root inside of anyone who, by chance or concentrated effort, remembers who they really are and why they’ve come. That is why this book exists: to help you remember. These words are just a breadcrumb trail back home.

A message came to me in meditation recently: “Show them the light switch. They will turn on the light.” This was a different version of the same core message that came through in meditation months before: “Write the wheel. Give the wheel. They will turn the wheel.” A brother-friend read what you are about to read and offered his own version of the message: “Seems like you want this book to crawl into somebody’s brain and set off a little bomb… maybe a very thoughtful and intentional, even loving, bomb.” He offered to read again and point out the places where I had snuffed out the fuse, so to speak. No need, I told my friend. It is important that the fuse goes out, I explained, so you, the reader, come to know that I am not the fuse. Neither I nor what I’ve written is the bomb. The bomb is in you now. The fuse is ready to be lit and may be lit already. In either case, the bomb won’t work unless you believe that you can light the fuse yourself, without my help. When it blows, you’ll know: I’m free. You’ll know there is a freedom on the inside that this world didn’t give you and this world can’t take away. You’ll know there is a great unfolding going on, and all the clues for what’s to come are planted in the people—and we need each other’s clues.

At least, these are the things I am convinced of now.

You see, I hope, why I was close to sending Slim that message. How many more hours and bodies must we throw at degeneracy? How many more lifetimes must we spend convincing them, our country, that we are worthy of that liberty they’re always talking about? Is there not a better “work” for us?

We might learn, instead, to save our energy. We might learn to tend our gardens, store some extra food to share. You could say that we should learn to shoot, but we might also learn to duck. We might learn to speak in code or not at all in front of those who want us dead. We might turn our besieged margins into staging grounds, where we rehearse the world to come. We might make the great refusal.

Instead of burning down the country, tearing down the empire, I let it go. I try to grow and hold my peace, and power up. I side with @theconjurecleaner, who responded to a wave of calls to flee the country.


Where we gone go?… If you’re rooted… you ain’t going no damn where. You’re supposed to be here. You’ve been primed for this, poised for this moment… It’s showtime!



So now, instead of running anywhere for any other reason than good cardio, I stand my ground. I stick around. Most days, I take a walk. My walks help clarify for me what I think Slim and I and you should do to win the life and world we want. I laid out everything as best I could in these nine chapters. See what you think of what I think and maybe we can talk about it soon. Okay? Okay.







1

THE PORTAL’S ALMOST OPEN

MY WALK HAS BEEN the same for two-plus years: three miles, up and back, along a stretch of South Congress Avenue, the central drag in Austin. Reminds you of some mash-up of Rodeo Drive and Small Town Main Street. South Congress starts iconically at the front gates of the Texas Capitol, rolls south through downtown, across the water, up a wide, steep hill, past the side street where I live, and finally ends, randomly and pitifully (if also commercially), eight miles farther south, next to a Walgreens, Bill Miller Bar-B-Q, and a Valero gas station.

You could say South Congress is a street embroiled in its own civil war, torn between two visions of what kind of street it wants to be. You could also say the street is simply being what it’s been since 1852—a boulevard of trading posts—and doing what this town and country’s always done: letting whoever’s got the money have their way.

Along my route, I pass what’s left of old South Congress: the original Magnolia Cafe, and Hudson Meat Market, where you can take animals you’ve hunted to be processed into jerky or “fine meats.” I pass Big Top Candy Shop, where you can buy all the old candies, and Texas-shaped peanut patties, and milkshakes made the old way. I pass Avenue Barber Shop, established 1933, whose storefront still displays the old mascot, a bull, and the old motto: “No Bull, Since 1933.”

Right here is where the vibes get sad.

South Congress Books moved in 2023, then closed in 2024. The antique bazaar Uncommon Objects, a “one-of-a-kind emporium of transcendent junk,” is gone. Mi Casa Gallery, seller of Old West memorabilia and genuine Mexican crafts, is gone, and was replaced by a boutique that sells luxury cowgirl clothes. Even the empty lot, once used for weekend swap meets, is gone. In its place is a sick sign of things to come, things already here, in hiding: a three-story brown brick building, billed as a “mixed-use development,” that has been boarded up and padlocked since at least 2021, when I first heard about and saw the building. Back then, a good source said this was the latest project of a certain billionaire who made his fortune in clean energy. The building would be HQ of a new exclusive social club, more exclusive than the other social clubs in town. I heard nothing about the building or the social club for years after that, and that was fine. Until I learned the truth.

Turns out this building is the project of a different billionaire, Elon Musk—presently the richest man on earth, who, until his falling-out with Mr. Trump, was among the most powerful figures in the US government, and was dismantling that government, including the agency my sister’s worked in for the past two decades.

Turns out, also, there’s more to Elon’s lair. One day, to miss the crowds, I walked the alley, where I noticed a thick iron gate directly across from the back entrance to Elon’s building. Over a few more walks, I traced the plots behind that gate and asked a couple people what was up. Soon, I understood there is a whole network of houses, or house-like things, spread over at least two blocks, all tied to whatever Elon’s doing on South Congress.

When Mr. Musk was still in tight with Mr. Trump, somebody told a journalist: “I wish that Elon would come home [to Austin] and focus on his business.” Personally, I wish Elon would go back home to Africa or speed up his plans to live on Mars. I wish Elon would leave my sister and her colleagues in the government alone. I wish Elon had known, or cared, that US foreign aid, for all its faults, kept millions from unnecessary suffering. When I saw Elon’s Nazi salute at Trump’s inauguration party, I almost wished Elon would die. But I don’t wish death on anybody, anymore. Not even me. A lot has changed since I first “disappeared.”

[image: ]
IN SEPTEMBER 2018, A journalist for New York magazine offered the following introduction to an interview we’d done weeks before my memoir There Will Be No Miracles Here hit shelves:


When he was in his late 20s, Casey Gerald seemed poised to do anything he wanted: It was conceivable that he could run for national office in either party, or become the youngest-ever CEO of a multinational business, or produce and star in some viral reality show. He was charismatic […] and had a compelling personal narrative: growing up a gay Evangelical Christian in subsidized housing in Dallas, with his parents largely absent, then making it to Yale, then to Lehman Brothers, then to Harvard’s MBA program. In his 20s, he started MBAxAmerica, a nonprofit that helped 73 entrepreneurs start small businesses in cities like Fargo, North Dakota; Butte, Montana; and Tupelo, Mississippi. But at the peak of his success, in 2016, he disbanded his organization and disappeared…



Hardly anyone I knew saw the book coming, since I had never been a writer, and since hardly anyone had seen me, or heard from me, for two years. “Does Casey Gerald Know How to Fix America?” the New York headline read. Based on his headline and his line of questioning, the journalist assumed, I think, that my two years away had been only a curious break from my regular programming, rather than a desperate break from my old way of life, as was the case.

Others interpreted my disappearance—and, even more, my silence in the first years of the first Trump term—as a sign that I’d become a cynic.

It is true that I no longer believed in the people who ran our government or the world. On one level, this wasn’t new or even interesting, since it appears that I aligned myself against authority soon after meeting my father, and surely by seven years into my life when I finally let him have a little piece of my mind: “You have your rights and I have my rights!” I shouted as I sprinted down the stairs of our apartment, to reach my Sega Genesis controller, the cord of which I planned to wrap around my neck until I died. I’ll have to KILL myself to get some freedom around here! Daddy had been an option quarterback at Ohio State and so, of course, he caught me before I did too much damage. But we had an understanding after that, I think.

It was a different kind of disbelief that overtook me in the years before I disappeared—the kind described by the late playwright Arthur Miller, who observed in 1974: “An era can be said to end when its basic illusions are exhausted.” The era in question for Miller ended near the close of 1949, after which “a sort of political surrealism came dancing through the ruins of what had nearly been a beautifully moral and rational world…”

The world predating 2016 may not have been exactly beautiful or moral or rational, but it had been, to me, to some acceptable degree, coherent. I understood, or felt I did, what it meant to be a Democrat. I understood The New York Times to truly be the paper of record—to have an unassailable assessment of the war (any war), of what was really going on. I did not expect the experts to always do what I wanted them to do. I did expect “experts” to know what they were doing. By 2016, such illusions had been exhausted within me. I’d always wondered why the world was such a mess. Then, I left for college and began to meet the people running it. Then, I learned to run the world as they had run it—which meant, in part, to never say you want to “run” the world but rather want to “change” the world or “help people.” After a decade of this exercise, I couldn’t shake the feeling that my only conscionable option was to take my damn hands off the world, to see how it would fare without such “help” as I’d been trained to offer. (Just enough help to keep most people needing help, needing me. Enough uplift to keep enough people from burning down the country.) Day by day, I became more like that mad actor who, during rehearsal one random morning, hurls his script and screams—This makes no fucking sense! Not even I made sense to me.

More and more, it seemed my tears were not connected to my brain, as if an edict had been passed, an inviolable law, demanding that all the tears inside of all the people be released. At least inside of me. And just like that, there was a little puddle around my feet or on my pillow when I woke from that same old dream in the middle of the night, which also came more nights than before.

I hid no big secrets any longer. I waged no wars with God; we were working things out. I’d lost my appetite for revenge, my lust for glory, though I backslid every now and then. Yet here I was, still haunted in my sleep and, more and more, my waking hours. What fresh dead end was this?

Those are the words I finally found for how I felt before I disappeared. But at the time, I had no words. I had a faintly violent urge to get away from anything that made me want to cry or scream. This included nearly everything and everyone I knew: the news, the cops, my New York “friends,” my blood relations, the B54 bus that groaned on Myrtle Avenue, outside my window, over and over, from 5 a.m. into the night, and all the voices pouring off the bus, and cackling in front of Mr. C.’s bodega 24/7—back when the city didn’t sleep, back when I blamed the city for the voices in my tired mind. You’re fucked, my boy. The bus will be here in an hour. You won’t make rent next week. Why did you only buy one bottle? Why don’t you die?

I am still here, in part, because my friend Josh offered me a new idea.

Josh and I had met one winter night for dinner at Katz’s Deli, down on the Lower East Side. Over dinner, I discovered he was likewise in the mood to die, for his own private reasons, including a strange trip to/in Peru, and what he called a terminal sleep disorder. We traded notes. We agreed to meet again for dinner in a month. (Josh is doing great now, by the way, and I am doing pretty good myself, all things considered. We join the line of those who understood why Gwendolyn Brooks advised the young who want to die: “Stay here. See what the news is going to be tomorrow.”)

Between our dinners, Josh emailed a copy of an obscure pamphlet he had found: Vanishing Point: How to Disappear in America Without a Trace.

The pamphlet explained everything: how to destroy your automobile; how to dispose of an abusive lover’s firearm; why you should never try to run from the IRS; the trade-offs between biker gangs and desert outcasts as accomplices. Vanishing Point strongly recommended you leave town ASAP. So, I left town.

I came back home to Texas, where my family’s lived since slavery times—though none in Austin, which is partly why I came to Austin when I disappeared. I rented a small old house with old neighbors on one side, now passed away, and two piglets on the other side, now adult pigs if they’re alive. I kept the same phone number I’d had since I was sixteen—I hate change, if you can believe it—and just stopped answering the phone. It truly never crossed my mind to come up
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