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For Jeremy, who kept me alive the whole time






AUTHOR’S NOTE

I spent my entire teenage years at war. Not a “real” war, but a psychological war, followed by a legal one. It did not have a happy ending. At the time, when explaining it to my high school friends, I referred to the situation as “my evil neighbor.” Decades later, I understand what had happened: my family had a stalker.

It started when our neighbor built a fence. We’d just moved near Lebanon, Tennessee, to a 1970s housing development surrounded by nothing off Highway 109, a road named in a country song about murdering an abusive husband. The neighbor was a man in his early forties, slim with jet-black hair that my mom thought he dyed, narrow eyes, and ruddy skin. The deed to our house showed he was building the fence on our property, so my parents asked him to get a survey of the land. He refused. My parents got one, and it gave him more land. It seemed like a win for our neighbor, but he had to move his fence, which made him angry.

We started to notice small acts of vandalism. A light on our driveway was shot out. Someone keyed our car—strange, given we had a long driveway on a two-acre lot, and our neighborhood was like a sample-sized suburbia dropped in the middle of empty fields miles from town. The plants died. Bolts appeared behind our car tires. A license plate was stolen. The air conditioner was sabotaged. Someone started calling our house at all hours of the night, and hanging up when we answered, or sitting in silence.

The ambiguity did not last. My neighbor started watching us. We had big windows in the back of the house, and after dark, we could see the red cherry of his cigarette as he sat in his truck and stared. Sometimes when one of us walked outside, he heckled us—mostly that my dad was not a real man, or that my mom was an ugly bitch. There are only a couple of confrontations I remember clearly. One was at night, when my dad and I walked outside to our garage. The neighbor was sitting on a lawn chair in the bed of his truck, drinking beer and eating popcorn. As we walked toward the driveway, he shouted that he was enjoying the big show we were putting on for him. He held out the popcorn and asked if we’d like some. I was fourteen years old. I knew he was trying to be menacing, but I didn’t feel fear so much as astonishment at the way this adult was willing to debase himself to ruin our night. I remember staring up at his flushed red face as he stood up in his truck bed, way over my head, and thinking, What a strange person.

The first real friendship I made in Tennessee was with the neighbor’s daughter, before the bad times began. She was a year older than me, with a goofy laugh and loopy handwriting and bangs. When I spent the night at her house, we stayed up late watching Interview with the Vampire, and she didn’t make fun of me for it being my first R-rated movie. We sat in the grass between our houses and talked for hours. She held out her left hand and showed me her gold Mickey Mouse promise ring—a promise to her daddy that she would remain a virgin until it was replaced with a gold band on her wedding day.

We stopped speaking once her daddy took an interest in mine. The grass where we’d sat together became the battleground between our families. It’s where her dad usually parked his truck, whether he was heckling during the day or honking the horn and flashing the lights at night. That’s where he’d wait for my brother or me to walk down the driveway to wait for the bus—he’d stare, or rev his car engine, or drive down his parallel driveway and watch us up close till we were picked up for school.



One summer morning we woke up and saw some strange yellow lines in the grass in the front yard. Over a few hours, the words “BITCH” and “WHORE” materialized in three-foot-tall, all-caps letters. The police report notes “the complainant is having problems with his neighbor.” I wondered if my former friend ever looked at it. We’d joked about toilet papering someone’s house, but never did it. Now the joke had been drained of its innocence.

A cop stood in our living room and told us, “If you don’t get it on video, we cain’t do nothing about it.” We never got it—not good enough video, anyway. Back then cameras were awkward, and tape was finite. The cop’s bureaucratic wisdom became a meme in our house, as did a recurring question, “You ain’t from around here, are ya?” The game was to riff on each word in the sentence in an absurd southern accent—the best turned on a high-pitched accusatory “you,” or captured a cosmic surrender with “cain’t do nothing.” But I was confused: Did the police never solve a single crime before the invention of the camcorder?

The harassment escalated. The neighbor liked to play chicken. He tailed my mom as she drove me to gymnastics practice one Saturday morning. When we got to a narrow part of the highway where it had no shoulder, next to a ravine, he’d drive up next to our car. My mom thought he was trying to scare her into swerving off the road. Then he’d drift back behind us, and my mom watched his red face through the rearview mirror. “Get lower,” she told me, pushing down on my shoulder, “in case he tries to shoot us.”

My parents kept all the neighbor documents in a maroon briefcase from T.J.Maxx. They’re still there: timelines, diaries, photos, court orders, my subpoena, my eight-year-old brother’s subpoena. Escalating police reports for vandalism, stalking, harassment, assault. My dad’s letter to their first lawyer, listing reasons they fired him, including a moment in court when “we all heard you ask Mr. Harliss whether you or the opposing attorney had the burden of proof.” When I sift through the papers now, I see my mom and dad trying desperately to play by the rules. It didn’t work.

A court order prohibited my parents and the neighbor from “harassment or nuisance from talking, shouting, whistling, or other forms of communication or activity construed by the court as being done to intentionally harass.” Three days later, my parents filed a petition for contempt, detailing how the neighbor had already violated the order twice. The neighbor answered the petition by claiming my parents had “continually harassed and maligned” him, and he was suing them for $100,000. The judge wrote that he did not have “the time needed to hear evidence from both sides,” and sentenced both my dad and the neighbor to ten days in jail. The sentence was suspended as long as both paid a bond that would be forfeited if they engaged in more harassment.

Both-sides-ism: a menace in political commentary, devastating in real life. My parents’ reward for following the rules was to hand over $5,000.

The next month, on a snowy January morning, my parents found my cat dead near the end of our driveway. At the urging of their lawyers, they got an autopsy. Findings: “A severe trauma is suspected.” My mom said the neighbor left a baseball bat leaning against the outside of his house. She thought he wanted us to believe he used it to kill my cat.

The cat autopsy is where I usually start when I tell this story. It’s hard proof created by scientists, and it provides moral clarity. A lot of people subconsciously assume victims did something to deserve what they got, at least a little. But a household pet getting hurt? That triggers real horror.

Though we had not had much success in court, the lawyers told my parents to continue documenting every incident with the neighbor. I don’t remember him targeting me at all, but according to the diary, he did, because my dad wrote an entry that says while I was waiting for the school bus, the neighbor drove his pickup next to me and parked and waved and winked at me.

Around this time, my dad taught me some self-defense—how to break someone’s grasp on my wrist, how to carry my keys when walking through a parking lot at night so I could stab an attacker. Put my thumb on the dark circle under his eye, push inward and up, and I could pop his eyeball out of its socket. I nodded solemnly as my dad explained these maneuvers. But inside, I thought, try it, bitch. I was a fourteen-year-old girl, but I was a gymnast—and shredded. I could do more pull-ups than all the guys in class. I’d climbed a cliff that left my adult male cousin paralyzed in fear, and then flipped off it into a river. I hauled heavy furniture with my dad. I had extreme endurance, I was fast and agile, and I’d developed a high tolerance for pain. And I was very, very angry.

I was certain that if my neighbor tried to hurt me, I could beat the shit out of him, and that I would enjoy it. Like any teenage girl, I dreamed about the future, about moving to a big city and getting a glamorous job and wearing cool clothes and meeting cute boys. But most of my teen fantasies were about beating up a forty-year-old man.

In the end, there was no real justice. No final comeuppance, no order from the court that meant more than paper. He moved away. We moved to a house way out in the country, and we thought that was that, until we found cigarette butts on the bridge at the end of our new driveway. We moved away from there, too.



After my reporting in Charlottesville in 2017, I heard one comment over and over: the only reason I got interviews with white nationalists was because I was a blond woman, and those guys wanted to make Aryan babies with me. I know that’s not what everyone thinks, but I heard it a lot and it pissed me off. I hope the backstory helps everybody understand there’s more to me than the surface you see on television.

The reason I was able to do it was not my hair. It was because I was forced to learn at a very young age that most bullies are cowards, that confrontation is necessary, that you must get it all on tape. When I was surrounded by hostile armed lunatics in Charlottesville—or Oregon, or Michigan, or the United States Capitol—I didn’t tap into my years of experience with shampoo and conditioner. What got me into those crowds, and what got me through them, was spending my adolescence preparing for confrontation with this exact kind of man.






PROLOGUE SURF THE KALI YUGA


Roger and I stood near each other watching the speeches in front of the White House on January 6, 2021. I was wearing my uniform for reporting on Americans at risk of rampage: big stompy black boots and a denim jacket that wasn’t warm enough. Roger was wearing chain mail.

Beneath the chain mail, on Roger’s green T-shirt, was a cartoon frog with bulbous eyes. I stared at it: You again. It was “Pepe the Frog.” He’d taken a long and twisted journey before landing on Roger’s chest.

In the late 2000s, Pepe was lifted from a stoner comic strip and made into an icon on 4chan, an anonymous online forum that was the dark heart of the internet, until it got so dark it wasn’t funny anymore. Pepe had an innocent smiling face, but 4chan users redrew him with sad, downcast eyes to represent their loserdom. Because the forum was anonymous, they were free to talk about being losers, and any joke was permitted. Some made ironic Nazi jokes, and making Nazi jokes was itself a joke, a way to keep away outsiders. Over time, new people came to the site and interpreted those jokes as sincere, and eventually the group became the thing they’d once satirized, a herd of brainwashed swastika-posting sheep.

Then 4chan latched on to the term “alt-right,” and while there were long essays and podcasts elaborating the ideas behind it, in everyday posting it mostly meant they didn’t like women, Black people, queer people, and Jews. They didn’t just want political defeat of liberals and conservatives—those other people who were brainwashed into believing in equality—they wanted to see them suffer. Donald Trump made those people mad, and so they loved him. They called Trump their god-emperor—a title that was simultaneously ironic and sincere—and they believed they could meme him into the presidency. They started posting a third version of the frog, this one redrawn with solid eye contact and a smirk. He was called “Smug Pepe.” You could tell whether trolls thought 4chan or society had the upper hand by which Pepe they posted. Sad, they were losing. Smug, Trump was winning.

Pepe had appeared on banners in far-right brawls, on the lapel of Richard Spencer as he was punched in the face, in the interrogation of a mass murderer in Toronto, on a hacked billboard in the UK, in an official Russian embassy tweet, on the Anti-Defamation League’s list of hate symbols. He had been killed by his creator and reanimated by crypto bros, and then sat at the center of a lawsuit between the creator and the bros. When humanity annihilates itself in total nuclear war, the final bomb will be delivered by a missile with this stupid fucking frog painted on it.

Roger was wearing the Smug Pepe. I asked him why. “Pepe is a warrior for Trump,” he said. Did he know where it came from? “It was created by somebody back in the day. I don’t know all the details.” He denied Pepe was a symbol of white nationalism, and he didn’t care if other people thought it was, because “I don’t give a crap what the other people think. I’m for the truth. This is patriotism and truth.”

From the stage, flanked by American flags and behind a podium that said “SAVE AMERICA,” Rudy Giuliani shouted, “Let’s have trial by combat!” Roger turned in his chain mail and Pepe shirt and looked at me with an ecstatic grin. “He just said trial by combat! I’m ready!”

Roger had been blackpilled. To understand what that means, you have to have seen the 1999 movie The Matrix and have spent any time on the internet since it came out.

In The Matrix, the hero, Neo, is presented a choice: take the blue pill and return to life in a pleasant illusion created by machines, or take the red pill and learn the truth. And what is the truth? “That you are a slave, Neo. Like everyone else, you were born into bondage, born inside a prison that you cannot smell, taste, or touch. A prison for your mind.”

The red pill became the main metaphor of internet politics. It didn’t suggest a conversion—that you had adopted a new set of beliefs—but that you had liberated yourself from politics entirely. You saw the world as it really is. You were thinking clearly for the first time in years, maybe your whole life.

I’d heard the red pill narrative of dozens of alt-right trolls (whose red pill was that white supremacy was good) and radical virgins called incels (whose red pill was that feminism had ruined society) long before I’d heard it from QAnoners (whose red pill was that Trump was fighting a secret satanic pedophile cabal that had seized control of the government). Many had been searching for an explanation for something—a breakup, a bad dad, a felony conviction, the financial crisis—and discovered this secret knowledge. A gay Jewish lawyer told me he could point to a single meme that made him a Holocaust denier.

Once the red pill metaphor took hold, endless variations followed—the green pill, the white pill, the iron pill, etc. You could be Russiapilled or cryptopilled or Marxpilled; the term could express pride in your own epiphany or contempt for a nutjob. The only one that matters is the “black pill.”

The black pill is a dark but gleeful nihilism: the system is corrupt, and its collapse is inevitable. There is no hope. Times are bad and they’re going to get worse. You swallow the black pill and accept the end is coming.

You start searching for evidence to prove to yourself that you’re correct, and it’s easy enough to find. News about murder and mayhem and poverty and child abuse and islands of trash in the ocean is not an outrage or a problem to be solved, it’s just further confirmation of humanity’s decline. The hardships and heartbreak you’ve faced can now be explained as the inevitability of a sweeping historical force. You spend more time in blackpilled online forums, where the darker the commentary, the more attention it gets, so you compete to write the most creative description of the depravity. The only people you trust are the other people who get it, and the only people who get it are your internet friends, people whose names you may never know and whose faces you may never see but who can be counted on to provide fresh analysis every day of how deeply fucked we are.

It’s a depressing way to live. 4chan trolls admit this. “I am very blackpilled, no question. The deeper I go down the rabbit hole, the more it hurts,” one post read in 2018. “I’m so fuckng lost,” another said in 2019. I’ve seen hundreds more like this.

You can’t go on like this forever. It hurts too much. You need some relief from the unrelenting doom. You start to imagine what comes after this system fails. That’s the world you need to prepare for, not this one. If the present reality is corrupt and dying, then you are no longer bound by its moral and ethical restraints. You are riding out the collapse of society. You can do anything.

“I know it is dark at times but you gotta learn to enjoy it, man. Embrace being the bad guy. Surf the Kali Yuga,” a 4chan user posted in 2014. This appears to be the first use of the phrase “surf the Kali Yuga.” It was a reference to Julius Evola, a mid-twentieth-century fascist philosopher who believed humanity was in the Kali Yuga, a time of violence and vice, one of four repeating eras in Hindu cosmology. Evola believed the elite should ride above the degenerate society as it crumbled, and maybe nudge along its collapse, because the next era would be a Golden Age. Online fascists turned Evola’s books into memes, putting the title Revolt Against the Modern World over glitchy pastel images of Greek marble statues or square-jawed white men.

This might seem like bizarre internet ephemera, and it is, but it is also influential. Joe Rogan, one of the world’s most popular podcasters, wrote on Instagram in 2021, “We are in Kali Yuga.” The accompanying image depicted a four-part cycle: weak men led to hard times, which led to strong men, which led to good times, which led to weak men, and so on. We’re in the era of weak men, Rogan said.

Taking the black pill allows you to justify any action: cruelty, intimidation, violence. The people you hurt are beneath you, because they’re still blinded by society’s lies. If your actions cause more violence and chaos, that’s good, because it will help bring about an end to the corrupt regime.

“Time to go full Kali Yuga lads. Accelerate towards destruction and start again,” a 4chan user said in 2017.



On January 6, Roger and I were surrounded by thousands of cheering Trump supporters as we watched America’s mayor lie. Most of the people I interviewed on January 6 had been blackpilled, even if they wouldn’t have described themselves that way, and even if they’d never heard the term. Their beliefs were on a spectrum, but no matter where they fell on it, they believed our democracy was a scam, that those who couldn’t see it were blind, and radical action was necessary.

In the next few hours, I stood in the middle of a mob as it pushed into the Capitol. My fellow Americans screamed at me that this was “revolution,” or “1776,” or that “only we can save us!” They were absolutely certain they were the good guys. Even while they were shouting at me in the middle of the chaos, I stared at their faces twisted with rage, their bodies wrapped in sensible outdoor gear, and wondered how many of them knew the origin of the ideas that had brought them to Washington. How would they feel if they knew it all traced back to the psychedelic epiphany of a three-foot virgin?






1 THE WIZARD


Anna’s presence in Fred’s apartment was a repudiation of everything he believed. She was twenty-five and voluptuous, and he was nineteen and three feet tall. They were surrounded by plain white walls and not much furniture, but there was a desk and, on top of it, the heart of the room, Fred’s computer.

Fredrick “Fred” Brennan ran an online forum for male virgins. The site was called Wizardchan, for a joke that once a virgin hits the age of thirty, he becomes a wizard. The users were proto-“incels,” for involuntarily celibate. These men did not see their virginity as a frustrating but fleeting phase, but rather as a permanent condition. They were too ugly, or too awkward, to ever find love.

Fred had sandy blond hair, pale skin, and high cheekbones, but he believed he was doomed by his bones. He was born with osteogenesis imperfecta, or “brittle bone disease,” a genetic mutation that affects collagen. Collagen in bones is like the metal rods in the reinforced concrete of a building. If the rods are missing, or weaker than they should be, the concrete can fail and crumble. Fred’s bones didn’t grow straight and strong, but curved and fragile, and they broke easily. Just a little bit of pressure, he said, “and that’s it, you can break me.” He sat in his motorized wheelchair with his curved legs crossed below his small torso. Sometimes he wore kids’ pajamas. Wizardchan users trusted Fred, because they thought his severe disability meant he could never betray them by having sex with a woman.

But Anna was attracted to virgins. She liked men to be shy, self-conscious, nervous about sex. She’d lurked in incel chatrooms and sites like Fred’s. She was fascinated by the culture, and related to it, because she felt like an outsider rejected by society. She’d become obsessed with the idea of ugliness.

“When you are disabled, you can feel like everybody sees you as a freak, and you are not wanted anywhere, and everybody would be a lot more comfortable if you didn’t exist,” Fred said. In the real world, he was stared at, but in the online world, he could be whoever he wanted.

He’d discovered anonymous forums when he was twelve. They’d become an escape from the misery he felt in the physical world, but they’d also convinced him he should have never been born. As a teen, he’d told his mom, who shares his disability, that she was selfish for having him, and he’d told his dad, who is able-bodied, that he was a pervert for marrying her.

Fred was living in Brooklyn and had been Wizardchan’s admin for a few months when Anna sent him a message through the site’s chatroom. She lived in Oklahoma, and she wanted to meet him. He was skeptical, but intrigued. She explained that the more nervous he was about sex, the more she found it erotic. This meant their sexual relationship would inevitably die. As he got more experience, Fred would grow more confident and lose his virginal quality, and she would lose interest. How long it took depended on how quickly Fred changed. There was no doubt that he would change.

“She explained it real up front: ‘We’re gonna have sex maybe ten, twenty times,’ ” Fred said. “She said maybe as few as three if I get real confident, real fast.”

“I never met a woman that was so blunt about it. I didn’t know that people could be this blunt about sex. I didn’t know that it was even, like—this is gonna sound stupid, but—legal. I was nineteen! I was dumb.”

Fred was never really dumb, and he knew it. He’d been told he was brilliant since he was a little kid, and I could tell he was the first time we spoke. When I flew eighteen hours to the Philippines, traveled an hour through Manila traffic, and rode the elevator up a high rise to meet him in 2019, it felt like a fairy-tale pilgrimage to meet a wise man on the top of a mountain. He knows what he knows and can explain it methodically. In many interviews, I have not just to convince someone to give me information, but to help them realize what information they have. Sometimes I send sources an infamous Donald Rumsfeld quote, which he said when asked about the lack of proof Iraq had weapons of mass destruction:


There are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know there are known unknowns, that is to say, we know there are some things we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns, the ones we don’t know we don’t know.



When I watched this on TV in 2002, I thought, What an asshole. It gives me subversive pleasure now to use it for my own ends. I tell sources that I can publish the known knowns, and I can find out the known unknowns, but they have to help me figure out my unknown unknowns. Then I send them a YouTube clip of the philosopher Slavoj Žižek asserting there is a fourth category: the unknown knowns, that which we do not know we know. For my sources, this is information they know they have but do not understand is significant to the public interest.

Fred understood this immediately. He can catalog all the relevant information he has, and then evaluate each piece for its provability. We’ve jammed together, side by side or over the phone, digging through internet archives to find long-lost files.

But back in 2013, Fred did not yet have wisdom earned through the wild events of the next six years. He was smart, but naïve.



In September 2013, Fred bought Anna a plane ticket to New York City. When she walked into his apartment, her style was goth, with black lipstick, and a black shirt that showed off her figure. She giggled.

“Nice to meet you, Fred,” she said. “You’re tinier than I expected.”

She traced the curved bones of his arm with her fingers. He’d never been touched like that. It was electric. He didn’t know what to do. He didn’t know if he could copy the sex scenes he’d seen in Hollywood movies, and he didn’t know there was any other way to do it. He was scared she’d break his bones.

“She’s all naked, and obviously I’m really hard,” Fred said. “And she’s telling me, ‘Sex is what you make it.’ ”

Many lovers have felt their affair was world historic. But for Fred and Anna, it was true. This moment changed the trajectory of Fred’s life, and the internet, and history. You can trace a line from this romance to the failed coup against the United States on January 6, 2021.



About eight years after his relationship with Anna (and six months after the attempted coup), Fred and I sat for hours in a sports bar in a casino in Atlantic City, both of us eating giant slices of chocolate cake. We were an unusual pair, Fred in his wheelchair with his tiny dog, Hitomi, on his lap, and me with my phone, recording every word. The servers were sweet to us, but they seemed to be trying to figure out our deal, since we weren’t drinking, or gambling, or even watching the sports. After I reassured the waitress again that we really didn’t need anything more than the cake, I asked Fred if he believed, as I did, that he’d played a very significant role in history in the last five years. He said yes.

“There is no more separation between the online world and the real world,” Fred said. It was getting close to midnight, and sports highlights were replaying on a huge screen behind him. “This notion we have that what is happening online, is happening online—is wrong. Everything happening online is happening in reality. Everything happening online is happening in the real world.”

When Anna stepped into Fred’s apartment, she was the real world crashing into Fred’s incel internet fantasy. But she didn’t destroy it, at least not for a long time. Fred and his wizard friends had built their whole identities around the idea that they could never have this one thing: sex. When they finally got it, they were devastated. They created new rules to explain away Anna. It took Fred years to understand how much she’d taught him, that “almost everything I believed from Wizardchan was nonsense.”

Near the end of their relationship, Fred founded a forum called 8chan. It was an imageboard, like Wizardchan, but he imagined it would have a broad audience, from kids to extremists. Nothing would be banned except what was illegal in the U.S. This brought the people who were banned from everywhere else. He’d imagined that a site with unrestricted free speech would create a robust forum that would bring forth new and better ideas, but over time, 8chan became an incubator for conspiracy theories and violent ideologies, like incels, the alt-right, and later, after he left it, QAnon. 8chan made Fred an internet supervillain.

Fred likes to say that if he hadn’t created 8chan, someone else would have. But a close look at his life makes it hard to imagine who that other person might have been.

It’s hard to imagine another child who truly had no power but words, who learned as a kid how to use them to inflict maximum damage, who as a teen was taken from his parents and could control nothing but computers, someone who’s only escape was through the internet and the online friends who convinced him that his birth was a crime. It’s hard to imagine anything like that stacking up in some other guy.

Fred was born in rural Upstate New York in 1994. As a toddler, he became obsessed with letters, and could play with a set of alphabet magnets on the floor for hours. Both his parents said he could read when he was two and a half years old, and they liked to show him off. They liked proving the doubters wrong.

Gwynne was a doubter, at first. Her son was friends with Fred. The first time she walked into the Brennan home, she saw Fred sitting at the kitchen table, the newspaper in front of him. Fred’s dad, Dave Brennan, told her to watch his son. “This is kindergarten, mind you—he just starts reading all the articles in the newspaper,” she said. “I thought it was a gag—you know, a ‘Haha, see, my kid’s smarter than your kid’ kind of thing. But it wasn’t like that. It just was.”

When he was six years old, Fred found a photo of himself that was framed in a way that made it easy to imagine he could walk. As he stared at the photo, he could see himself walking to his friend’s house and playing Pokémon. “I was daydreaming for like ten minutes. I’m looking at the photo the whole time I’m daydreaming, and suddenly it just cuts short, and I see the photo again for what it really is, and what it really always is going to be. And I cried for hours from that.”



The same year, his dad gave Fred a computer. He loved it. “The reason he’s into computers is because of me,” Dave said. When his son was using his computer, he had a smile on his face and “a glow in his eye,” even early on, when he was just pushing the same letter over and over until the keyboard broke. Fred broke a lot of computers. They were more fragile in the nineties.

The computer wasn’t a machine, Fred said. “I viewed it as like an eye that I could look through into other places that weren’t my immediate, extremely boring surroundings.” Fred’s brother Nicholas was born a couple years after him, and he had OI, too. Dave thought computers were his only option: “What else are they going to do in life? They can’t play football or baseball.”

Around the time Fred started kindergarten, his parents’ marriage began to fall apart. The divorce was bitter, and Dave got primary custody of the kids. They had a live-in home health aide. When Fred was ten, he accused his mom, Vera, of sex abuse. She lost custody rights. Fred recanted six years later. Fred says now that the aide put him up to it, that she forced him to memorize a statement that he didn’t understand.

At the time, Dave and the aide were in a romantic relationship. Years later, after their relationship ended, Dave told me that he’d come to think the aide “may have plotted this. That, I don’t know. I wasn’t a part of that. But in hindsight now, I kind of wonder.”

“The only people who believed me were the people who knew me—that I would never do something like that to my children,” Vera said. She agreed not to see them till they were eighteen, because the endless court battle was hurting them. But she remembers telling the judge she knew the children would come back to her.

When he was thirteen, Fred read a Wikipedia article about a vow of silence. Around the same time, his class was assigned to read Speak, a young adult novel about a teenager who is raped, and in her struggle to cope with it, she stops talking. Wikipedia taught him that vows of silence “were a thing,” and the book taught him that it could force circumstances to change. He felt like no one cared when he was talking, so he would stop talking. At the end of the novel, the family reunited and the problems were over.

Fred refused to speak to anyone but his brother, in a whisper, or to the internet, in writing. Dave said he wasn’t sure how long it lasted—a year, maybe two. “He wouldn’t talk to me. He wouldn’t talk to anybody. Just clammed up. The silent treatment.”

Fred was beginning to understand the power of words. He’d discovered 4chan the previous year, and he was mesmerized. He saw people using terms like “crippled,” “retard,” “crippled retard,” and any other offensive slur you could possibly imagine, and there was nothing to stop them. In school, sometimes kids would put things out of his reach and then laugh, but they never said, “You’re a crippled retard.” He knew the words, of course, but he’d never been called that in real life. He felt a perverse satisfaction in reading it on 4chan.

Wow, he thought. They’re all agreeing with each other, and they’re all saying it, and they’re all just laughing it up. This is what people are really thinking. They’re lying in real life.

There was no way for him to escape the way people saw him in real life, so it was better to live online anonymously. “From that point, when I started using 4chan heavily, my whole life became about the internet, and my real life stopped mattering to me.”

To gain acceptance on 4chan, he had to show he was an epic troll—that he didn’t feel bad about offending people. “If you’re not willing to troll,” he said, “you’re not going to get respect among other users.” Trolling gave him a sense of power, just as it did for all the others, who had their own reasons for living online.

Fred brought this sensibility into his real life. When he learned about genetics in school, it occurred to him, for the first time, that his dad had known there’d been a chance Vera would pass along the genetic mutation for OI to their children. “I realized that he’d done this really taboo thing,” Fred said. “When I first brought that up to him, I realized how powerful that could be.”

Like so many dads, in the afternoons, Dave usually asked Fred what he’d learned in school that day. “And I couldn’t wait to tell him, ‘Well, I learned that my disability is your fault, David.’ ” Fred watched his dad’s face turn to shock.

Fred began to see the extreme vulnerability of his disability as an invincibility shield. “I could basically say whatever I wanted as a kid, to anyone who was taking care of me, and know that they couldn’t physically hurt me without getting in trouble.” A smack, a slap, a shoe thrown across the room—they all risked a broken rib. “You might kill me, even, if you hit too hard.”

I asked Dave if he ever felt like Fred was trying to make him angry. “He was trying to make me mad? Well, I don’t know. He found out what it was to make me mad when he pulled that shit. Then he found out what it was really like to make me mad,” Dave said. I asked Dave what he meant by “pulled that shit.” He said he meant when his kids reported the aide for abuse at school. And “what it was like” was that he gave up his children to foster care.

At the time, Dave said, he was really stressed out. It was hard to make the doctor appointments and pay the bills, plus the weather was getting warmer, so he had more customers. “Winter’s over and people want me to fix stuff, and what, I got to go find another aide? These kids just come up behind me, I felt like I was stabbed right in the back.” Fred and his brother were taken out of Dave’s home and put in the foster care system. The aide stayed with Dave.

Their foster care caseworker, Melisa Rehrauer, said she knew Fred was very smart the day she met him. But he didn’t want to be looked at, and he let his hair hang in his face. “Everything about him—just the way he presented himself—on the inside, you could tell he was a broken child,” she said.

Rehrauer placed the brothers in a group home with other foster kids, and they weren’t allowed to go online unsupervised. Fred was miserable there. He still yelled at Rehrauer about it, even years later. He reached out to her once and bragged he built porn sites, and that he made more money doing it than she ever would. “He hurt me so bad. I cried so much that night,” Rehrauer told me. She warned him that if he kept hurting her, she’d walk away. “He was like, ‘You’re never going to give up on me.’ ”

Once he was in foster care, Fred felt like he could say anything. He’d been a little scared that if he pushed his dad too far, he’d take away his computer. “But in foster care, I was so isolated already, I felt like there’s nothing I can’t say. I would go for the maximum damage.”

The foster kids weren’t allowed to have cell phones, but Fred figured out a loophole: he could save his weekly allowance and buy an iPod Touch, which had Wi-Fi. The group home’s Wi-Fi was password protected, and it changed all the time. After he got the iPod, he helped his foster parents’ daughter fix her computer, and while doing so, secretly installed a remote access tool so he could find out the Wi-Fi password anytime. “I could go on 4chan and nobody could know,” Fred said. He didn’t tell anyone, not even his brother. “That’s how I survived those years.”



Fred wanted to know why his life had to be this way. “When I was in foster care, the question I was trying to answer was more a political question, which was: Why did this happen? Why is my situation so shitty? Why was this allowed to happen?” He posted his question on 4chan’s news board, which was then called /n/, and had already been infested with neo-Nazis. “You don’t want to ask a lot of neo-Nazis that,” he said, “because they’ll give you an answer.”

The neo-Nazis had a simple answer: “Because disabled people are allowed to breed. And they shouldn’t be.” It made sense to Fred. He believed he should not have been born, and now that he was here, he was unwanted. The state hadn’t had the courage to force his mother to have an abortion, so it hid him away. “When I would rationally think about my situation in foster care, I would think to myself, The only reason that this has happened is because the State of New York, and the United States federal government, is cowardly. And they have decided they don’t want me, but they are too much of a coward to pull the trigger.”

“But Fredrick,” I said, “your existence is not a tragedy.”

“That’s true, too,” he said. We were sitting in his van in an empty parking lot after midnight. My phone, resting in the cup holder, picked up the sound of a ten-second pull from his vape. “Yeah,” he said, “of course.”



When he was sixteen, Fred and his brother reunited with their mom. His life got so much better, but he was still depressed, and the question of his existence persisted. He would tell his mom, “You shouldn’t have had kids anyway. You knew that this was going to happen.” He’d find new ways to say it, “something really offensive, like ‘You’re really selfish.’ ”

“My favorite insult for my dad was ‘pervert,’ ” Fred said. “Obviously, the implication being that only a pervert would marry a disabled woman.”

Dave said he didn’t remember Fred calling him a pervert. Vera remembered Fred “thought that our relationship was a fetish for David, which it wasn’t.” Fred was into the darkest websites at the time, she said. “What would he know? He’s a teenager looking for answers.”

“Do you know how many guys would tell me that they didn’t even see the chair when they thought about me? They never saw the chair, they said,” Vera told me. She thought she would have been able to explain to her sons that romance was possible in a way their father couldn’t. “That’s what got robbed, Elle. I was robbed of being able to let my son know that a woman would love him. That a woman would be able to forget the physical, and not think of him as in a wheelchair…. But because I wasn’t there, that’s the only thing he had to hold on to: his anger.”

Fred’s anger made it easy to swallow the red pill. For incels, the red pill is that some men will never have sex, because they are too ugly, and there is nothing they can do about it. All men and women naturally fall somewhere on a scale of attractiveness from 1 to 10, and at some point in the mythic past, 8s would marry 8s and 3s would marry 3s. But feminism had disrupted nature’s balance. It had stripped away the stigma on sex. Because women would always try to have sex with the highest-status men, and men would have sex with anyone, the best-looking men now got all the women. The male 8s, 9s, and 10s left nothing behind for the 1s, 2s, and 3s. Over time, the community created archetypes: “Stacy,” the unobtainable sexually ideal woman, and “Chad Thundercock,” the guy who wins her.

Much of the incel cosmology developed on a 4chan board called /r 9k/, for ROBOT9000. The board had a bot that would delete any image or text that had been posted before. The demand was genius in its simplicity: you must say something original. The easiest way to say something original was to talk about your own life. If you’re the kind of person who needs anonymity to be able to socialize, there’s a good chance you have a particular story to tell: public humiliation. Those stories were posted over and over and over, and users stopped seeing social awkwardness as a fleeting phase, but instead a curse of their permanent social caste. The phrase “it’s over” was ubiquitous.

The incels analyzed the angles in male models’ faces. “A few millimeters of bone” was all that separated them from their handsome oppressors. The perfect Chad had narrow eyes and a massive jaw, and looked like a suntanned Neanderthal in an ad for Ralph Lauren. Chad had total confidence, and his advice to virgin losers was “just be yourself,” because just being Chad had worked so well for him. Women spent their twenties riding the “cock carousel,” sleeping with as many Chads as possible, and then, at thirty, when they were used up and ugly, they settled for a nice beta male who’d spent his youth working hard and building a career. After a few years, the women would file for divorce, and take all their beta’s money. “Alpha fucks, beta bucks.”

And who were they, if they were not Chad? The loser, the neckbeard, the NEET—a British government term for “not in education, employment, or training”—an overweight post-teen who terrorized his parents with demands for juvenile things, like chicken tenders, or “tendies.” This man lived online. He was too lazy to get up and go to the bathroom, so he peed in empty bottles and left them on the floor at his feet. He was an ashamed but unceasing masturbator. His mother bribed him to take baby steps toward entering mainstream society by awarding points for good behavior. These bribes were sometimes called “good boy points” (GBP) and they could be exchanged for tendies.

There were thousands of memes about incels and good boy points, but one I came across on 4chan best captures the spirit of the whole scene:


Lost all my tendies and GBP in the crash

decide to earn one billion GBP

buckle down and start working hard

clean the piss, shit, and cum jugs out of my room earned 100 GBP

step outside for the first time in years and go to the barber, earned 10 GBP

get a shave and a haircut, earned 50 GBP for each

enroll back in college, 100 points

keep racking up points for years

lose weight, get fit 100,000 points

get a gf 10,000 points

graduate medical school 100,000

get married and buy a house 1,000,000 points

mommy awards points for grandkids so I get my girlfriend pregnant a few times as well

decide to see them through college for bonus points

fast forward, kids come home for Christmas from unis

I’m getting close to my goal of 1 billion GBP

my sosn are happy to see me

my daughter is saying some shit about how stressful college life is

“I’m having a hard time at college dad, it’s so competitive”

well, honey, I’m sure you’ll make it you just have to bee yourself, I have complete faith in you (I’ve been keeping close count of GBP, 10 points for giving fatherly advice means I’ve reached my goal)

“Oh daddy I’m so glad I have you here to keep me grounded! I don’t know what I would do without you

honey I love you too, belive me life is-

a huge smile creeps upon my lips

IVE BEEN A GOOD BOY FOR MUMMY

hook my daughter in the face

shit on the dinner table, ruin the Christmas dinner

my family looks on in horror

sprint out of the house all the way to my mommy’s retirement home

kick the door down

shake her hand and smear i with shit

IVE BEEN A GOOD BOY MUMMY WHERE’S MY TENDIES

she stares at me with dead eyes, a single drop in her left one

That was 4 years ago. I’ve been living off my GBP ever since.



It was an obscene update to Bartleby, the Scrivener: Live a normal, healthy life? I would prefer not to. When my bosses made an unpleasant demand, like that I rewrite a script or work a weekend, I’d ask my senior producer, How many good boy points do I get for this, Brandon? I want my tendies.

“It’s like a whole theology,” Fred said. “I believed in all that. Especially in my case, I saw myself as a zero—I’m never going to have anyone.”

When Fred found Wizardchan in 2012, it was fun, at least some of the time. Fred was talking to people who were young like him, and had problems like his, and they were all trying to figure out together if society had anything to offer them. They were a band of depressed pirates. Now he sees it as a woman-hating pit of hell, but at the time, it made a lot of sense, the idea that your face had doomed you.

In March 2013, just after his nineteenth birthday, Fred took over Wizardchan from the previous owner, who’d gotten tired of it. The site’s users didn’t know what he looked like, but for the identity he used to become admin, “copypaste,” it was public that he was severely disabled. “That helped them trust me that I was never going to lose my wizard status,” he said. They didn’t want to be ruled by somebody who was not one of them.

Fred told his mom. “He came to me and said that he was the head of this club—remember? The wizards or whatever?” Vera said. She laughed. “I said, ‘Fredrick—okay, whatever.’ ” He was offended. What did she mean whatever?

She told him that he only thought these things because he’d never had sex. She told him, All you have to do is find a woman that cares about you, and is gentle. And you should be on top. She didn’t believe he’d serve the life sentence he’d given himself.

Fred imagined Wizardchan as “a sanctuary for virgins.” His rules forbade users from alluding to the possibility they’d had sex or a romantic relationship, and they could not advise against the lifestyle. “Laugh at me if you want to, but I was trying to make a positive space,” Fred said. He wanted his internet friends to embrace wizarddom, to see themselves as modern-day monks. He was a decade away from turning thirty, so he identified as a “wizard apprentice.”

This was 2013. It was before Elliot Rodger posted a manifesto saying, “I will destroy all women because I can never have them. I will make them all suffer for rejecting me. I will arm myself with deadly weapons and wage a war against all women and the men they are attracted to. And I will slaughter them like the animals they are.” It was before he killed six people at University of California, Santa Barbara, the next year. It was before incels started talking about how they wanted to “go E.R.” It was before Rodger became a meme. It was five years before Alek Minassian rented a van and used it to kill ten people on a city street in Toronto. It was before Minassian told police he wanted to spark an “incel uprising.”

“I was mostly a wiz type, which is like, ‘I’m celibate but happy.’ ” Fred paused. “Well, to a degree.” He clarified, “Of course I thought about suicide, like everyone does.” Then another pause, another clarification: like everyone does “in our chan universe.” He laughed. “I’m so sorry, Elle. Us chan people are so different from normal society.” He added one last clarification, about the nature of his suicidality. “If I would think about suicide, it wouldn’t be because of myself. It would be because of my disability, and the pain I was suffering from at the time.”

They were driven online by their social isolation, and found comfort in creating their own community, but the more time they spent there, the less contact they had with other people in the real world. Through repetition, wild ideas began to seem like common sense. There was no one to say, You don’t know what you’re talking about.

He knew depressed people were drawn to Wizardchan. Depression wasn’t supposed to be the main theme of the site under Fred’s leadership, and he’d created a separate board to talk about it. At the top of the depression board, he posted the number for a suicide hotline. Some users were furious, because it read like a recommendation that they ask normies for help. One guy said it should be a suicide tipline instead.

“I would worry a lot about certain Wizardchan users, and what they were going to do. There were a lot of suicides. Being an anonymous community, I can’t do a whole lot about that. Next to nothing,” Fred said.

A few months later, in the summer of 2013, Fred got a programming job in Brooklyn. With a side job that brought in a little cash, plus Social Security disability benefits, he had more than $1,000 to spare a month, and because he didn’t do much, it was plenty of money. He could still wear his old clothes from foster care, and he did, because wearing the same old T-shirt “made me feel like even though my life is kind of spinning out of control, at least some things are staying the same.” He wanted to show people you could be a wizard and live a real life. But he didn’t see a lot of people other than his boss, and he was lonely.

A break in his arm, and one in his spine, hadn’t healed correctly, and the pain was intense. He wanted to jump off the Brooklyn Bridge, and he thought about it every day. He was doing everything on his own—cooking, cleaning, showering. When he looks at old photos of himself from that time, he sees a very skinny version of himself who wanted to die.

He hadn’t been in Brooklyn long when he got an unusual message. It was a photo of a young woman’s face with a time stamp—this was the language of authenticity on the internet. Her name was Anna, and she was attracted to virgins, the message said. Did he want to lose his virginity?

Fred didn’t believe her. A fetish for virgins is not a thing, he said. She must be a troll, lying to get a rise out of him. They argued about it. Didn’t she know that what she was proposing would come at an enormous cost?

He said he told her, “First of all I’m Wizardchan’s admin, okay? I’m going to lose my position. Even if I do what you’re saying. Even if you’re telling the truth. Which you’re not.”

The wizards needed him. “I felt like I was running the place in a more ethical way than anyone who came after me would. It sounds ridiculous, but I considered myself the most ethical possible admin. I felt I had a responsibility to my community to not pursue this.” But he kept talking to her, because he was intrigued. And he thought she was attractive, though he didn’t say so.

They chatted online for a few weeks. If he wanted to lose his virginity, she would have to visit. And if she visited, there would be rules. Anna was very up front: they would not be monogamous. She was attracted to the way virgins were shy, nervous. Once he got over that, she would get bored.

“I accepted that, and so I told her, ‘Okay, I’m gonna make a deal with you, though. I need help around the house. So can you please stay anyway? And I’ll let you have sex with other men—I don’t care.’ And that was our arrangement.”

Fred had some rules, too. She could live with him for free, and he’d give her a little money, but she had to help him. She had to shop and make food and clean. She could not hurt him or steal from him. If she ever wanted to stop taking care of him, that was okay. But then she’d have to leave.

First, Fred sent her a cheap prepaid cell phone. A few days later, he bought her a plane ticket to New York. She walked into his place on an afternoon in September 2013.

Fred was so nervous he could barely speak. He mumbled that she could stay indefinitely. He remembers that she led the way, because he wasn’t going to.

“Well,” she said, “I came here so you could lose your virginity. It’s time.”

She had thick thighs, which Fred thought were sexy, but he was overwhelmed with fear she would break his legs. “I was very scared, though I didn’t need to be. I’ve since learned it’s very easy to have sex,” he said. They figured out he needed to be on top.

Anna, he said, was “just running the show.” They had a powerful chemistry. “Her having this virgin fetish, and disabled fetish… Like, she called me her perfect mark.” When she said it, he thought, I should be offended, but I’m not and I don’t know why.

Fred felt a moral obligation to tell the wizards what he’d done. He and Anna took a photo of themselves holding hands, her arm straight, and his curved. He posted it on Wizardchan.

Years later, Fred and I spent an hour on the phone together, trying to find this post, digging through archiving sites, searching post numbers and filenames. The only trace we could find was a capture of the Wizardchan home page, which showed a tiny preview for Fred’s post on the board for discussion of the site itself. “I, copypaste, the sole administrator of…” He paused at this scrap of his younger self. “There’s my writing style. Yeah I know: very autistic and pretentious.”

Wizardchan users were furious. He’d broken his own rule, and he stepped down.

For a while, at least, their relationship changed the wizards’ belief system. Less attractive men—the 1s, 2s, and 3s—would still be doomed to celibacy. But, Fred said, “they created a new rule that those at the very bottom of the pile will get some women, because some women will have fetishes. And that the only way somebody like me could ever get female attention was through someone with a fetish.”

It did not feel good to believe he could only have sex as the object of a fetish, or that he could never have a normal relationship. But he sought out those messages, because he wanted to know what his old friends thought about what he did. “It seems ridiculous to me now to think that it’s in any way shameful to have a relationship, what the heck? But I don’t know, back then… I wondered if I had even made a mistake.”

I spoke to Anna once, by phone, and we later exchanged a few messages online. (Anna is a pseudonym.) She hadn’t responded to my messages when I was reporting on Fred in 2019, but after the story about him aired, she reached out. She spoke in a low whisper, and said she was scared of people who were still on those sites. She’d spent a lot of time lurking in incel Discord servers, subreddits, occasionally alt-right forums—places that had taken misogyny to an obsessive, violent extreme that felt barely tethered to some old sexist stand-up act or frat movie. She could spend time in those places and not feel targeted, because it was easy for her to disassociate and forget she was a woman.

When she started talking to Fred, she thought he was kind. She was open about the reason for her fascination with this virgin culture. They’d built a belief system around why they were fundamentally different from women, and normies, and people who’d had sex, but she related to them. “I felt like an outsider and rejected by society,” she said, “so I felt like I had a lot of empathy and sympathy for a lot of those people who identified as ugly and socially rejected.”

She was fascinated with physical ugliness. She had been sexually abused as a child, she said, “and I thought maybe if I was ugly, it wouldn’t have happened to me.” Fred made her feel safe, she said, “because he was physically unable to hurt me.”

“I started taking the black pill, even though the black pill is horrible,” Anna said. She thought the red pill was more about psychological domination—that women had evolved to be dominated and raped. Redpilled men had discovered that cruelty was a successful dating strategy with women who were psychologically damaged, and they promoted those techniques to others. “The black pill is more hopeless,” she said. “If you’re ugly, it’s over.”

She felt empathy for them, but she knew what she was looking at. “These spaces reward cruelty, and people know that the crueler you are, the more respect you get,” she said. Some men posted photos of their faces, and asked others to tell them how ugly they were. The replies were merciless.

The way Anna spoke was eerie. I thought she had knowledge, even wisdom, from experiences few others had had. But she didn’t see it that way. She felt regret and horror. She said she’d joined those forums because she thought she could change the guys who were stuck on them, but she wondered if she’d somehow made it worse. I told her I didn’t understand why they were so angry. The meek had inherited the Earth. The nerds had gotten their revenge. The economy rewarded intelligence and technical skill over physical strength. Our modern legends were not Paul Bunyan and John Henry, but Steve Jobs and Elon Musk. The nerds had won, but they were mad about it.

Anna thought the incels were acting out of envy. They mimicked the behavior of people who had hurt them. They wanted to be the strong men they’d seen dominate women.

“The real world is the conscious,” Anna thought, and 4chan, Wizardchan, and their associated forums—“those spaces are the subconscious.” They revealed the darkest thoughts—like misogyny, racism, ableism, which were wrong, but still existed, under the surface.

When Anna first came to New York, she had a good time. She and Fred did silly tourist stuff. In a photo of the two of them, she’s grinning, wearing a furry hat with tiny animal ears. Despite all the rules, they made a little home together. Fred’s expectations for her cooking were minimal—he liked macaroni and cheese. She slept on the mattress under the window. She was a good artist, and she sketched his arms in pencil. They started to figure each other out. “She thought that I had autism,” Fred said, “and she would tell me that she just wanted to make sure that I knew the plans, because she thinks that I do poorly when I don’t know the plans.”

Anna said it was the first time she had felt needed and, at the same time, independent.

“She corrupted me in every way she could find,” Fred told me the first time we talked about Anna. There was faint nostalgia in his voice. In another conversation, years later, he went further: “Looking back, I think she kind of saved my life.”



“I’m very vanilla,” Fred said. But Anna—she was into all kinds of things. She showed him that sex was possible, and through those encounters, helped him make peace with his body.

He remembered watching her play dominatrix. He was shocked by how good she was at it. Once, Fred said, a good-looking man in his forties came over. Fred thought he looked like a lawyer. “Anna was being a super bitch to him, but he was into it,” Fred said. “It was the most bizarre display I’d ever seen.”

He was fit, with a broad movie star face, but Anna called him ugly. “I doubt he’s ever been called ugly in his life,” Fred said.

Fred couldn’t imagine being that rude to someone he’d just met. He’d be shaking in his recliner with anxiety.

When the lawyer walked into the room, he saw Fred working on his computer. The lawyer asked why Fred was there.

“You don’t get to ask the questions,” she said. “Maybe I’m Santa and he’s my elf.”

Fred started laughing. He was amazed Anna could keep this guy’s interest just by being so mean to him. They were both fully clothed.

“Will you tell that guy to leave?”

“You don’t make the fucking rules.”

That’s when Fred realized he’d become part of the game, just by being there, on his computer, chatting with one of his Wizardchan friends. He wasn’t trying to help, and they hadn’t planned it. But his laughter was part of the humiliation.

“Is he going to tell anyone about this?”

“He’s not retarded. You can talk to him.”

Fred finally spoke: “Yeah—that was a little ableist.”

Fred channeled his fourteen-year-old self to calm the lawyer with a troll’s brutality. “I know you think you’re hot shit… but I don’t know who you are and I don’t give a fuck.” Anna gave him a thumbs-up.

Another day that fall, Fred’s friend Bear came over to the apartment. Fred said Bear was a big man, and fat, and that’s why he thought he was doomed to celibacy. He had a wide face, dark curly hair, and glasses. Fred had never known him as anything but Bear.

They’d been hanging out for a few hours when Anna told Fred she wanted to have sex. “And then Bear said, ‘Can I watch?’ ” Fred said. “And we said okay, because we always let people watch.” Bear’s request didn’t surprise him, because he knew Bear had never seen sex in person. “I bet he was curious what it looks like to see a cripple have sex.”

Fred and Anna got undressed, and Anna lay on the bed, Fred on top, for his safety. Bear sat by the bed on a folding chair. They started having sex, he said, “but I’m disabled. I’m pretty slow. I enjoy it more to kind of take my time.

“I want to make it absolutely clear there’s no wrong way to have sex. This was a consenting encounter, and there’s no wrong way to do it. I can do it however I please, as long as Anna agrees, which she did.”

Fred was still awkward and nervous, and Anna had to encourage him. “Because I keep saying, Are you sure this is what you want? Are you sure? Are you sure? I’m really ugly. Bear can see. I’m even starting to say stuff like Hmm I don’t know, Bear can see my butt. I don’t know why.” It was hard to focus. He felt self-conscious about his body, and worried he might have cellulite.

“I’m being slow and I’m being shy and Anna’s getting really hot by my shyness,” Fred said. But Bear was antsy. “I can see that he’s, like, getting more and more frustrated, sexually, with the fact that I’m slow, and that Anna doesn’t seem to be enjoying it as much as she would be if he did it.”

Fred orgasmed, and then Anna asked him to try performing oral sex, which he’d never done before. She gave him instructions on how to do it.

“Bear is sitting in that metal folding chair getting more and more and more and more frustrated,” Fred remembered. Then Bear stood up and took off his shirt, then his pants, and asked Anna if he could show Fred how it’s done. Then he jumped on the bed.

He was so big he made the mattress tilt downward at a steep angle, and Fred got scared. “You have to stop, you have to get off the bed,” Fred said. “I’m not strong enough to stop myself from rolling off the bed, and I’ll fall on the floor.” Fred asked Bear to wait while he climbed into his wheelchair. Bear was impatient, but he waited. “Sorry I’m slow,” Fred said. “And I’m not making fun of you for being fat. It’s just the physical reality.”

Once Fred was safe in his wheelchair, Bear hopped back on the bed, Fred said, “and starts eating her out like a pro.”

“Anna was screaming in ecstasy—it was crazy—that this virgin was doing this to her.”

Fred felt a little jealous that Bear was so good at it. But he was happy for him. He thought Bear would be happy.

“When it was over and we all started talking, I was like, Wow, Bear, where’d you learn that? I thought you were a virgin.” Bear had a simple answer: porn.

But something in Bear started to shift. “I could see his affect slowly getting more and more sad. And then I stupidly turned the topic to Wizardchan.”

“Bear,” Fred said, “what does this mean for you and Wizardchan?”

There was dead silence. Bear turned to Anna and asked if she was his girlfriend now. She laughed and said no.

“Oh, no, oh, no, oh, no,” Bear said. “I’m gonna lose my moderatorship on Wizardchan. Oh, no, I made a big mistake. Oh, no, no, why did I even come here?”

Fred and Anna tried to reassure him. They said they wouldn’t tell. He could keep it a secret—no one had to know. But like Fred, Bear had a virgin code of ethics. He had to come clean. He was getting more upset: I’m not a wizard anymore.

“You had fun,” Anna said. “I had fun, too. It was your idea to jump in.”

Bear lay on his back on the floor, sobbing and pounding his fists: I ruined my life. I ruined my life. I ruined my life. And, to Anna, “You ruined my life. You ruined my life, you succubus.”

The word had a distinct meaning. On Wizardchan, a “succubus” was a manipulative woman who coaxed beta males to do things for her. A succubus got her needs fulfilled without care for what it cost the betas she was exploiting.

Fred knew Bear saw himself as an exploited beta. He thought Bear’s understanding of what had just happened had no relationship to reality. But he tried to reassure him, wizard-to-wizard: The same thing happened to me. You can find new friends. We’re still your friends.

Fred had a high tolerance for weird, but this was really weird. It was uncomfortable. He looked down at Bear on the floor. The man weighed four or five times what Fred did. If he hadn’t known him, Fred would have thought of him as a tough macho guy, with his big body and dark curly hair. But he was throwing a tantrum like a baby. Fred couldn’t understand why it meant so much to Bear to be a moderator on Wizardchan.

Fuck you succubus, fuck you cripple for inviting me here. Fuck both of you, you’re both fucking terrible people.

Bear lay there a long time, in tears, pounding his fists, until someone in the apartment below banged on their ceiling for him to shut up. He stopped pounding but continued to cry. Then he got on his feet and said he had to leave.

They were concerned. Where are you going? Are you going to your parents’ house? He wouldn’t say. They were afraid he’d hurt himself.

Fred never saw him again. He said Bear posted a final message to the wizards before deactivating his accounts. Even now, Fred said, “One of the things I think about Bear the most is I hope he didn’t kill himself. Because he talked about it a little bit. But we all did…. It’s fucked, but at the time, I didn’t see it as out of the ordinary.”

Fred thought Bear was despondent because Anna had taken away not just his virginity, but his community. “And now he’s nothing. He’s not a wizard. He’s not a normie. He’s no one. He’s just a loser.”



Fred had never smoked weed or gotten drunk. He didn’t even use much pain medication. He’d grown up believing that he needed to tough it out—don’t be a wimp, don’t complain. But the pain in his spine was excruciating, and he could barely work on the computer. He’d wake up feeling like a knife was driving through the mattress and deep into his back. Like so many kids of the nineties, he’d absorbed a lot of propaganda about drugs in school. He was afraid if he got pain meds, he’d become an addict and deteriorate into a strung-out shadow.

Anna had a more nuanced take on drugs: it was fun to do them.

They began taking psychedelics together. Once, they were tripping on mushrooms with a guy who started to freak out, crying and banging his head against the wall. In frustration, Fred remembers pulling back his pants and saying, “Take a look at how bent my leg is. And I’m not freaking out like you, you fucking pussy.” The guy calmed down. Later, while they were still high, Anna asked Fred about what it was like to live in his body. That was the first time he came to terms with being disabled.

There was one mushroom trip that mattered more for the rest of us. As Fred was starting to come down, his mind turned to the internet. He started thinking about imageboards, and how it would be cool if they were even freer—if users could make boards about whatever topic they wanted, instead of posting within categories created by the admin. Instead of 4chan, it would be infinite chan, with the infinity symbol turned sideways: 8chan. He registered the domain while he was still a little high.

Anna thought 8chan was her fault. She was into Tumblr, which had functioned in some ways like the inverse of 4chan, an anonymous place where women and gays and people of color created their own culture and got very, very leftist. Nothing was too niche for Tumblr—there were huge accounts for banal life hacks and tiny ones for, say, pictures of shirtless Dolph Lundgren with his nipples animated in spirals. Anna thought it would be cool to have a site that combined imageboards and the personal blogs of Tumblr. She also thought no one would use it.

Because he’d been Wizardchan’s admin, Fred knew the imageboard software, so he changed it so users could make their own boards. He put the site live a few days after. Fred was pleased with how the 8chan kicked off. It wasn’t an instant viral hit, but it got about a hundred posts a day.

Anna thought the project was doomed from the start. She’d lurked on 4chan, Reddit, Discord, Wizardchan—in all these places, she imagined she could help move unhappy people from the hard right to the left if she showed a little empathy. “Am I adding to the problem by having the thought that they could be turned around?” she asked me. I didn’t have an answer. “I’m haunted by the idea that something can be done to give them empathy,” Anna said. “But all I ever did was come up with the idea that helped spread the disease instead.”

Anna had opened up a whole new world for Fred, but he turned away from it when they had a bad breakup a few months later. Fred took the breakup as proof his old friends had been right all along, even if they’d been proven wrong in person, and physically. Fred went back to them and wallowed in their bitter and cruel comments about the relationship that had done so much to change his life.

In an infamous chatlog that a participant later posted publicly, Fred told his old wizard friends all about his relationship with Anna. Fred called her “a whore who didn’t love me,” and told them, “Do not trust women, especially with virgin fetishes.” They said it was “degenerate,” a “disgusting story,” and “horribly gross.” One person called Anna “the definition of a succubus.” Another said, “She must have creamed herself to my childhood abusive parents story.” They told him the lesson was “You only know you’re a wizard when you experienced what women are really like. In fact I’d say copypaste is the TRUEST WIZARD here.” They wanted him to come back: “Now that your whole ordeal is over it’s time to jump back on the horse… it’s time to be a reborn virgin.”

Fred told them he’d taken Anna to get an abortion, and that he thought he was probably the father. The other guys gleefully mourned his loss:


THE SON OF COPYPASTE

tfw copypaste killed the Antichrist

you aborted the next admin

do you cry after your son?



Fred said he did not:


i wanted to have been aborted as a baby

i did him a favor

if anything it was therapeutic.
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