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You have to quit confusing a madness with a mission.

—Flannery O’Connor, The Violent Bear It Away










Prologue


The sign above the door read birds of a feather. I pushed it open and took a seat on the couch, next to a wooden shelf with two small porcelain canaries in mid-flight. The room felt hotter than usual. I removed my jacket and draped it over the arm of the sofa as my therapist sat down across from me. Anne was in her early fifties, radiating an enviable air of confidence. I, on the other hand, was twenty-nine, diffident and calculated, terrified of being perceived as an unreasonable, unlikable conspiracy junkie.

“How are you?” she asked.

“Good,” I said.

This was how we began every session: a simple question resulting in a simple answer. It felt performative but always had the intended effect of setting the conversation in motion.

I was struggling with how I’d spent the past four years of my life. The scams I’d contributed to. The lies I’d helped spread. The people I’d harmed. The guilt clawed at me, insistent and unyielding. I had been a cog in a monstrous machine, a part of something I had once believed, in earnest, to be valiant. Often in these sessions, I sat in silence, unsure of where to start, but Anne’s x-ray vision cut through my taciturn moments.

“Why is this room called ‘Birds of a Feather’?” I eventually asked.

“It’s a reference to the saying, about people forming groups around similar interests,” she said. “Really, though, each room in this office just has an animal theme.”

I looked back over at the canaries on the shelf, the porcelain swan on the table between us, the macramé tapestry of crane silhouettes. After months in that room, I’d never considered the deliberate motif. Or the symbolic coincidence.

“Maybe that’s part of my problem,” I said, “the whole ‘birds flock together’ thing. Without a partner encouraging me to think or feel differently, I probably wouldn’t have left; I certainly wouldn’t be on this couch.”

Anne relaxed into her chair. “You might be right,” she said, “but before you can understand any of this, you have to acknowledge what you’ve gone through.” Reaching into her bag, she pulled out a notepad. “I’ve been thinking you might need to see someone who specializes in trauma or PTSD.” She hesitated before saying those last four letters—an acronym typically ascribed to those who’ve witnessed, firsthand, the horrors of humanity. “I can give you some names.”

“The place I worked was called ‘Infowars,’ ” I said, joking, dismissive, “but despite my militaristic boss, I never saw combat.”

I thought back to the chaos of protests, the burn of tear gas, the anger that hovered over everything. The sharp crack of gunfire, laughter that cut through the tension, friendships built on defiance and uncertainty, the proximity between the fantastic and the hateful. It all merged into a confusing monolith of fear, disillusion, and madness. I knew what I’d experienced—it’s what filled most of the hour-long conversations we had in that room—but I didn’t feel comfortable shifting from offender to victim. So I resisted.

“I chose to be there,” I said, turning those memories inward.

Anne paused for a moment. “Yes, at first you chose to be there,” she replied, leaning forward. “You also chose to leave.”








Part One Belief





1 The War Room


I pulled up to a red-brick office building, convinced I had taken a wrong turn. In my naïve fantasies, I pictured the office downtown, alive among bustling city streets, sidewalks filled with tepid locals, spirited tourists, sharply dressed commuters navigating their frenetic lives.

Instead, the highway became a frontage road that curved through an underpass, crossing industrial warehouses, semiconductor plants, and a flat, balding field, overgrown and enclosed by a chain-link fence. Smoke from nearby factories filled the sky with ashen clouds. A cool breeze flitted through oak saplings as I pulled into an empty parking spot and noticed, only then, the blacked-out windows and conspicuous lack of signage on the maroon office building. Maybe this was the perfect location, I thought, reconsidering my initial doubt, seeing it then as a cloak-and-dagger operation straight out of a movie.

The first door I tried was locked. The second, while also bolted shut, had a small intercom positioned by the handle. I pressed the white button and peered at the dark windows, unable to see anything but my own reflection.

This was my first time in Austin, my first time in Texas. I had traveled a thousand miles for a job I knew little about. A year earlier, on a whim, I submitted a video to an online contest and was offered a position as a camera operator and editor. I knew accepting that role would break my monotonous routine in film school, hoped it would lead to other opportunities, but I had no idea where that decision was taking me, the darkness I was inviting into my life, the ruinous effects of crossing that threshold. On that May morning in 2013, I only recognized the immediate: I was stuck outside a locked door, desperately trying to get in.

I knocked once, twice, but no one answered. From behind me came the subtle scrape of shoes against pavement—slow, deliberate, like someone trying to be discreet. Turning, I spotted a scowling man coming toward me from the parking lot. He was middle-aged, wearing a vertical-striped silk shirt tucked into cargo pants with a leather fanny pack snapped tightly around his waist. Above the belt he looked like a mobster’s errand boy; below it, a gelded father enduring a family vacation to Disney World. I smiled as he approached.

“Who are you?” he said, eschewing all formality.

I introduced myself and told him I was looking for Free Speech Systems, the company name stamped on the letterhead of my job offer. I’d been warned to keep the location private—an address I’d been given only a few days prior after my background check cleared. During the interview I was told it remained undisclosed to keep “crazy people” from showing up unannounced, and so I avoided giving the stranger further details. “This is my first day,” I said. “It’s possible I’m at the wrong place.”

The man sighed as if we’d had this conversation before and he was irritated by the repeated inconvenience. He unzipped his waist bag and pulled out a cell phone. At first, I thought he was making a call, but he just stood there, staring down at the screen. That’s when I realized I’d seen him before. He had been in the background of a video I’d watched online, one associated with the company who’d hired me.

“I’m looking for Infowars,” I said, watching his face for a reaction.

He glanced up from his phone. “Infowars?”

“Yeah,” I said, hoping my candor would warrant a response. “Alex Jones.”

The man returned to his phone and shrugged his shoulders. “Never heard of him.”

I stood there confused, wondering if this was some sort of test. Suddenly, static exploded through the intercom and a woman’s voice bellowed out like the gatekeeper in The Wizard of Oz. I stepped back toward the door. “Hi… um… I’m looking for Free Speech Systems.”

There was a pause before she responded. “Is this Josh?” She sounded friendlier this time, the tonal shift revealing her thick Texas accent. I leaned forward, relieved, confirming my identity. The man behind me slid his phone in his pocket and pulled out a fistful of keys, scraping them together until he found the plastic among the brass. “Apologies,” he said, waving the key fob near the handle and opening the door. “Sometimes crazy people stop by, looking for Jones, so we have to be careful.”

I uttered a half-hearted affirmation. The weight of the moment heaved at my insides, causing a queasiness I couldn’t ignore. I had quit film school in my third year, moved halfway across the country with no savings, and convinced my girlfriend of four years to uproot her life and join me. But instead of making a good first impression at a place that claimed to expose lies, I had just been duped by a guy wearing a fanny pack.

As I stepped inside the office, the man who had accosted me introduced himself as Raymond, still eyeing me with suspicion. As the door sealed shut behind me, everything went dark. Pitch-black. I couldn’t see anything, accentuating the bitter scent of burnt coffee and spent cartridge toner lingering in the air. “Wait here,” I heard Raymond say, his voice trailing off in the distance. The office was frigid and murky like a cave. Black aluminum blinds covered the windows, blocking out the glaring Texas sun. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust. A row of fabric partition panels blocked my view of the space, and I could hear distant footsteps, the low hum of a printer, the erratic shuffling of paper nearby.

A squat woman with kind eyes appeared around the corner. “I’m Michelle,” she said, her voice a match for the one I’d heard on the intercom. She beckoned me to follow her. As we made our way through the office, I was surprised at how messy it was. Instead of an impressive headquarters, what the lead-in to Jones’s radio show described as the “central Texas command center deep behind enemy lines,” the space looked more like an unkempt college media department. Cables were strewn across the floor, desks were heaped with disassembled broadcasting equipment, and stacks of printed news articles cluttered every surface.

“Where are you from again?” she asked as we moved down a long corridor. The walls stood bare except for a few oil paintings. One was a crude copy of Hokusai’s woodblock print The Great Wave off Kanagawa, and the other a grotesque futuristic humanoid towering over a Technicolor mountain. Both looked as though they were painted by a child.

“I grew up in Georgia,” I said, taking note of the wooden sign at the end of the hallway, scrawled with the words liberty or death as an ominous warning.

Michelle was from Texas, though she didn’t specify which part, and had worked for Infowars a few years after her brother, the operations manager, got her a job. She leaned in close and lowered her voice as she spoke. “It’s a crazy place,” she said with a raised eyebrow, gauging my reaction. I must’ve looked nervous, perhaps wondering why the word “crazy” had already been used numerous times during my brief interactions with employees. “Don’t get me wrong,” she clarified, attempting to sound enthusiastic, searching for the right descriptive word, “it can also be… exciting.”

The carpeted floors turned to concrete as we entered the shipping department. Walls were lined with steel wire shelves crammed full of DVDs, stickers, and an array of custom-designed T-shirts. On the ground was a large wooden pallet, stacked four feet high with Infowars magazines. That month’s issue: A History of False Flags.

“Here’s our warehouse,” she said. “I work in the building across the street—we just got the extra space so there’s only a few of us over there.” I watched the workers, all young men, rhythmically pulling merchandise from the shelves, wrapping delicate items in packing paper, and placing them into cardboard boxes before taping them shut. They all wore headphones and seemed to be in a trance. “I handle customer service,” she said with a smile. “At least that’s what they call it. I answer emails and phone calls from listeners of the show.” She chuckled, cupping her hand to her mouth, and whispered, “Speaking of crazy…“ There was that word again.

As we made our way out of the warehouse and into another hallway, I heard laughter in the distance. The conversation was muddled but I could make out a familiar voice—the gravelly, unmistakable declarations I’d grown accustomed to hearing online, over the radio, and in documentary films for the past five years.

It was Alex Jones.

He sounded jovial and relaxed, speaking to the voiceless others. Much like the location of the office, and the disorder therein, this was unexpected. Jones was renowned in fringe circles for his fiery histrionics, his long-winded rants, his keen ability to weave grand, often outlandish theories with news headlines to convey, in equal measure, his cinematic and apocalyptic worldview.

One of my biggest concerns accepting the position at Infowars was how Jones’s mercurial on-air personality translated into the workplace. Young and unsure of myself, I was a shifting panorama of contradictions: vain and self-deprecating, adversarial and submissive, misanthropic, inexperienced, and in the throes of admiration and financial dependence, prone to bootlicking. However, based on the sounds emanating from the room at the end of the hallway, it seemed entirely plausible that Jones’s on-air persona was just that: a persona, an exaggeration, a clever facade deployed to attract a greater audience to his ideas. In any other circumstance the duplicity would have bothered me, but since I was an employee, it was the best-case scenario.

The hallway led to a large studio with walls covered in black curtains that stretched from floor to ceiling. On the right side was an office that looked out onto the main parking lot. I can’t recall what the men were discussing, but I remember that Jones, as I entered the room and saw him in person for the first time, was smiling.

“This is Josh,” Michelle said, motioning me inside.

Jones extended his hand. “Great to meet you, buddy.” He was shorter and thinner than I had expected, dressed in a well-fitted dark blue button-up shirt with short sleeves. His hair was slicked back and still damp, as if he had just stepped out of the shower, the parallel lines from the tines of a comb leading to a touch of gray at his temples. Before I could respond, he reached up and grabbed the collar of my blue nylon windbreaker. “Look at that jacket,” he said, his meaty hand lingering near my throat. “You look like a fighter in the Rebel Alliance.”

I had spent the past two years in film school watching and studying the work of some of the greatest filmmakers in the world: Ingmar Bergman, Akira Kurosawa, Agnés Varda, Yasujirō Ozu, David Lean, Stanley Kubrick. But I had never seen a Star Wars movie. I laughed at Jones’s comment, trying not to reveal my ignorance. For fear of being perceived as a fanboy, I tried to focus on something other than Jones, but it was difficult. Everything felt heightened, his bull-necked presence exerting a strange kind of gravity. It was unsettling to be in such proximity to him, as if he possessed some kind of hypnotic power that made the rest of the world fade away.

The spell was broken when I realized the two other men in the room were the ones who’d conducted my job interview a month earlier. Rob Dew was a news producer and Marty Tillman a video editor. “Good to finally meet you in person,” Dew said. Tillman seconded his civility. He was an older man, maybe in his fifties, with salt-and-pepper hair and a neatly trimmed beard. Next to him, Dew looked more like the kind of person I expected to encounter in Austin—an earthy, free spirit that embodied the slogan “Keep Austin Weird.” He was a tall, shaggy-haired dead ringer for The Dude in The Big Lebowski, wearing knit shorts, open-toed sandals, white socks, and a lime green Primus T-shirt.

Jones asked if I liked Austin so far, but before I told him I’d been there only two days and most of that time had been spent in my hotel room nauseous with anxiety, he continued, “There are a lot of trendies here.” He sounded apologetic, as if these interlopers were somehow an atrocious reflection on himself. “Trendies” was a word he often used on his show referring to young liberals. To him, they were emblematic of a shallow, conformist mindset, driven more by the desire to appear progressive than by any true conviction.

Tillman chimed in, assuring me he would recommend the least “hippie” establishments so I could avoid “running into people like Dew.” He laughed as Dew responded with a middle finger.

“Gentlemen,” Jones shouted, sliding between them, “you can’t fight in here; this is the War Room!” Everyone erupted in laughter, which fueled his performance. “ ‘Mr. President, this lousy commie rat was taking pictures of the big board!’ ‘The whole point of a Doomsday Machine is lost if you keep it a secret.’ ‘Boys, I reckon this is it—nuclear combat toe-to-toe with the Ruskies!’ ” Jones continued quoting lines as I stood there, shocked. I wasn’t so much surprised by the cheerful, welcoming atmosphere as I was by the familiarity of Jones’s references. He was quoting from the film Dr. Strangelove, a fictional Cold War–era story of paranoia, catastrophic misjudgment, and military bureaucracy during the nuclear arms race. The film would serve as my gateway to Jones’s conspiratorial world five years earlier.

In 2008, a television screen in a living room that wasn’t my own flickered with the black-and-white images of Dr. Strangelove. I was in a fragile emotional place, having just graduated from high school and struggling to pursue my dream of being a musician. My girlfriend at the time had a cousin who lived in the Florida Panhandle, and we were visiting her and her boyfriend for a long weekend. One night as we strolled on Destin Harbor, Royce, the boyfriend, said that Stanley Kubrick had used an aerial shot of the beaches we were walking on in Dr. Strangelove, prompting a rewatch of the film back at their apartment. When we got to the scene where Sterling Hayden’s character, Brigadier General Jack D. Ripper, launches into a manic tirade about the dangers of water fluoridation, Royce reached for the remote and hit pause. He turned to me, his face lit by the frozen frame on-screen, and asked a question that would change the trajectory of my life. “Have you ever heard of Alex Jones?”

Jones, he told me, was a small-time radio show host out of Austin who focused on conspiracy theories. The phrase “conspiracy theories” conjured up memories of watching Oliver Stone’s JFK and a brief teenage fascination with UFOs sparked by my love of The X-Files. Royce jumped out of his seat and ran to the bathroom, returning with a tube of toothpaste and reading the warning label out loud: “ ‘If more than used for brushing is accidentally swallowed, get medical help or contact a Poison Control Center right away.’ ” He looked at me like he’d just pulled the curtain back on reality, that even mundane toiletries revealed horrible truths. I didn’t know what fluoride was, and until he told me, I didn’t realize it was added to the water supply to help prevent cavities. He asked me to explain why swallowing a pea-sized amount of fluoride in toothpaste warranted a call to poison control, while drinking an unknown amount from the tap was of no concern. I had no explanation, but according to Royce, Alex Jones did. Jones claimed studies proved fluoride caused lower IQ levels and the elite used it to dumb down the population. He had a theory, based on his supposed deep research, that the elite needed subdued humans so they could maintain dominance and control, like the plot of The Matrix.

That night, after retiring to the guest room, I looked up Alex Jones for the first time—an online search that yielded far fewer results than it would today. The first Alex Jones who appeared was a Pulitzer Prize–winning New York Times journalist; the next, a British playwright; followed by a woman finalist for the Eurovision Young Dancer’s Competition. Finally, I found the one I was looking for: “American radio host and filmmaker, best known for his promotion of conspiracy theories.”

Jones had begun his career in Austin with a cable access show, later transitioning to radio on a local FM station. After refusing to broaden his conspiratorial topics, he was fired and began broadcasting a hybrid radio and online video show aptly named The Alex Jones Show. In late 2008, his notable guests included the actor Ed Asner, Professor Noam Chomsky, film director David Lynch, writer Gore Vidal, and actor Charlie Sheen. Jones had won Best Public Access Show and tied for Best Radio Show in an annual poll for the alternative local newspaper the Austin Chronicle. He had also acted in two Richard Linklater films, playing versions of himself in Waking Life and A Scanner Darkly.

Eventually I was directed to his website: Infowars.com. A bizarre maze of headlines filled the screen, predicting that the Chinese yuan would reign as the new global currency and asserting the US government used insidious psychological tactics to control and manipulate the masses. And then there was the scathing article accusing then US Senator Barack Obama of being a “Marxist” front man for the bankers. What struck me most was the unwavering certainty behind these claims—there was no room for doubt. This was not just speculation or theory, it was reality, and anyone who dared question it did so at their own peril.

I glanced over at the clock. Hours had gone by without my even realizing it. Some of the articles I read were confounding, but the overarching mystery kept me engaged. I wanted this all to be real. In just a few hours, life already felt more exciting. As I ventured further, an image caught my eye. It was a thumbnail showing grainy hooded figures gathered around a towering stone statue. A shiver went down my spine, baiting me to click on the video. Dark Secrets Inside Bohemian Grove, one of Jones’s earlier documentaries, focused on the Bohemian Club. It claimed it was a private, all-male group of leaders from around the world including prime ministers, chancellors, presidents, governors, heads of media, industry, banking, and academia that had existed for over a hundred years. They gathered annually at Bohemian Grove—a secluded 2,700-acre redwood grove in Northern California—to take part in “bizarre, ancient Canaanite, Luciferian, Babylon mystery religion ceremonies.” A young Alex Jones sat at a desk, addressing the viewers of his documentary. “All throughout history,” he said, “spanning back into the mists of the beginnings of civilization, we see world leaders, from the empires of old, from the Aztec kings and priests to Babylonian leaders, to Ancient Rome, engaging in twisted behavior. Could it be,” Jones posited, “that when you have all the power, and all the women and all the money and all the land and all the art, you have to do something new. You have to go against the basic grain of humanity.”

He sounded like a mad David Attenborough. His wife had come with him, along with his cameraman, Mike Hanson, and they met up with two people who Jones referred to as “The Redcoats.” British journalist Jon Ronson and his camera operator had come to accompany Jones. Over the span of a few days, they crept through the California redwoods, spoke to eccentric locals, and infiltrated the grove, capturing on film the Cremation of Care—a dramatic performance in which a body was burned in effigy at the base of the owl statue as an allegory for the banishment of worldly concerns.

At the time, Ronson was working on his own documentary series and accompanying book, Them, detailing his encounters with conspiracy theorists, though this wasn’t made clear in Jones’s documentary. It wasn’t until years later, after a chance encounter, that I read Ronson’s book and heard his version of events. He described Bohemian Grove as an “overgrown frat party,” and the Cremation of Care as nothing more than a play, a metaphor. Jones, however, was convinced he had captured a satanic ritual on camera, insinuating that the body they burned could’ve been real.

As the documentary ended, I sat back, my mind reeling. I had my own complicated past with religion. I was raised by evangelicals in the Bible Belt and had struggled with my beliefs for years before dropping religion altogether. The idea of satanists gallivanting in the woods didn’t scare me. The rational part of my brain insisted it was just conspiracist delusion, a confused mash-up of The Blair Witch Project and Eyes Wide Shut, but a smaller, more stimulating voice began to wonder if Jones was right. What if, behind the veil of power, dark rituals and darker motives guided the course of world events?

In that moment something began to shift inside me; the dullness of everyday existence parted to reveal a more vivid world beneath the surface. Suddenly, I was no longer a bored, directionless kid staring at a computer screen. I was Fox Mulder combing through the X-Files, Rod Serling opening a door to the Twilight Zone, Rosemary Woodhouse convinced that the neighbors were members of a ritualistic cult.

—————



Back in the War Room, Jones hustled out after he’d finished displaying his ability to recall and quote entire movie scenes verbatim. His show began at 11 a.m. and he only had a few minutes before he had to be in studio across the building. Before leaving, he asked Dew to make sure the radio crew had a specific video ready for a segment. This led to a drastic shift in Jones’s demeanor, the playfulness replaced by an exasperation that spread throughout the room. “When I ask for it, they won’t know what I’m talking about,” Jones said, breathless. “Nobody’s bad, I just, I just… I need you to go over and make sure they have the clip because last week I got the deer in headlights look from them and I can’t handle it anymore.”

Dew jumped up from his seat and assured Jones he would take care of it, running out of the room at full speed as Jones ambled down the hallway after him, muttering under his breath. I settled into an empty chair and surveyed the room. A framed poster of Richard Linklater’s Waking Life hung on the wall, featuring a rotoscope animation of Jones yelling into a microphone. Beside it, another poster displayed chaotic lines connecting logos, images of corporations, banks, and world leaders, culminating in a pyramid topped with an all-seeing eye. Above a white board filled with indiscriminate writing and a yellow Gadsden flag was a nameplate with dewcifer written in a font of dripping blood. Tillman noticed me staring. “It’s a nickname,” he said, shaking his head in amusement. “A well-earned nickname.”

Dew came back into the room, incensed and out of breath, with a fire on his tongue that gave credence to the devilish moniker on the wall. “Those fucking guys,” he said, throwing himself in the chair. “I warned them they better have the clip ready to go or Jones was going to lose it. And, of course, they just stared forward, dead-eyed.” He turned to face me, seizing the moment to impart some hard-earned wisdom. “It’s good you’re hearing this. If Jones asks for something, just do it, don’t act like those idiots over there. Get yourself a notebook, and anytime he says something, anything, write it down. A day, a week, sometimes even a month later, he’s going to ask for whatever it is, and you better have it.”

“Trust us,” Tillman said, warning me Jones’s playfulness could turn on a dime. “He may seem like he’s goofing around and not paying attention, but he never forgets anything, and you don’t want to make him angry.”

I took their warning seriously. A pen and paper were on the desk next to me, so I grabbed them and wrote down the words “get notebook asap” in bold letters, folded the paper, and stuck it in my pocket.

—————



The main building was divided into two sections: the radio side and the production side. On one end, writers were busy creating content for Jones’s website, churning out original articles and reposting stories from other outlets, while the radio crew produced his flagship program. The other side housed the production department, where reporters focused on Jones’s newfangled nightly news show and produced special reports for the website.

Infowars was in a liminal state. Jones wanted to expand his small operation into a full-fledged 24-hour news network. He had just hired four reporters and was in the process of building a new studio, one to rival the looks of mainstream outlets like CNN or Fox News. Dew took me on a brief tour of the office, introducing me to the reporters and giving me a glimpse of the wardrobe room, filled with memorabilia and costumes Jones had worn in parody videos. There was a Gorn mask from Star Trek, a Cobra Commander outfit from G.I. Joe, along with robes and pitchforks and light sabers. It was a treasure trove for geeks. Hanging on the wall, behind glass, was the actual Wolverines letterman jacket Charlie Sheen wore in the 1984 movie Red Dawn, gifted to Jones by Sheen himself. According to Jones, the two had become friends over their shared belief that the US government had perpetrated the September 11 attacks.

Dew led me into what would become the new studio—a giant room filled with coiled cables and drywall. “How long before it’s finished?” I asked, not spotting anything that resembled a professional studio.

“Who knows?” Dew said. “A year, maybe less.”

We made our way to the other side of the building, where Jones recorded his live radio show. It was a much smaller room, like a closet compared to what they were constructing. There were four men in the control room, pushing buttons and adjusting audio levels in front of a large glass window peering into the studio, where Jones was seated behind a desk covered in articles. These were the “idiots” Dew had referred to earlier. I could see Jones gesturing to the camera, but I couldn’t hear him through the soundproofed room until Dew handed me a pair of wireless headphones. Jones’s voice buzzed to life. “People say Alex Jones is crazy,” he said. “He thinks there are armored vehicles, billions of bullets, and citizen spies.”

Jones continued, “We’re on an express elevator to hell. Let me tell you something, even if somebody is bigger and badder and meaner than you, when they’re attacking you, they’re not in the right. And they don’t have the energy. And even if they are three times stronger than you, and better trained than you, if you kick and bite and snap and poke and punch and just turn loose your human power, you will stomp their butt nine times out of ten.”

Jones often used physical violence as a metaphor for his work. He believed he was in an information war—hence the name of his organization—and he seemed to be obsessed with justice and retaliation and proving his physical strength, making sure the audience knew he could take on his perceived enemies if push came to shove.

Dew tapped me on the shoulder, motioning for me to follow him. Next to the studio was the writers’ room, where three writers were seated at small desks, glowering at their computer screens. “They’re next to the studio so Jones can pop over during a break and have them change a headline or write a story,” Dew said. They appeared busy, drained of energy, and none of them acknowledged our presence. We continued down the same hallway I’d been in earlier, where Dew noted the hanging artwork had been painted by Jones. It was a hobby he’d picked up for relaxation, though it didn’t last long.

Dew led me to the other building for the next phase in the orientation process: completing the new-hire paperwork. I sat in a conference room, alone, thrumming my fingers on the lacquered wood, waiting for Lydia, the office accountant. At the time there was no human resources department so she alone would be handling my onboarding. Lydia walked in carrying a stack of papers and placed the first packet, the employee manual, in front of me. The next packet was thinner, and she handled it delicately, like it could explode. She explained that this was the non-disclosure agreement and emphasized the importance of reading it thoroughly. I opened the employee manual, flipping to the first section.



Welcome to Our Company!

We’re very happy to welcome you to Free Speech Systems, LLC. Thank you for joining us! We want you to feel that your association with the company will be a mutually beneficial and pleasant one. You have joined an organization that has established an outstanding reputation for quality products and services. Credit for this goes to every one of our employees. We hope you too, will find satisfaction and take pride in your work here.

Fight Tyranny, Love Liberty and be Happy.




I scanned through the sections and then pulled out the NDA. It was eight pages long and most of the document went over my head. I didn’t care. There’s no way I need to concern myself, I thought before signing my name and dropping the paper off at Lydia’s desk.

As I walked back into the War Room, someone new was seated at the desk next to Dew. He looked busy, working on a 3-D model of President Obama on his computer when he noticed me and removed his headphones. Heavy metal music poured out into the room. Carlos was different than the other people in the office. He had a sense of ease about him and a kindness that felt out of place. The interactions I’d had with Jones’s employees thus far were welcoming on the surface, but I got the feeling they were all hiding something.

My work computer hadn’t come in, and I didn’t have a desk yet, so I pulled up a chair and sat down next to him. Carlos, in his all-black attire with steel hoop earrings that pulled on his earlobes, was a video editor and producer for the nightly news. Since I had nothing else to do, he offered to show me how to turn news articles into graphics for Jones’s videos. He explained that if the source was a mainstream outlet like the New York Times or the Wall Street Journal, we were to highlight it prominently, but to hide it if it came from a random website. I realized I had never noticed that Jones’s videos often omitted sources. Carlos added that if Jones mentioned a source to support one of his theories, I had to at least attempt to find an article to back it up, emphasizing that the content itself didn’t matter. What counted was the headline.

In the corner of the room a television played Jones’s live show. The audio was low so I couldn’t make out what he was saying, but I could see he was interviewing the Libertarian activist Adam Kokesh. Tillman asked Dew what he thought of Kokesh.

“There’s something odd about him,” Dew said. He rolled his chair to the TV and pointed at Kokesh’s beard, noting how it tapered to a point beneath his chin. According to Dew, this was a style used by devil worshippers to signal their allegiance to dark forces. He elaborated, describing how Kokesh’s head resembled an upside-down star, with his hair forming the bottom two vertices, his ears the sides, and his beard completing the shape.

“I’ve never heard that,” Tillman said, sounding skeptical.

“It’s definitely a thing,” Dew said. “The upside-down star is also a goat’s head, like Baphomet.”

So that was it, I thought to myself, all it took was the shape of someone’s head to stir suspicion? Even if he was a “devil worshipper,” what secret message was he sending to Jones’s audience? It reminded me of the absurd fears I heard from evangelicals growing up, about Pokémon cards or Harry Potter hiding satanic messages. I suddenly felt self-conscious in the room. Slowly and inconspicuously, I smoothed out my facial hair and made sure there were no inadvertent shapes to give off the wrong idea.

After the show ended, Jones came back to the War Room and beelined to the corner door, which turned out to be his private bathroom. I could hear a muffled jangling sound, intense grunting, and then a flush, lasting all of thirty seconds. When he came out, he stood in the middle of the room, buttoning his pants, staring at the television playing a rebroadcast of his show. Once The Alex Jones Show ended, the three-hour stream restarted in a continuous loop until the next live broadcast.

“Somebody shut this off,” Jones said. “I can’t stand seeing my giant pumpkin head on-screen.” Dew grabbed the remote and hit the power button. Jones pulled an empty chair next to me and sat down, wiping sweat from his brow.

“I bet you weren’t expecting to learn on your first day that it takes Alex Jones thirty seconds to take a shit,” he said, laughing. He leaned back in the chair and asked if I was married. I told him I had a girlfriend, who would be moving to Austin after graduating college in a few months. “What’s her degree?” he asked with a long sigh. When I mentioned she was earning a BFA in painting, he made a face like I’d said she was majoring in tiptoeing or cloud-watching, the perceived frivolity diminishing his interest. “That’s good,” he said, his eyes glazing over as he sat forward, scrolling through the computer screen. “Don’t get married,” he said, his voice carrying a hint of sadness. “Women start expecting more from you and it ruins everything.” It was an odd statement coming from someone who boasted about his family life publicly, but I could sense the weight of regret in his words.

The room grew still and tense. Jones shifted in his seat, restless, and broke the silence, groaning about not wanting to go home that evening. After another deep sigh, he sat upright, like an idea had just struck him, a desperate attempt to escape whatever demons were lurking in his mind. “Let’s go see a movie.”

—————



We arrived early to an Austin chain of dine-in theaters called Alamo Drafthouse. Movie theaters were one of my favorite places to be. There was something profound about taking in an entire world in one sitting, not having to engage or impose yourself onto the story, but simply being an inactive participant in a crafted narrative. I was the sort of kid who walked around as an open vessel, impressionable and willing to attach my identity to something that attracted me in the moment. Having no desire to become like my parents, teachers, or friends, I craved the excitement and complexity of the characters I saw on-screen.

Jones gestured toward a cocktail lounge attached to the theater, and we followed him in. There were six of us in total, just enough to fill the small bar. He offered to cover dinner but insisted on limiting each of us to two drinks. “I don’t want you guys getting a DUI tonight,” he said, pushing the menu away and addressing the bartender. “I’ll take a double vodka soda, and—” He glanced over, waiting for my order. I scanned the menu and asked for a paloma, which was listed as their specialty drink. Jones scrunched his face in disgust. “No, no… order a real drink,” he said. “A man’s drink.”

I wasn’t much of a drinker, and my tastes leaned toward Joy Williams over Charles Bukowski, romance over action, Harold and Maude over First Blood. I wasn’t dominant or aggressive, and I had no qualms about showing my emotions. I didn’t need to order a specific drink to validate my identity, but I also lacked the confidence to push back against Jones. I ordered an old-fashioned, and Jones seemed satisfied.

We lost track of time at the bar and the previews had already begun when we made it inside the theater. I was the last to enter and Jones forced the others to move down, insisting I sat next to him. “You like cheeseburgers?” he asked.

“Sure,” I said.

“I’ll order for you, then,” he said, repeating the menu item aloud as he wrote it down. “The… Royale… with… Cheese.”

An informational video played on-screen, warning of the theater’s low tolerance for cell phone usage. Throughout the movie, Jones kept pulling out his phone, scrolling through the Infowars website. Ushers asked him repeatedly to put his phone away before threatening to remove him from the theater. Jones briefly complied, but he couldn’t help himself. Eventually, he had to walk out into the hallway. After a few minutes, he came back and took his seat. “Did I miss anything?” he whispered.

I told him nothing important had happened, but the truth was, I hadn’t paid the slightest attention to the movie. My body was in the theater, but my mind was elsewhere, distracted by how suddenly and profoundly my circumstances had changed.







2 Idiocracy


After the first day, I moved to an alcove in the hallway. The L-shaped desk was surrounded by partition panels facing a window with a view of the parking lot. Mornings, I watched Jones speed up in his Dodge Charger Hellcat with reckless abandon. He seemed free of the sort of nervous concerns that engulfed my mind—what if a cop saw me speeding, what if I accidentally hit someone walking to their parked car, what if I wrecked into a tanker full of gas and was burned alive? His was a pure expression of self-centered freedom, a defiant assertion of his own whims, seemingly unconcerned with how his actions affected others, and on occasion, even himself.

Some mornings, Jones emerged from his muscle car with a bounce in his step, soaking wet from his early swim at a spring-fed pool downtown. Others he appeared irritated and exhausted, slamming doors as he made his way through the office. But on this Tuesday morning, he strolled in belting out the words to “Mother” by Danzig, attempting his best imitation of the deep, dramatic vocals.



“Mother, tell your children not to walk my way,

Tell your children not to hear my words, what they mean, what they say.”




The song was dark and defiant, but Jones sang like he was in a karaoke contest after a few too many drinks. His voice trailed off, disappearing into Dew’s office as he closed the door behind him. I was glad to be in the hallway by myself, a spectator more than a participant.

The door to the War Room swung open and Jones marched out, his discordant sounds coming to a halt behind me. “We’ve got big plans tonight,” he said, leaning on the partition. “Dew will fill you in on the details but it’s important and I want my best guys on it.” As he walked off, I pondered the phrase “best guys.” Jones hadn’t seen any of the work I’d done that past week. All he had to go on were my written credentials, and while no one was aware of it, I had lied on my résumé. I didn’t know how to operate the cameras they used and was just skilled enough at editing to convincingly fake it. It was true that I had worked on short films in college, even shooting and directing a few of my own, but those projects were with friends, and we had time to figure things out at our own pace. This job was different. If I couldn’t hook up a microphone or adjust camera settings on the spot, I suspected Jones would lose patience.

Dew asked me to follow him to the equipment closet to help pack for the shoot. “We’re interviewing Mike Judge tonight,” he said, watching my face for a reaction. My eyes widened when I heard the name, and I tried to control the grin tugging at the corners of my mouth. I grew up on Mike Judge’s work, from Beavis and Butt-Head to King of the Hill and Office Space.

The equipment closet was nestled in a corner on the radio side of the building. There were shelves and cabinets and drawers, each labeled to hold the necessary tools of production—cameras, lenses, microphones, lights, tripods—but nothing had been returned to its respective area. The only thing that appeared orderly was the top shelf, where megaphones were lined up, the handles protruding for easy access. Otherwise, it looked as though a tornado had blown through.

I was overwhelmed by the mess, but Dew didn’t seem bothered. “We had a system,” he said, “but it fell apart.” We weren’t meeting Judge until later, so we gathered in the War Room after everyone else had gone home for the day, biding our time before we had to leave.

Jones sat at a computer, punching each key with a single digit, searching for something on YouTube. He stared at the screen in bewilderment. “How do you get sound out of this thing?” he asked, fiddling with the knobs on the interface connecting the external speakers. “I don’t understand why I pay for this complicated shit; it’s like disarming a bomb.”

“Try unplugging the headphones,” Dew said.

Jones ripped the cord out of a small box beneath the monitor and audio exploded into the room. It was a clip from Jones’s earlier days in broadcast, back when he had a more noticeable Southern accent. He beamed, watching a younger version of himself on-screen talking about deceptions and cover-ups. I rolled my chair closer to get a better look. The video of Jones cut to a shaggy-haired man in what looked like a basement, responding to the previous clip. “I couldn’t have said it better myself…“ He gave a long pause before referring to Jones as “Mr. Hicks.” Jones burst into laughter, pounding his fist on the desk as an image of the comedian Bill Hicks appeared on-screen. The video cut to side-by-side comparisons of Jones’s and Hicks’s teeth and hands, followed by separate audio clips to compare their vocal patterns. Jones fostered an environment of suspicion and paranoia where even he had become a part of the conspiracy.

The theory, which had been around for years by that point, suggested that the comedian Bill Hicks, known for his biting social commentary and dark humor, had faked his death from pancreatic cancer in 1994 at the age of thirty-two and reappeared months later as a twenty-one-year-old Alex Jones on Austin’s public access. Both men were born in Texas, loud and prone to rants on government corruption and the distrust of state power. They discussed conspiracy theories like the assassination of President John F. Kennedy and the Waco Siege, and despite their almost twelve-year age difference, Jones looked a decade older than he claimed to be, adding more fuel to the conspiratorial fire.

The idea that Jones was a character played by Bill Hicks required a suspension of disbelief so profound that it defied logic. It overlooked the fundamental differences in their appearance, voice, and personality, and it ignored the logistical challenges of faking one’s death and the improbability of such an elaborate deception being carried out without any credible evidence surfacing. It, like many conspiracy theories, was easy to dismiss for its sheer implausibility. And yet, at the time, none of us saw the irony in mocking the man in the video while indulging in our own fantasies.

Jones continued scrolling through YouTube. He clicked on a clip from C-SPAN, an interview with Jon Ronson, shot a few years after they infiltrated Bohemian Grove together. The interviewer asked Ronson his opinion of Jones, if he’d listened to his show before they met up in California.

“Yeah, I’ve listened,” Ronson said. “He’s fantastic. I mean, if he wasn’t so crazy, he’d be the new Bill Hicks—”

“Oh god,” Jones said, rolling his eyes in amusement, “now Ronson is in on the conspiracy. Next, he’ll claim he watched me turn into a reptoid or something.”

Jones turned up the volume as Ronson continued. A few weeks before the 2004 interview we were watching, a man attempted to break into Bohemian Grove armed with a rifle and several rounds of ammunition. His target was the members of the Bohemian Club, spurred on by the conspiracy theories made public by Jones’s film. Ronson brought up the incident, describing a moment that happened between him and Jones after they left the grove. “I remember at the time—because, you know, Alex is an intelligent man—I remember saying to him, ‘Alex, you know that what you’re saying about Bohemian Grove isn’t true. You’re playing with fire here.’ And Alex said, ‘Yeah, but I’m not going to tell my listeners that.’ ”

Jones stopped the video, his face twisting into a nervous smirk as he tried to downplay Ronson’s comments. “He knows that’s not true,” Jones said, “but I get it, he chose to play their game. Now he’s got the book deals and the Hollywood films…“ The color drained from his face, and he pushed the keyboard away as the room grew quiet. I couldn’t tell if Jones felt guilty, or his feelings were hurt because he thought they were friends and the interview had been a betrayal. Either way the fun was over.

—————



We arrived at Mike Judge’s residence in Austin, a modern Georgian-style home at the dead end of a residential neighborhood. On the ride over, Jones informed us that even though they had recently become friends, it took some convincing before Judge agreed to the interview. “I don’t know how political he’ll want to get on camera,” Jones said, “but we hung out last night and he basically agrees with me on everything.”

Jones led the way as we lugged our equipment through an iron gate, down a winding path to the portico. Judge answered the front door and invited us in. Through the foyer, we were led into a large room filled with musical instruments—a mahogany grand piano, pedal steel, upright bass, and a custom Gibson double neck electric with Beavis and Butt-Head written in pearl inlays along the fret board. “We have to get this in the shot,” Jones said, plucking the strings.

“Whatever you want,” Judge said. On the surface, he seemed approachable and laid-back, but as our interview began, I sensed a hint of discomfort. It was almost as if he felt obligated to participate as a friend.

Judge discussed his early years, his initial interest in sketch comedy and animation, and told Jones that Dale, a character he wrote for the series King of the Hill, was inspired by Jones’s early days on public-access television. Dale was conspiracy obsessed and fixated on grand ideas while oblivious to his own reality, like the fact that his wife was openly cheating on him. To me, this wasn’t a compliment, but Jones radiated with pride.

Keen to keep the focus on himself, Jones brought up his infamous appearance on Piers Morgan’s CNN show earlier that year. Morgan had invited Jones on after he started a petition to have Morgan deported for his aggressive calls for increased gun control in light of the tragic shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School. The segment was intended to highlight the differing opinions on gun regulation, but the appearance had become infamous for Jones’s intense, erratic response, which overshadowed any substantive discussion about gun policy.

“I was thinking, ‘Hey, right on, Alex, go for it,’ ” Judge said. “And everything you were saying was true too. I mean, the clip that I saw.” He then attempted an impression of Jones, repeating the threat he made to Morgan on his program. “Hitler took the guns, Stalin took the guns, Mao took the guns, Fidel”—Judge started laughing, and then continued imitating Jones’s voice—“and if you try to take our firearms, 1776 will commence again!”

I peered at Judge through the camera, remembering the first time I saw clips of the CNN appearance months earlier, amazed not by the information, but by Jones’s visceral intensity on national television. He ranted and raved and mocked Morgan’s British accent, eventually challenging him to a boxing match on air. For me, this was part of Jones’s appeal. It wasn’t so much what he said, but how he said it.

A month before their debate, as the harrowing news of the Sandy Hook massacre unfolded, I was anxiously awaiting Dew’s response about whether I’d gotten the job. Much like Jones’s religious perspective, I didn’t agree with everything he said. I didn’t believe Sandy Hook was a staged event to push for gun control, just like I didn’t believe that God revealed the secrets of the universe to Jones while he ate chicken fried steak at a diner (a story he often recounted on his radio show). But in my willful ignorance, it was easy to brush off these fever dreams as eccentricities and excesses—not the heart of Jones’s operation. To Jones, the label “false flag” was a perennial response to every mass shooting, a grim ritual that no longer held any shock value. In his twisted universe, where everything was a carefully constructed lie, Sandy Hook was simply another chapter in a desensitizing narrative, one that would eventually and deservedly come back to haunt him.

The term “false flag” dates back to naval warfare in the seventeenth century, referring to ships flying the flag of a different, often friendly, nation to deceive enemies and launch surprise attacks. Over time, the term evolved to encompass any deliberate act of deception with significant political consequences, like the Reichstag Fire of 1933, or the Gulf of Tonkin incident in 1964. Now, especially in the context of online conspiracy theories, the term “false flag” has become a rhetorical weapon, an all-encompassing accusation whenever something disrupts a preferred narrative.

For Jones, every tragedy, every disaster, every horrific act of violence, whether it be mass shootings or terrorist attacks, was framed as a false flag. But what made the constant invocation so insidious was how it bypassed critical thinking and replaced it with paranoia. The false flag implied that every official account was suspect, that all explanations were somehow part of the deception. Mass shootings? False flags. Public health emergencies? False flags. The sheer volume of these accusations created a climate of constant fear, a sense that nothing could be trusted. And in that confusion, Jones could use the news of tragedies like Sandy Hook, the Boston Marathon bombing, and the September 11th attacks as a gateway into his worldview, reducing real, devastating events, and turning human suffering into fodder for ideological warfare.

At the end of the interview with Mike Judge, Jones asked him one last question: “You don’t have to if you don’t want, but could you give us some of the voices?”

Judge took a deep breath. It was obvious he’d been asked to do this numerous times throughout his career and wasn’t fond of it. “What do you want me to say?”

“Give us something we can use for the radio show,” Jones said.

Judge took a moment to get into character. “Hello, this is Hank Hill,” he said in that iconic Texas drawl, “and I’m telling you what, you need to listen to Alex Jones.” Then he switched over to the apathetic, teenage slacker, Butt-Head. “Yeah, yeah! Hm!” he grunted, in a pitch-perfect performance, “Infowars.com! Hm! Hm! Heh!”

A broad, almost bashful, smile spread across Jones’s face. It was as if getting Mike Judge to say his name in character was the impetus for the entire conversation. Jones shot out of the chair, thanked him for his generosity, and ended the interview.

When we wrapped, I expected a quick exit, but Judge asked if we wanted to join him for a drink. His friends were playing at a dive bar outside of town, and he’d promised to be there. We met up with him at a small shack somewhere out in the woods with dim lighting and a bustling atmosphere. Since we had all our equipment in the car, he asked if we would be willing to film a music video for his friends. We ran the cameras while Judge directed it, guiding us through the room as the band motioned playing the same song repeatedly to a prerecorded track.

As the night wore on, I tried to take it all in. Here I was, in Austin, working a camera for a last-minute music video directed by Mike Judge. It felt surreal, validating. If I’d told myself this was where I’d end up when I worried over quitting film school, the decision would’ve been much easier to make.

—————



The following day, while seated at my desk, I overheard a heated conversation coming from the War Room. Most of the voices were muffled behind the closed door, but as Jones got louder, I heard him repeatedly ask, “Is this guy a fucking idiot?”

After a few minutes, the office door swung open, and Jones stomped down the hallway. Dew followed close behind and stopped at my desk. “You’re in trouble,” he said, grinning as he rubbed his hands together. My throat tightened. Dew claimed I’d turned off one of the cameras early and we’d lost part of Mike Judge’s interview. I hesitated, not wanting to sound defensive, but I was sure that wasn’t the case. I even recalled keeping the recording going after Jones and Judge had left their seats.

I asked which camera it was, hoping to prove my innocence. Carlos, Dew, and I had rotated positions throughout the interview, but I remembered where I was standing at the end.

“Not sure,” Dew said.

“What do you mean you’re not sure?” I asked. “How can you not be sure?”

“Think of it as an initiation,” he said, ignoring that he or Carlos could’ve been at fault and framing it as a favor. “Everyone fucks up at least once… now you’ve gotten it out of the way.”

I laughed, perplexed at his absurd rationale. “That’s bullshit,” I said, no longer concerned with appearing defensive.

“Carlos didn’t do it, and I know I didn’t, so it had to be you,” he said, staring down at me. “Don’t get so upset. Jones isn’t even that mad.” He turned and walked back to his office. It was clear he and Carlos had thrown me under the bus. The phrase I’d overheard through the door replayed again and again in my head: Is this guy a fucking idiot? Is this guy a fucking idiot? Is this guy a fucking idiot?

I imagined what it would be like to return home—without a job, without a place to live, without my dignity—explaining to my friends and family that I had been fired from my position all because someone accidentally flipped a quarter-inch piece of plastic on a camera.

Jones had been led to believe I was to blame, and protesting would only make the situation worse. So instead of rattling off excuses or getting angry at Carlos and Dew, I owned up to it. After Jones got off the show, I pulled him aside and apologized for the mistake.

“I fucked up,” I said, meeting his gaze head-on. “It won’t happen again.”

His eyes, sharp and calculating, made my stomach turn, and I braced for an explosion of anger. But his mouth curled into a smile. It wasn’t warm, exactly, but it wasn’t the feral snarl I had anticipated either. “No one around here admits anything they’ve done,” he said, his voice becoming low and conspiratorial. “Most of these guys are potheads. They don’t know what planet they’re on half the time.” He took a step closer into my personal space, and I fought the urge to step back. “You don’t smoke pot, do you?”

“No,” I said, shifting uncomfortably. “I tried it once, years ago, and got so stoned I thought demons were dragging me to hell.”

It was an alarming experience, but it typically elicited a laugh from anyone I told. Jones, however, wasn’t laughing. A paranoid glint surfaced on his face, the wheels turning behind his flared eyes. “Demons? That sounds like PCP or something. Not that I’ve ever done PCP.” The last part he added quickly, a disclaimer that sounded like a lie.

“I guess it’s possible,” I said, wishing I hadn’t mentioned it. “But I never tried it again.”

“Well, that’s why I stopped,” Jones said, his sharpened features softening into something akin to camaraderie. “I’ll maybe test it out once a year, just to monitor its strength. But it’s gotten out of control.” He turned and made his way to the other side of the building. “Look,” he shouted over his shoulder, “don’t stress about the interview, buddy!”

But it was too late. No matter what he said, I’d been saddled with the first impression of incompetence, one that led Jones to ask, behind closed doors, if I was a fucking idiot.

After that, I became obsessed with correcting his view of me, unaware that this would become a constant, ever-shifting struggle, impossible not only for me, but for anyone, to achieve. From that day forward, I would drag the proverbial lamb to the slaughter in the form of capitulation, a ritual to appease and maintain favor. It would be years before I realized that absolution was unattainable in Jones’s world. You were only ever as good as your last sacrifice.

—————



The following week Jones began flying in guests for an upcoming documentary, a sequel to his previous movie, The Obama Deception. The first person to visit the office was the political activist Larry Pinkney, a former member of the Black Panther Party and the Republic of New Afrika, a Black separatist movement in the United States. Despite the most recent incident, it was my job to set up and film these interviews. Dew insisted I needed only a single memory card and one additional battery on hand. During the Pinkney interview, I scrambled back and forth between the cameras, staring at the battery level, sweat pouring into my eyes.

At the twenty-nine-minute mark, I noticed each camera had stopped recording, realizing, only then, that there was a maximum continuous capture time of thirty minutes. Jones asked open-ended questions and Pinkney gave long, drawn-out answers, leaving almost no pauses, so I had to interrupt him to restart the cameras. Jones looked annoyed. After a few minutes, a notification appeared that the card in one of the cameras was full. Again, I had to stop Pinkney, apologize profusely as Jones’s eyes grew wide, and run to the other side of the building for additional cards.

When I returned and replaced them, we began rolling again. Before I noticed, the power signal began flashing red on one of the cameras. I waited as long as I could before I had to interrupt his thought for a third time. “I’m so sorry,” I said, watching as Jones jerked toward me, looking furious. I replaced both batteries and started recording again.

Before the interview was over, this happened two more times.

Afterward, Jones followed me into Dew’s office, enraged. But instead of directing his anger at me, he focused in on Dew. “What the fuck is going on with our equipment?” he shouted, pacing around the room, talking over Dew when he attempted to explain the camera’s limitations. “I can’t handle this shit anymore,” Jones said.

Neither of them acknowledged my presence, so I crept out of the room and slunk back to my desk. “This is unacceptable, unprofessional, and it can’t fucking happen again,” Jones said, his voice echoing through the hallway.

Jones had calmed down by the time he left Dew’s office, stopping at my desk to give one last directive. “I want you to buy ten more cameras and fifty more memory cards,” he said before leaving for the day.

I had purchased a Moleskin notebook to keep track of my assignments and anything Jones said to me. The pages were filled with the events of those first few weeks, ending in a quickly scribbled note: Buy 10 more cameras. Buy 50 more cards.

We didn’t end up buying the additional cameras after Dew said Jones would be even angrier if we spent that much money, but we did purchase extra memory cards and batteries. I spent the first few weekends combing through the equipment manuals, learning everything I could to avoid similar disasters in the future. Each interview went smoother than the last, and with newfound confidence in my ability to operate the equipment, Jones asked me to start accompanying reporters in the field.

The first assignment was in town. Lee Ann McAdoo, one of the newly hired reporters, had arranged for us to interview the president and chair of the Austin Center for Peace and Justice, delving into the topic of mandatory labeling laws for genetically modified foods. We would also be covering the Food is Free Project, a local nonprofit dedicated to promoting community gardening and providing free food to those in need. Jones, however, didn’t seem too enthused about the assignment.

“There’s some hipster farm Lee Ann wants to report on nearby,” he said. “Use the place as a backdrop for the real stuff. Make sure she talks about Ecoscience, fertility rates, depopulation…“ He waved his hands vaguely as if planting invisible seeds of wisdom in the air around us.

Jones was referring to the book Ecoscience, co-authored by Paul Ehrlich, Anne Ehrlich, and John Holdren, the director of the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy during Obama’s administration. He claimed this book supported his assertion that the government was pursuing a form of eugenics, attempting to “soft-kill” the population by deliberately introducing harmful chemicals into the food and water supply. In reality, the authors of Ecoscience emphasized the need to address overpopulation and environmental degradation, advocating for informed policy decisions grounded in scientific understanding, but they never suggested harming the population or endorsed eugenics in any form.

Jones continued by questioning McAdoo’s intelligence, and I worried she might hear us through the paper-thin walls. “I’m sure she’s got it covered,” I said. Jones raised his eyebrows and peered at me, looking deep into my eyes as he asked, out of nowhere, if my mother had breastfed me as a child.

The question hung in the air, absurd and unexpected. What did he just say? I thought to myself, feeling the idiotic smile stretched too thin on my face as I searched his expression for any sign of jest. But Jones wasn’t joking—he wanted an answer.

“Uh… I’m not sure,” I said, “I never thought to ask.”

“Well, you should. It’s designed for us. It carries nutrients all the way back from the mitochondrial DNA. Did you know that?”

I shook my head, the action more reflexive than communicative. The concept of mitochondrial DNA hadn’t been on my radar prior to this moment—why would it?—but it felt as though Jones was imparting knowledge that should have been obvious to me. His gaze remained locked onto mine. “I know when someone hasn’t been breastfed,” he said. “Nine times out of ten they have a perceptibly lower IQ.” His voice was grave, as if discussing a matter of national security rather than the personal feeding choices made by a mother decades ago. “You’re a smart guy,” he finally said, I assume determining my stupidity was at least hidden. “I’m sure you were breastfed.”

He patted me on the shoulder, seeming relieved to have had this conversation, and walked away. I remained seated, hands hovering over the keyboard without purpose, trying to make sense of what just happened. The conversation clung to me like static, making it hard to shake off the sensation that reality had skewed off-kilter. The rational side of my brain searched for some semblance of logic in Jones’s questions. First, it was about marijuana use, then my infant feeding habits, like he had a mental checklist to assess my character. I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being sized up, observed, examined for how well I might fit into his strange orbit. The thought yanked me back to the present, to the report downtown, and I rushed to pack up the equipment.
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