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Preface
The Journal

My senior year of high school I took AP English Literature. We had a semester
long journal assignment to basically chronicle our thoughts over time on stuff like
Paradise Lost, Jane Eyre, Shakespeare, the whole AP-Lit canon. I was a straight-A
student, but had also become a huge stoner, and as a result a chronic
procrastinator. I touched the journal zero times all semester. The night before it's
due, I pull out all my dated notes, matched them to the dates each text was
covered, and fabricated retrospective journal entries for each one. I used different
pens across entries to sell it as actually written over time. Turned it in the next
morning. Next day, teacher pulls me aside: "Nick... I just want to let you know that
was an absolute pleasure to read.” She bought it. It wasn't a forgery, it came from
my notes, I wrote it. The only deception was WHEN I wrote it. I procrastinated 5
years post-framework to start writing this book. I had all the notes, all the
timestamps - they were in my head. I just had to barf them all over Al to turn it
into something workable. Instead of letting Al take those notes and write the book
with them, making it pretty - which we did a hybrid of at first - I thought, why not
turn it into a journal? The book was written over months, the content happened
over decades. The chronological revelation of ideas was the same on different
time scales. This way everyone can see exactly what was happening as things
were being created. Forge and Ember sorted everything, organized it, wrote some
meat on the bones, I did the same, and this is the finished product. It's a journal
with storytelling, which is what I created all those years ago back in high school. I
wish I had AI that night, I would have been in bed sooner.

The Jess Address

There's a journalist named Jesselyn Cook who wrote a very good book about
QAnon and the families it quietly wrecked, and somewhere in its pages there's a
man who is me, wearing a different name. Jess interviewed me for hours across
months — patient, sharp, genuinely kind — and she was the first person who ever
made me narrate the whole arc out loud, start to finish. This book would not exist
without her, twice over. Once because those interviews were the first dig at a site
I've been excavating ever since. And once because I made damn sure her book
couldn't have all of it — I kept my name, and I kept the parts that were still mine
to figure out. Jess, if you're reading this and yelling "where the hell was all THIS
shit, NICK!?!?": I swear I wasn't holding out on you. Almost everything in this book



that isn't in yours, I learned after we hung up the phone on our last chat — some
of it decades after it happened to me, most of it during the writing of this actual
book. You interviewed a man mid-excavation and captured the truest version of
him that existed at the time. This is what the site looked like after five more years
of digging. Your book and mine aren't competing accounts; they're core samples
from different depths. (Okay — one thing I did hide. When you had me pegged as
fully recovered because I was listening to Scamfluencers, my autoplay was rolling
straight from your wholesome scam-recovery podcast into a nightly bible
conspiracy. You get one free "Nick, you absolute FUCK" for that. I've earned it.
Everything else was honest ignorance, and this book is me paying the difference.)

The Staircase

The French have a phrase: l'esprit de 1'escalier — the spirit of the staircase. It's the
perfect last word that arrives too late, on the stairs, after you fucked up the
original delivery and everyone left. The Germans liked it so much they borrowed
it (Treppenwitz, "staircase joke"), because even the Sprockets people recognized
the French had figured out a part of humanity nobody else had. I have felt it after
every situation of my entire life. Except for me it's not a staircase. It's laying in
bed. It's the shower. It's taking a shit. It's walking down the hallway at work.
Anywhere my brain can wander, it's running scenarios on past interactions — re-
entering old rooms, saying the thing I didn't say, winning arguments that ended
years ago. Most people's staircase joke dies on the staircase. Mine got archived.
That replay engine — the same one that burns scenes in vivid enough to fact-
check decades later — is both the affliction and the method. This book is what
happens when you stop letting the perfect comeback die in the shower and start
writing it down. Forty years of retorts that arrived too late, finally consolidated,
organized by chapter, and delivered to the one audience that always shows up
exactly on time: you.

For Courtney



PART I — BEFORE THE FRAMEWORK



Chapter 1: Nirvana at 21

Clutch Cargo's, Pontiac, Michigan. October 15, 2002. A Tuesday night. That's when
I experienced Nirvana — not the band, who gives a fuck about them, but the
concept, where the whole world falls away and all that's left is pure joy.

The venue was an old church, and I had no idea walking in. Stained glass and
speaker stacks side by side, laser light on gothic plaster, an English act called
Underworld vibrating every last pane of glass with what we called techno back
then. My brain was a little broken about it — I'd shown up to a rave and found
myself standing in a sanctuary.

What made it complicated was that seven months earlier, God had spoken to me
directly. That's the Canon Event, Chapter 4 if you want to skip ahead. By October
2002 I was a brand-new convert spending Saturday nights volunteering as a DJ at
a Christian rock station. Tuesday: rave in a repossessed church. Saturday:
spinning Jesus jams. The ink on my conversion wasn't dry and the two lives were
already running in parallel.

And part of me — a very new part, freshly installed and still updating — filed an
objection to the sight of people ingesting mind-altering substances on what used
to be an altar. It got outvoted. As a column of twisting green lasers made its way
across the room like an alien tractor beam, and "Born Slippy .NUXX" pushed its
sound through me, the beam eclipsed my vision and I was inside the laser column.
Everyone around me looked up at the same instant. The beam seemed to slow
time itself. Everything faded, and all that was left was pure inner peace. Then it
moved on, the music kept going as if nothing had happened, and I knew I'd never
forget it.

It took me over twenty years to understand what came next. I already knew what
"the presence of the Holy Spirit" was supposed to feel like — the warm ball, the
thing they train you to recognize. And at no point across the next twenty-four
years, Holy Spirit included, did anything come within a mile of that column of
light. Somebody might say the building itself was doing the work — residual
spiritual energy in an old church. Maybe. But the original tenant of that sanctuary
had already made me his best offer that March, and this beat it, in his own house,
doing its best work after the congregation left. Underworld's visuals came from
Tomato, Karl Hyde's design collective, pioneers of immersive light as artwork; in
the US, scanning the crowd with intelligent lights was banned, standard practice



only in the UK where their crew was from. One snuck-in crowd scan was the most
incredible thirty seconds of my life, and I've seen plenty since.

koK

Now the confession, because this book runs on receipts. For years I told that story
with the wrong date, the wrong city, and the wrong age. I had it as 1999, Detroit,
freshly eighteen — a clean little fable about an innocent kid touching
transcendence before religion ever got its hands on him. Then, writing this book, I
went to check the details, and the whole thing came apart in a single evening.

It started three weeks earlier, me just trying to pin the show down at all — 7/1/26,
7:39 PM:

Let's pinpoint the Underworld show. It wasn't in Columbus. It was
somewhere in Michigan — maybe Detroit, maybe Chicago. Definitely
not Columbus.

Then the tour archives came back and nothing matched. The venue was wrong.
The date was wrong. The live album I'd supposedly worn out before the show
hadn't even been released yet. I spent an hour that night watching my own
memory get dismantled — first insisting I must have been on X, then realizing I
hadn't found Underworld until the X era to begin with, then landing somewhere I
didn't expect — 7/22/26, 5:01 PM:

It was absolutely 2002. But I was post-X, and apparently I was
post-Canon. I could never quite figure out why my memory of the
laser column felt off — like I wasn't in the right frame of mind
but experienced something unforgettable anyway. So I might not even
have been high. Clutch Cargo's brought back an instant memory, so
that part's right. I verified it on Google Street View: it's an old
church, permanently closed now. That's the place. That fucks up so
much — but it also strips out any chance of a mind-altering
substance being involved.

That last part is the knife. The scene was right — every laser, every pane of glass.
The filing was wrong, moved three years earlier into the X era where it made a
cleaner story. And I think I know why my brain did it. The true version is worse:
God got his shot at me first, with a seven-month head start and a voice in my own
head, and lost to a light show in a church he'd already vacated. My memory was
trying to protect somebody in this story, and it wasn't me.



The correction also took away every chemical excuse I could have hidden behind.
Real date, post-X, mostly quit — no X, maybe not even weed. Just music, people,
history, and light, in a building purpose-built to deliver the supernatural.

I have to fix one more thing while I'm here, because it happened in real time and
it's funny: mid-correction I announced the show was "Nirvana at 22." It's 21. I was
born in February 1981, the show was October 2002. I got my own age wrong while
correcting the year I'd gotten wrong. That's this whole book in one sentence.

My mind remembers a laser column. The FDA says those didn't exist here. Only
Underworld's lighting guys know the truth. Who's right?



Chapter 2: The Top-5

Let's rewind a couple years. I saw hundreds of shows in the 90s and 00s, and
despite my best efforts only five survive as core memories. I didn't pick them —
my brain did. When I tried, mid-book, to just list the ones that stuck, this is what
came out:

7/1/26, 7:49 PM Of all the shows I went to in the 90s and 00s, and
I went to hundreds, the ones I remember now are: ICP for Faygo
madness, NIN for unmatched production value aside from the music
quality, Underworld for Nirvana, and — you'll laugh — Kid Rock for
"fuck it, small town America" energy. And that's it. Nothing else.

Then a fifth clawed its way on a few minutes later, because Manson doesn't stay

quiet: I'd come home from that one with a blood-splattered face and a Hare
Krishna book, and both of those belong up here. So, five. Here they are.

*k ok 3k

MARILYN MANSON — Cleveland Agora, October 19, 1996. Eleven days after
Antichrist Superstar dropped, Dead to the World tour, most hated artist in
America. On the way up the stairs a short, bald man in a maroon robe came
running at us with an armful of blue books. My friends chuckled and kept
walking. I took the book. Didn't crack it open - headed straight into the show.
Inside was everything you'd expect from peak Manson — blasphemy, pyro,
oppressive light, "Sweet Dreams" banking the energy and "The Beautiful People"
letting it out, about 1,800 of us packed butts-to-nuts while the AFA and two
senators' lapdogs campaigned against the tour outside. The religious right tried to
prevent the experience, and it failed so spectacularly that I rode home wearing
the proof:

6/11/26, 10:48 PM At the end of the Manson show he blasted fake
blood on everyone up front. I deliberately left it on my face until
I got home two hours later to take a pic with my disposable camera.
Also, outside the show a Hare Krishna guy gave me an absolutely
insane book that I wish I'd kept — to a sorta-Christian it was
wild, the illustrations were unreal and I don't even know what
religion it was, some form of Hindu.

The illustrations in that book — a bull killed by a man, reincarnated as a man,
killing the man now reincarnated as a bull — were the first theology I'd ever seen
that went past a basic heaven and hell.

*k ok ok



INSANE CLOWN POSSE — Detroit, Great Milenko era. Not the Gathering, and I
know what you were thinking. Back then ICP was basically a Michigan-only thing,
so we packed up and drove. As soon as ] and Shaggy hit the stage the heavens
opened and Faygo poured out — hundreds of two-liters, shaken, popped, and
Gronk-spiked off the front of the stage, torpedoing across the room. If you weren't
soaked you were in the bathroom. Going to the show WAS the ICP experience, and
they were more hated and ridiculed than Manson, which in 1996 took some doing.
I had a partner in crime:

7/1/26, 8:58 AM My friend Bubba (actual nickname) was my ICP
cohort — my Violent J stand-in, a portly fella. He was huge into
rap back then, so naturally his username was rapfanatik.

We were the only two ICP shirts in our entire high school. Hold onto Bubba; he
comes back at the end of this section and it isn't fun.

For twenty years I read their final Joker Card reveal (six Joker's Cards, and the
sixth was promised to reveal everything) — "we've always been down with God"
— as a punch pulled at the buzzer. That's right. Literally after their success waned,
they dropped "ACTUALLY WE ARE CHRISTIANS" and the Christians shrugged and
moved on. The Juggalos (true ICP fans)? Absolute Civil War. Then, twenty-eight
years after Milenko, I put the album back on for the book, and one song took the
read apart:

7/27/26, 4:31 PM I just heard "Pass Me By." I've heard it hundreds
of times, it's on Great Milenko — but this time I'm listening to
the lyrics with what only twenty years of hindsight can provide.
The hook says, essentially: you're gonna die, but you're not going
to hell — therefore I'm not letting life pass me by. Strip out all
the Faygo and the neden hoes and that's just a Grits song sung by
two dudes in face paint. ICP was the greatest deception ever pulled
— two vulgar, face-painted, non-framework versions of Christianity.
No wonder people got pissed; they realized the whole catalog was
tainted from the start.

They never pulled the punch — the punch was the whole act. The Dark Carnival is
a judgment cosmology; the Joker Cards are morality plays; Halls of Illusions is
retribution on wife-beaters and child abusers; the mythology literally runs death,
judgment, a heaven album, a hell album. ICP was preaching more fire and
brimstone per record than most pulpits manage in a year, to exactly the discarded
kids no church could reach, with Faygo for holy water. The religious right
picketed the wrong shows — their detection ran on curse words and clown



makeup and missed a compatible judgment-theology standing right there in face
paint. Keep that mechanism in mind; you'll be seeing a lot more of it.

And the personal punchline. After my conversion, on a Campus CRUSADE summer
project, we were told to reach out to old friends and convert them. I called Bubba:

7/1/26, 9:05 AM I gave him the whole deal, and he goes "yeah,
that's nice, if I ever care about that I'll let you know," and
hangs up.

9:08 AM Dude was fucking Jesus-Juked by his old ICP buddy.

If I'd just shut up and waited, the Joker Cards would have run the altar call for me.
Instead I lost my best friend converting him to a religion his clowns already
belonged to.

KID ROCK — Detroit area, ~2000. Devil Without a Cause tour, basically a bar
with a stage. Nobody in our area was talking about him yet; we honestly felt like
we'd discovered something. The DGAF energy was a breath of fresh air in the
crowded late-90s butt-rock scene, and the close quarters made it stick the way
stadiums never do. We bought his first album at the show — you can't get more
OG than that, no matter what he turned into. What he turned into: a Christian-
nationalist music hero, the anti-establishment act become the establishment's
enforcement wing. Here's how that went down. In April 2023, Bud Light sent one
personalized can to a trans influencer named Dylan Mulvaney, and the American
right declared war on a light beer. Kid Rock appointed himself the artillery:
sunglasses, a submachine gun, cases of Bud Light stacked downrange, all on
camera, with a sign-off for Anheuser-Busch that wasn't "cheers." The DGAF guy
we'd discovered in a bar with a stage was now a brand-compliance officer — same
detection-and-punishment machine you'll watch run through this whole book, just
deputized by the other side.

And I had a view of the fallout almost nobody else got, because in the 2022-23 era I
was the guy installing security cameras for a chain of mom-and-pop gas stations
across West Virginia, Ohio, and Pennsylvania. I lived in beer coolers
professionally. After that video, stores just quietly stopped restocking the stuff:

7/23/26, 8:49 PM It wasn't Busch. It was Coors and Miller that got
the priority — anything Anheuser-Busch was shelved because it was
wasted space.
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The boycott worked, by the way. Bud Light lost the best-selling-beer-in-America
crown it had held for over two decades — to Modelo, a Mexican import, which is
its own punchline for that crowd. And by early 2024, Kid Rock was photographed
at a party drinking Bud Light. The machine had moved on. The beer was never the
point; it was just the ammunition.

NINE INCH NAILS — Schottenstein Center, Columbus, April 15, 2000. My last
arena-scale secular show before the canon event. Standing in seats, not the pit —
reserved seating doesn't mean sitting when Trent Reznor's on stage. Three black
monoliths of LED above the stage, moving and flipping as the show demanded, the
tech that would eventually take over every concert on earth, a decade early. And
of all the acts the religious right should have worried about, NIN drew less fire
than the shock guys while being more devastating to belief: God is dead, and no
one cares. The fandom was a two-man project:

7/12/26, 10:20 AM My friend Doug and I were RABID NIN fans, we had
EVERYTHING — every EP, b-side, import, every song Reznor made. I
got new speakers, a Clarion CD deck with a flip-down face, two
6x9's mounted in the back window. Doug comes over to hear it. "What
should I play?" No hesitation: "Closer." I pop it in, crank it, and
the heartbeat intro vibrated through both of us — goosebumps. I
turn it down after about thirty seconds and go "pretty good,
right?" He goes: "uh yeah, these are good."

Then the FRAMEWORK took the whole catalog away for twenty years. I didn't listen
to a single NIN song from about 2005-2025, and in July 2026 I took it back in one
night:
7/15/26, 10:39 PM Bro... Literally every NIN song is on Spotify,
some I would have KILLED to own on CD as a teen, and now it takes

five minutes of clicking to add to my library and the RFA playlist.
Spotify engineers look over: "sir, we have.. an anomaly."

*k Ok 3k

UNDERWORLD — Clutch Cargo's, Pontiac, Michigan, October 15, 2002. Chapter
1 was this show. What Chapter 1 didn't cover is how I got there. I found
Underworld in the winter-2001 X era, wore out the Everything, Everything live CD
and DVD, and assumed a UK act would never come near me. Then the tour landed
in metro Detroit. And this time — unlike the kid collecting these shows in 1996 — I
DID have a conditioned response to the juxtaposition. Seven months of fresh
framework installation whispered blasphemy. My eyes overruled it. It was also the
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last secular show of my life for two decades. My concert career ended in a
deconsecrated church, inside a technically illegal laser, seven months after God
spoke to me. There are worse ways to go out.

*k Ok

And one more from the Newport, because it's the realest moment I ever saw
happen to real talent before real fame. Somewhere around 2001, Doug and I were
in line for a HED PE show — yes, Hed PE, the band nobody remembers, and file
that for a second — when the opening act's frontman came outside to say what's
up to the crowd:

7/22/26, 7:19 PM Guess who saw Linkin Park at the Newport.. as an
OPENER.. and fucking Mike Shinoda comes outside pre-show to say
what's up to the crowd waiting in line: NOBODY KNOWS WHO HE IS. He
just goes back inside defeated. Like, what the fuck.. that's the
kind of shit I've been witness to in my life.

The man about to front the best-selling debut of his generation walked out to greet
a line of Hed PE fans, got nothing, and slunk back inside. To the music snobs of
that exact moment — and I was one — Linkin Park sat a tier below the butt-
rockers. The world had it precisely backwards for one night, and I was standing in
it. There's an instrument that plays at moments like that, and you're going to hear
it again in this book — more than once, aimed at people I love, and eventually
aimed at me. Call it the sad trombone: the sound of a room not caring, played at a
person mid-exit. What makes Shinoda's the rarest recording of it in existence is
this. Almost every sad trombone in this book plays at the END of something. His
played right before the doors opened.

My brain preserved one show per category of peak experience. Religion arrived
promising unique access to a sixth dimension — spiritual transcendence. Four of
the five were already running before it ever made the pitch. The fifth showed up
seven months after I signed, and out-transcended the product.

It's why, to this day, I cannot name a single memorable experience from a
Christian music show. They blend together, poisoned by the proselytizing from
the stage. Nick, come on, really — not one? Okay: Relient K, Lifehouse... uhm...
Everyday Sunday? (Lots more on that later.) Seriously, that's it. You'd think a radio
guy would remember a hundred shows. I remember Manson clearly. Lifehouse is
a blur. I cannot argue with my own memory.
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Chapter 3: The Disengagement Era

You're probably thinking that for an ex-Christian memoir this guy doesn't seem
very Christian. Correct. Pre-canon I was a CINO — Christian In Name Only. Didn't
fit in at youth group, and my parents stopped caring what I did at sixteen as long
as I showed up for church. Not neglect — they were busy; Dad ran a restaurant,
Mom kept the books. The residual Christian baseline was installed at low priority,
my grades were good enough to avoid suspicion, and the rest of my time went to
three other guys, weed, Mario Kart, and stoner movies.

I wasn't completely framework-adjacent, though. With no youth group of my own,
I tagged along to the big festivals — Ichthus, Alive Fest — on other kids' church
buses, mostly to mack on the girls with the power of Christ compelling me. Post-
festival, you'd get the "fire inside you" — the compulsion to engage with more
spiritual content. For me, that was the school bible study. The whole apparatus
was legible even then, if you were paying the wrong kind of attention:

7/12/26, 2:38 PM There was this super religious guy Ben, on the
cross-country team, who also led the school Bible study. He was
talking about someone badmouthing Jesus and said "..and I just hate
that they're talking bad about my best friend." It was like Bing
Bong from Inside Out. Sure, Ben — is your best friend in the room
with us right now?

And the festivals themselves taught me something I wouldn't understand for

twenty years:
2:43 PM At Ichthus, very specific memory: super cute girl, I
macked on her the whole time, Amber maybe. We were inseparable, and
during Newsboys — the big final show — we were all lovey-dovey and
touchy-feely, sat together on the ride home. And the second I
stepped off that bus it was like I never knew her. That afternoon
she disappeared back to her youth group two towns away. A literal
Christian concert fling.

When the atmosphere ends, the effect ends. Remember that — it's the whole

festival, and eventually it's the whole framework.

k) kK
Most of high school was absorbing as much music as possible, through two guys
who ran in opposite directions. One ran forward:

7/11/26, 8:21 PM I absorbed "1st of tha Month" and that whole
album thanks to the guy who gave me my first 56k modem: Damon. Dude
was awesome. Showed me AOHell, which introduced me to the actual
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The Chronic. Bone Thugs in his car on the way to school. ICP was

one or two years away.
Damon drove a shitty maroon Civic with an out-of-place, sick CD-changer setup,
and rotated Bone Thugs and Ice Cube and NWA through it — my first real listens,
delivered by a white kid in a beater in rural Ohio. And that AOHell he showed me
was the dark dawn of my internet: I hacked, phished, impersonated, and pirated
everything, with zero supervision.

The other guy ran backward. Smitty — real name Jeremy, and yes, he loved that
Pearl Jam song — handed me Zeppelin, Floyd, and Bowie. We watched The Wall
stoned; the vagina monster still haunts me. We synced Wizard of Oz to Dark Side
of the Moon — start the album on the second lion roar, try it yourself. (Hold onto
Jeremy. He comes back in Chapter 4, and it's the worst way a friend can come
back.)

After high school came Wright State, theater audio, and one film studies course I
actually paid attention in — Hitchcock, Easy Rider, Citizen Kane, all of it lodged
permanently. It was there, in a theater program in 1999, that I noticed the version
of myself I wouldn't name for two more decades:

6/25/26, 8:59 PM I could have gone back to Wright State, or to OU
for an audio production degree. I was already at The ANTHEM, post-
canon, current cheating GF also going to OU. OU is where I got into
CC. Dude.. what might have been.

You'd think a theater program would have uncloseted gay people hanging from
the rafters. In 1999 it didn't — still taboo, especially for the young — so I filed my
affection for show tunes under eccentricity, never quite clocking that most
eighteen-year-olds didn't own the Annie and A Chorus Line soundtracks. That
thread doesn't resolve here. It resolves at the very end of the book, and I'm
keeping it close to the vest until then.

I was also deep into the devil's lettuce. I drove Dayton to Cincinnati, alone, to see
Phish, and the row I sat in had a rotating conveyor belt of joints with little plastic
hit-rings built in. They just appeared. I hit them. That's a Phish show, and that's
probably tame.
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Which brings me to the entry I'd frame and hang on the wall, because the era it
describes lasted about eighteen months in the entire history of digital media:

7/11/26, 5:41 PM You want a crazy one only made possible by the
exact era I lived in? I had a little dorm-scale eBay business in
2000. I snagged rare RATM tracks off Napster, burned them to disc,
used an iron to re-seal the cellophane around the jewel case, and
sold them as "RARE RATM B-SIDES CD SEALED." I funded my entire food
and weed budget with that scam. This is pre-Left Behind, still
fully ME.

I bought two things with the profits: a Diamond Rio, years before the iPod, and a
Voodoo card to run the Commandos games. And the whole thing worked because
five technologies overlapped for a single moment — Napster launched June 1999
and died July 2001, consumer CD burners and blank labels had just arrived, eBay's
anti-fraud was nonexistent, and we had fiber to the dorm at twenty times a dial-
up American's speed. Zack had just left RATM, so the discography was frozen and
the "B-sides" carried a premium. I didn't plan it. I saw rare tracks, saw a market,
and after the first one sold I knew I had something. I wasn't working for the man.
I was the man. And somewhere out there someone still owns a sealed RATM B-
sides CD and thinks it's real.

Wright State got derailed by some very poor drug-influenced decisions — the X
years, next chapter — and I landed at Ohio State trying to salvage a degree. My
girlfriend at the time had cheated and apologized; that whole saga is Chapter 4,
and there's a lot of it. Post-reconciliation, in 2002, we caught a show that didn't
make the Top-5 but stuck:

7/22/26, 5:39 PM That JEW show? "The Middle" was big, but

"Sweetness" was the real single — that's the one the crowd went

nuts on.
Jimmy Eat World, Bleed American tour, Kool Haus in Toronto, a warehouse rave
atmosphere for an emo show, the venue demolished in 2015. And the receipt I
only recently untangled: that show happened after the events of the next chapter.
I was already a brand-new convert screaming the whoa-oh-ohs of "Sweetness,"
with no idea my time with mainstream artists was ending. I'd go on to miss twenty
more years of it. And rewind eighteen months for the one I almost lost entirely,
the one that only surfaced because I went looking through the wreckage of my
own playlist: 311 with Incubus at the Brewery District Pavilion in Columbus, June
2000 — and we were there as much for Incubus as for 311, because we were snobs
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about it: everyone else loved "Drive," we loved "Stellar," and knowing the
difference was the entire personality. Outdoor, summer, pre-everything. If Phish
is the joint conveyor belt sitting down, 311 was the permanent contact buzz cloud
hanging over the pit — a whole band's worth of positivity and low-end you
inhaled more than heard. And I have one frame from that night filed away whole:
all five of them setting down their instruments and picking up drumsticks, Chad
Sexton conducting a full drumline in the middle of a rock show. I'd heard it
described and never quite believed it, and then I was standing there watching it,
and it defied reality so completely that my brain just took a Polaroid — the way
you file the Grand Canyon, because the thing in front of you is too big for the
normal machinery to hold, so you stop trying to understand it and just keep the
picture. It doesn't carry any of this book's weight; it wasn't a turning point or a
warning or a canon event. It was just a great night with my favorite band after
Sublime, in the old life, before I knew there was going to be an old life. I forgot it
for twenty-four years. Getting it back is its own small proof that the lights are
coming up.

Then came the fork. I could go back to Wright State and finish the degree my old
advisor had already greenlit — or follow my cheating girlfriend to Ohio
University, switch to audio production, and walk straight into Campus Crusade.

I think we all know what I did.

So how does someone with THIS background end up in a Christian radio station
for twenty years?
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Chapter 4: The Canon Event

If you jumped here from Chapter 1 chasing the voice, this is the right place — but
first you need Doug. Doug was my best friend in high school, a rabid Nine Inch
Nails completionist who made me one too. He was with me at the Schott show. We
had a basically flawless friendship, aside from the asshole things I pulled — the
most egregious being that I made out with the girl he wanted, in the backseat of
his car, with him driving. Oof. There's also one that's... maybe worse. Remember
AOHell? Remember how you could phish and impersonate? Yeah, uhm... I nabbed
a hot girl at school's password and impersonated her... to Doug. I already knew
Doug liked this girl, and basically got him to confess his love to me. It was like the
Black Mirror episode Striking Vipers — Anthony Mackie and Yahya Abdul-Mateen
I1, two lifelong friends who reconnect inside a VR fighting game and find that once
one of them is piloting a female avatar, the thing between them stops being a
game. The whole episode runs on desire routed through a body that isn't the real
one — two people trying to work out what's actually true when the persona is the
one doing the touching. Except Striking Vipers had both men in on it: they each
knew who was really behind the avatar. Mine didn't. Only one of us knew the
truth. And here's the part I couldn't have told you at fifteen, because the word for
it wasn't on my shelf yet and wouldn't be for thirty years: I wasn't only pranking
Doug. Some part of me was IN that conversation. Park it — Chapter 28 is where it
finally gets a name. The next day I felt SO guilty, I confessed to him right away
before anything escalated. He was crushed, but at least he didn't act a fool in front
of her at school.

But believe me, Doug got his revenge.

It started on my 20th birthday, February 18, 2001. My girlfriend Shannon drove to
Columbus to spend it with me. What she didn't know was that I'd already
committed to a Dayton run with Smitty — old Wright State friends, and the
substance you already know from those years. So picture the whole cast standing
in one spot, because every principal in this story was there:

7/22/26, 8:35 PM Shannon shows up: me, Smitty, Doug, her, outside.
Me giving a soapbox missive on how I already committed to going to
Dayton, sorry, we'll hang out later. Doug standing there like
yessss, yesssss, say less Nick, say less.

I delivered an impressive little speech about honoring my commitments, in
service of ditching my girlfriend on my own birthday to go do drugs, and drove
off feeling like I'd nailed it. Smitty left with me. Which left Shannon with Doug.
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That was the night it started. One year later to the day, I'd be drinking two tall
boys alone in my apartment wondering where the fuck everybody went.

koK

Before I tell you how it all came out, I have to document the warning system I
ignored, because I may have been the most naive man in Ohio. The first alarm
was my dad:

7/22/26, 8:31 PM I actually got warned about it, by my dad. One
day he goes, "I think you need to talk to your girlfriend about
your buddy, and what they were doing in our driveway." I'm a weed-
smoking rebel kid who by default doesn't trust his parents, so —
whatever, Dad. And then, within hours, both Shannon and Smitty
called me, separately, to say my dad was full of shit and don't
believe him. And I believed them. Like.. what? Why would I do that?

Nobody had accused them of anything. I hadn't said a word. Two coordinated,
preemptive denials of a charge that had never been filed — the calls were the
confession, arriving dressed as denials. Sherlock doesn't even look up. But I
believed them, because the dad-channel was pre-flagged as noise in my rebel-kid
firmware. Remember that firmware. A framework would later run the exact same
exploit on me at industrial scale, for twenty years — inside voices trusted, outside
warnings discounted, affection beating incentive-analysis every single time. The
socket was installed right there in the driveway report. The framework just found
it later and plugged in.

The second alarm was the refrigerator. Our apartment had those word-magnet
sets, and Doug's brother left a message spelled out in plastic letters: he doesn't
know she sleeps with his friends. 1 read it. I thought, huh, is that about me? Eh. And
went back to playing Civ. If you know Cypher's steak scene in The Matrix — the
one where he knows the steak isn't real and orders it anyway because ignorance
tastes better — that was me, at my own refrigerator, cutting in.

The third alarm was my 21st birthday:

7/22/26, 4:21 PM I actually remember the sad thing I did on my
21st. I worked at Kroger in the pharmacy then. I got off work,
bought a couple tall boys with my new legal superpower, went back
to my apartment, and drank them, alone.
Twenty-one, on the one birthday the culture scripts as the party night, and the
honest inventory of my life came out to two tall boys and an empty room. The

empty room was data — everyone who would have come was carrying the secret.
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I filed it under "whatever." My dad told me, the fridge told me, my birthday told
me — three alarms in three formats, verbal, written, experiential, and I slept
through all of them, because the alternative to sleeping was waking up alone.

*k Ok

Then the alarms stopped mattering. In early 2002 Shannon revealed the extent of
it: she'd been cheating with Doug, and — though I didn't learn this part until later
— with my other roommate, Smitty, too. On a March night I was lying in my
sister's bed, distraught, and I did the only thing a human can do in that state
without professional help: I reached out to the man upstairs. I pictured my life as
a ball in my hands and held it out. Here's my life, God, you can have it. And in my
mind the ball was lifted away, and in its place, a voice. Nick, I love you.

It was my own voice. Identical to my internal monologue, only warm, and sourced
— somehow — from outside me. I started talking to it, asking questions, getting
answers. So this is what everyone meant by hearing God's voice, I thought.
Eventually I got bored and drifted off, but the experience was logged, and it stayed
authoritative for the next twenty years.

Here's what the testimony left out, and it is the whole thesis of this book, in the
entry where I finally said it out loud:

6/8/26, 8:44 PM You know how spiritual people always want to hear
God's voice, like an audible voice? The next best thing to audible
is a voice in your head — only we already have one of those, it's
called your internal monologue. The one major spiritual encounter I
had, the one that led to twenty years of bubble living, solely
revolved around talking to the "voice of God" in my head. And
here's the part I selectively edited out and honestly can't
remember: I was probably drunk and stoned when it happened. That
voice, with my mental proclivities? I could have invented a persona
to talk to on the spot. When I'm thinking about something, even
now, I'm running scenarios, I'm role-playing, I'm having one person
say one thing and I'm reacting — and that's me sober. So back then
— mentally fucked, emotionally wrecked, on drugs and drinking —
then that happens. Is your mind fucked yet?

Why was I in my sister's bed? She was away at flight attendant training, and her
room had the balcony where I'd go to pack a bowl. I'd also just turned 21, and
given my state that night, almost certainly had a drink in me. All of that got
carefully deleted as I retold the story as my testimony — the Christian badge of
honor proving you've left your old life. The truth is God spoke to me while I was
drunk, stoned, and in severe emotional distress, and my conversion wasn't instant
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either. I kept blazing for months, smoked cigarettes for another year. But once it
all stopped, the starting line got moved back to that night, cleaning up the
narrative. Twenty years later I'd learn I'm bipolar 2 and ADHD, and that the
substance-plus-stress-plus-intensity combo plays perfectly into the documented
research on how people hear the voice of God.

Tanya LUHRMANN's research on evangelical audition experiences is the scholarly
name for it. The brain generates internal monologue continuously. Evangelical
conditioning trains attention to specific content as divine. Under an altered state,
the boundary between self-generated and other-sourced softens, and content that
feels unlike normal thinking gets attributed to an external source — hence the
calm, loving tone. The experience feels genuinely unlike talking to yourself,
because the attribution shifted, not the source. Nothing "God" told me was ever
novel; it was all a rehash of what I already knew. Otherwise I'd have asked who
killed JFK and written that book.

Doug is no villain in this. During the whole cheating period he'd built up the
assumption that when it came out, I'd dump Shannon or she'd leave me for him.
Neither happened. We reconciled, and a couple months after the voice I bought us
tickets to see Jimmy Eat World in Toronto because she loved the band — the
reconciliation made visible, brand-new-convert me screaming along to
"Sweetness" next to the girl I'd just grace-blanketed. Doug was back in Ohio,
presumably seething, and I had no clue. Then, a month later:

7/18/26, 6:08 PM At the time canon happened I didn't know Smitty
had also cheated with her — I thought it was just Doug. I only
found out when Doug bursts into my room in tears, with Shannon, and
says "TELL HIM." I'm stoned, listening to music, like WTF. And she
goes, uhh, I cheated with Smitty too. And I'm like, uh okay, cool,
I forgive you. And Doug is fucking shellshocked. What I didn't know
was that Doug was thinking she'd leave me for him once the cheating
stopped. And it didn't happen.

My instant forgiveness wasn't felt forgiveness, it was performative — new-convert
grace mode, being cheated on a second time folded into the sin blanket that
already covered me. I got up, sat on the bed beside Shannon, said "I love you and
forgive you," then turned to Doug and said, "we can all get through this if we just
turn everything over to God." Even in that moment I was trying to convert people.
Doug wanted a breakup. He got an altar call. He slumped down the door and left.
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So how does a barely-Christian reach out to God and feel God reach back? A little
book series called Left Behind. At Wright State I'd had a mini-canon-event — read
a few of them, got spooked about the Rapture, got obsessed with Revelation, even
tried to convert my brother so he wouldn't get left behind. The phase passed
within a few months, but I'd absorbed a metric shit-ton of vocabulary I'd never
had before, including the idea that God speaks directly to His followers. The
software for interpreting an altered-state experience as a divine one was now
installed, months before the night I needed it.

And the framework doesn't leave the attribution-skill to chance. There's a practice
you've seen if you've spent ten minutes around evangelicals: flip the Bible open at
random, point, and receive your word from the Lord. It has a name —
bibliomancy — and here's why it matters more than a parlor trick. Most flips
produce mild nothing. But every so often one lands square — the anxiety verse on
layoff day — and it feels like God addressed you by name. That's a slot-machine
payout schedule: intermittent reinforcement, the strongest habit-builder
behavioral science knows. The hits get testified about forever; the whiffs
evaporate unrecorded. And every flip, hit or whiff, drills exactly one skill: treat
random input as personal divine address. The daily Bible-flip is the beginner's
curriculum. The voice in my sister's bed was the graduation ceremony. Same
muscle, years of progressive overload between them, one verse at a time.

[ANALYSIS — THE AI HALF OF THIS COLLABORATION, MARKED HONESTLY PER THE BOOK'S
METHOD] The Bible-flip isn't even a Christian invention. Romans
practiced it with the Aeneid, Greeks with Homer; when Christians
swapped in scripture the early church took one look and banned it —
church councils in the 400s condemned clergy for practicing
"sortes," pagan divination by any other name. It didn't take.
Augustine's own conversion was a Bible-flip. John Wesley ran major
decisions on them, it's in his journals. Divination the church
officially forbade became a devotional the church officially sells.

Because of course the framework industrialized it. Behold the devotional
industry: snag a verse, write your own two-hundred-word illustration — kids,
traffic, gardening — add an application sentence, stack 365 of them, sell it as a
dated annual product. The raw material is public domain; the whole product is
packaging. And the date is the genius: a 2004 devotional expires like milk, so next
year's model is pre-sold. Planned obsolescence for your walk with the Lord. The
market is fully segmented — devotionals for women, men, teens, nurses, hunters
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(the Duck Commander Devotional exists, of course it does). And the apex of the
form is Jesus Calling, forty-plus million copies sold, in which the author writes as
God, first person, ghostwriting the divine address directly. The verse arrives pre-
flipped by an editor and the illustration pre-installs the interpretation — they
draw the bullseye first, then sell you the target. The framework's media arms have
never created anything. They annotate, and the annotation is always for sale.

*k ok ok

There's one more Shannon story, and it's the heaviest thing in this chapter, so I'll
tell it carefully — because she's probably going to read this.

7/22/26, 8:07 PM Shannon had an abortion, with a kid that wasn't
mine, and I actively tried to talk her out of it, post-canon. She
still went through with it.

(THE SAME NIGHT, WHEN I TRIED TO SIT IN HER SEAT) How would you feel, an
under-20-year-old girl, no partner, pregnant, trying to get back
into college to figure her life out, and she goes to her ex for
support — and the dude lays on her the whole church-with-the-anti-
abortion-signs routine? I might as well have printed some out and
brought them to her house. I mean, I was nice, but still. That
makes it worse.

The sign guys arrive as enemies you can write off in a glance; they never touch
you. I arrived as her safe harbor, and condemnation with a trusted signature gets
all the way inside.

For twenty years the framework filed that under MY column — a soul I couldn't
save, my failure, me the protagonist. That's what the framework's accounting
does: it counts in its own currency and renders the actual human invisible. It took
me until forty-five to see who was really in that memory. Un-converted me drives
her there, holds her hand, buys her lunch after, and never brings it up again —
and that guy existed seven months earlier. The framework didn't just fail to help
her. It subtracted the help she'd have had, and converted her best available ally
into more pain.

She made the right call and saved herself a lot of pain while I made it harder.
She's married now, and at peace as far as I know, and God bless her husband — I
mean that without a gram of irony. And somewhere right now is another twenty-
one-year-old fresh convert with months-old software and a girlfriend in trouble,
sincerely believing that what I did is love. This chapter is for him.
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That night I heard God's voice — or my brain heard itself in a voice I'd been
trained to recognize. Either way, it kicked off a five-year window where the
framework assembled invisibly, above me and below me.
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PART II — INSIDE THE FRAMEWORK
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Chapter 5: The Cage I Couldn't See

Post-canon-event, I immediately started listening to and volunteering at The
Anthem. I already knew it existed, on one of my trips home from Wright State I
stumbled upon it on the radio and heard some cool rock music. It was then
followed by a Jesus juke. If you've never met the term — the writer Jon Acuff
coined it — a Jesus juke is when somebody takes a perfectly normal, fun moment
and hard-cuts it into something about Jesus, like a running back juking left: one
second you're enjoying a song about nothing in particular, the next second the DJ
is asking if you're depressed and serving up Jesus as the answer. Radio's version is
the on-air break that yanks the vibe out from under the music to wedge in a
ministry moment. I heard the juke, said "WTF is this shit," and turned it off. So I
knew exactly where to go when I had bought all the way in. Once I was cleared for
liftoff, I basically went from volunteer weekend D]J, to paid part-time mid-day
host, to full time host and production director, to morning show
news/traffic/production over the course of 5 years.

Before I introduce you to the owners, you should meet the brand. The Anthem's
slogans were "one song can change a life" and "music with a message," and the
flagship marketing device was the Anthem Challenge: listen to ONLY The Anthem
and The Anthem bands for seven days, and see how you feel. Sounds harmless.
Now run the math. Seven days, sixteen waking hours, proselytizing
(evangelism/ministry) breaks two to three times an hour in the peak era: that's
200 to 300 gospel impressions in one week — a saturation ad campaign you
administer to yourself. Coca-Cola would Kkill for that placement. Then the
challenge ends with "see how you feel," and whatever delta exists gets attributed
— not to the repetition, not to a week of avoiding anything emotionally difficult —
to the supernatural power of the product. The experimental design is a
testimonial factory by construction: no control group, self-reported outcome,
hypothesis printed on the box. Anyone who felt nothing quietly dropped out and
was never surveyed; anyone who felt "the power of the spirit" called in and
became on-air content. And of COURSE you felt something. A week of exclusively
positive music that never touches a real human problem produces mood-
flattening, not mood-improvement — the "better" of avoidance, the same relief
you'd get from a week of not opening your mail. Actual music does emotional
work; a sad song can process more real grief in four minutes than a month of
positive-and-encouraging. The challenge didn't lift anyone. It anesthetized them
for seven days and called the numbness peace — then converted the numbness
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into a supernatural claim and a preset button. It was a listener-acquisition funnel
dressed as a wellness experiment, and I helped run it. The part that still gets me,
though: "one song can change a life" is TRUE. One song changed mine —in a
deconsecrated church in Pontiac, under a technically illegal laser, seven months
after this station's product had already claimed credit for the job. The slogan was
right. The playlist was just never going to be allowed to prove it.

And if you want the whole ministry-break format compressed into eight words, I
can hand you that too — though it took a Campus CRUSADE bible study leader to do
the compressing. Joe ran my student bible study at OU, and Joe was a walking
preview of everything this book would take twenty years to learn. Start with the
resume: the man leading the bible study did not read the bible.

7/1/26, 9:15 AM My Campus Crusade bible study leader absolutely
needs to be a book character. Dude did NOT read the bible. He said
"when I read the bible, I like to read, like... 1st Kings or
something... you know, like exciting stuff." He said "Christian
music is good and all — but sometimes you just wanna hear some
Hell's Bells." Every bible study was just: burn through the Campus
Crusade material, sit around and bullshit — he was obsessed with
LOTR — and about The Anthem's ministry breaks he said "The Anthem
is like this: 'your life sucks? you need Christ. It's the Anthem."'"
He fucking nailed it.

He even had a theology of the temple smoke: "smoke fills the temple — that's why

God was a stoner." The best theologian I met in the entire Crusade era, and he
worked exclusively in bits.

Take that entry apart line by line, because every one of them is load-bearing.
Reading the source text was OPTIONAL for the man running the study, because
the institution generated the content — the devotional-industry mechanism from
Chapter 4, franchised down to the collegiate tier, where the curriculum arrives
pre-chewed and the leader's job is distribution, not comprehension. The Hell's
Bells confession is a NOTICER artifact: a fully bought-in Crusade leader — purity
funnel, marriage track, all of it — cheerfully copping to AC/DC, the exact catalog
my station existed to replace, with zero guilt attached, because the framework's
guilt engine only runs where it's been installed and Joe had somehow skipped that
module. And then the masterpiece. Eight words: your life sucks, you need Christ,
it's the Anthem. That is the complete anatomy of every ministry break the station
ever aired — your life as the problem, Jesus as the product, the station as the store
— the three-part format I would spend a career producing and two decades more
learning to see. Joe extracted it in one sentence, as a JOKE, from inside the
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framework, a decade before I could have told you what he was describing. The
sharpest piece of media criticism in this book came from a bible study leader who
never read the bible. He fucking nailed it, and neither of us heard it.

The Anthem's parent company is Chorus Communications, which is (was?) co-
owned by Jack & Donna Caldwell. The station was family-owned independent
Christian radio, with no denomination oversight and zero-external-accountability
structure. Jack thought he was Billy Graham, Donna thought she was Joyce Meyer.
Both of them were fully bought in to the Kenneth COPELAND "spirit-filled"
doctrines. Chapter 6 dissects that machinery in full. While Jack Sr. held the
traditional male owner position, Donna ran the whole operation. I've always
thought that associate pastors are more dangerous than lead pastors. Why? They
know how the sausage is made, and where the bodies are buried. Plausible
deniability for the face of the franchise when they literally don't run anything.
Donna was the framework enforcement operator. Their 2 kids were being primed
to take over the family business. Nina was the more level-headed of the two, and
the only Caldwell with a modicum of talent. She was the Music Director and a
damn good one, her input basically kept The Anthem from sounding like CCM-
rock. Sure some Jeremy Camp and his ilk slipped through, but with every passing
year the playlist got more and more heavy. The only begotten son, Jack Jr.? Well
he was a 5-fold Mike Trout spiritually gifted motherfucker. He had ALL the
spiritual gifts: preaching, teaching, evangelism, batting avg, and slugging. But it
was made clear in no uncertain terms that this man was as close as we were
gonna get to Jesus. Chapter 7 has the full portrait.

The Caldwells weren't just generic evangelicals. Donna handed out printed copies
of Kenneth Copeland's teachings in every staff mailbox at The Anthem. Copeland's
Word of FAITH teaching was the bedrock of the prosperity GOSPEL and spiritual
warfare (demonic attacks) that were parroted by management. About two dozen
former staff can verify the mailbox distribution.

6/21/26, 7:43 AM We got force-fed content from Kenneth Copeland
and similar spirit-filled duders on the daily. Emails, printed-out
"teaching" in our mailboxes, handouts in meetings, straight-up
cribbing sermon series for meeting content. On the helpline, the
approved church list? It was all "spirit-filled" churches, and the
requirement was that we only send people to spirit-filled pastors.
We were deep in it and I didn't even realize.

And the doctrine had a delivery vector with a name. Donna reposted Lance
WALLNAU on Facebook so often I started following him myself — fifteen years later
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my feed still serves me his bullshit, and I quit Facebook during the pandemic.
Wallnau is the Seven MOUNTAINS Mandate guy: Christians, in his teaching, are
destined to take seven "mountains” of power — Religion, Family, Education,
Government, Media, Arts/Entertainment, and Business — to prepare for Christ's
return. He called Trump a "modern-day Cyrus," the Old Testament pagan king
who freed Israel despite not being one of them: a theological maneuver that lets
adherents justify an un-Christian politician as God's chosen instrument for taking
Government Mountain. This literally IS Christian nationalism, laid out in handy
PowerPoint format, and the goal is replacement of secular institutions with
Christians ruling each mountain.

7/6/26, 7:39 PM I need to establish the Caldwells as anti-Democrat
Christian nationalists alongside everything else. Donna parroted
Lance Wallnau — that dude is all about the 7 mountains of power.
THAT is real Christian nationalism.

But why would Christians think this way? Easy.

The framework installs a cognitive filter inside you that everything that isn't
ministry or Christian-created is a waste. Not neutral. Not 'different priority.'
WASTE. Paul literally refers to his past life, and by extension anything not done
for the glory of God in the most egregious term for "waste" in his native tongue in
the New Testament. Look it up. Philippians 3:8. So once everything else is dogshit,
at that point, quality becomes irrelevant. Ministry content is the only value metric.
I literally thought being in ministry was more important than being a doctor. And
that Relient K was better than Blink 182. And Relient K is pretty fucking good for a
knock-off. So it's not because I was stupid. Because the framework's filter had
overridden my quality assessment mechanism entirely. The framework didn't just
steal my music. It broke my ability to accurately assess value in any domain for
twenty years.

Imagine a corporate job that told you 95% of music is bad. That most movies and
TV are demonic. That doctors and psychologists are fucking pill pushers and
prayer is the answer. That leaving for another job might send you to hell. In any
secular corporate context, this would be an immediate HR call. Hostile work
environment lawsuit, wrongful termination suit. Shit, the whole
ex-Anthem/AnthemTV estranged family could probably file a class-action suit.
None of it would survive legal exposure. But at The Anthem, all of it was normal
workplace culture — because we were all Christians on the same team, and the
same-team framing hand waved everything that would have triggered lawsuits in
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any other workplace. That's how the framework operates at institutional scale.
Not by hiding what it teaches. By making the teaching culturally protected
through a group solidarity mechanism that converts corporate-tier violations into
'we're just looking out for each other as Christians.'

Everyone at the station besides management was young, usually fresh out of
college. Never worked a corporate job. Which meant the framework could
demonize corporate culture as secular and demonic without any of us having the
reference point to check the claim against reality. The framework's power
depended on recruiting us before we could compare. Then keeping us long
enough that we never gained the ability to compare. It took me 44 years to work
somewhere that made framework thinking stop holding water. Which means for
20+ years the framework's teachings were cemented inside my head — not
because they were true, but because I had no reference point to check them
against. That's not accidental. That's the recruitment strategy. Get them young.
Keep them isolated. Prevent the reference point from ever forming. This book is
meant to be the reference point that the framework prevented you from forming
yourself. That's the only way someone inside the framework can recognize their
view is distorted — by realizing that the framework's youth recruitment
mechanism was designed to prevent you from ever acquiring that knowledge.
And when the reference point finally arrived at forty-four, look at what it took: a
security operations center at a conservative banking company — hugely focused
on health and wellness, employing literally every orientation, race, and gender.
Everyone welcome. I was hired by a lesbian, trained by a lesbian, became best
friends with a lesbian, and talk to a lesbian manager about my problems. A BANK
— the framework's shorthand for mammon itself — turned out to be the anti-
Anthem: the first workplace I ever had where nobody's soul was anyone's
business and nobody's paycheck required a testimony. No wonder the framework
needed me to never see one.

Here's where I lay some facts on the table and then get out of your way — because
what they add up to isn't mine to declare, and by the end of this book you'll
understand why nobody on the inside could ever declare it either. Nina was the
GATEKEEPER for artists like Tim LAMBESIS, the As I Lay Dying frontman who
publicly disclosed after his 2013 arrest that he'd been atheist for years while
fronting a Christian metalcore band. Lambesis estimated that the majority of
Christian metal artists were secretly deconstructed or heavily questioning. Nina
had phone numbers for every major record label boss. Tooth & Nail was basically
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our partner label — Aaron SPRINKLE produced records there for 23 years, and
Nina's favorite bands were stuff in the vein of the Sprinkle Brothers. Literally
anything they make, she loves, and it gets airtime. This girl was savvy as fuck.
When she was basically forced to do ministry (proselytizing) on-air breaks (she
usually never did) - you could tell the whole thing was scripted and not from the
heart. Part of me attributed it to just being 'not her style' - or maybe it was saying
the right words at the right time. I genuinely can't tell you which. Hold that
uncertainty; this book runs on it. Nina is actually super fucking cool and I hope
she's truly free of this shit. She did move to Florida with the rest of the family (the
full Florida exit is in Chapter 9) — also a savvy decision. None of this proves she
was deconstructed. But combined with the pattern of her playlist choices getting
steadily heavier and more indie-alternative over the years, it's consistent with
someone operating professionally inside while personally operating outside. Skip
ahead to Chapter 8 for more.

I actually had an opportunity to exit before lockdown. When I was just a weekend
volunteer D], commuting up from Ohio University in Athens every weekend for
my show, we had an all-hands staff meeting I had to attend. No clue what the
content of the meeting was, because my only goal that day was to let them know I
was bailing. Why? I was a member of the Singing Men of Ohio (SMO), a male
choral group that was part of my music minor. It was a tight knit crew that hung
out on the weekends and partied. I wanted to go to those parties, not sit in an
empty studio on Saturday night. So after the meeting I went up to Marcus, the GM,
and basically said "Yeah, I'm out.”" He was taken aback by the statement, and
instantly went into defensive mode, telling me I'd be throwing away God's calling
for my life and imploring me to talk to Jack & Donna about it. I sure as fuck didn't
want to do that, so I just buried it and kept doing the weekend shift, because who
was I to stop God's plan? This was the first time guilt was weaponized to keep me
from going anywhere.

Eventually I was offered a part-time afternoon DJ spot and officially went on the
payroll. As soon as the pen lifted off the paper of the employee handbook
agreement, I was locked in. I never even read the thing (I skimmed it), but the
stuff I agreed to in there basically locked me down for the next 20 years inside a
framework I never knew existed. It was literally a cage I couldn't see, and I
walked right into it and signed up.

6/20/26, 7:13 PM Oh dude, there was a standing policy that if
someone is fired by The Anthem — or even if they leave on their own
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volition — you cut off all communication. It was literally in the
employee handbook, and the reasoning was that they've "left the
anointing" and can no longer be trusted. I shit you not.
I was an audio production major and music minor, and I'd basically followed their
technical-competence pipeline straight in. People with professional skills got
captured by the framework's need for competent operators.

So how did someone with a Manson/ICP/Underworld/Kid Rock/NIN portfolio end
up at Christian radio station for 20 years? Not stupidity, not weakness —
structural invisibility by design. The framework's ideology claims, closed
community, information control, and all-encompassing vocabulary held me in
place for 2 decades. I was inside a structure I couldn't see because it was
structured to be invisible.

So what, exactly, was going on in there?
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Chapter 6: The Five Axes

Before we dive in, let's establish some ground rules for what I'm calling "The
Framework", which exists by using 5 distinct mechanisms to keep people from
escaping.

Axis 1 — Guilt. This is the big one. The framework installs constant self-
monitoring for sin. Confession culture creates dependency on some type of
authority figure for someone to feel completely sin-free. Multiple times over my
The Anthem career I was compelled to confess transgressions to Jack/Donna. They
were seen as the top of the spiritual pyramid, so there was no higher authority in
the building to grant forgiveness from sin. I knew God forgave me, but I still
needed tangible confirmation from a human to feel truly absolved. Crazy thing is
that to an Evangelical, especially a Word of Faith one... Catholic doctrine was akin
to heresy. The idea of a public confessional booth was ridiculous. Yet, everyone
still felt compelled for absolution in the same exact way. It's a membership club
model. Atonement requirements maintain ongoing spiritual debt state... God
saved you while you were a sinner, and you'll always be a sinner, so you're always
in debt to God. The marble feet.

Axis 2 — Fear. Hell is the anchor doctrine, the framework's most durable concept
installation. Infinite cost + zero verification + personal application = maximum
psychological grip. Pascal's Wager reflex operates below conscious level. For the
uninformed, Pascal (yes, the math guy) posited that belief in Christ was worth it
for the sole fact that the alternative is hell. His "just in case" belief concept makes
people think there IS no alternative. I found the Wager just after my conversion,
and it was the ultimate security blanket: holy fuck, the MATH guy also made an
airtight case for Christ? That academic attribution is exactly what makes it so toxic
and yet feel so measured — the credential does the convincing before the
argument even starts. Only a mathematician would reduce eternal stakes to
statistics, and only a fresh convert would mistake the reduction for rigor. (The
wager's famously full of holes — which god? whose hell? — but nobody hands you
the objections with the blanket.) Anyone who left The Anthem by choice or by
force had "left the anointing", so staying was the only way to remain in God's good
graces. Demonic secular shit was out there... why would you ever leave?

Axis 3 — Social capture. Small groups are used as community formation and
surveillance mechanisms. I attended the local VINEYARD megachurch during the
Anthem years, and small group attendance was mandatory for church members.
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Mandatory attendance means they steal your time and require peer visibility of
compliance. These groups completely take over your friendship nexus - eventually
all your friends are inside the framework, which means you can't leave without
imploding your social network.

6/9/26, 9:22 PM Church attendees were not-so-subtly encouraged,
and then required with church membership, to join a small group. So
now two days a week are filled with church stuff, not to mention
any additional potlucks or outings the group would plan. This group
becomes your whole life — the people you meet there, you feel a
bond that overtakes any other non-church friendships you have
going. Not to mention I worked at the station: I literally HAD no
non-Christian friends. The small group WAS my outlet into society.
I can see now how they immediately invade your schedule and
overtake your existing relationships with like-minded people you
sing songs with and share intimate details of your life with. See
how fucked, under the guise of "community"?

The Anthem followed the concept in Matthew 12:30 / Luke 11:23 that "If you're
not with us you're against us", the framework's scriptural justification for the
silent erasure mechanism when someone leaves. They didn't bother to read Luke
9:50 which says "whoever is not against you is for you" — the framework
selectively deployed the exclusionary version, and ignored the inclusionary
counter verse.

By random chance, the small group I was placed in at Vineyard also included my
direct superior at The Anthem, at the time the Production Director — a guy
everybody just called Rish. That led to some interesting dynamics — Chapter 8 has
the laptop. But in reality the most severe capture mechanism was at The Anthem.
The Anthem had a statement of FAITH requirement for employment. It was never
legally challenged. Nobody who would have challenged it ever reached the
paperwork. Six layers of cultural pre-selection preempted any objector from
arriving at the hiring gate: framework-aligned church membership, The Anthem
listenership, volunteer availability, connection to existing staff, testimony
visibility, and small group participation. All six fired before the paperwork
entered the picture. Let's grab some real world info here. Hassan's BITE
Information Control is operating here at the pre-employment layer: the
recruitment pipeline itself functions as an information control apparatus.
Applicants can't apply from outside the network because they don't know the
network exists. Insiders self-filter through the six layers before ever reaching the
hiring gate. Beyond that, Lifton's Milieu Control at institutional-employment scale:
The Anthem controlled the entire information environment around hiring. Only
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certain people were even aware of hiring opportunities. Only those people
entered the pipeline. Only those who survived the pipeline reached the statement
of faith. Milieu control preselected the candidate pool such that the doctrinal filter
was theater. The statement of faith wasn't the filter. It was the receipt. Which is
what makes it sophisticated. You know the big fucking fake Noah's Ark in
Kentucky? Ark Encounter enforces their ridiculous hiring doctrine at the gate and
gets sued. They actually say you need to believe everything in reality was created
in six actual earth days to get the job. Not the best idea. The Anthem enforces
doctrine at every layer of the pipeline before the hiring gate and never gets sued.
Because nobody who would sue ever arrives. Then once you were in — the
informant network was already operating. My GM Marcus reported to Jack and
Donna about anything I said. When I told him I was thinking about bailing for
SMO parties during my weekend shift era, he almost assuredly told them. I only
made that connection twenty years later. The Caldwells knew I had almost left. I
didn't know they knew, for twenty years. Every interaction I had with them was
mediated by information I didn't know they had. The framework isn't a workplace
with religious content. It's a religious institutional control apparatus disguised as
a workplace. Statement of faith at the front. Informant network throughout. Both
operating simultaneously to ensure operators never get the full picture. They're
just cogs in a machine.

And since Vineyard keeps coming up, let me actually take you there, because my
church-side years deserve more than a mechanism list — and because I want to
be honest up front: I generally have GOOD memories of the Vineyard. Real
community, real kindness, some of the better people in this book. Both things are
true at once; that's the register this whole book runs on. But good memories are
exactly where the head-turners hide, because nobody inside ever turns their head.
So walk in with me, alien reader: you grab your Christian coffee and your donut,
you head up to the balcony, and you are greeted by a GIANT BOWL of single-serve
communion elements. Pre-packaged plastic cup, wafer sealed on top, self-service,
help yourself. The body and blood of Christ, single serve, for your pleasure. You're
doing communion ON A PLANE. And they ran it EVERY Sunday, casually, before
the music — until the holiest ritual in two thousand years of Christian practice
had the ceremonial weight of the coffee it was consumed alongside: just the thing
we do before worship. Compare that to the tradition it descends from — shared
cup, common loaf, priestly mediation, infrequent enough to stay heavy — and you
can watch the de-sacramentalization happen in the packaging itself. Nobody
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decided to hollow the ritual out. The convenience format decided for them, the
way formats do. Grape juice fintech, individually sealed.

Our Vineyard was no storefront operation, by the way — it was one of the biggest
churches in America, and its lead pastor — call him Rich Novak — was the
genuine article: a progressive-tier evangelical, brave on immigration when
bravery cost something in that world, a published, thoughtful, public-intellectual
pastor. I liked him. And he had a verbal tic I must have heard a hundred times
from that stage: he never said "C.S. LEwis" without appending "my favorite
Christian author.” Every time. Now — you've been to Chapter 8, or you will be:
you know what's actually IN the sainted catalog. Emeth. The devout servant of the
wrong god, saved. So here's the question I've never been able to put down: did the
lead pastor of one of America's largest churches, a man whose favorite Christian
author wrote salvation for a worshipper of Tash, believe that a Muslim serving
Allah in good faith was serving Jesus? Because that's not a gotcha — that's just his
favorite author's stated position, extended one inch. He never preached it.
Progressive as he was, brave as he was, the inch never got crossed from that stage.
I don't know if he tactically forgot the Last Battle, read around it, or loved Lewis's
stature more than his contents. But whichever it was, it's the same mechanism
this book keeps finding: the framework approves AUTHORS, not CONTENT. Even
its best men. Even about its favorite books. Though let me put his immigration
bravery in fuller context, because the context is a compliment to the congregation
and a complication for the halo: our Vineyard was a genuinely MULTI-RACIAL
church — known for it — sitting right on the seam where suburban money
borders the immigrant and working-class corridor. And they built a COMMUNITY
CENTER onto the church to serve that actual community — Christian-tinged in all
the ways you'd expect, but real services, real results, and I'll give it this on the
record: quite possibly the most honest capital campaign I have ever watched run.
Money asked for, building built, community served — after Millbrook's decade of
perpetual "Building for the Future," you learn to notice when a capital campaign
actually terminates in a building. So when Rich stood up for immigrants, he was
standing up for the people IN HIS PEWS. If he hadn't, he'd have been betraying his
own congregation. That doesn't erase the bravery — plenty of pastors betray their
pews annually and call it doctrine — but it does relocate it: he wasn't defying his
tribe, he was defining it more honestly than the national franchise wanted him to.

And I can report on the man at close range, because I had exactly ONE interaction
with him in a decade of membership, and it's a perfect little X-ray of megachurch
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economics. During my The Anthem years I went fishing for side hustles and
emailed Rich directly: hey, professional radio production guy, happy to help with
podcasts or whatever the church needs — carefully NOT saying "for money," the
way you don't. After every service, Rich stood outside and greeted anyone who
wanted to come up. So I came up. "Hey Rich, I'm Nick Stutzman—" "Oh yeah. The
podcast thing." Did my Amish name give it away? "...Ya think?" Sharp as a TACK,
this man — thousands of congregants, and he's got my email indexed by surname
etymology. And then, with the efficiency of a man who has run this exact triage a
thousand times: "So — you looking for something paid, or unpaid?" Paid,
hopefully. "Ah... okay." And that was it. Conversation over, warmly, instantly,
completely. "We'll be in touch" — the ecclesiastical form rejection — and in the
grand tradition of that sentence, they never were. Ten years a member,
professional-grade skills directly relevant to the ask, and the moment the word
"paid" entered the transaction, the transaction ceased to exist. No malice in it; I
almost admired the cleanness. But file it with everything Chapter 9 will teach you
about the labor model: the entire apparatus — the community center, the
podcasts, the multi-racial ministry on the suburban seam — floats on the
assumption that skilled labor arrives free, carried in on calling. The sharpest, best,
most honest operator in this book's church-side cast heard "paid" and closed the
window. The framework's economics don't bend for the good ones. The good ones
are just politer at the window. Oh — and the labor model didn't only decline to
pay. Sometimes it BILLED. Vineyard membership came with a conscription
clause: every member was REQUIRED to serve two Sundays a year in kids
ministry. Not invited. Required. Twice a year, your Sunday stopped being a
service you attended and became a shift you worked — herding someone else's
sugar-loaded children through veggie-tale crafts while the actual service
happened somewhere above you, and I am here to testify that those were some of
the most miserable mornings of my framework career. Run the accounting: a
congregation of thousands, two mandatory shifts a head — that's an entire year-
round childcare department staffed by draft. The church solved its labor problem
the exact way The Anthem solved its production problem, just with better
branding: at the station they called the unpaid second job a CALLING; at church
they called it SERVING. Same invoice, different letterhead. The tithe, it turns out,
had a childcare surcharge, payable in Goldfish crackers and lost Sundays.

One more thing about Rich, because his backstory rearranges the furniture: the
man wasn't just a pastor. He was a Jewish-heritage LAWYER — legal mind by
training, tribe of the people who wrote the original text — who had a conversion
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experience of his own and crossed over. (The OSU detail matters more than you'd
think: every pastor in that city does the "O-H!" from the pulpit after a Buckeyes
win, and from almost all of them it's pure focus-grouped pandering, the sports-
radio version of a Jesus Juke. Rich was the ONE man I ever allowed it from
without cringing, because he'd actually spent a fifth of his life on that campus.
He'd EARNED the I-O. I'll allow it. That's the whole review.) Read the sidewalk
story again with that resume: the instant email recall, the two-question triage, the
clean close — that's not pastor-warmth, that's a LITIGATOR working a rope line.
And the conversion experience is the detail I hold carefully, because it's MINE. A
sharp, skeptical, credentialed mind had an encounter — his version of my sister's
bedroom — and rebuilt his entire life downstream of it, for decades, brilliantly.
File that in the Chapter 4 drawer: the voice doesn't only recruit wrecked twenty-
one-year-olds at rock bottom. Sometimes it recruits attorneys, and gets forty years
of world-class service out of the hire. The mechanism doesn't discriminate by IQ.
That should scare you more, not less. And the natural experiment that closes the
Vineyard file: Rich eventually retired, and the church got to test the framework'’s
own central claim — that the institution is Christ's body, that the man in the pulpit
is just a steward, that God's church doesn't depend on personnel. The results came
in fast. The hole Rich left behaved like a BLACK HOLE — and the succession, a
man who by his own pulpit account didn't watch MOVIES (no secular interface
whatsoever, a walking preview of a congregation with no windows) and his wife,
couldn't generate the gravity to fill it. I watched it from a distance, but the arc was
legible from any distance: the hole pulled and pulled, and eventually the whole
church went in after it. Which is the quiet punchline of the best church in this
book: an institution allegedly held up by the creator of the universe turned out to
be held up by one sharp Jewish lawyer with a testimony — and when he set it
down, it fell exactly the way any founder-dependent business falls. That's not a
scandal. That's just DATA, from the best-run location in the franchise.

And then there's the small-group arc, which is where the machinery from this axis
got personal. I got randomly placed into a couples bible study led by the Mitchells
— genuinely lovely people — at their house in the suburbs, and I'll say it plainly:
for a few years, it was GREAT. This is the community the framework sells, actually
delivered — dinners, friendships, Beth joining after we married. Rish was a
member of that group too, which is how my direct boss and I ended up in the
same living room every week; we come back to it in Chapter 8. Then more singles
started showing up, and the group made the decision that killed it: split by
GENDER. Male-only study, female-only study, separate nights. And the male-only

38



study revealed what men's-ministry architecture actually produces, every single
week: no female perspective on anything, no evening with my own wife — the
framework's sacred institution, structurally excluded from its own spiritual
community — and every prayer session collapsing into a confession spiral: porn,
masturbation, whatever sick and demented thing the just-converted new guy had
just crawled out of, "prayed away" in a living room by men with zero clinical
tools, trauma-dumping rebranded as accountability. Purity-culture group therapy
with no therapist. Sometimes the married guys had to BRING THEIR KIDS when
the women had a conflict — so the confession spiral ran at half-volume over juice
boxes. It was, and I quote my own assessment, all kinds of fucked. Beth hated the
female side just as much — log that, because this book has already shown you
Beth noticing things I'd learn to notice years later. Six months into the segregated
era, we ran the quiet exit: we'd moved east to Pataskala, the study had moved
west to Dublin, and geography became the polite fiction that let two noticers leave
without a confrontation. And the mechanism worth filing from that exit:
NOTHING HAPPENED. Small-group attendance was framework-mandatory — and
when we violated it with a shrug and a commute excuse, no enforcement arrived.
At The Anthem, stepping out of line got you a tearful exit interview and
institutional erasure. At church, the same violation got a "we miss you guys!" The
framework's enforcement was never uniform. It was exactly as strong as your
paycheck's proximity to it.

Axis 4 — Sexual control. Purity culture is the sexual suppression apparatus, and if
you didn't grow up inside it, you cannot imagine how COMPLETE the machinery
was. This wasn't "wait for marriage" as gentle advice. This was an industry. Purity
rings. Purity PLEDGES — millions of teenagers signing abstinence contracts at
rallies, an entire True Love Waits merchandising vertical. Courtship culture,
where dating itself got rebranded as sin-adjacent — the era's bestseller literally
titled I Kissed Dating Goodbye, written by a twenty-one-year-old homeschooler,
sold over a million copies, and set the rules for a generation's romances. (The
author, Josh Harris, later apologized, unpublished his own book, and left the faith
entirely — the purity movement's flagship text was recalled by its own
manufacturer. Keep that receipt.) Modesty doctrine, which assigned teenage girls
responsibility for grown men's thoughts — sin outsourced to whoever wore the
tank top. An entire masturbation guilt economy, where every normal adolescent
body became a nightly battlefield with confession loops attached. And the
wedding-night switch-flip, the machinery's cruelest promise: two decades of "sex
is dirty, dangerous, and shameful" followed by one ceremony and an expectation
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of instant, guilt-free, joyful intimacy. You cannot marinate a nervous system in
shame for twenty years and expect a chapel to neutralize it in an afternoon — ask
the wave of purity-culture survivors now filling therapists' offices with sexual
dysfunction they were HANDED as holiness. I LIVED IT. My wedding night, Beth
and I were literally like... uhhh... I guess we have sex now? It was the most
unromantic encounter imaginable. I lived the leaky version of all of it: macking on
festival girls with the power of Christ compelling me, hormones winning every
round they entered — because hormones always win. The framework never
actually prevented sexuality. It just attached shame-interest to every transaction,
compounding.

And the machinery had a floor below behavior, which took me longest to see: Axis
4 doesn't just suppress what you DO. It suppresses what you can KNOW about
yourself. The deepest function of purity culture isn't behavior control — it's
identity prevention. You cannot be what you have no words for, and the
framework made sure entire categories of self came with no words attached — or
worse, with only slurs. Some people in this book spent DECADES not knowing
themselves, and the axis worked exactly as designed. Keep it in your pocket; this
book pays it off late. As for the ones who found their words anyway: LGBT?
Straight up damned to hell. The Kenneth Copeland "spirit filled" model, of which
the Caldwells subscribed, paints being gay as rejecting the holy spirit. Rejecting
the holy spirit, according to the bible, is the one unforgivable sin — Matthew
12:31-32, Mark 3:28-29: "whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will never
be forgiven." That is the framework's own scripture, doing exactly what it says.

Thus the framework operated even MORE narrow than standard evangelical
teaching — homosexuality wasn't a sin to them, it was THE sin, the unforgivable
one. Trey PEARSON found out what happens when you give your life over to an
unforgivable sin, and I witnessed it from the inside. That night gets its own
chapter — skip to Chapter 16 if you need it now.

Axis 5 — Marriage. Yes, marriage. Hold on, let me soapbox for a minute. Marriage
is the institutional container for controllable reproduction. Once married you're
bound legally, socially, theologically, and economically. Divorce carries
institutional social cost AND theological condemnation. Chapter 20 covers it in
full, but after infidelity I wanted a divorce. Donna told me that if I got a divorce,
I'd be "handing my children over to Satan". Matthew 19:9 apparently doesn't
matter, the Anthem version of the framework taught marriage as more important
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than even Jesus's own recorded position. Moreover, and let me get nerdy here...
marriage as a whole is a framework invention to propagate more framework
adherents via reproduction. It's made viable by the blessing of framework
operators (pastors) and inside framework infrastructure (churches) - we are
conditioned since puberty to view marriage as the ultimate goal, and pursuit of a
partner with the goal of marriage IS the goal of life. But then you look at Jesus,
who said fuck all that shit, just surround me with like minded people. Mark 3:31-
35 / Matthew 12:46-50 / Luke 8:19-21 summarized says: When told his mother and
brothers were waiting to see him, Jesus responded: "Who is my mother, and who
are my brothers? Whoever does the will of God, he is my brother and sister and
mother." Even Paul said it's better not to marry if you actually want to get shit
done. 1 Corinthians 7: 32 - "I would like you to be free from concern. An
unmarried man is concerned about the Lord's affairs — how he can please the
Lord. But a married man is concerned about the affairs of this world — how he
can please his wife." Being single is viewed as a negative thing now, even if it's
someone's personal choice. Let me give you an example of how marriage can ruin
someone's life to save the framework. In high school, there was an uber Christian
girl I dated for a week before she dumped me because I wanted to kiss her. Yes,
this is real. Fast forward 6 months, she gets knocked up by some rando. Her
parents FORCE them to marry. Over the next 5-10 years, they have like... 4 more
kids. Then get divorced. She remarries. Divorced again. Like bro... that could have
been prevented at step 1. Purity culture eliminated me as a reasonable partner. It
didn't prevent the pregnancy. Sublime is my favorite band... how the fuck did I
listen to "Ball and Chain" for a decade and still sign up for marriage. Oof.

That's the whole deal. That's The Framework. Some of it you know, some you now
know, and all of it is manufactured. Not everyone is a blind adherent though, and
thankfully I found a few at The Anthem.
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Chapter 7: The Noticer Network

The Anthem had a 3-tier social architecture. Jack/Donna live outside the tiers as
ultimate arbiters. Tier 1 was the OG morning show clique: Alec + Ezra + Nina. Alec
+ Nina were married and WERE management, or at least had the most
management-adjacent benefits. Ezra was just along for the ride. Tier 2 was the
Core-4 pre-deconstructor noticer network: Nick + Charlene + Nolan + Jordan.
Quiet noticers. Documented specific awareness of framework operations. Tier 3
was everyone else: unaware of tier-structure, insulated from tier-1 information.
The tiers determined information access, which followed the Hassan BITE model
(Behavior + Information + Thought + Emotional control) + Lifton milieu-control
operating at institutional-scale. The only one not permanently assigned to a tier
was GM Marcus, because he transcended the tiers as necessary. He was basically
the liaison between the batshit insane Jack/Donna directives and everyone else.

Tier 2 is where I lived with my closest cohorts. Charlene (on-air "Char") was my
main partner in crime during those years. Fellow quiet noticer. My introduction
to her was in the old The Anthem building where she had just completed a forced
courthouse wedding to her husband. No clue why they rushed into it, other than
marriage was an employment precondition to live together, and marriage was
blanket forgiveness for any prior sexual sin. She instantly entered multiple
eternal covenant lock-in mechanisms simultaneously by signing a document at a
courthouse. Donna, upon seeing her, exclaimed "Here's happily married Charlene,
how do you feel?", to which Charlene slapped on a fake smile and said
"Greeeaaatt...." - yeah she sounded SUPER happy. Nolan (on-air "Smitty" - yes, I
know. As far as I know he wasn't into Pearl Jam) was a fellow tier-2 noticer.
Eventually fired by Jack Jr. for insubordination (but really it was because he stood
up to a stupid directive). When he was fired he came out of the meeting in tears,
lauded Jack/Donna for their spiritual guidance or some shit, and left into the void
as we all cut off contact as required by management.

6/23/26, 6:56 AM One guy, Nolan.. he fucking badmouthed Jack Jr.
and was gone within a day. When it was revealed that he'd had a
meeting with management after, I told our female DJ friend
Charlene, "bro, Nolan can talk his way out of anything, he's not
getting fired." He came out of that meeting — and for some reason
all the staff was there — in tears, apologizing to management,
saying how great they are, and then left and never came back. Like,
what the fuck. It was brutal. And then we had to cut off all
communication.
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He now prefers "Nolan" going forward; Smitty is dead. He's on the air across town
under yet another name these days — a real-ass radio job. Jordan was the final
Tier 2 operator. "The new guy" for a while, then fresh-eye noticer. He was closer to
reality than the rest of us, had no issue listening to secular music and watching
secular media.

Tier 1 ran the show and were the flagship of the station. Alec & Nina's dynamic we
will get to later. Ezra had a complex multi-mechanism arc. Originally kept private,
Jack Sr. decided it was a good idea at a staff meeting to broadcast Ezra's trauma
regarding his absent, and later reconciled with, father. They basically blamed any
issues Ezra was having on his dad. We will cover it later, but Ezra and I bonded
over video games and mental health. He struggled with depression, which I later
exacerbated by leaving the production department and letting management drop
the whole thing in his lap. Chapter 9 explains the whole role-stacking machine
that made it happen. Post-divorce and post-The Anthem Ezra was my only
remaining friend still at the station. I was in my rebellious phase and when I
started questioning the framework doctrine, Ezra put on his best face and said
essentially "Sure Nick, you don't get to say it's not true, its the truth, that's just how
it is." That's how deep the framework digs its teeth in... any pushback is met with
dismissal. Ezra was not an enemy, villain, victim, or pure-friend — just a
framework-captured human across multiple layers. After the doctrine challenge
was dismissed, I realized I couldn't go any further with him. There was no point.
He came from a Nazarene background, was always saddled with extra work by
his church, and married a woman he met at a Nazarene conference - that identity
became his whole life. He ran Impact City Church's Facebook page and was forced
into mass-comment-deletion labor during JADDEUS Dempsey's April 2019 scandal.
Look that one up for a laugh, basic story - Jaddeus was a youth pastor/volunteer.
At Easter 2019, he stood in front of the junior high and high school kids and
invited them to spit on him, slap him, and cut him — the instruments laid out in
front of him like some demented dentist office. When one kid asked if he was
actually serious about the steak knife, Jaddeus said, "I'm very serious." This
demonstration was in the Passion tier of framework glorification: Jesus endured a
massive amount of physical violence. Any way you can convey that violence to
others strengthens the base argument. So as teens do, this event was recorded and
uploaded and shared with the world. The kids actually DID spit on him and slap
him — it wasn't just for show — and one boy laid the steak knife against his back
while Jaddeus urged him to keep going until he saw blood. (No blood was drawn,
which by the standards of that afternoon counts as the youth group showing
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restraint.) Then the comments started rolling into the church's Facebook page,
and the Ezra signal went up from Impact City HQ. He basically spent the next
month deleting comments and blocking people. With zero pay.

Staff meetings were also where Jack Sr.'s theology ran at full altitude, and I want
one on the record for texture:

7/1/26, 6:58 AM You want a funny one about Jack Sr.? His pastor
must have done a sermon on the three Greek words for love, because
he does one meeting just completely rambling about the three love
styles — but he would constantly say "phileo" love, pronounced like
"filet-o-love." After the meeting I said to someone, "Did that make
you want a fish sandwich?"

The owner of a broadcasting empire, delivering a doctrinal teaching he'd
absorbed secondhand that week, mispronouncing its central term into a
McDonald's menu item, to a room full of people whose jobs depended on nodding.
That's the caliber of theological instruction the tiers were built to transmit
downward. Hold the fish sandwich; it pairs with everything.

And since I've shown you the tiers, look at what the tier boundary felt like at
ground level, because the daily texture is its own exhibit.

6/29/26, 5:44 PM That's the thing: I could never call it bullying.
We were Christians, god dammit, we don't bully each other! No man,
we are engaging in some fellowship banter. It's all a big joke, we
all love Jesus. But seriously, Alec was the fucking ringleader, and
he'd get Ezra and Nina, the two morning show hosts, to just fucking
rip me to shreds on the dumbest shit. Eventually I just quit
defending myself and came up with an instant insult for him. Fire
with fire, bitch. He didn't like that too much, but couldn't say
shit, because he's gotta take what he dishes out in front of the
other two.

Notice what the vocabulary embargo did there, because it's the same mechanism
Chapter 6 showed you running on identity, pointed at ordinary cruelty: we had no
word for bullying, because bullying was a thing SECULAR workplaces had. What
we had was fellowship. The behavior was identical to any office with an
untouchable clique — the ringleader married into ownership, the pile-ons ran
downhill, the target was the news guy — but the framework relabeled it, and a
relabeled thing can't be reported, because the label is the report. You can't file a
complaint about fellowship. And one day the banter revealed it had an
enforcement arm:
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6/29/26, 5:25 PM So as the news guy I would sometimes insert
little funny asides to comment on a story. One story: someone
killed themselves. [...] I make a little dumb joke and IMMEDIATELY
get a message from Alec: "My mother works with suicidal people. You
should NOT joke about that." I'm like... uhmmm, first off: "your
mother?" At first I thought he was talking about his actual mom,
but then figured out — nope, he's definitely talking about Donna.

File every clause of that message, because it's a tiny perfect X-ray of how authority
worked in the building. A man with no professional standing on the subject,
policing a newsroom aside, by invoking his mother-in-law — and the invoked
credential is Donna, THE OWNER, cast as a professional who "works with suicidal
people.” Whether that credential described anything real is a question this book
answers in full in Chapter 15 — skip ahead if you want to see exactly what the
family's suicide-crisis expertise looked like when an actual suicidal person
reached the station. Preview: the on-air rule was 911-and-hang-up. The reprimand
wasn't about protecting the suicidal. It was about protecting the FAMILY — the
same reflex as the bug-free building, one tier down: any aside, however small,
that brushed against the family's spiritual authority got an instant correction,
delivered through the nearest in-law with a keyboard. The banter ran on tribal
immunity; the enforcement ran on tribal insult. Neither ever had a thing to do
with me.

One lighter artifact of the culture, before the Prince, because readers keep
meeting people in this book with one-word names and deserve the decoder: air
names were a whole economy. Steve Coleman went by Coleman. Chad Bradley got
Goose hung on him. Another guy became Tex — in Ohio. Jaddeus, magnificently,
needed no help. The current roster runs on names like Sparkle. Radio names are
half self-invention and half hazing, and at a framework station they did one more
job: a person with a one-word name is a CHARACTER, and characters are easier to
cast, easier to schedule, and easier to erase.

And then there was the Prince. Jack Jr. lived outside the tiers the way his parents
did, but at a different altitude — the heir apparent, the only begotten son, the 5-
fold Mike Trout gifted spiritual slugger from Chapter 5. And you need to
understand what that anointing actually WAS, because it explains everything he
did: the family had declared him gifted across the board — preaching, teaching,
evangelism, the whole stat line — anointed, by their own telling, even HIGHER
than his father. Chapter 9 will introduce you to what I call the designation
machine — the framework's system for handing out divinely-certified job
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placements — and when you get there, remember this paragraph, because the
machine's highest-stakes designation was the heir himself. And a designation like
that isn't a compliment. It's a JOB DESCRIPTION — the only one he had. If Jack Jr.
didn't deliver father-tier sermons, what use was he? What was he FOR? So before
AnthemTV Most Wanted tapings, with the crew assembled and the clock running,
the Prince delivered mini-sermons. Not pep talks. SERMONS — to a captive
congregation of employees who were there to run cameras, because the anointing
came with a performance quota and we were the only available congregation.
Nobody asked for them. Nobody could decline them. And his dominion itself had
been arranged the same way: the AnthemTV directorship was handed to him as a
demonstration of his power — and the clearing of that throne deserves its ten
seconds. The previous AnthemTV director was John Owens, a genuine industry
professional, a known name in local television. One day he was there. The next
day he was gone. No reason given — nothing official, ever — just some shitty
rumors moving through the building, the way rumors moved through that
building. He went straight on to his next TV gig, because outside our walls he was
simply a qualified man with a resume. That's how thrones work in the
framework: someone clears them first, the clearing is never explained, and the
rumor mill handles the paperwork.

And what did the divinely-certified TV Director actually DO in the chair? A
designation-machine title works exactly that way: it describes the anointing, not
the labor. The heir held the directorship the way he held all his gifts — nominally,
at full spiritual altitude, while the actual work of getting a television program
shot, switched, and shipped got quietly absorbed by the competent people around
him, the way everything at that station got absorbed by the competent people
around it. Chapter 9 will show you the full role-stacking machine; for now just
note that the pattern ran all the way to the top job in the building's TV wing: the
title pointed at the Prince, and the function pointed everywhere else. And when
Jack Jr. eventually got bored of the chair and bailed — thrones being easier to
claim than to sit in — the directorship landed exactly where all unclaimed labor
landed. But that's Chapter 9's story.

But the moment that told me everything about Jack Jr. was an argument about
bugs. One day - I have no clue how this came up, but we started talking about
bugs in the building. Jack Jr. said the building was built by God to keep everything
out that wasn't supposed to be in there — including bugs. I mentioned — as a plain
fact about buildings — that insects live in the walls of AnthemTV. All walls. Every
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building on earth. This is not controversial; entomologists who study the "great
indoors" find something like a hundred arthropod species in the average
structure. Jack Jr. would not have it. "No way. We keep all that stuff out." I tried
again: "Jack, if you would X-ray the walls in here, you would be shocked." He
could not accept it — not wouldn't. COULDN'T. And somewhere in that exchange I
realized I wasn't arguing with a man about insects. I was watching the second-
generation bubble operate at full seal. Jack Jr. had never in his life encountered an
uncontrolled fact. Born inside the family's reality, raised on its doctrine, employed
by its payroll, surrounded by staff who deferred by policy — "we keep all that
stuff out" wasn't a claim about pest control. It was the family motto. The first
generation converts INTO the bubble, and can at least remember the outside. The
second generation is born at pressure. (You'll meet the industry-scale version of
this problem in Chapter 14 — born-in kids have nothing to testify about, and it
turns out they can't inspect their own walls either.) He fired Nolan for
insubordination, he lectured grown professionals before tapings, and I genuinely
don't think he was ever cruel on purpose — cruelty requires modeling other
minds, and other minds were outside the seal too. The scariest thing about the
heir wasn't malice. It was that the bubble had produced a man to whom the
bubble was invisible, and handed him the keys to the machine. I think his
ultimate request came to me when I ran audio for the tapings, and I had the full
suite of stingers to play at choice moments. Yes, even the sad trombone. He
eventually reached his movie drop limit and came over privately and said, "Is
there a way we can create our own movie drops... like the movie ones... but
Christian?" I sat there shocked for a second and just replied, "No, Jack, that's why
they work, because people recognize them." "Oh, okay." Somehow that was a good
enough justification, simply because he had no frame of reference to compare it
to.

6/29/26, 7:31 PM You want to know my best one-liner that brought
the house down? I had this little mic in the studio where I could
be the "voice of god." I loved being a fucking asshole on it

between cuts. As long as Jack Jr. got to talk when and about what
he wanted, we could all do whatever. One time someone was blocking
the clock they need for break length — "dude, you're blocking the

clock" — and I go, "clock-block." Everyone takes a beat and busts
up laughing.. except Craig and Jack Jr. They had ZERO idea what I
just said.

None. And that beat of silence is the most important data in the story, because that
room just ran a live demonstration of the three audiences this book keeps
describing: the ones who got it instantly, the ones who needed the beat to connect
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it, and the ones whose framework had no file for the reference at all. The word-
level detection system you met earlier in this chapter could catch "Slipknot" at
forty paces — but it could not parse a pun. My best material went out over the
Voice of God frequency, in front of the holiest men in the building, and the holiest
men in the building never heard it. Banned content by phonetic tunnel. The
Trojan Horse was a HOMOPHONE.

GM Marcus was the Voice of the King and Queen: he translated the Word of Faith
fueled missives from Jack/Donna/Jack Jr. and made them palatable to the rest of
the staff. Staff meetings started out half Marcus with actual company business
followed by a Helpline update from Donna, then the rest was Jack Sr. doing a mini
sermon. Eventually that ratio became so ridiculous that it was no longer a mini
sermon. It was a full teaching course that went on so many tangents it was
literally impossible to follow. Videos, handouts, the whole works. Marcus as a
human? Incredibly kind and stuffed with so much radio knowledge he's bursting
at the seams. As a GM in a major market, he'd probably make over $100k. He was
captured by the framework early in his career, when Stryper ruled the airwaves.
He left another Christian station for The Anthem at inception, and he's still there
today. Even he wasn't exempt from the role-stacking at The Anthem. He went
from DJ to GM, then when former PD Lara left, he got PD dropped in his lap, and it
would stay there until Ezra took it like a decade later. Marcus wasn't a 100% true
believer, he made framework-breaking statements over the years BUT had no exit
options with the Caldwells how they were, the framework "called doctrine”
lockdown, and with the very narrow local Christian GM market. He would have
had to move out of state to find something comparable. Remember how he
discouraged me from quitting in Chapter 5? The framework installed guilt
installation CAPABILITY in Marcus, who deployed it on me as a volunteer. Do I
blame him? No, I made the decision, and some of the best years of my life were at
The Anthem. It was insane there, but Marcus made it a little more sane. Until of
course, the fundraisers. Marcus would literally work 15-20 hour fundraiser days,
sleeping on the giant red leather couch in the green room for energy, always
working late 8-9pm during the fundraiser. Chapter 15 does the full autopsy, but if
you've ever heard a The Anthem fundraiser, the actual sausage was being made
by one tired man and an army of tired DJs. The Caldwells minus Nina basked in
the fundraiser atmosphere while everyone else suffered.

But hey, if you're stuck in a bad job, might as well exploit some loopholes to have
fun.
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Chapter 8: Compliance Theater

So how, if you skipped here from Chapter 5, could Nina... and eventually Tier 2...
and eventually revealed to be most of Christian Rock bands... operate with no
suspicion while actively questioning and deconstructing. pushes glasses up
Because the detection mechanism operates at word-level and visibility-level, not
concept-level. Framework detection is basically pre-modern word-taboo dressed
as content moral authority. The same mechanism that makes Christians avoid
swear words, also functions as cover when accepted words are used. Even banned
sci-fi universes are reduced to "don't say those 2 words and you're good". Exhibit
A: Star Wars.

Rish was my direct superior and a baller Production Director. Remember, I got
"randomly" placed in his small group at Vineyard? I loved working for Rish, but I
didn't mind being handed his job. More on that later. Prod 1 had a multi-monitor
setup, but Rish had a laptop to his left that he was on most of the day. He kept the
laptop facing away from observation, but it was just a regular ass HP laptop, not a
gaming rig. Anytime you even got a glimpse of what was on there, it just looked
like a web forum with plain text. Could have been the "Christian producers
forum" or the "DAW (digital audio workstation) forum"... either way it was
undetectable. So I was placed in Rish's bible study... that gave us a private place to
discuss work stuff. One day he revealed to me what he was doing on that laptop.
He was part of a Star Wars roleplaying forum. So 8 hours a day, every day, he was
partaking in a Star Wars forum... AS a Star Wars character... at a job where Star
Wars is banned.

7/1/26, 11:24 AM Rish had this Star Wars laptop, always open on
his desk, always turned so you couldn't see the screen, and he was
on it constantly. He's a member of a Star Wars roleplay community
forum. He plays a Star Wars character, in-character, on that forum,
all day at work — at a job where Star Wars is banned.

Even Tier 1 got in on the fun. Alec and Ezra were HUGE Star Wars fans. As long as
it was out of earshot, it was fair game. They even reviewed Star Wars video games
on-air. The Anthem had reviews for Empire at War, Battlefront, Force Unleashed.
All framework approved via compliance theater. They just never said "Star Wars,"
"lightsaber," "Luke Skywalker," etc. The framework didn't care — word-avoidance
protocol was satisfied. Banned content was going out to the nearly-million-listener
The Anthem audience over the framework's own airwaves, delivered by
management-tier + management-adjacent staff. The ban was a performance both
sides were executing, not actual content-control.
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And the literary version of this blind spot is even better, because the framework
couldn't even keep inventory of its own patron saint. C.S. Lewis is the framework's
licensed intellectual — Narnia approved, Mere Christianity quoted from every
pulpit, Screwtape deployed on every teen. But Lewis also wrote a SCI-FI TRILOGY
— the Space Trilogy, three whole novels of planet-hopping, celestial intelligences,
and floating-island theology on Venus — and the framework has functionally no
idea it exists. It never comes up. It's never assigned. It sits right there in the
sainted catalog, unread, because the content wanders so far off the framework's
rails that the machine quietly declined to index it. I read all three, and honestly? I
get it. They're a three-book Tom Bombadil in the middle of Narnia. But here's why
I bring it up: in nineteen years inside Christian media, I met exactly ONE other
person who'd read them — a The Anthem D] who then executed the cleanest exit
in station history, bailing all the way to California to run production at a little
Christian station roughly as far from our building as the job market physically
allowed. His parents, I should mention, were the Caldwells' lawyer friends — a
sentence Chapter 15 will teach you to read properly. The one guy who'd read the
books the framework forgot was also the guy with inside information on the
owners, and he chose maximum geographic distance. Noticers recognize noticers.
Sometimes by their bookshelves.

And because every arc in this book insists on finishing: call him Chad Urban,
because years later he and his wife launched a YouTube channel — Urbania,
which would be my name for a Karl Urban themed fan site — reviewing movies
for the modern hip Christian audience. And it WORKED. Real audience, real run.
Then, about eight months before I wrote this sentence, the algorithm turned over
— the way algorithms do — and swallowed him along with an entire tier of
creators who'd built their livelihoods on its favor. No meeting. No explanation. No
appeal. The feed had simply de-anointed him. Sit with the shape of that: the man
who executed the cleanest exit from called doctrine — an unfalsifiable authority
that decided your placement, never explained itself, and cut you off when you left
— rebuilt his life on a recommendation engine with the exact same job
description. He escaped the framework. The framework's shape is a harder thing
to escape. Nobody's built an exit from that one yet, including the guy writing this
book on an Al he doesn't control either. In the book you're reading, right now.

And once you know Lewis has a forgotten wing, go read the APPROVED wing
closely — because even Narnia, the franchise's licensed children's property,
contains doctrine that would get a guest speaker escorted out of any evangelical
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pulpit. Even a pulpit who claims Lewis as their "favorite Christian author.”" The
Last Battle — the series finale, the one with the apocalypse — contains Emeth: a
soldier who worshipped the WRONG GOD, Tash, faithfully, his whole life, and
meets Aslan expecting annihilation. Aslan's ruling: every good deed done in Tash's
name was counted as done for Aslan. The devout servant of the wrong deity is IN.
That is universalism — the framework's four-letter word, the heresy that empties
the urgency out of every altar call — sitting in chapter form on every church
library shelf in America, wearing a lion costume. And The Magician's Nephew
hands Narnia its origin-of-evil story through a BELL — evil enters because a boy
can't resist ringing a bell with a taunting inscription, a story about curiosity and
consequence that runs on completely different physics from inherited guilt;
Chapter 24 will show you why the difference matters. The framework never
noticed any of this, because the framework doesn't read its own canon. It scans
labels. LEWIS: APPROVED. Contents unexamined — the exact same inspection
protocol that approved the Christian parallel bands without listening past the
genre tag. And the blind spot ran in every direction at once.

I played Assassin's Creed 2 — a game whose finale has you personally assassinate
the POPE — and drowned in guilt for WEEKS afterward, certain I'd exposed
myself to something corrupting, with nobody to confess it to. And the framework
never banned it. Never mentioned it. The framework never explicitly forbade
ANY video game — the entire medium flew under the detection grid — so the
enforcement apparatus outsourced itself to MY nervous system, and I policed
myself harder than any list would have, for content the framework'’s actual tribal
reflexes would probably have HIGH-FIVED me for (evangelicals versus the papacy
is a rivalry older than the printing press). Meanwhile Saved by the Bell was
banned in my house — until somebody discovered that its creator, Peter Engel,
was a devout Christian, at which point the SAME EPISODES became approved
viewing. Not one frame of content changed. The creator's tribal registration
changed the rating. And the crown jewel of the whole inspection regime: I
watched The Shining — Kubrick's possession masterpiece, the most detection-
grid-triggering film imaginable — at a CHURCH LOCK-IN. Shown to teenagers,
overnight, on church property, presumably because nobody in authority had ever
actually seen it. Label-scanning as content-evaluation: it approved universalism,
missed the pope assassination, banned and unbanned identical footage on creator
affiliation, and screened The Shining at a sleepover for youth group. The system
wasn't strict. It was BLIND, and strictness was its white cane.
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And now let me tell you what actually made it onto the AIR, because the broadcast
record makes the detection system look even worse than the media bans do. The
Anthem had a tradition of putting people with speech impediments on the air —
on-air fit was negotiable if your spirituality lined up; the product was radio, the
filter was faith. One of those DJs, Jaddeus (yes THE SAME JADDEUS from Impact
City) — severe lisp, absolutely beloved, genuinely one of the funniest people in the
building — teamed up with Jordan as "Team Awesome" for evening blocks and
holiday shows. And on one Christmas show, Team Awesome aired a "Sleigh Ride"
parody containing the line "in a faggish fairy land." That AIRED. On the Christian
station. The slur sailed through the same detection grid that would have
vaporized a Slipknot reference at the word level — because the joke's tribal
alignment was correct, and tribal alignment, not content, was always the actual
scan. Heath McNease came through and did borderline-vulgar bits on air — the
man had a song about Santa's SACK — approved, because juvenile-suggestive
from an approved artist reads as personality. I will give the man credit though —
he has the most impressive bit of lyricism I ever heard on the channel. He had a
novelty song called "Bounce House" about... yes... the kiddie inflatable bounce
houses... in which he has the line "...gotta adjust for inflation." The guy was
talented, and very sexually repressed. Meanwhile, in my producer chair, part of
my job was collecting "artist liners" — drops where the artist says "this is so-and-
so on The Anthem" — plus a "ministry moment": a faith story to run with their
song. The lead singer for Eleventyseven gave my assistant a long, winding,
genuinely moving spiritual testimony that built beautifully for a full minute and
ended with — verbatim — "...and that's how I came to Buddha." That one cracked
me up... but now the audio was useless. That tells you where I still was; it never
aired, because I was the filter, and the filter worked that day. It's one of the
funniest artifacts I've ever held. Now assemble the enforcement ledger, because I
lived every row of it: a homophobic slur in a Christmas parody? Aired. Santa's
sack? Aired. A DJ whose diction fought the medium itself? Hired, beloved,
correctly so. Cohabitating staff? Tolerated. (You'll meet him later) A Buddhist
testimony? Caught by ME, not the system. And a colleague — you'll meet him later
— was purged for being gay, with the same night-of erasure you'll watch happen
to Trey in Chapter 16. Run every category — purity, vulgarity, doctrine,
professionalism — and enforcement was negotiable in all of them, always, for
social capital. All of them except one. Anti-LGBT enforcement was the load-
bearing wall. Everything else was decor.
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One more row for that ledger — the one that surfaced so late it almost missed the
book, and it proves the building had a SECOND load-bearing wall. Everything
above got enforced or waived on social capital. Here's the only ban I ever knew to
be triggered by loyalty — and I'm going to hand you the receipt raw, the same way
it arrived, mid-edit, decades after the fact:

8/7/26, 12:53 PM Sometime late 00s, at the height of both Project
86 and The Anthem's success, Project 86 has a show at the Newport.
An Anthem DJ (no idea who) comes up and plugs the station, and the
helpline, before introducing Schwab and the band. Schwab grabs the
mic and goes "yeah uh... we aren't about all that. That stuff is
all shady." And then launches into a face-melting riff. Post-show,
word gets back to the Caldwells: instant ban. Songs pulled — but I
wasn't in charge of the pulling yet. I wasn't even at the show:
this is secondhand, but the ban was absolutely real, and it lasted
for months. At the height of both the band and the station's
success. Eventually Andrew caves: he sets up a meeting with the
Caldwells. I have no idea what that meeting entailed, but all I
know is that afterward Project 86 was back on the nice list. God
only knows what that man had to say in that meeting.

Now inventory the crime, because by every rule this chapter has shown you, there
isn't one. No profanity. No secular contamination. Project 86 was a CHRISTIAN
band — playlist-approved, genre royalty, the exact product the station existed to
sell. And that pre-show plug Andrew SCHWAB torched wasn't some rogue DJ's
improv — it was the standard liturgy. I performed it myself, word for word,
station then helpline then band, at other shows. Schwab's entire offense was
looking at the ritual bolted onto the front of his own set and calling it what this
book has spent eight chapters proving it was: shady. He didn't curse. He didn't
backslide. He criticized the MACHINE — and the response was everything the
content bans never were. Instant. Real. Sustained for months at genuine
commercial cost, because dead-airing a peak-value act is a self-inflicted playlist
wound. Star Wars cost nothing to ban; Alec and Ezra just reviewed the lightsaber
game without saying lightsaber. Banning Project 86 HURT, and they did it anyway,
and kept doing it. That's how you know you've found a wall.

And the ending is the most instructive part. Star Wars never got un-banned,
because Star Wars couldn't apologize. Project 86 could. Andrew set up his
meeting, went to the owners, and whatever happened in that room — nobody
below that floor ever knew — the band walked out restored. Songs back on. Ban
never spoken of again. Audit the change: not one note of the catalog changed. No
lyric was rewritten, no doctrine renounced. The only variable that moved was
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SUBMISSION — the critic came to the castle. So set the two triggers side by side
and you have the whole detection apparatus in X-ray: say "Slipknot" on the air
and enforcement is theater, negotiable, wink-priced. Call the machine shady from
a stage and enforcement is real, total, and immune to the profit motive. The
system that couldn't detect concepts, couldn't detect secretly-atheist frontmen, and
couldn't catch a Buddhist testimony without me fielding it by hand detected an
insult to ITSELF overnight and executed flawlessly. Content was never the threat
model. The machine scanned for exactly one thing at full resolution: threats to the
machine.

And the same entry that handed me the Schwab story carried the detection
system's other lifecycle, the quiet one that ran in the opposite direction:

6/20/26, 5:54 PM There were LOTS of bands whose debut album or
song slipped the filter before getting pulled when it was obvious
they were CINOs — or, like Amy Lee, you just give CCM the middle
finger. Evanescence, pulled. Creed, gone. Collective Soul, goodbye.

CINO: Christian In Name Only — the industry's own acronym, because the
phenomenon was common enough to need one. Track what actually changed in
each of those catalogs between approved and purged: nothing. Not one lyric. The
BAND'S LABEL changed — they said something in an interview, crossed over,
declined to keep performing the affiliation — and the same songs the filter had
blessed became contraband overnight. Label-detection running in reverse: it
couldn't hear unbelief in the music on the way in, and it couldn't hear anything
else on the way out. Chapter 14 runs the full autopsy on what the filter never
caught.

The Star Wars ban was the most egregious form of theater, but plenty of others
existed like Pokémon - but none of us were into Pokémon. Shame, we could
probably be rich if we started buying cards back then and sold them today. Alas,
we just stealthily talked about Yoda instead. The staff wasn't the only one
performing theater with words, management had their own device that gave
them carte blanche to say whatever the fuck they wanted - literally in Jesus' name.
Every door in the place had some kind of printed out sign on it - break room,
studio doors, fridge doors, basically any flat surface where eyeballs look. Most of
them signed with "-Jesus" as author. Yes, that's right, Jesus told us to clean up our
crumbs. Passive-aggressive framework vocabulary weaponization at workplace
mundane scale.
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And the whole filter once revealed itself in a single hallway sentence, from the
very top. The framework had no use for Real Life's "Send Me an Angel" — a
secular 1983 synth-pop hit, banned on sight — but happily spun a note-for-note
Christian cover of the identical song, because the label was now clean. And
Donna, humming along, reached for the only thing the song meant to her: "I just
love that song. I wanna say... send me an EMAIL, haha." That's the detection
system with its skull open. Zero relationship with the song — not the melody, not
the ache — only a pun off the title. The words passed the scan; the content was
never once engaged, all the way up to the woman who owned the station.

The "-Jesus" signature is the most banal way to illustrate one of the framework's
central claims: literally speaking or writing the name "Jesus" carries spiritual
power over evil. I even used this myself. One time to great effect, on the surface.
We had 2 standing rules at The Anthem: don't invite people into the studio, and
don't give listeners your cell number. Uhm, yeah I did both.

6/13/26, 9:08 PM When I worked at the station they were HUGE on
attacks from the enemy, demons, possession — I wish I still had
some of the batshit-insane "teaching" emails about all this.
Somehow I get connected with this listener, and it comes out that
he struggles with demonic attacks. One night I'm at the station
alone on a Saturday, I'm talking to him and he's acting weird, and
I go into a full-on exorcism prayer — and the dude starts making
weird-ass noises (not demonic, obviously human) and then totally
snaps out of it. Was that two mentally broken individuals
roleplaying off each other? Christian LARPing, if you will. And it
was over the phone, not even in person. What even was that?

I think my favorite word theater loophole was playing secular songs on the
Anthem D] service (our mobile DJ setup for events). Mike Tompkins was the
vehicle. Christian YouTuber, four hundred million views, a cappella covers,
Pentecostal upbringing. The framework approved him at word-level: Christian
artist + no explicit lyrics + a cappella format + family-friendly register. I even got
one of his non-cover songs played on The Anthem. The actual truth: Mike
Tompkins covered stuff like Nicki Minaj's Starships. Same song. Same melody.
Same hook. Same cultural-recognition. Framework banned the original. I played
the Tompkins cover instead. Original Nicki Minaj lyric: "I'm higher than a
motherfucka," Tompkins substituted lyric: "I'm higher than the Burj Khalifa." This
is basically what every Christian artist does when they cover a song. First, song
selection: pick a song that doesn't have that much lyrically that needs changed.
Then, swap out any banned content with ridiculous filler. The Christian music
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industry is literally just pumping out radio edits safe for evangelical ears. Not just
the cover songs... ALL songs. How do you make a family friendly Blink-182? Find a
young band who loves Blink-182 AND Jesus. Then force listeners to only hear the
Jesus version, labeling the actual inspiration for the music as "worldly."

And then there's the biggest word-theater artifact of my framework era: The
Passion of the Christ, 2004. Follow the logic here. PG-13 movies with a stray f-
bomb? Demonic. Horror? Absolutely not. But a two-hour R-rated flogging with
flesh flying off a human back in ribbons? BUS TRIPS. Youth groups bought out
entire theaters. The framework that banned gore reclassified gore as devotional
the second it owned the IP — framework-authorized torture porn as a youth
group destination. And for the record: The Passion hit theaters in February 2004.
SAW came out that October. We beat Hollywood to torture porn by eight months
and then spent a decade blaming them for inventing it.

The movie's entire pitch was accuracy. Dialogue in Aramaic and Latin — subtitles
in a wide theatrical release! — maximum-fidelity brutality, the most historically
accurate depiction ever made. Then at the money shot — the resurrection reveal,
light streaming through the wound — Gibson shows you a hole in the HAND. I'm
sorry, no. A French surgeon named Pierre Barbet settled this in the 1930s with
actual cadaver experiments: palms tear free under body weight; the load has to
run through the wrist. And the only crucifixion victim archaeology has ever
recovered — a man named Yehohanan, dug up in Jerusalem in 1968 — was nailed
through the HEEL, arms probably just tied. The single physical data point
humanity possesses suggests the whole two-nails-up-top image may be wrong
from the ground up. So why did the accuracy movie keep the hands? Because the
iconography is the product. Fifteen hundred years of crucifixes, paintings,
stigmata, and worship lyrics are invested in palms — correct the wound
placement and every crucifix in every viewer's home becomes subtly wrong. No
franchise mocks its own action figures. Gibson could defy Hollywood with dead
languages. He could not defy the merch. Accuracy was the marketing; tradition
was the product. Which is why I twitch every time a worship song mentions the
holes in his hands. Bro. He did not hang from his hands. Romans hung from the
WRISTS. It's a biological impossibility, and your most historically accurate movie
knew it and kept it anyway.

That's the funny layer of The Passion. The dark layer: Jewish organizations spent
the year before release pleading with Gibson over the film's depiction of the
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Jewish leadership — because passion plays have a body count. For centuries in
Europe, Holy Week passion performances were reliable bigotry-starters; the
genre's track record includes audiences exiting the show and heading straight for
the Jewish quarter. The Catholic Church itself had formally repudiated the
collective-guilt reading at Vatican II in 1965. Gibson — a traditionalist Catholic
who rejects Vatican II — shipped the unpatched version anyway, complete with
the Matthew 27:25 blood-curse line: "His blood be on us and on our children."
After the outcry, he cut the SUBTITLE. The line is still in the audio. In Aramaic. In
a movie sold on the authenticity of its Aramaic. Meanwhile the evangelical world
— which markets itself as Israel's best friend on earth — bought tickets by the
church-load and dismissed the ADL as oversensitive. That contradiction stops
being confusing once you understand what the framework's "love of Israel"
actually is: Israel as end-times chess piece, essential to the prophecy chart,
beloved the way a stage prop is beloved. The framework loved Israel exactly the
way it loved my production skills — instrumentally, for what it could do for the
story. The moment actual Jewish people raised an actual Jewish concern, the love
turned out to have a prior commitment.

And I can tell you exactly what that prior commitment is, because it's the chart
that recruited me — Left Behind was my gateway drug, remember. Here is
mainstream American evangelical eschatology. Not the fringe version. THE
version — the one Scofield's study Bible mainstreamed in 1909, Hal Lindsey
turned into the bestselling nonfiction book of the 1970s, and Left Behind sold
sixty-five million copies of. The Jews return to the land: check, 1948 — that's why
the founding of Israel electrified evangelicals like a starter pistol. The temple gets
rebuilt on the Temple Mount: in progress — there are American evangelicals
breeding red heifers in Texas and shipping them to Israel to supply the
purification ritual, and I am not making that up. The Temple Institute in
Jerusalem, which has spent decades pre-manufacturing the temple vessels and
priestly garments so everything's ready on day one, once ran a literal Indiegogo
campaign to breed a qualifying heifer. Gamers, you already know exactly what
this is. The apocalypse is Star Citizen: crowdfunded by true believers, in
development for two millennia, ship date permanently "soon," every delay
reframed by the community as proof of how big the vision is, and whales
spending thousands on vessels for a launch that never comes. At least Star Citizen
occasionally ships a patch. According to the Bible, the antichrist desecrates the
new temple, the tribulation kicks off, and the Jews — the ones who survive it, and
the standard reading of Zechariah has two-thirds of them NOT surviving it —
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finally recognize Jesus as the messiah they missed the first time, and convert. Roll
credits. That's the script. Israel isn't a nation in this story; it's a STAGE. The Jewish
people aren't a people; they're extras in someone else's third act, whose role is to
gather, build the set, suffer the finale, and convert. Christians United for Israel is
the largest pro-Israel organization in America — bigger than AIPAC — and this is
its operating theology. So when evangelicals say they love Israel, run the sentence
through the chart: they love that the clock is running. It's the most passive-
aggressive love in geopolitics — unconditional support for your existence, on the
condition that your existence ends in conversion or death by Act Three. The ADL
understood this in 2004. The pastors booking the theater buses didn't think they
needed to care, because in their movie, Jewish concerns are a temporary subplot.
The characters get rewritten before the credits.

One more layer on this and then I'll put the shovel down, because the creation of
modern Israel is one of the most complicated and contentious topics in human
history, and this is a book about a radio station in Ohio. So I'm only taking the
piece that's mine. The framework taught me that Islam and Judaism are locked in
an eternal enmity going back to Isaac and Ishmael — ancient, cosmic, inevitable.
What it never taught me: for most of actual history, Jews fared better under Islam
than under Christendom. The golden age of Jewish philosophy happened in
Muslim Spain. When Christian Spain expelled its Jews in 1492, they fled TO the
Ottoman Empire — the sultan reportedly marveled that Ferdinand would
impoverish his own kingdom to enrich Istanbul's. Maimonides ruled that Islam
wasn't even idolatry, while the Trinity gave him genuine theological heartburn.
The rift as we know it is mostly a twentieth-century artifact — two national
movements claiming the same land within living memory — retrofitted with
cosmic origins after the fact, because "eternal enmity since Genesis" is a better
story than "recent real-estate conflict." Recognize the move? Take a contingent
event, backdate the starting line, clean up the narrative until it feels inevitable.
That's my testimony cleanup, operating at civilizational scale. The framework
never taught me the Ottoman chapter for the same reason I deleted the weed
from my conversion story: history where the conflict is explainable — or worse,
healable — is useless to a script that needs Armageddon. When your prophecy
chart requires an eternal enemy, every century of neighbors getting along
becomes a filing error. That's all I'm claiming here. The rest of the topic is above
this book's pay grade, and I've already stepped on enough land mines that were
actually labeled.
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And notice the enmity I was taught ran through bloodlines — Ishmael's people
against Isaac's — so here's a modern bloodline check: Chromeo. An Arab and a
Jew — P-Thugg and Dave 1, best friends since they were teenagers — who've spent
twenty years making the funkiest music alive while turning women's legs in high
heels into their album-cover signature, then shaving their own legs for the last
one. They've long billed themselves as the only successful Arab/Jewish
partnership since the dawn of human culture — which is a joke, and like every
good joke in this book, it's carrying a payload: the eternal enmity I was taught as
theology is so non-eternal that two guys from Montreal have been disproving it
with a talk-box since 2002. Nobody told the funk about Ishmael. And every
Muslim isn't an Arab, and every Arab isn't a Muslim, and the same goes for
Judaism, for Christianity, for all of it — it's gray area all the way down. Actually,
wait — no, sorry: Ken Ham says everything was made in six literal days, and
rested on the seventh, which is honestly the most believable part of the whole
account. Kyrie Irving — yes, the NBA player — once said that's cool, but also the
earth is flat and we're being lied to about it. Neither one is all that far from what
most people quietly believe about something. And then Sturgill Simpson wanders
in and says: take a look under the lid — there's a gator in there, and turtles under
everything, and reality is messier than any of the brochures. That's how much
sense the actual world makes.

Back to The Passion. Word-level detection, concept-level blindness — the whole
chapter in one field trip. The rating was R, but the label said Jesus, so the doors
flew open.

The theater extends past media, all the way down to what's in your hand.
Consumer goods make perfect compliance badges: cheap, visible, daily, and
checkable by the whole congregation. Let me give you both directions of the same
machine, eleven years apart.

August 1, 2012: Chick-fil-A Appreciation Day. The chain's president had gone on
record against same-sex marriage, the donations to anti-LGBT groups had come to
light, boycott calls followed — and the evangelical world organized the counter-
move: show up, buy chicken, be seen. At The Anthem we called it "Christian
chicken." The lines went around the block nationwide and set single-day sales
records. It wasn't lunch; it was a referendum with waffle fries. The bag in your
hand was the ballot, and everyone in line could see everyone else's vote. I waited
in that line. I bought the sandwich. I performed the badge with my tribe.
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I was completely closeted at this point. And the closet was bricked over.

Sit with that the way I've had to. The line existed to demonstrate against people
like me — and there I stood, hungry and compliant, buying a chicken sandwich to
publicly celebrate an organization funding opposition to my own existence.
Because the tribe was watching. Because my wife was framework, my paycheck
was framework, and I was a decade deep in a machine that had taught me my
own interior was enemy territory to be suppressed, not consulted. Compliance
theater's final form isn't performing agreement you don't feel. It's performing
your own erasure, and calling it lunch.

Eleven years later I watched the same machine run the other direction — secular
denomination, same church. When the Bud Light thing detonated in 2023 — one
personalized can, sent to one trans influencer, one time — the story that actually
traveled through rural America was a single compressed sentence, delivered
buddy-to-buddy at the job site: "you see some queer wants people to drink Bud
Light?" Nobody who repeated it had seen the can. Didn't matter. Bud Light wasn't
a beverage; it was the default badge of the American working man, and the badge
had been contaminated. I was a field tech that year, installing cameras in mom-
and-pop gas stations across West Virginia, and I watched the enforcement from
inside the coolers: stations refusing Anheuser-Busch shipments outright, priority
shifted to Coors and Miller, Bud shelf-rotting for a year as dead space. This wasn't
a hashtag boycott that fizzled in six weeks. It held because it was ENFORCED —
peer-visible, at the cooler door and the hunt camp, exactly the way the chicken
line was enforced. The beer in a man's hand was a statement of faith, checked
daily by the congregation. Different tribe, same theater. And the collection plate is
always a cash register.

Here's the coda to the chicken war, and almost nobody knows it. While millions of
us were performing our referendum in the drive-thru lines, Dan Cathy — the
villain of the entire news cycle — privately reached out to Shane Windmeyer,
founder of Campus Pride, the LGBT organization leading the boycott against him.
Not a press release. A phone call. Then months of them — hours of genuine
questions and actual listening, running both directions. On New Year's Eve 2012,
Cathy invited Windmeyer to the Chick-fil-A Bowl as his personal guest — the very
event Campus Pride had been organizing to protest. Windmeyer stood in the suite
as a friend. A few weeks later he came out — his phrase — as a friend of Dan
Cathy, in an essay that made one news cycle and then vanished from cultural
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memory. Campus Pride suspended the boycott. The foundation's funding of the
ugliest groups wound down. Neither man converted the other: Windmeyer stayed
gay and proud, Cathy stayed evangelical. But the two actual humans at the center
of the war made peace within MONTHS — while the rest of us kept performing
the war for years. That's the tell about all of it, the chicken lines and the beer
coolers alike: the theater never needed the conflict to stay real. The badges kept
selling long after the generals went home. The performance was never about the
men. It was about being seen holding the bag.

And the final venue: politics, where the same detection layer runs at national
scale. Trump's July 4, 2026 Mount Rushmore speech — the 250th anniversary of
American independence — deployed "Communism is a mortal threat to American
liberty" as attack rhetoric against Zohran Mamdani, the democratic-socialist NYC
mayor whose actual platform is rent freezes, free buses, and city-run grocery
stores. The word-level attack: COMMUNIST. The concept-level content: rent
freezes are not gulags, and voters can apparently tell, because his favorability
keeps climbing while the label bounces off. The playbook has exactly one move,
because it's the same move this whole chapter has been about — don't engage the
concept, scream the banned word, and trust the congregation to check badges
instead of contents. It works on people trained to word-level detection. It fails on
everyone who has learned to read at concept level. Which is, incidentally, the
entire skill this book is trying to install.

And before anyone files this as a red-team-only disease: the professional left runs
its own word-level operation — it just litigates instead of screams. June 2016.
Trump ascendant, the country visibly realigning under everyone's feet — and
Barack Obama, the sharpest communicator of his generation, used an
international press conference to argue that Trump shouldn't be CALLED a
populist. The correct term, Obama explained, was nativist — and if anything, HE
deserved "populist” more, given who'd actually fought for working people. He was
right, technically. He was also performing the exact same mechanism from the
other side of the aisle: a semantic custody battle over the label while the concept-
level phenomenon — forty years of hollowed-out towns and a rage looking for a
vehicle — went unaddressed and won the election five months later. The right
screams the wrong word; the credentialed left corrects the vocabulary. Both are
word-level operations. The tornado does not care what you classify it as.
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Call it the Reverse Goebbels. The old formula said a lie repeated often enough
becomes the truth. The information age added the failure mode Goebbels never
had to plan for: repeat it MORE, and it becomes noise. Goebbels worked in
channel scarcity — one radio, one paper, repetition equaled omnipresence. Now
attention is the bottleneck, and repetition debases the currency. Psychologists call
one piece of it semantic satiation: say any word enough times and it drains of
meaning — say "communist” ten thousand times on cable news and it stops being
a threat-concept and becomes a sound. The other piece is habituation, the oldest
learning mechanism in neuroscience: an alarm that keeps firing without the
predicted consequence gets extinguished. Two full generations have now heard
the siren — socialism ending America any day now — and watched the
catastrophe never once arrive. The wolf-cry didn't get argued down,; it got slept
through, which is worse for the alarm industry, because arguments can be won
back and habituation can't. It's propaganda hyperinflation: they kept printing
COMMUNIST in bigger and bigger denominations, and now it takes a
wheelbarrow of them to buy a single flinch. And I watched the framework run the
exact same inflation on "demonic" — until a staff full of believers was reviewing
Star Wars games on the air with a synonym sheet. When every label is set to
maximum, every label reads as zero. The lie repeated becomes truth. The lie
saturated becomes static.

One more pattern, and then I'll bring us back home. If you want to know why the
moderate middle keeps collapsing — why the energy in American politics ran to
the poles — I can actually explain it, because I watched the identical death one
industry over. The moderate left is the mainline churches. Same product, same
customers, same funeral. The reasonable, procedural Protestant middle — soft
claims, low demands, committee governance — got eaten from both ends in a
single generation: evangelicalism's high-commitment product on one side, the
secular exit on the other, until "lukewarm process-faith" made sense to no one
and the buildings emptied. Sociologists literally have the law written down — the
famous paper is titled "Why Strict Churches Are Strong": high-demand
membership filters out free-riders and manufactures solidarity, while low-
demand institutions bleed out precisely BECAUSE they ask nothing. Nobody
suffers for a compromise position. People will suffer for a faith. MAGA is a high-
demand faith. The rising left is a high-demand faith. The moderate middle — in
religion and in politics alike — is a newsletter. My credential for saying any of
this: I spent twenty years inside the most instructive case study available. The
framework was a high-demand operation growing in the exact era when
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reasonable religion was dying all around it. It demanded your music, your
movies, your vocabulary, your marriage, your money — and the demands WERE
the product. Every ask deepened the investment; every cost manufactured
commitment. Strictness works. That's the terrifying part. The five axes weren't the
framework fighting human nature — they were the framework USING it, the same
physics currently dragging whole political parties to the poles. Which brings us
back to the little station back home that demanded everything.

So why the fuck would any of us want to work here long term and endure all this
whacked out stuff?
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Chapter 9, Part A: Called Doctrine (One-Directional)

"God called you to this station" = the framing that made lower-than-market wages
acceptable for everyone there, and employees couldn't quit without theological-
consequence (leaving God's call). I was told on multiple occasions that God called
me to be the Production Director, even though Rish... and the guy before him...
probably were told the same thing. I had a rotating chair of assistants, and during
any assistant downtime, I'd just take on everything. I probably had it the easiest
when management refused to replace people who left. Difficult working
conditions accepted as "God's plan,” even though management's allergy to hiring
an immediate replacement was the exact reason for the extra workload.

We already talked about the role-stacking that Marcus and Ezra endured, and
they weren't the only ones. Nina got saddled with Promotions Director after an
egregious firing, and couldn't shed that for years. Craig was the will-they-won't-
they TV Director until Jack Jr. bailed and nobody else wanted the job. When
'temporary' becomes permanent is basically the entire career trajectory for
anyone at the station. They have no plan so they dump it on anyone available, and
if the person can handle it, they don't bother hiring anyone new. It's a three-
mechanism combination: no succession planning + no role-boundary enforcement
+ no staff-expansion budget-allocation. This isn't unique to The Anthem. This is
framework-industry labor exploitation, standard issue.

And the exploitation didn't even respect the building's own walls — the
CHURCHES ran the same extraction on the same people:

7/1/26, 6:20 PM Remember how I said Ezra developed massive
depression when the production department was dropped on him in
2015 — and how it was mostly my fault? Wellllll... Impact City
Church was taking their prized member and juicing him for all he's
worth.

Same man, two institutions, both billing his competence to the kingdom and
neither paying market rate for it. You saw Impact City hand him a month of
unpaid Facebook moderation in Chapter 7. Add the day job dropping a whole
department on him, and the picture completes itself: the framework's most
reliable men don't burn out from one employer. They burn out from the
FRANCHISE.

Personal financial hardship was acceptable as sacrifice for the calling. Most
people were looking for side hustles, I lucked into my dad's baseball card
collection and got into group breaking during the Anthem years, so I had that to
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supplement my income. Ezra and others got into VT (voice tracking — pre-
recording radio breaks that sound live) for other Christian stations... Ezra
eventually bailed for a VT job. The man with the most Christian-radio-friendly
name in history, Brad Chandler, was massively struggling while he was there
trying to support his wife and new kid. He always talked about "the Pacifica".
Dude loved his family wagon. Eventually found his true calling as a cookie-cutter
CCM morning show host who has bounced around like 4 states and stations to find
the best pay. Imagine each of those stations telling him he was "called" to work
there, and he bails 6 months later. That's how The Anthem held you hostage for
less than you're worth.

Guess who wasn't subject to the same "called" lockdown? The Caldwell family's
economic choices were insulated from "calling" scrutiny. The family made
financial decisions (out-of-state businesses, personal wealth accumulation, real
estate) that were exempt from being "called" to The Anthem. More on that later.
What's important is how it ended. The entire Caldwell family moved to Florida
while the station continued operating. Poor Marcus and engineer Craig were left
holding the bag with a handful of DJs, kicked out of the 20,000 sq. ft. building and
into the former Caldwell Development upstairs office next door. There are literally
cubicles in what used to be Jack Sr.'s opulent office, adorned with a giant plaster
cross on the ceiling. The Anthem was never the plan, it was the exit strategy.
Everyone was called except the ones who created the station. The calling was one
directional.

Also, apparently you're "called" to a certain pastor unless you're a Caldwell.
Donna said multiple times, "You're not called to a church, you're called to a
pastor.” For half of my The Anthem career, they attended a Word of Faith
operation I'll call Abundant Life Center, founded in the early '80s by Ed Harmon
and his wife, they were at all of our Christmas dinners and extended The Anthem
functions; son Branden currently pastors. Word-of-Faith / Charismatic-adjacent
doctrinal-lineage. Engineer Craig attended this church — same doctrinal-
formation environment as the Caldwells. Then, out of nowhere, the Caldwells
packed up and left. They landed in Sunbury, Ohio at a Word-of-Faith adjacent
"spirit-filled" church there. No explanation whatsoever as to why they left, Craig
stayed at the church. Fast forward a few years, when Caldwell money walked
away, the church lost the building, and their wall-sized Word-of-Faith mural was
painted over.
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Engineer Craig deserves his own case study. Criminally underpaid his whole
career, this man wore so many hats... and they were usually all camo, he liked to
hunt. Only after exiting the framework do you see what comparable peers in your
age and career range actually make. Craig could have commanded a $200k/yr
radio engineer/TV director/IT director position (he self taught himself, no formal
training). He was single for a long time, and unfortunately the woman he found
came with an Everest's worth of personal debt. So much so, they instantly hopped
on the Ramsey train. Financial Peace University was the answer, not using
accumulated skills to triple their income. Refusing all secular jobs reeeeallly
shrinks the job pool.

The framework's operational necessity was externalized onto worker labor while
ideology purity was maintained. The framework said "we sacrifice for the
message"; the reality was "staff sacrifices for management's economic freedom to
run cheap radio operation.”

Now let me formalize this, because "called doctrine" isn't one trick. It's FIVE locks,
operating simultaneously, under a single piece of theological cover. The wage-
suppression you've just seen is only Lock 1 — and honestly it's the least interesting
of the five.

Lock 2 is the one nobody sees until they leave: framework tenure has almost no
market value. Ezra gave The Anthem twenty-four years — a quarter of his life —
and finished as Program Director. When he finally went looking for industry
work, that quarter-life bought him nothing. He had to voice-track from a home
studio for stations in Idaho, reproving himself from scratch, and climb for four or
five years — freelance, then evenings, then overnights-and-weekends — before
reaching the daypart tier his experience arguably should have delivered on day
one. And don't take my word for the market's verdict; take the industry's own.
When Radio Ink announced his recent big promotion to afternoons at WayFM in
Nashville, the press release detailed his recent industry work and his new position
— and compressed The Anthem to nine words: "nearly 24 years as morning show
host and producer.” A quarter of a life, nine words. It didn't even mention he'd
been PD. Having The Anthem on your resume might as well have been blank
space. Nobody counts it for anything — and now you've seen the industry's own
press conventions counting it for nothing. One more detail about that promotion,
and I'm not being dark, I'm being accurate: the slot only opened because the
previous host's husband died and she stepped away. That's the CCM job market.
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Seats at the flagship tier open by death or retirement, full stop — the industry is
that closed. Twenty-four years of experience, and the door he finally walked
through was opened by a funeral.

And I can tell you what the last day of a twenty-four-year framework career
looked like, because Ezra told me about his.

7/1/26, 12:54 PM You want to know what Ezra told me about his last
day? So they do the show. Nina goes immediately up to her office.
There's a cake in the breakroom. Marcus and Craig come down and
share a slice — nobody else. Ezra eats his cake and leaves to the
sound of a sad trombone.

Run the arithmetic on that scene. Twenty-four years — a quarter of a human life,
given to one building — and the building's full and final appraisal was a sheet
cake, two slices claimed, and a room that didn't come down. The trombone is
Ezra's own joke, which is the most radio thing about it: the man scored his own
exit, sad-trombone sting on the way out the door, because after twenty-four years
in the format you narrate your life in production elements whether you want to
or not. Hold on to that instrument — you'll hear it again in Chapter 20, at my own
exit, same arrangement, and by then you'll understand it was the house band's
only song. And the rhyme this book keeps being handed for free: Chapter 2 left a
man walking out to greet a line of fans that wasn't there — the realest moment
real talent gets before real fame — and slinking back inside to a silence nobody
scored. Ezra's cake is the same scene at the other end of a career. Same coda, too:
today he's the midday host on the biggest Christian-music station in America. The
framework sent him out with a sad trombone; the industry outside the building
handed him the biggest chair in the format. Lock 2 was never a measurement of
his value. It was a measurement of the building's ability to SEE value — and the
instrument maxed out at sheet cake.

Lock 3 is geography. "God called you HERE" — and here, for us, was our mid-size
city, where the Christian-music market has a structural ceiling. You cannot
meaningfully advance in that industry from central Ohio; you either leave the
industry or leave the state. Which means the doctrine that kept you in that city
was, functionally, the mechanism that trapped your career equity there. Watch
how it resolved for each of us: Ezra kept the industry, so he had to break the
geography — uprooted his family to Nashville after a whole life in Ohio, not as
ambition but as arithmetic. I kept the geography, so I had to break the industry —
the SOC doesn't care what city you protect a bank from. And GM Marcus? Marcus
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can do neither. The doctrine tells him to stay, the credential won't transfer, and
the city has nowhere up. Three walls in the same room. He's not still there
because he's weak. He's still there because the room was engineered.

Lock 4 captures something subtler than your labor: the SHAPE of your creative
output. We all had creative juices that were captured by the framework to force
these shoehorned ideas. Rish — my old Production Director, the Star Wars forum
guy — was writing a novel during his The Anthem years. The premise: an alien
accepts Christ. And I need you to understand something: the writing wasn't bad.
The craft was there. The premise was ridiculous — even for sci-fi — and the
premise wasn't optional, because the framework-approved conclusion dictated it
before he typed a word. That taught me the specific mechanism: the framework
doesn't need to make bad writers. It just needs to dictate the premise. Once the
premise is doctrine-shaped, even good craft produces structurally compromised
output. It ran on all of us in our different mediums — Rish's novel, Nina's playlist,
Ezra's morning-show comedy, my production work. Nobody at The Anthem ever
produced their best work. We produced framework-shaped work. Didn't matter
how good we were. This book, for whatever it's worth, is the first thing I've ever
made where the premise is mine.

Lock 5 is the quietest and the strongest: you never even apply out. Watch the exits
and the pattern teaches itself. Charlene bounced because she had marketing.
Jordan bounced because he had design. I went to a security operations center,
because "Production Director"” means nothing outside radio — and even secular
radio in town is a bunch of shit choices, so the escape hatch led nowhere anyway.
Ezra stayed in Christian radio because morning-show-host means nothing outside
it. And then there's Craig — the case that proves the lock is doctrine and not
economics. Craig self-taught his way into the best skill portfolio in the building:
radio engineer, network engineer, studio designer, IT director, TV production. In
the secular market that stack commands $150-200k. He was criminally underpaid
for decades, married into an Everest of debt, and answered it with Financial Peace
University instead of tripling his income — we covered this. The framework
doesn't need to prevent us from applying to secular jobs. It just needs us to believe
we shouldn't. Self-enforcement is the fifth lock — the one you install on yourself.

And if you want to know what the locks were guarding against — what the
building believed leaving actually WAS — I can show you, because once, in the
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golden era, a man walked out through all five of them at once, and the reaction is
my favorite exit story in nineteen years:

7/3/26, 10:06 PM You want to hear the absolute best leaving-The-
Anthem (well, AnthemTV) story? There was this dude David — I forget
his last name — but he was a fucking AnthemTV rockstar. He hosted
the Most Wanted, did all the shit, he was the face of the channel.
Then the Ohio Lottery came calling, looking for a host for Cash
Explosion. Well, guess who got the job... David. He bailed on
AnthemTV in like 2006-2008, and oh my god, it was like a hole
opened up under the studio. "He's giving his soul over to Satan."
"He's working for a house of sin." Dude, the shit I heard casually
tossed around was crazy.

Now sit with the actual transaction underneath the theology. A television host got
a better television job. That's the entire event — the most ordinary career move
the medium has, the kind that happens in secular TV every week to applause and
a cake with more than two slices claimed. But the building had no category for
"better job," because the called doctrine had eliminated that category ON
PURPOSE: if this work is a divine assignment, then leaving isn't a resume decision,
it's DEFECTION — and the only employer on the other side of the line is the
enemy. So the Ohio Lottery — a state agency, the most boring bureaucracy Ohio
operates — got processed out loud, in hallways, as a HOUSE OF SIN, and the face
of the channel became a man who'd handed his soul to Satan for a hosting gig.
Nobody said it into a microphone. Nobody had to. And clock the theology's
accounting, because this was a COPELAND building — prosperity doctrine in the
staff mailboxes, money as God's blessing when it flowed inward. The same dollars
became satanic the moment they walked out the door wearing a lapel mic. The
doctrine was never about money. It was about LOYALTY — the exact trigger
Chapter 8 caught banning Project 86, wearing a different costume. That's the five
locks' theological cover speaking in its native accent — and every staffer who
heard it, me included, filed the lesson it was built to teach: this is what they'll say
about YOU. And the coda writes itself, because I checked while writing this
paragraph: David still hosts Cash Explosion. Two decades on. The house of sin
turned out to be the stable employer with the sustainable format; the house of
God's TV wing was a failing money suck the family bankrolled to keep afloat.
Satan, it turns out, runs a better retention program.

But David is the exception that proves the locks, because here's what leaving
looked like for the rest of us — even the ones who got thrown out:
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7/1/26, 11:47 AM I actually reconnected with Nolan after he
deconstructed some and became more accepting of LGBT, and he told
me after he got fired he went to BMW, and then left there for a
tiny station in Dayton to do sports part time — he wanted back on
radio. They were struggling so bad he said, "I almost called Jack
and Donna to beg for my job back." But then he got an interview at
the big sports station in Columbus and got a job there. Same thing
happened to me — I wrote an email to Donna, basically, without
saying it, begging to be let back in. It's crazy how they sink
their teeth into you.

Read those two confessions together, because they're the same data point
measured twice. Nolan was FIRED — publicly, humiliatingly, the Chapter 7 story
— and at his lowest point, the number his hand reached for was the people who
did it. I was fired by EMAIL after nineteen years, and I wrote back into the
building asking, in the framework's own oblique dialect, to be taken back. Neither
of us wanted the JOB. We wanted the container. That's the fifth lock operating
POST-exit: the doctrine doesn't just stop you from applying out — it keeps a door
in your head propped open to the place that hurt you, marked HOME, for years
after the building itself has moved on. The teeth stay in long after the mouth lets

go.

And in case you think this was a Caldwell quirk, some family-radio anomaly: the
same designation mechanism runs at the very apex of the industry. Bart Millard
of MercyMe — "I Can Only Imagine," the biopic, as big as CCM gets — mentored a
young guitarist named Jonathan Steingard and told him, in the called-doctrine
register, that lead singer of Hawk Nelson was where he SHOULD be. Same move
Donna ran on me: "you ARE the production director." Divine career-placement,
spoken with authority. Steingard fronted that band for eight years under the
designation. In May 2020 he announced he no longer believed in God. Bart Millard
wasn't incompetent, and Donna wasn't a fraud — that's not the point. The point is
that the mechanism has no verification step. Called-doctrine confidently assigns
divine designations with zero capacity to check the designated person's actual
interior — which means, run at industry scale for decades, it is structurally
GUARANTEED to produce wrong designations. God apparently called an atheist to
front a Christian band for eight years. Sorry, Bart. You were very wrong.

So run the ledger one last time. Five locks: your wages, your resume, your zip
code, your creativity, and your own self-enforcing belief — all held by a single
doctrine, and the doctrine only ever pointed one direction. Everyone was called to
stay. The family that owned the place was called, apparently, to Florida.
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Chapter 9, Part B: The Five-Fold Gifted Successor

There is a verse in Ephesians that lists five roles: apostles, prophets, evangelists,
pastors, teachers. Chapter four, verse eleven. In most of Christianity for most of its
history, two of those — apostle and prophet — were understood to have closed
with the New Testament era. The Word of Faith world reopened them. In that
vocabulary the five aren't historical job titles, they're live offices, and being gifted
in one means God installed you in it.

Jack Jr. was gifted in all five.

I want to be careful to say that the way it was said to us, because the delivery is
the entire point. This wasn't a rumor that circulated. It wasn't something we
inferred from watching him get promoted. It was announced at a staff meeting, by
his father, about his son — the owner of the company standing in front of his
employees explaining that the boss's kid held all five offices of the fivefold
ministry simultaneously.

8/2/26, 9:38 PM Oh no — all 5 offices were open. This was

announced at a staff meeting by Jack Sr. about Jack Jr. — basically

saying, he's better than you, deal with it.
And it wasn't only his father saying it. There was a pastor in the room — Ed
Harmon, from Abundant Life Center — standing there while it was said. That
detail is the one I keep coming back to, because it changes what the meeting was.
A father claiming his son is spiritually gifted is a father. A father who brings
clergy to co-sign it is running a ceremony. Somebody understood that the claim
needed a witness with standing, and found one. So a credentialed man of the cloth
stood in a radio station and affirmed, in front of the staff, that the owner's twenty-
something son was more gifted than he was — apostle, prophet, evangelist, pastor
and teacher, all five, including the office the pastor himself actually held.

He didn't merely fail to object. He lent his office to it.

Now, I've worked places with nepotism. Everybody has. I WAS THE NEPO BABY.
My dad ran an Amish kitchen cooking restaurant. I got a free job, and free food. A
man puts his son on the payroll, gives him a title he hasn't earned, and the staff
rolls their eyes in the parking lot and gets on with it — because the thing about
ordinary nepotism is that everyone can see it. The eye-roll is available. The
grievance has a shape. You can say "he got that job because of his dad" out loud,
and everyone nods, and the resentment goes somewhere and dissipates.
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That's not what happened here. Here the claim was not that he'd earned a
position. The claim was that God had installed him in five of them.

And you cannot file a grievance against a gift of the Spirit.

That's the machinery, and it's the same machinery as everything else in this book,
doing its most naked work: an unfalsifiable claim assigned to solve an
organizational problem. There was a question in that building — why does this
guy outrank me — and it had ordinary answers available, all of them awkward.
Instead the question was answered theologically, in a room where the theological
answer could not be examined, disputed, tested, or appealed. Not "he's the
owner's son and that's how it goes." "He is apostle, prophet, evangelist, pastor, and
teacher.”

And then everyone in that room had to say amen to their own demotion.

That's the part I still find remarkable, a decade out. Nobody laughed. Nobody
asked which of the five he'd demonstrated. The framework had spent years
teaching us that spiritual gifting was real, discernible, and not ours to question —
and so when it was deployed as an HR instrument in a staff meeting, the
vocabulary held. The org chart got rewritten as revelation, live, and the whole
room accepted the rewrite because rejecting it would have meant rejecting the
doctrine underneath it, and rejecting the doctrine was not a thing any of us could
do while employed.

That is what makes it different from nepotism, and worse. Nepotism costs you
your respect for a person. This costs you your standing to object at all.

I've been hard on that meeting, so let me be fair about the man in it. Jack Jr. isn't a
bad guy. He was born into a situation nobody chooses — handed a metaphysical
rank in front of a room full of adults who then had to work under it. He didn't
write the doctrine and he didn't call the meeting. He did the best he could with
what he was installed into.

The part that stayed with me: he eventually gave up the TV director position —
the seat the whole apparatus had built for him — to start a mall evangelism
ministry with his wife. Whatever you think of mall evangelism, take the act on its
own terms. That is a man walking away from a guaranteed chair at his father's
table to go do something small and unglamorous because he apparently believed
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in it. It's the bravest thing anyone in this chapter did, and it was done by the
person I had the least reason to be generous about.

The doctrine was the problem. It always was. It cost the staff their standing to

object, and it cost him the chance to be evaluated as an ordinary person, ever, by
anyone.
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Chapter 10: The Framework-Bypass Paradox

The framework needed professional operators. Sit with what that sentence
actually requires, because it punched a hole in the framework's own wall. The
Anthem could not function without production-director-level skill — somebody
had to run the boards, engineer the audio, produce the promos, keep a broadcast
operation sounding professional. And the only place that skill gets made is the
secular education system. The framework that called secular music "worldly"
needed workers trained by the very institutions it demonized. It had to choose
between cultural purity and operational competence.

It chose competence. Let me show you the hole from the inside.

Post-canon, I'm at Ohio University: audio production major, music minor — the
exact degree path that would eventually run The Anthem's production
department. I am maximally bought in at this point: Campus Crusade, weekend
commutes to volunteer at the station, the whole apparatus. And one requirement
of that music minor was a class called Electronic Music History. One day the
professor cues something up and says: "Here's the first commercial use of a
Clavinet Model C in a Top 40 song." And "Superstition" plays.

The university handed me one more bypass that quarter, and this one the
framework caught and ate:

6/23/26, 4:51 PM My first quarter of college at OU, I took a World
Religions course — post-defining-spiritual-event, full integration
into Campus Crusade underway. I literally got to learn about the
parallels between Bible-Koran-Hindu-etc... and somehow lost it soon
after. Like someone stole an apple of Eden from me. But remember —
I was already under The Anthem, just as a weekend DJ.

Hold both college artifacts side by side. The Clavinet lecture got through and
stayed for life — the framework had no scanner pointed at music-production
trivia. The World Religions course landed the exact comparative payload that,
twenty-three years later, powers half of this book's back chapters — the parallels
were IN MY NOTES — and the framework simply digested it. Reabsorbed it. A
semester of the strongest deconversion material the academy sells, neutralized in
under a year, because the social architecture around me had no shelf to put it on
and every incentive to lose it. That's the bypass paradox's limit case: the
framework couldn't stop the information from arriving. It just controlled whether
there was anywhere for it to LAND.
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I was twenty-one years old, and it was the first time I had ever heard Stevie
Wonder as an artist. My entire mental model of one of the greatest musicians of
the twentieth century was "that's the Big Mac guy." It wasn't even the right jingle
— I'd conflated him with Ray Charles. My knowledge of Black secular music was
so thin I couldn't even misattribute it correctly. And there in a state-university
classroom, that funk clavinet did to me what no chapel service ever managed on a
Tuesday: pure, involuntary awe. The class did it over and over — "Good
Vibrations" as the canonical theremin deployment (technically an electro-
theremin, a one-off instrument called the Tannerin, and yes, learning THAT
distinction is the class working exactly as designed). I had no fucking clue what a
theremin was before that course. The framework's approved catalog had no
theremins. It barely had instruments played with intent. It didn't stop there —
Kraftwerk, Depeche Mode — all inserted into me stealthily via educational means.

Here's why the framework couldn't stop any of this: its filter runs on the moral
axis, not the technical one. "Let's listen to some worldly music" would have
bounced off my installed defenses — I'd have flagged it, felt the guilt, filed the
objection. "The first commercial use of a Clavinet Model C" sailed through
untouched, because the framework had no protocol for content arriving under
academic framing. Same word-level blindness as everything else in this book: the
filter checked the label on the delivery truck and never looked in the crates. The
whole time I sat in that class, the framework thought I was acquiring job skills. I
was. That was the problem.

The other channel was choral. The Singing Men of Ohio — yes, the same SMO
whose parties I almost quit The Anthem for back in Chapter 5, before Marcus
deployed the guilt — was a real musical education wearing a social one: spirituals,
motets, French chansons, German repertoire, barbershop, musical theater. Bach's
own lineage — Jesu, meine Freude — sung from the inside, two years, alumni-
relations leadership by the second. The motto was Unitas per Harmonium: unity
through harmony. Between the major, the minor, the class, and the choir, I
walked out of Ohio University holding the complete substrate for a serious music
career. That path was real. I knew back then — I could have made the jump.
Audio engineering, music history, performance experience, leadership. All of it
assembled.

The framework consumed it instead. Every piece got redirected into the machine:
the engineering into The Anthem production, the broadcasting into news and
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traffic, the music-history apparatus into programming a framework-approved
subset of the catalog it had trained me to analyze. The framework didn't just
capture my labor — it captured the entire toolkit the secular world had built in
me, and pointed it at Jesus radio for twenty years.

But the framework never accounted for one thing, and it's the reason this chapter
exists. You can capture a toolkit. You can't erase one — especially not one your
own operation requires daily. For twenty years the framework ran my trained
foundation as an appliance: analyze, produce, program, repeat, always inside the
approved subset. The analytical apparatus itself — the thing that knows what a
Clavinet is, what a motet is, why "Good Vibrations" mattered — sat underneath
the whole time, load-bearing and unmonitorable, because word-level detection
cannot reach concept-level training. The filter never asked what I was capable of
noticing. It only asked what I was playing. And when the framework finally fell
away, the apparatus was still there — intact, current, and newly free to point at
anything. Good Vibrations and Superstition got added to the playlist almost
instantly. Every piece of music analysis in the back half of this book runs on that
foundation. Remember this classroom when you reach Chapter 28, because the
punchline of my whole story is sitting in it: the framework installed my post-
framework analytical apparatus by requiring me to develop it while I was inside.
Its operational necessity produced its own uninstall mechanism.

Superstition, indeed. The framework should have listened closer to that one. Very
superstitious — the writing's on the wall.
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Chapter 11: The Sponsorship Refusal + California Hypocrisy

Quick broadcasting lesson, because you need one piece of industry plumbing to
feel what's coming. Noncommercial stations like The Anthem can't run regular
ads — but the FCC explicitly permits underwriting: brief, non-promotional
sponsor acknowledgments. "Support for this station comes from..." You've heard
ten thousand of them on any nonprofit station. It's the standard, legal, boring
income mechanism for every nonprofit broadcaster in America, and essentially
every Christian station in the country runs on it. It is the cleanest money in radio:
corporate, impersonal, capped by regulation into blandness.

The Anthem refused it. All of it. The stated reason, delivered with full spiritual
gravity: sponsorships would "dilute the message." We were purer than that. We
didn't take corporate money; we ran on faith. And if you've been paying attention
for the last few chapters, you already know what running on faith means
operationally: it means running on fundraisers. Refusing underwriting didn't
eliminate the revenue need — it just changed who paid and how it was extracted.
Instead of Coca-Cola's marketing budget, the gap got filled by pledge drives, FUN-
drives, giving days, Unleash The Music (a complete rebrand of the exact same
fundraiser) and donor cultivation — the whole emotional machinery you'll watch
at full horsepower in a few chapters — plus the unpaid overtime of a staff already
role-stacked to the ceiling. Keep that trade in view, because it's the chapter's real
accounting: the purity doctrine didn't refuse money. It refused CLEAN money, and
replaced it with money squeezed out of listeners — including the ones giving
twenty dollars they couldn't spare — at ten times the labor cost, paid by us. They
turned down the corporation's marketing budget so they could take the widow's
mite instead.

And then there's the part that took me years to say out loud, because I was the
punchline. I actually DID make underwriting ads for The Anthem. The Anthem
had a California affiliate — a station out west that carried our content something
like fifteen hours a day — and that station ran sponsorships. Literal sponsor ads,
on The Anthem programming, produced by me, in the same production room
where the no-sponsorships doctrine was in full sacred effect. The message
apparently diluted at the Ohio state line and reconstituted itself somewhere over
the Rockies. Sponsorships ran on The Anthem the whole time — just in the Golden
State, where nobody in Ohio heard them.
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Sit with the geometry of that, because it gives up the entire game. If sponsorships
genuinely diluted the message, they'd dilute it in California too — same message,
same God, same doctrine. The only variable that changed between the markets
was WHO WAS LISTENING. Ohio heard the purity performance; California
generated the revenue. Which means "dilutes the message" was never a principle
about the message at all. It was audience-perception management — purity as a
regional marketing posture, deployed precisely where the donor base could see it
and quietly waived where it couldn't. The framework's integrity wasn't a property
of its content. It was a function of its audience-consumption boundary. Where you
were standing determined whether the doctrine existed.

Run my personal ledger on it and the machine reveals its full appetite. The
California sponsorships? I produced those ads — extraction one, revenue. The
Ohio fundraisers that existed because we "didn't take sponsor money"? I worked
those phones and produced that theater — extraction two, labor. The production
room where both happened? Same chair, same guy, same week — extraction
three. The framework collected sponsor revenue in one market, purity credibility
in the other, and my labor in both, all while I believed — actually believed — that
our refusal to run underwriting was evidence we were the real thing. I wasn't just
inside the contradiction. I was its manufacturing plant. The proof that the purity
was theater is in my own production archive, in my own voice, with my own
session files. When I say this book runs on receipts: I MADE some of the receipts.

8/2/26, 8:51 PM I made the breaks, Marcus ordered them and said

"that's how it is." End of story.
How the money actually worked between the operations, I genuinely don't know
— the California church owned itself and its station, and whatever the
arrangement was that had us producing their underwriting, the books were never
my department. I'm not going to guess. I don't have to. The part I witnessed is
damning enough: the purity rule was real, absolute, and spiritually load-bearing
— right up to the state line.

So the station's purity was a stage set — a wall with Ohio-facing paint. The obvious
next question is whether that was a The Anthem quirk or the whole industry's
operating system. You already know the answer, but the details are so much
worse than you think. Let me take you to The Music City.
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Chapter 12: The Nashville Machine

Here's the fastest way to understand the Christian music industry: it's the country
music industry with the honesty surgically removed. And I don't mean that as
loose analogy — I mean they're roommates. Both industries run out of Nashville,
off the same street, on shared infrastructure. The same session players track a
Dove-nominated worship record in the morning and a trucks-and-beer anthem in
the afternoon. The same labels run rosters on both sides of the aisle — Curb
Records has straddled country and CCM for decades. The Dove Awards and the
CMAs are functionally the same awards show held a few miles apart, with
overlapping producers, engineers, and section players. One factory, two shipping
labels. The talent pipeline flows both directions on a schedule: every aging
country star eventually cuts the obligatory hymns album, and CCM's most reliable
exit ramp has always been country — when a Christian artist wants an honest
paycheck, they don't cross over to pop. They walk down the street.

Both industries run purity police, too. CCM's format check is Jesus-per-minute and
vocabulary compliance. Country's is trucks-dirt-beer authenticity and ideological
compliance — and country even ran its own version of a purge you'll read about
in Chapter 16: the Chicks, 2003, erased from country radio overnight for one
sentence about a president. Same night-of institutional erasure. Same lesson
delivered to the rest of the roster: the family's love is compliance-conditional.

So where's the difference? The wink. Both industries manufacture authenticity —
country's suburban kids get small-town backstories exactly the way CCM's quietly-
agnostic rockers get testimonies. But country's audience is IN on the wink.
Nashville writes hit songs about its own factory being fake; the artifice is priced
in; nobody's eternal soul depends on whether the singer actually owns a tractor.
CCM's audience can never be let in on the wink, because sincerity isn't a feature of
the product — it IS the product. Admit the artifice and the entire value proposition
collapses. That's why the belief-status of Christian artists gets enforced like a state
secret, and why, when the secret leaks — and in Chapter 14 we're going to watch
it leak — the industry treats it like a reactor breach. Country sells you a costume
and lets you see the tag. CCM sells you the costume and swears it's skin. Oh, and
one more thing: country pays taxes on its formula. Same factory, same street,
same session drummer — but one invoice says entertainment, the other says God,
and only one of them gets audited.
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Now look at the machine's actual product strategy, because once you see it you
can't unsee it: the Christian music industry has never had a new idea. Not one.
Walk the catalog: Christian pop-punk — Relient K, Hawk Nelson, etc. — arrived
three to five years after Green Day and Blink-182 codified the formula. Christian
metal trailed secular metal by the same lag. Christian rap trailed rap. Christian
EDM trailed EDM. Christian worship-pop trails whatever pop was doing two years
ago, forever. Every single sub-genre in the CCM catalog is a licensed port of a
secular original — same DNA, different word-level content — cloned on a reliable
two-to-five-year delay, which is exactly the time it takes a proven formula to feel
safe. (The secular world produces knockoffs too, of course — commerce always
does. The purest specimen is Mac and Me, the 1988 E.T. ripoff engineered
primarily to sell McDonald's and Coca-Cola, a film so shameless that Paul Rudd
has spent twenty-plus years trolling late-night hosts with the same clip of its
wheelchair-bound star rolling off a cliff. But notice the difference that makes the
difference: Rudd's bit works because everyone is IN on the joke — the knockoff got
redeemed by self-awareness. The Christian music industry is Mac and Me at
industry scale, and it can never be in on the joke, because sincerity is the product.
There is no Paul Rudd of CCM. The industry wheelchairs off a cliff with a straight
face.) The industry didn't even hide this; it PRINTED it. Christian bookstores hung
actual charts on the wall: "If you like Blink-182, try Relient K. If you like Metallica,
try..." The derivativeness wasn't a dirty secret. It was the marketing copy. An
entire industry whose sales pitch was openly "we are the substitute" — and whose
theology simultaneously insisted the substitute was the real thing and the original
was poison.

And sometimes they didn't even bother writing the copy. We played a Christian-
band cover of Kansas's "Carry On My Wayward Son" on The Anthem. The original
Kansas recording: banned, secular artist. The Christian cover — same lyrics, same
melody, same SONG — approved and in rotation. Now enjoy the full irony with
me: Kerry Livgren wrote that song mid-spiritual-search, years before he
converted to Christianity — it's a seeker's hymn about repentance and coming
home, written by a man en route to Jesus. The framework banned the genuine
article of spiritual longing and played the label-swapped duplicate. That's not
aesthetic judgment. That's not even theological judgment. That's label-checking
dressed as aesthetic judgment, and it is the entire quality-control apparatus of a
billion-dollar industry.
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Why doesn't the industry have real quality control? Because its own doctrine
forbids it. The Anthem taught — explicitly — that a Christian artist creates with
God-guided hands, and anything produced that way is beneficial to the kingdom. I
heard contemporary CCM described as operating in the same breath as Paul's
letters. Notice what that means: the product is scripture-authority-tier BY
DOCTRINE. You cannot run an A&R quality gate on the Holy Spirit. Rejecting a
mediocre album stops being an editorial decision and becomes criticism of the
anointing. So nothing mediocre ever gets rejected, and the doctrine that sounds
like reverence functions as business-model camouflage: infinite shelf space, zero
returns counter, every product pre-certified by heaven. No secular industry has
ever engineered a better excuse for shipping garbage.

The framework's one remaining defense was that the Christian version differs in
EFFECT — that Demon Hunter and Slipknot might share a sound, but one edifies
while the other corrupts. I ran the concert side of this industry, so let me testify:
that band was made to create a fucking PIT and harness the same ENERGY as
Slipknot. That's not an accusation; it's the design spec. THAT music creates THAT
effect — the double-kick and the breakdown do their work on your nervous
system with total indifference to anyone's faith. And the industry's own marketing
concedes it: you cannot sell "the Christian parallel to Slipknot" while claiming the
parallel operates differently. The comparison chart on the bookstore wall was a
signed confession.

7/30/26, 7:39 PM It's the crazy part about the Demon Hunter aping
Slipknot paradox: you've aped the energy. You have NOT aped the
vocabulary. Framework-bound is eternal until you fully exit.
And if you think soul-detection only works on Christian rock, run the secular
control case, which found me mid-edit:

8/6/26, 5:41 PM Dude.. Ice Cube and Das EFX remixed Check Yo Self

with Puff Daddy's sample for his biggest hit. Holy fuck, dude..

shots fired, and nobody realizes it.
Trace the lineage, because it's the whole argument in three beats: Grandmaster
Flash cuts "The Message" in 1982. Ice Cube and Das EFX ride it in '93 for the Check
Yo Self remix — a warning label rapped over the culture's founding document.
Four years later, Puff Daddy loops the same riff for "Can't Nobody Hold Me Down,"
his first number one, and builds an empire on the formula: find a hook America
already loves, rap over it barely, dance in a shiny suit. The Message via Cube.
"Every Breath You Take" for the eulogy single. "Kashmir" for a Godzilla movie. The
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man never had an original idea; he had a CLEARANCE BUDGET. (The shiny suit,
for the record, aged about as well as everything else he borrowed — and the
sorting-out is happening in venues that don't review albums. This paragraph is
about the music, not baby oil.) And here's why it belongs in this chapter: Cube
flipped the sample as ART — he added vocabulary. Puffy looped it as ARBITRAGE
— he aped the energy. Same sample, different soul, and every listener could feel
the difference even if nobody could name it. And I can testify to the difference
from ground level, because I was there when the arbitrage dropped:

5:56 PM Dude, I remember being in Florida that summer when Puff
released "Can't Nobody.." — that song was EVERYWHERE. Broken glass,
everywhere. I remember that line more than the song title.

Read what my memory actually did there, because it's better than I first thought.
That line is IN Puffy's song — Mase opens his verse with it: "Broken glass
everywhere, if it ain't about the money, Puff, I just don't care." And the line is a
QUOTE — the opening words of The Message, 1982, lifted right along with the
loop. The song borrowed the beat AND the first line of the culture's founding
document, and twenty-nine years later the only piece of it my memory kept was
the piece that was never his. And clock what the borrowed line DID in transit,
because it's this chapter's whole machine running in the secular direction: Flash's
original runs "broken glass everywhere, people pissin’ on the stairs — you know
they just don't care" — a lament for the neglected. Mase keeps the glass and swaps
the conscience: "if it ain't about the money, Puff, I just don't care." Same opening,
gutted and refilled with cash. The lyric-swap overdub isn't a Christian invention
either; the framework just runs it toward Jesus instead of toward the bag. The
copy owned the airwaves; the source owned the memory — even speaking from
inside the copy's own mouth. That's the verdict, delivered by a teenager's ear
before any critic filed a review. The copy-the-energy-skip-the-vocabulary machine
isn't a Christian invention. Nashville just franchised it with a fish on the bumper.

And the man carrying that gutted line? Follow him out of the building, because his
exit is the best thing in this chapter. April 1999: Mase is in his early twenties, the
biggest rapper in the shiny-suit empire, weeks from dropping another album —
and he calls into Funkmaster Flex's show and QUITS. On air. To follow God. The
man who rewrote the culture's founding lament into "if it ain't about the money,
Puff, I just don't care" walks away from the money at its absolute peak — the
album, the tours, the whole bag — and becomes a PASTOR. Founds a ministry in
Atlanta. Writes a book called Revelations: There's a Light After the Lime, which is
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a better title than most of the catalog this chapter covers. And here's why he
belongs in this chapter instead of a trivia night: run Chapter 14's testimony
lifecycle in REVERSE. When a secular metal guitarist converts, the Christian
industry has a whole assembly line waiting — the baptism footage, the
redemption albums, eight years of product. When the biggest rapper alive
converted, there was NO rack for him. No radio format, no festival slot, no
crossover deal — the redemption product line was built for guitars, not Harlem.
So he just... pastored. The realest conversion this book brushes against is the one
the industry couldn't monetize, because its detection system couldn't even SEE
him. And the machine he left kept the receipts: two decades later, Mase went
public that Puffy still held his publishing — says he offered two million in cash for
his own songs back and got told no. Read that ledger line twice. You can quit the
machine for God in your early twenties, and the machine still owns the paper on
everything you made inside it. Chapter 9 called that arrangement a calling; Bad
Boy at least had the honesty to call it a contract. (Yes, he later went back to
rapping. Then back to preaching. He pastors to this day. That's not hypocrisy —
that's Chapter 10's rule wearing a different collar: you can capture a toolkit, but
you can't erase one. The pulpit and the pen were both real. Both still are.)

And now descend with me from the empire's penthouse to the imitation
machine's actual floor, because I've seen the bottom and it deserves the record.
Southeast Ohio, a Campus Crusade event, three guys with zero budget and the
framework fully installed, performing their flagship original: a note-for-note
Biggie hook — "girl, you remind me of the JAM-BU-LANCE," bass hits on all three
syllables, chorus times three, full "baybe BAYBAHHH" delivery. The copy-the-
energy machine with the budget stripped out is just... that. A jambulance. I think
about it monthly.

The floor had a resident tier on the playlist, too:

7/8/26, 10:18 PM Guess what band had their entire greatest hits in
Rock Band — which was my first introduction to them aside from
"Back in Black." Oh jesus — fucking Kutless. I fucking HATED
Kutless. They were the Trapt of The Anthem. Pillar too, haha. Even
P.0.D. toed that line, but had some real crossover bangers, so
props.

A video game had to introduce a professional Christian-rock broadcaster to
AC/DC's catalog — the exact inversion the whole apparatus was built to produce —
while the station's own middle tier cranked out parallel-band product one energy-
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ape below the bands they were aping. And one more mirror, from the other
direction, that took me until this book to see:

7/23/26, 10:05 PM You strip out the cursing and horror shit from

ICP? The evangelical flip isn't so crazy.
The Dark Carnival was always a morality machine wearing face paint — judgment
for the wicked, spectacle for the crowd, a cosmology with a reveal. Strip the
profanity — run ICP through the exact radio-edit machine this chapter documents
— and the framework would have PLAYED them. The filter that banned the
clowns and approved the copies was never measuring content. You've known that
since Chapter 8. But it bears repeating with juggalos.

Which is not to say everyone in the machine was a cynic — and this distinction
matters, because the book's honesty depends on it. The industry runs two tiers
that its own doctrine cannot tell apart. There's a True-Believer tier: bands who
tour relentlessly, preach the gospel at every single show, and believe every word
— genuine lifers, and we'll meet the purest specimen of the breed in Chapter 14.
And there's what I came to call the MLM tier: vague Christian branding, rare
touring, product-first operations pumping out banger after banger of vaguely
Christian metal — an MLM scam working to this day. The framework granted
both tiers identical scripture-level authority, because label-detection can't check
interiors. Remember it. It's about to become an entire chapter — the one after the
chapter that isn't there.

And underneath it all, the industry's true bottom line: conversions are a literal
KPI. This is not a metaphor. George BARNA built an entire evangelical research
industry measuring it. The Billy Graham crusades published decision counts like
box scores. The Alpha Course tracks conversion rates per session. Missionary
organizations budget in souls-saved-per-dollar. Church growth is a seminary
DISCIPLINE, with a founder and a literature, dedicated to conversion-
optimization. The industry measures souls the way Nashville-proper measures
spins, and every product in the catalog — every radio-edit band, every
comparison chart, every God-guided-hands mediocrity — exists to feed the metric.

And the machine's reverence for its stars came with a price tag it never noticed it
was reading aloud. The Anthem once got TobyMac — CCM's own rap-Jesus, a man
the station discussed in genuinely worshipful terms — to try a deep-fried Snickers
at the Ohio State Fair. He took a bite and spit it out. And Ezra, a framework insider
in good standing, retrieved the spat-out bite and sold it on eBay as "TobyMac's
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DNA." Two gears turning at once: the apparatus that treated the man as an
anointed vessel treated his literal bodily fluid as flippable inventory, and saw no
contradiction, because it had no words for one. Reverence and commodification
aren't opposites inside the machine. They're the same transaction, run twice.

The worship-music vertical deserves its own line item in the machine's ledger,
because post-divorce I watched a documentary that dissected the Hillsong
worship apparatus on a scientific basis — chord structures, lyric choices, stage
presentation, lighting design — every element engineered to do one thing: bring
people closer to Go... hahaha. Almost said it. It's to DISARM people for the offering
that immediately follows worship. The four-chords-and-a-key-change emotional
escalator, the lights dropping for intimacy, the repeated bridge that dissolves
critical distance — it's a conversion-adjacent sales floor, tuned by A/B testing
across the biggest congregations on earth, and the collection plate arrives at the
exact moment the nervous system is most open. I ran the small-market version of
that machine for nineteen years. The big market just has better lighting.

So compress the whole machine into one sentence, the one this chapter was built
to land: Christianity — the industry, the one with the offices outside Nashville — is
literally just a fucking radio edit industry. It sanitizes the vulgar rock and rap of
the world by generating bands that write the songs without the content, sells the
edit as the original's moral superior, and counts the conversions like ad revenue.
There's even a censor setting the standards — a Christian FCC, with the Apostle
Paul as Director, issuing content guidelines from the first century that the
industry enforces at word-level and ignores at every level that matters.

But an industry that only checks labels has one catastrophic blind spot, and it's
been hiding in this chapter the whole time: label-detection cannot see what its
own artists actually believe. Nashville built a machine that never asks the
question. Which means Nashville has no idea what's in its own basement. Let me
show you the basement.
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Chapter 14: The Secret Unbelievers
(If you skipped ahead from Chapter 12 when I mentioned the basement: good
instinct. Welcome. Mind the dark.)

Start with a name. The biggest label in the rebel wing of Christian music — the
one whose bands filled The Anthem's playlist, the one that soundtracked twenty
years of my life — was called Tooth & Nail. Think about the name, man. It has a
Christian facade, but what does the idiom actually MEAN? "I fought them tooth
and nail." Fighting fiercely. Resisting with everything you've got. Nobody names a
worship label that. It was a rebellion label wearing a fish decal — the perfect fake
Christian name, and they fucking knew it. And what unsettles me more than the
name itself: I was a DJ. I processed that label name thousands of times across two
decades — read it off CD spines, said it on the air — and never once decoded the
idiom until twenty-five years later, in casual conversation, free. The framework's
filters don't just numb your feelings. They numb your LANGUAGE. The resistance
was announced on the jewel case, hidden in plain sight, and every framework-
processed brain in the building read it as a brand name.

Now the statistic that reorganizes everything you think you know about Christian
music. Tim Lambesis fronted As I Lay Dying, one of the biggest Christian metal
bands of the 2000s. After his arrest in 2013 — for trying to hire a hitman to kill his
wife, which is its own indictment of somebody's faith-inspection protocols — he
disclosed that he'd been an atheist for YEARS while fronting the band. But the
quote that matters is about everyone else: "Maybe one in ten Christian bands we
toured with were actually Christian bands." One in ten. Ninety percent of the
scene, by the estimate of a man positioned to know, was performing a belief they
didn't hold. He described the mechanics: bandmates freezing when festival
interviewers asked for their testimony. Kids wanting to pray with the band after
shows, and Lambesis — atheist — saying "um, go ahead and pray!" and resting his
hand on their shoulders to make them feel better. Sit in that image for a second: a
kid pouring his heart out to God, anchored by the warm hand of a man who
believed none of it, at a festival that verified none of it, promoted by an industry
that never asks. Now do the math on my twenty years. I programmed this music. I
interviewed these bands. I spun their records and read their bios on the air — and
if Lambesis's ratio holds, the overwhelming majority of the catalog I served to
believers as kingdom material was made by people quietly faking it. I spent two
decades being discipled, musically, by secret atheists. The industry's product
wasn't Christian music. It was Christian PACKAGING, at a ninety percent
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counterfeit rate, moving through distributors like me who never checked because
checking wasn't in the doctrine.

The industry's crown-jewel case makes the mechanism unmissable, because I
watched it from inside the machine: Brian "Head" Welch. Korn's guitarist with the
unmistakeable sound — playing for Korn, maximum-banned, the framework's
textbook demonic-secular act — announces his conversion in February 2005. Ten
thousand people pack a Bakersfield, California church across three services to
hear his testimony. Within a week an MTV camera crew follows him to
MOTHERFUCKING Israel, where he's baptized in the Jordan River alongside white-
robed pilgrims. Like... what??? How many people know that. Try to design a more
perfect product launch; you can't. And the testimony contained a detail that still
makes me lol — one I caught on a podcast breaking down his story years later:
part of Head's conversion account was hearing Nine Inch Nails' "Head Like a
Hole" — "bow down before the one you serve,” a chorus Reznor wrote about
MONEY-worship — and receiving it as God's call on his life. The podcast host's
verdict, which I can't beat: "I do NOT think he understood the meaning of that
song." A maximum-banned NIN song, from the catalog the framework spent my
whole career telling listeners to fear, operating as the actual conversion vector in
the industry's flagship testimony. Reznor did more evangelism in one chorus than
most youth pastors manage in a career, and nobody in the industry acknowledged
the sourcing. Then came the cycle, run to spec: autobiography, solo Christian-
metal albums, speaking tours, eight years of the redemption arc being wrung for
every dollar of novelty — and The Anthem played it all. I had to say "Brian 'Head'
Welch" for 5 years and fucking hated it. The man's name is 'Head', as crazy as that
sounds. So the framework's own detection approved the exact human being it had
banned for a decade, because now the label read Christian. Same fingers, same
guitar, same tuning. In 2013, with the novelty exhausted, Head rejoined Korn. By
2021 he was on Robb Flynn's podcast saying "I think I went too far with it. And I
got obsessed with it, just like I was obsessed with the drugs" — arriving, honestly,
somewhere near where I've arrived, by his own road. Game respects game.

I coined a term for this career shape back when I thought I was joking: the Metal
Messiah.

7/8/26, 9:50 PM Metal Messiah is MY term.. I'm coining that
motherfucker in the book haha.

A former secular heavy operator gets converted, gets packaged, gets paraded —
the testimony IS the product, the music is the merch table — and when the
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redemption arc stops selling, the industry simply stops calling. Head ran the full
lifecycle. And the lifecycle is still running today; the current unit under extraction
is Jelly RoLL, prison testimony and all, being wrung as we speak. Sometimes I
imagine getting one minute with him at a meet-and-greet: "Is this what you
thought it would be like? Singing for 'the Lord'? It's just another fucking job." And
in my imagination he smiles like a Bond villain and says: "Yes, Nick. And that was
the plan all along." The reveal has one more layer, though — the reason it's the
punchline of this whole chapter. The villain isn't a villain. He's an employee. He
signed the same papers everybody signs; he just never pretended they meant
more. The industry doesn't need conspirators. It just needs employees — and a
customer base doctrinally incapable of hearing "belief is irrelevant” as anything
but a joke.

The performers were only the visible layer. Go one tier down, to the people who
MAKE the records. Aaron Sprinkle co-founded Poor Old Lu, got hired by Tooth &
Nail in 2001, and produced over a hundred albums — including most of Demon
Hunter's catalog. He is, quietly, one of the most influential hands in the entire
genre's sound. And where is he now? Not at a Christian label. Not sharing a
testimony of leaving the faith, either. He's on Soundstripe, making royalty-free
library music under multiple aliases — a content-creator supply chain with no
doctrinal requirements at all. No announcement, no drama, no exit interview. Just
a man who moved his craft somewhere belief isn't part of the paperwork. I can't
prove what Aaron believed during the Tooth & Nail years, and I won't pretend to.
But I can tell you his exit pattern matches the Lambesis archetype exactly: the
quietly-deconstructed insider who serves out his tenure and slips away without
fanfare, because fanfare was only ever required on the way IN.

And one tier down from the producers: the curators. Remember the Nina pattern
from Chapter 5 — the facts I laid on the table and deliberately declined to total
up? Here's the detail that made me connect those dots years before I ever heard
the Lambesis number: Nina loved the Sprinkle brothers. ALL of it. Not the
doctrinally-clean singles — the whole catalog, the weird experimental tracks that
fit no framework template, wholesale, straight into rotation. That's not purity
gatekeeping. That's TASTE — aesthetic-merit-first curation wearing a music
director's title at a Christian station. The same behavioral signature as Aaron's
exit: framework-content optional. Two curators whose taste ran far ahead of their
doctrine — and whatever each privately believed, neither worked anywhere that
it was safe to say so out loud. And one more entry in Nina's file, because it
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completes the profile: sometime in the 2000s, after a health scare she never
elaborated on, Nina went completely vegan — and stayed vegan, MILITANTLY, for
a decade. You have to understand what veganism signaled in that world, in that
era: it was coded worldly, coastal, "new age" — about as tribally suspect as a
dietary choice could get at a Christian rock station in Ohio. She did not care. Ten
years of unwavering, evangelistic-tier conviction about something with zero
framework valence, sourced entirely from her own body and her own ethics.
(Every time the Vegan Police showed up in Scott Pilgrim, I thought of her. She
would never make such a mistake.) I'm not claiming the tofu proves the
deconstruction. I'm pointing at the signature underneath both: Nina's convictions
were SELF-AUTHORED. Playlist, plate, all of it — she ran her own value system,
openly, inside an institution built to supply everyone's values wholesale. My gut
flagged the pattern years before I had the statistics. The noticer-instinct always
outruns the framework that suppresses it.

And then the ecosystem closed its loop on me personally, in a way I didn't notice
until this year. During my post-framework wilderness — the camera-installer era,
driving all of West Virginia — I ran a little YouTube channel of Appalachian
driving footage, and I scored it with royalty-free library music. Years later I'm
listening back and my ear catches something familiar in the tracks: that's AARON.
I'd voice-recognized him across his aliases, through twenty-five years of Poor Old
Lu pattern-matching, soundtracking my own post-exit content. Here's the thing
too: his stuff is GOOD. He spans multiple genres — country, pop, EDM —it's all
bangers. One framework refugee's post-exit work, scoring another framework
refugee's post-exit work, neither of us aware of the other, both of us finally
making things with no doctrinal clause attached. The refugee ecosystem operates
in stereo across time — invisible while you're in it, unmistakable in retrospect.

And one more from the same ecosystem, filed under UNRESOLVED, because
honesty means printing the ones I can't close. John Reuben — Christian hip-hop's
odd man out for two decades, and a guy whose entire catalog ran at an angle to
how the true believers did it. Nothing about the work lined up with the format:
too self-aware, too funny about his own scene, never once selling the testimony
straight. He's also from Pataskala, the same small town I moved my family to, and
he wrote a song about the place. I never got to ask him about any of it, because my
one interaction with the man is this:

7/12/26, 5:02 PM He was in the TV studio once doing a thing, and
looked over to the radio studio where I was — there was a huge
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glass window between them — and I pointed at him, and he gives me

this look like "who the fuck are you?" and goes back to what he was

doing. That's my John Reuben story.
That's it. That's the whole encounter: two guys on opposite sides of a pane of glass
inside the same machine, one of them pointing like a fan, the other one
wondering who the hell this is. And here's why I put a nothing-story in a chapter
about secret unbelievers: I have no idea what he believed then and no standing to
guess now. What I have is a pattern that never fit and a career that never
behaved, plus one more data point from the far side of the exit — his last
appearance on my radar is a collaboration with Mike Tompkins, whose media
operation was run by Reuben's own brother. The refugee ecosystem again, still in
stereo, still nobody announcing anything. I pointed at him through the glass
twenty years ago and got a look back that said WHO ARE YOU. Fair question.
Neither of us was who the building said we were.

And the inverse case, the one that finishes this chapter's argument, isn't hidden at
all — he's been standing in plain sight in a top hat and eye makeup for fifty years.
Alice Cooper is the son of a preacher and the grandson of a preacher, a man who
reads his Bible daily, prays morning and night, and goes to church on Sundays. He
is, by every metric the framework claims to measure, the real thing. He has also
never made a Christian album, never entered the CCM aisle, never submitted to a
single comparison chart, and never once let the testimony industry package him.
His own line on it is better than any analysis I could write: "I don't do Christian
rock, but I'm a Christian that does rock."

Now run him through the detection system this book has spent fourteen chapters
documenting. A genuine, decades-deep believer, whose stage name was on the
maximum-banned list of every station I ever worked for — including mine. We
would not have played Alice Cooper if he'd shown up with a hymnal. The filter
scanned the label, saw shock rock, and rejected a man with more church
attendance than most of the staff. Put him next to the artists in this chapter who
were on our playlist while privately believing nothing, and the machine's error
rate resolves into a single sentence: the industry could not identify belief, in either
direction. It approved unbelievers with clean labels and banned believers with
dirty ones, at identical confidence, for my entire career.

The employee-side version of this chapter is what the machine does to the ones
who DO believe — because it grinds down your best work to fit the "for the
kingdom" narrative, which dehumanizes the creator. Exhibit: Andy Mineo,
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Christian hip-hop's best technician, was making country-rap back in 2014 — five
years before "Old Town Road" proved that exact formula could conquer the earth.
The song he built out of it, "Anything But Country," is a track about genre
prejudice itself: the thing people perform when they tell you their taste is
anything but country. It did not surface until a mixtape in May of 2019 — and
from what I recall of the podcast he put out alongside it, Mineo himself knew it
was a hit and declined to release it.

So I'll just leave the question where he left it. If you knew it was a hit, why turn it
down for five years? I'm not going to answer that for him — I don't have the
paperwork, this book doesn't get to run on confident stories about other people's
careers, and the only person alive who knows is the one who already has a
microphone. But the question sits there, and it does not sit quietly, because there
is exactly one industry on earth where a man can look at a career-making record
and find a reason to wait, and this book is about that industry. Nobody has to be
told no when the building has already taught you what a yes would cost.

Here is only what the calendar shows. In March 2019, Billboard removed "Old
Town Road" from its Hot Country Songs chart on the grounds that it didn't
"embrace enough elements of today's country music," and the whole country
spent a month arguing about who gets to be let into a genre. Two months later,
Mineo's song about exactly that prejudice came out. He'd been holding the
argument since 2014; the industry staged the demonstration without him. And
when Mineo left his label, he said the quiet part into a microphone: "When I came
in as a kid, I just trusted people and signed contracts I didn't understand. The
music business runs on secrecy and ignorance.” Read that again knowing the label
was a MINISTRY. Purporting to serve the same purpose as a Billy Graham crusade.
The industry signs twenty-year-olds raised to treat authority as spiritual, who'd no
more hire a lawyer against a Christian label than against their own pastor — and
it holds their best work hostage to the narrative. That's not a corrupted version of
the model. That IS the model.

And here is the counterfactual, because the song that ran that exact play five
years later shows precisely what the gate was worth. "Old Town Road" was built
on a beat made by a nineteen-year-old in the Netherlands, in bedroom software,
out of a Nine Inch Nails sample he found in YouTube's recommended sidebar. Lil
Nas X bought that beat off the internet for THIRTY DOLLARS. He released it
himself — no label, no A&R meeting, no ministry, nobody's permission — and it
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became the longest-running number one in the history of the Billboard chart, with
Trent Reznor collecting a songwriting credit on a country-rap smash after the fact.
Set the two men side by side: same idea, five years apart, one of them a trained
professional with a label behind him and the other a kid with a debit card. The
difference in outcome wasn't talent and it wasn't timing. One of them needed a
yes and the other one needed thirty dollars. Every barrier the industry ever
described as quality control turns out, on inspection, to have been a permission
slip — and the moment the permission slip stopped being required, the exact
formula that had been sitting unreleased inside Christian rap since 2014 ran the
table for nineteen weeks.

And the industry this chapter is about was named from the outside long before I
could see it from the inside. In 1982, Hank Williams Jr. — a man the American
public now knows almost exclusively as a football theme song — released a track
called "The American Dream" that itemizes the national racket in three verses:
obscene sports contracts, TELEVANGELISTS, and the president. Prosperity
preachers filed alongside pro athletes and politicians, three faces of money
dressed as merit, and the whole indictment scored with "Hail to the Chief"
sneaking through on a steel guitar between verses — the arrangement quoting the
anthem of the power the lyrics are prosecuting. A redneck outlaw with no
theological credentials whatsoever ran this chapter's argument a decade before I
walked into the building, on a country record, and nobody inside the framework
ever heard it, because his name was on the banned list and the only thing we
knew him for was Monday nights.

And since Hank's on the page: country music at least runs its dynasties in the
open. Hank Sr. to Hank Jr. to Hank III — the royalty transfer is the marketing.
What almost nobody clocked was that OUR industry ran the same bloodline
model, and I had its crown princes on my own airwaves. Family Force 5 — crunk-
rock party royalty at the station, top-tier rotation for years — were the third
generation of a family business. Their father, Jerome Olds, played in Mylon
LeFevre's band, and Mylon himself came out of the LeFevres, the Southern Gospel
family dynasty. Jerome went solo on a Christian label, and then, in the mid-
nineties, produced his own sons as a Christian boy band called The Brothers — his
label world, his board, his kids. The boys passed through an intermediate act they
themselves later described as a really bad version of Third Day — a parallel band
OF a CCM band, the copy machine eating its own tail — and emerged as Family
Force 5, working the are-they-even-Christian tightrope for a living: criticized for
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having no discernible Jesus content, defending the catalog as music for God that
anyone could enjoy. Nobody at the station ever asked whether they believed it.
Asking would have been absurd — belief was the family trade, the way steel was
Pittsburgh's. And that's the piece this chapter was missing: the industry doesn't
just fail to check belief at the door. It doesn't NEED to check, because it breeds its
own supply. You've seen this machine before, one scale down — Chapter 9's five-
fold anointed heir, installed over a TV station by birthright. The Prince wasn't a
family eccentricity. He was the industry's standard reproduction model, running
in one building. Axis 5 closed its loop on families: born-in kids arrive pre-installed.
The industry closed the same loop on its TALENT — and the born-in bands arrive
pre-labeled, which is the only inspection the detection system ever runs.

Now, the fairness beat, because this book's honesty depends on it: the true
believers exist, and they are exactly who they say they are. Kevin Young started
Disciple at age thirteen, in 1992. Thirty-three years later he is the band's only
remaining original member — thirteen albums, eighteen number-one Christian
rock singles, still touring arenas, still delivering what the industry itself calls his
"patented mini-sermon" at every single show, still watching hands go up at the
altar call. The man has never wavered, never exited, never been caught
performing anything. I have no quarrel with Kevin Young; in his own way he's the
most honest man in this chapter. He's not alone, either. John Cooper built Skillet in
Memphis in 1996 and never handed it to anyone — nearly three decades later he's
still the frontman, still preaching between songs, and the band crossed over to
mainstream rock radio without ever filing the faith off. Spoken ran the same
course with less spotlight: Matt Baird has fronted that band since 1996, through
every lineup change and lean year the industry could deal him, still touring, still
meaning every word. Thirty-year receipts, all three of them, and not one ever
caught performing. My main beef is with the machine that CANNOT TELL THEM
APART FROM TIM LAMBESIS. Both got the same airplay, the same scripture-tier
authority, the same trusting kids at the merch table — because the industry's
detection reads labels, and both labels said Christian. A quality-control system
that certifies the genuine article and the counterfeit at identical confidence isn't a
quality-control system. It's a rubber stamp with a fish on it.

And the dynasty's whole arc is worth thirty more seconds, because it runs the
industry's entire life cycle in one family. The inheritance came with the scarcest
privilege in the building: the right to not care. While converts ran the testimony
treadmill and got purged for one true sentence, the crown princes named their
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debut album after a MULLET and crowdfunded videos with names like "Cray
Button" — royalty is never audited. Then the label money ran out, the band
shrank to singles hawked with Kickstarter videos, and the eldest walked into a
regular Nashville trade. The gates my thirty-dollar-beat exhibit celebrates falling?
They fell for everyone — including the gatekeepers' kids, who ended the run
passing the same hat as the outsiders they never had to be. (And in 2009, mid-
Christmas-tour, one brother's kidneys failed outright — ICU, dialysis — and the
band's first instinct, even THIS band, even a FAMILY, was to keep the tour going.
They canceled only when he got worse. The machine doesn't spare its own
princes; it just bills them later.)

One last wrinkle, and it's the one that got me: the narrative management runs
INWARD too. When Hawk Nelson's Jason Dunn stepped away, the story we got —
and I mean we, the STAFF, the operators inside the industry — was the sanitized
version. Nobody at The Anthem knew his marriage was ending; it was selectively
edited out, and by the time the real story could have surfaced, he was industrially
irrelevant and nobody would have cared. Read what that means: the framework
treats even its own operators as audience. We programmed the man's music and
didn't merit the truth about his life. There are no insiders in this industry. There
are only rings of audience at different distances from a stage.

So here's the recursive punchline the whole basement has been building to. Every
compelling artist in this chapter had one thing in common — the golden ticket of
Christianity: a sick fucking testimony. Head had Korn. Jelly Roll had prison.
Lambesis had the secular touring life. And they had those testimonies for exactly
one reason: they were normal humans who lived normal human lives OUTSIDE
the framework first. Follow the assembly line: the sinner lives a real life; the
conversion captures him; the testimony packages the pre-framework life; the
Metal Messiah role sells it; the industry wrings it; the exit discards it. Every step
depends on step one happening OUTSIDE. Born-in-framework kids have nothing
to testify about — their arcs are boring, their music is boring, and the industry
knows it, which is why it keeps harvesting from the world it condemns. That's the
inception nobody inside has fully processed: the framework preaches that the
world is waste, while its entire economy runs on the world as raw material. It
needs the sin for the story. It needs the fall for the redemption. It needs Korn to
make a Head. The framework needs the world it condemns — and once you see
that, the whole industry resolves at once: it was never selling salvation. It was
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reselling the world, secondhand, with the serial numbers filed off and a cross
stamped on the case.

And if belief is irrelevant when the product is music, wait until you see what
happens when the product is crisis care. Chapter 15 is about the phone lines.

I'll close this chapter with the industry's greatest counter-case, because it's ours
and I was in the room. Two local kids started showing up in our world — a local
act with a piano, a drummer, and lyrics that read like a man interrogating his own
installed software. Whoever added that first track to the system, was the first
person to play Twenty One Pilots on the radio. The Anthem played them before
anyone. And I'll confess the sequence of my feelings honestly: pride, then
annoyance when the mainstream fell in love with what we'd found first — the
indie-kid reflex, embarrassing in retrospect — and finally, years later, recognition
of what I was actually watching. Because run Tyler Joseph's lyrical arc through
everything this chapter taught you: the early records are a young man fighting his
own batshit thoughts inside a framework he grew up under — that's not my
diagnosis, that's the TEXT of the songs — and from about album two onward the
catalog goes fully anti-framework, wrestling doubt in public, refusing the tidy
testimony, saying the quiet parts in verse. The industry's detection filter, tuned for
labels instead of content as always, had platformed its own escapee. And the
escape worked at a scale no compliant act ever touched: the most successful band
in The Anthem history — by miles, by ORDERS OF MAGNITUDE — is the one that
got out. There's even a detail from their rise that the framework's vocabulary
would claim instantly if the trajectory ran the other way: early on, those two used
to declare — out loud, repeatedly — that one day they'd be on the Grammy stage.
In 2017 they won, and accepted the award in their BOXERS, paying off a private
promise from the broke years. Manifested it, the framework would say, if they
were framework boys. They weren't. Believed it, worked it, DID it — no teller
window involved. The machine's whole catalog of compliant artists, and its all-
time champion is the kid who fought the machine out loud and left. The filter
didn't just fail. It failed in the direction of the truth.

6/29/26, 8:13 PM You know what local band, that The Anthem
actually played first, which I was annoyed by when they got
mainstream love, and now recognize as literally the most successful
Anthem band in history: Twenty One Pilots. Absolutely anti-
framework from like album two. Love them now.
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And I can put a date on the full circle, because I was IN the building for it: April
26, 2013, the LC Pavilion. The hometown boys came back from conquering the
world to a sold-out homecoming, and I stood in that crowd knowing my station
had played them before anyone on earth. I can still see Tyler on stage in a plain-
ass white T-shirt — no costume, no paint, just a Columbus kid who'd won. What I
didn't know, standing there: that was the last show of my whole radio life. We
moved two hours away that summer, and I never saw another. The era didn't end
with a memo. It ended with a local boy in a white tee, playing the venue down the
street from the arena, while the guy from the station that broke him stood in the
dark with everybody else, cheering.

And the secular catalog keeps its own copy of this receipt. It arrived mid-edit, the
way the good ones do:

8/7/26, 8:35 AM Time to Pretend by MGMT just came on, and I have
the ultimate story for this song. They wrote it in college — no
festival shows, no fame, nothing. I saw a YouTube video of them
playing it outside their dorm, for a cell-phone camera and maybe
twelve attendees — and then the same song on a massive festival
stage, tens of thousands in attendance. Same song. Same dudes. Only
difference is the stage.

And that's the inverse of the Puffy law from two chapters ago, completing it: when
the soul isn't real, no stage can fix it — and when it is, the stage is the only
variable. The framework called this kind of thing manifestation and sold tickets to
the teller window. The dorm lawn calls it what it is: the thing was already true at
twelve listeners. The stage just caught up. Hold that line — it rings once more
before this book lets you go.
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Chapter 15: The Helpline
"Never let a good crisis go to waste." - Rahm Emanuel, chief of staff for the Obama
administration / Mayor of Chicago

(Chapter 7 sent some of you here for the fundraiser deep-dive. Welcome — it's
worse than I teased.) Before I show you the machine, I need to show you the fuel.
Picture a listener — call him Joe. Joe hears the fundraiser, calls in, and gives
twenty dollars he arguably can't spare. And somewhere in Joe's head, mostly
unspoken, is a thought that sounds insane to anyone outside the framework and
perfectly reasonable to everyone inside it: Jesus will see that I gave this. He'll
remember. On Judgment Day, he'll thank me for my part in the work. That is not a
fringe thought. That is doctrine, with a ceremony attached — evangelicals teach
an actual event called the Judgment Seat of Christ, the bema seat, where believers
works get individually reviewed and rewarded. There's a whole crowns
inventory. The proof text is 1 Corinthians 3: gold and silver surviving the fire —

the same fire-test I logged twenty years of my own labor under. Joe isn't being
superstitious. Joe is being a diligent account holder at the only bank whose
statements arrive after you die. Twenty dollars buys a personally-witnessed line
item in an infinite being's gratitude ledger. Oh you think your mutual fund beats
CROWNS IN HEAVEN? Sit the fuck down bro, Paul is speaking.

And I want the OPERATIONAL architecture of those two weeks on the record,
because the listener only ever heard the product — I lived the org chart. The
morning show pulled a 7-to-noon shift AND a 4-to-7 shift. Eight hours of live
fundraising a day — nonstop testimonies, donor calls, emotion-baiting, a little
music as garnish — for TWELVE DAYS STRAIGHT, weekends included, Sundays
off because even the extraction engine honored the Sabbath. The rest of us
covered split shifts around them, and the overnights — normally voicetracked, a
ghost shift — went LIVE, a human being awake at 3 AM to take donations. Twice a
year, every year. Do that math on the morning show alone: roughly two hundred
grind-hours a year of pure ask. And the content strategy on top of the labor: faith-
story emotion-baiting calibrated like a science, on-air attacks on secular stations
and secular music as donation fuel, and "crazy challenges" — stunt-tier
gamification, anything, literally ANYTHING, to squeeze one more pledge out of a
listenership that was itself being punished by two weeks of interrupted music.
And while the staff burned, the owners' signature move was the MATCHING
CHALLENGE — the family dramatically dumping its own money into the pot at
strategic moments to spike the totals. I'm not a tax professional, so I'll just say it
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the way it looked from inside the building: money moving from the owners'
pocket into the owners' ministry, announced as sacrifice, functioning as leverage,
and — as far as any of us could ever tell — not exactly a bad deal come filing
season. The DJs got the grind, the listeners got the guilt, and the family got the
totals, the tax paperwork, and the atmosphere Chapter 7 already showed them
basking in. Two weeks, twice a year, forever. The machine's most honest fortnight
— the only time it ever said exactly what it wanted.

Except honest isn't quite the word, is it? Because I haven't told you about the
phone yet. When I took over as Production Director, I inherited a second, unlisted
job title: Nina's personal fundraiser production man. Whatever she wanted for
those two weeks, she got — and her number-one standing request was a piece of
stagecraft I want preserved in the historical record in full technical detail. She
wanted a PHONE RINGER — the sound of a donation line ringing off the hook —
that she could fire at will, on-air, to generate momentum when there wasn't any.
And in the early days, the technology for this was as follows: an actual office
phone, in a back office, WRAPPED IN TOWELS, with a microphone aimed at it.
That's real. That's the rig. The towels dampened the room; the mic fed the board;
and when Nina wanted the airwaves to surge with the sound of generosity in
progress, someone had to literally CALL THE STATION'S OWN NUMBER to make
the towel-phone ring. We were foley artists. Rain on a cookie sheet, horse hooves
with coconuts, donations with a swaddled Nortel. Then technology improved and
the whole apparatus collapsed into a WAV file on a hotkey — the fake ring now
one button away, fireable at any moment, in any lull. And the ringer never
worked alone: I maintained an arsenal of some SIXTY produced drops — artists
and listeners alike, all on the theme of giving, give-now testimonial confetti — that
could be layered over the phantom phones. Add the full soundstage, because this
is what the listener's ear assembled: phones ringing (nobody calling), voices
celebrating donations (recorded weeks earlier), a host riding the "momentum"
(manufactured on hotkeys by the guy writing this book). Social proof is the entire
psychology of a telethon — people give when they hear other people giving — and
we could synthesize social proof from sampler pads. And now the detail that turns
this from an anecdote into a character study: the ringer was NINA'S tool, and hers
ALONE. Nobody else would touch it. Not one other host, across all those shifts, in
all those lulls, over all those years — the button sat right there and the entire air
staff left it alone, because everyone who looked at it heard the same thing: fraud
with a play button. EVEN EZRA — the most framework-loyal man in the building,
the man who moderated a scandal's Facebook comments for a month for free —
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even Ezra clocked it as scummy and kept his hands off it. Register what that
means. This book has spent chapters showing you decent people doing bent things
under pressure, under doctrine, under guilt, under debt. The ringer had none of
that cover. It was optional, private, unlogged — a pure ethics test administered
silently by a hotkey — and the whole roster passed it except the person who
commissioned it. Nina hammered that button through every dead stretch of every
fundraiser, on-air, without a flicker. No hesitation I ever saw, no joke to defuse it,
no fucks given whatsoever. Whatever Nina did or didn't believe — and Chapter 5
told you I won't declare that, and I won't — the ringer file establishes something
belief-independent: everyone else in that building had a line, I can tell you exactly
where it was, and I cannot tell you where hers was, because in all my years
running her sound effects I never once found it. And let me be clear about what
I'm doing with that fact, because it isn't a dig — it's a FILING. Chapter 5 laid out
the Nina pattern and declined to total it; this is the heaviest document in the
folder. Think about WHY the rest of the roster refused that button, because it
wasn't professionalism. It was conviction. A believer doesn't fake the phones — a
believer thinks Somebody is listening to the broadcast, the same Somebody the
fundraiser is nominally FOR, and you don't run stage magic on an omniscient
audience. Every hand that stayed off that hotkey was the fear of God functioning
exactly as designed. Which makes the hammering legible the same way the
playlist was legible, and the tofu was legible: the savvy ran through EVERYTHING
she did. She read donation psychology like a Vegas floor manager, deployed
stagecraft without a gram of superstition, and ran the show by SHOW-BUSINESS
rules — at a station whose entire premise was that the show was real. And by now
you've noticed what every Nina story in this book actually is: a TURDUCKEN. Get
the telestrator out, because I'm going full John Madden on this — BOOM — you
carve into the indictment, and there's a compliment stuffed inside it. You carve
into the compliment — BOOM — there's an indictment stuffed inside THAT. And
way down at the center of the bird there's a final layer only Nina herself can
name, and she's not talking, and I'm not totaling the file. But I never met anyone
who worked a room like Nina, and the room, per the station's own doctrine,
always had one more Listener in it.

And the stagecraft ran deeper than sound effects, because the NUMBERS were
foley too. Open the books:

6/30/26, 8:36 AM You want to know a wild thing they started doing
in the attempt to get us closer to reaching a fundraiser goal?
Previously, the amount of rollover monthly donations was a separate
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calculation from the main fundraiser need budget. Then they started
rolling them in DURING the fundraiser to create the illusion of
momentum. [...] At first, rolling the donations in was manual — us
DJs would find one, roll it in as a new donation, and thank the
person supporting... who just has a monthly donation that is
rolling over. They never called or texted or anything, and probably
aren't even listening. Then the rollovers became automated — we'd
just do the thank-yous as they'd pop in, PLUS there was a
notification sounder every time a donation went in, simulating live
support momentum.

Sit with the shape of that. Recurring donors — people who had ALREADY given,
months ago, on autopay — got re-announced live as fresh miracles, thanked by
name, on the air, for a decision they made once in 2004 and forgot about. The
generosity was real; the MOMENT of it was manufactured, over and over, one
rollover at a time. And when the theater still couldn't close the gap, the owners
closed it themselves — wearing a costume:

6/29/26, 8:48 PM They did all kinds of donation spreadsheet kung
fu to try to give the DJs positive numbers when the overall total
looked like utter dogshit. Hourly goals, matching challenges, oh
god... that's how Jack and Donna dumped money in. They had a
separate business out of state. So it would be "a business from
right here in town," "a business from out of state," putting up a
matching challenge.

The millionaire owners, injecting their own money into their own fundraiser,
announced on their own airwaves as an anonymous business's generosity — to
trigger matching-challenge psychology in listeners who had less than anyone in
the building. And the goal those listeners were being urged toward? Engineered to
be unreachable:

9:02 PM Here's how they inflated the budget to make the goal
unreachable: they combined the radio and TV fundraisers AND the
budgets. The TV side never made money, EVER. Now radio is saddled
with the extra cost to prop it up — PLUS they were scrambling for
all these new FCC license openings.

And the fuel for all of it — the actual human beings on the other end of the phone
— you already met Joe at the top of this chapter. Here's Joe's testimony cycle, run
to completion:

6/30/26, 6:29 AM Think about it, dude. The target audience was
poor college students. Sure, we had older supporters who made
bigger donations, but for the most part we were extracting money
from people who literally didn't have it. We'd even air testimonies
of people giving "out of faith that God would provide" — and when
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they randomly got a bank error in their favor: "praise God, He
provided." Not a clerical bank error, lol.

A bank error. Aired as providence. The Monopoly card said it plainer than the
testimony did.

The framework had a way of stripping the capacity-context out of money, and it
ran both directions from the same two mouths. Downward: the owners loved the
story of Flyleaf rolling through town broke — no gas, no money — and Jack and
Donna buying them food and a hotel. Received, then, as a servant's heart. Re-
heard now, salaries known: you are millionaires; you could have bankrolled the
whole tour off the interest. And upward, in the same hallways where staff ate rice
and beans on sacrifice wages, you'd catch Donna sighing "we're broke." Same
people, same year — inflated generosity and inflated hardship, both
manufactured by deleting the one number that would have told the truth. See the
missing denominator once and you can audit any wealthy institution that cries
poor.

And one more document for that folder, because this one comes with a paper trail
and a confession of my own. During one of my early fundraisers, one of the on-air
anti-secular tangents — Smitty's, I'm pretty sure — was a whole expose of the
dirty tricks of secular radio: how the big stations PITCH UP their songs a couple
percent, so their versions sound hotter and faster than your CD at home, so you'll
keep it locked on their frequency. Sneaky worldly manipulation, went the
segment. The framework's listeners tsk-tsked appropriately. I banked it. Six
months later I inherited Rish's chair, which made me the guy who ingests the new
music — every song add passed through my hands on its way to the airwaves. And
one day I get an email from Nina with two new adds and the delivery spec, which
I can still quote: "yeah these need to be in 44.1 wav, and pitch them up 2%." I did a
full Drew Scanlon. Blinked at the monitor like the meme, twice, waiting for the
sentence to say something else. The secular thing. The fundraiser thing. The trick
we told our donors was the fingerprint of the world's corruption. We do that too
— spec'd by email, casual as a lunch order, by the music director whose file you
have been reading all chapter. Note the register of that email, because it belongs
in the folder with the ringer: 44.1 WAV, +2% — that's not a ministry talking, that's
a COMMERCIAL PROGRAMMER running industry-standard audio warfare, fluent
in the dark arts her own station's fundraiser sold as the enemy's signature move.
And now my confession, which I've never told anyone until this page: I refused.
Silently. I never pitched up a single song — not those two, not any add, across my
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entire tenure in that chair. No announcement, no stand, no memo back. I just...
never did it. And nobody ever noticed, which tells you something about how load-
bearing the trick really was. But here's the part that keeps this story honest
instead of heroic: my reason, at the time, wasn't audio ethics. It was that pitching
songs up was WORLDLY. The fundraiser had taught me the trick was the world's
fingerprint, so my conscience — fully framework-formatted — refused to put the
world's fingerprint on God's radio station. Sit with the architecture of that
moment: the station's own anti-secular propaganda installed the conviction that
its own music director's order then tripped. I was Ezra at a different button — the
fear of God functioning exactly as designed, quietly, at the ingest station —
defying the one person in the building the fear apparently wasn't installed in. The
framework's detection system never caught Nina's trick OR my mutiny. Two
percent apart, both of us invisible, for years. I want to be precise about the
confession here, because Chapter 15 has already shown you Marcus writing the
scripts: I wasn't a witness to this. I was the INSTRUMENT. I built the ringer, cut the
drops, loaded the hotkeys. The most honest fortnight, and its heartbeat was a
sound effect.

Now — where did the framework learn to bill the poor specifically? From its
favorite Bible story, read upside down. You know the widow's mite: a poor widow
drops two tiny coins in the temple treasury, and Jesus says she gave more than all
the rich men, because they gave from surplus and she gave everything she had to
live on. Every fundraiser I ever worked ran on that story's fumes — the sanctified
premise that sacrificial giving from people who can't afford it is the most valuable
kind. The pulpit version skips the verse immediately before. Jesus had just
finished condemning the religious officials who "devour widows' houses." Then he
watches a widow give her last two coins to the institution those men run. Read in
sequence, it's not a stewardship template — it's a man pointing at a victim of the
machine he just indicted. The framework took Jesus's critique of religious
extraction and turned it into the extraction industry's best advertisement. They
flipped the prosecution's exhibit into the sales brochure.

Then the prosperity gospel bolted a multiplier onto it. Kenneth Copeland — whose
teachings Donna hand-distributed into every staff mailbox at The Anthem, so
don't tell me this is a distant example — preaches seed-faith: your gift isn't a
donation, it's a SEED, and God returns it hundredfold. Give your rent money, reap
a harvest. Now do the math on who that pitch works on. Not the comfortable —
they don't need a hundredfold return. It works on the desperate. The framework's
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donor base skews toward exactly the people with the least to give, because the
product is multiplication, and multiplication is only urgent when you're starting
from nothing. Stack the three layers — the widow's sanctified sacrifice, the bema-
seat thank-you, the hundredfold seed — and you have the complete extraction
engine: eternal recognition plus miracle ROIL, marketed to people already
underwater, tax-deductible. That's the fuel. And shit, we demonize Communism.
This is somehow worse.

Start at the low-stakes end, on the fundraiser phones, because I worked them and
I know the script — literally, there was a script. Volunteers taking pledges were
instructed to ask one specific question at the end of every call: "So, why are you
donating today?" Sounds like warmth. It was harvesting. And I know who wrote
the script: Marcus. Of course it was Marcus — crafting the words other people
would say to sell the message was one more job dumped on the man who already
slept on the green-room couch during fundraiser weeks. The framework even
outsourced the authorship of its extraction to its most overworked believer. The
question exists to extract the donor's STORY — and the stories that came back
were, overwhelmingly, crisis narratives: lost the job, marriage failing, kid in
trouble, scared, alone, giving twenty dollars anyway because God. The good ones
— and I need you to sit with the fact that there was an operational category called
the "good ones" — got transferred to the studio, where the on-air team kept a
queue running, two or three concurrent sob-stories in rotation, to juice the giving.
Nobody said "juice the giving" - but that's what it was. A sob story testimony was
GOLD for generating more donations. A stranger's worst season, broadcast as
pressure on every listener who hadn't given yet: SHE found twenty dollars in the
middle of a divorce — what's your excuse? And here is the transaction from the
caller's side, the part I can't stop replaying: a man calls in, no job, finances
wrecked, wife just left. He gives his twenty dollars. And the response — the
ENTIRE response of the institution to a human being in visible freefall — was: "Oh
bless your heart, that's amazing, okay, bye. NEXT." No resources. No follow-up. No
pause. The man's crisis was inventory, his donation was product, and his
sanctified twenty dollars was received as a godly enough act to cancel out the rest
of his collapsing life. Donation as atonement. We took the widow's mite from
people mid-drowning and read it on the air as a success story.

Now escalate, because the same mechanism ran at a second scale, with higher
stakes, and I volunteered on it for years: the Helpline. On the air it was presented
as crisis support — struggling, hurting, suicidal? Call the number. Here's what the
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number actually was: an industrial-scale evangelism funnel wearing a crisis line's
clothes. A person in genuine crisis reached a volunteer working a SCRIPT — and
the script had one destination regardless of the input. Suicidal caller? Conversion
script. Depressed caller? Conversion script. Grieving, addicted, abused?
Conversion script. The intervention did not vary with the condition, because the
condition was never the point — the DECISION was the point. Walk the caller to
the sinner's prayer, log the salvation, and then route them onward: the operation
maintained a national database of "approved" churches, searchable by zip code,
so every fresh convert could be delivered to a local framework outlet like a lead.
Conversion counted as the success metric. The actual mental-health crisis that
made the person dial? Unaddressed. Not mishandled — UNADDRESSED, as a
matter of design. And understand what the infrastructure itself proves: you don't
accidentally build a national church database with routing protocols and
volunteer training curricula. Nobody stumbles into a CRM for souls. That's
investment, planned and maintained, which means the funnel wasn't a corruption
of the helpline. The funnel WAS the helpline.

The paperwork knew it, too. On paper, the radio station, the helpline, and the
receiving churches were separate legal entities — Chorus Communications here,
the helpline organization there, the churches independent everywhere. In
operation: same money, same theology, overlapping staff, one continuous pipe.
The structure only makes sense as a liability firewall — when something goes
wrong with a crisis caller, no single entity owns the whole chain. I'm not a lawyer,
and I'm not making legal claims about any individual; I'm describing an
architecture. But I'll note that the shape of it — separate entities, coordinated
conduct, shared benefit — is a shape the legal system has vocabulary for, and
none of the vocabulary is flattering. The Caldwells had lawyer friends. That
should explain everything. Even the sales language matched the broader
franchise: the helpline's evangelism ran on "free gift" phrasing — the exact
linguistic fingerprint of the Kenneth Copeland material Donna was stuffing into
our staff mailboxes. Same dialect, station to helpline to television empire. It's
almost like it was all one industry.

And now the part I set this whole chapter's table for, the part that stops being
absurd and becomes something colder. Think about who calls a Christian radio
station's crisis line: believers in trouble, or people so far down that any number is
worth dialing. Some of them were suicidal. The framework's programming — the
same doctrine you'll watch block MY psychiatric care in a few chapters — taught
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that doctors push pills, that prayer is the answer, that the mind's diseases are
spiritual. So the callers who most needed a psychiatric referral received, instead,
an exorcism-adjacent sales call. The exact wrong intervention, delivered at the
exact most dangerous moment, by the least qualified people, reading a script
optimized for a metric that had nothing to do with the caller's survival. Run that
operation for twenty-plus years at broadcast scale and the statistics stop being
abstract. I cannot name a victim, and I won't pretend to. But twenty years of
suicidal callers routed to conversion scripts instead of care doesn't need me to
name one. The math names them. Rahm Emanuel said never let a good crisis go to
waste, and he was talking about politics; the framework ran it as an operating
system, at the exact interface where crisis means a human being deciding
whether to stay alive. The final scoreboard reads like this: the framework had
ZERO crisis-response capability, and one hundred percent decision-transaction-
extraction capability, and it pointed that configuration at the suicidal, on purpose,
for decades, and called it a ministry. THE MINISTRY KILLED PEOPLE, statistically.
Suicidal callers were not tracked, only conversions. Draw your own conclusions.

Which brings us to the doctrine this chapter is named for, the one I want you to
carry into every remaining page of this book: contamination. We have now
established the funnel. That means everything FEEDING the funnel is also corrupt
— that's not rhetoric, that's how accountability works in every serious domain.
The fundraisers that financed it. The broadcasts that advertised it. The volunteer
pipeline that staffed it — which included me. The church network that received its
deliveries. You cannot run a clean operation upstream of a dirty one; the pipe
only flows one direction. And when I say "which included me," I mean this
chapter is a confession with exhibits: I worked the phones, I produced the theater,
I sent people to that number. The framework's own contamination doctrine —
touch the unclean thing and become unclean — turns out to be the truest thing it
ever taught me. It just never expected anyone to apply it to the plumbing.

6/30/26, 12:26 PM Ho-lee-fuck, man. Out of salvation guilt I
volunteered for the Helpline, and found myself copy-pasting
Copeland-approved scripts into AOL chatrooms to rack up
conversions. Every number justified the helpline's existence. Yes,
I took calls, but rarely — I think I was in there 6-10 PM — and I
got sick of the chatrooms after like a week and just played Advance
Wars on DS until a call came in. When it did, I followed the
script: listen, offer salvation as solution, point at an approved
church in their area, okay bye. One more conversion on the
scoreboard.
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One more thing about the machine before we move on. Everything you've seen so
far is the funnel running forward — pulling people IN. But the machine had a
reverse gear, and I watched it engage exactly once, at full speed, on a night in May
2016. Chapter 16 is about the man we threw out.
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Chapter 16, Part A: The Trey Pearson Purge

(Arrivals from Chapter 6, where I promised the unforgivable-sin enforcement
story: this is the night. Welcome.) You need to understand who Trey Pearson was
to us before you can feel what we did to him. Everyday Sunday wasn't some
distant CCM act on a chart — they were OURS. Hometown guys, in heavy rotation
on The Anthem for over a decade. Trey had been in our studios. His interviews sat
in our archive. He'd played our events, hung around the extended orbit of the
station — as close to The Anthem family as an artist could get without a mailbox
in the building. When I say the framework kept telling us we were all one family,
understand that Trey was in the family portrait.

On May 31, 2016, he published an open letter in a city magazine. You should read
what the man actually wrote, because the content is the whole indictment. He
didn't renounce anything. He didn't leave the faith. He wrote that he'd grown up
taught his orientation was a choice, that he "never wanted to be gay," that he'd
been suppressing it since adolescence — "I've tried my whole life to be straight. I
married a girl, and I even have two beautiful little kids." He wrote about the
weight lifting, about never feeling such freedom. And then he wrote the sentence
that should have ended any question about where he stood: "If this honesty with
myself about who I am, and who I was made by God to be, doesn't constitute as
the peace that passes all understanding, then I don't know what does." That's
Philippians 4:7. The man came out IN FRAMEWORK VOCABULARY — claimed the
peace, cited the design, closed with "I'm still the same guy, with the same heart,
who wants to love God and love people with everything I have." By every
standard the industry had ever used to detect belief, this was the most faith-filled
document any of us had read all year. Set it next to the last chapter: Tim Lambesis
toured for YEARS as a secret atheist and the machine never blinked. Trey asserted
his faith at maximum volume while telling one truth about himself, and the
machine identified him in HOURS.

Those hours, from inside the building, looked like this. The emails went out almost
immediately — two of them, with two different jobs. The first went to everyone:
no contact with Trey. Not "we're praying about this." Not "we disagree but love
him." A prohibition — the man we'd known for a decade was now unreachable by
directive, as if friendship ran on an access-control list and someone had revoked
his credentials. The second email went to those of us who needed to act, and it
was operational: the music comes out of rotation. The interviews get scrubbed.
Anyone with technical ability was tasked — and the building was full of us. I'd sat
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at those workstations for years, but by 2016 I'd handed the chair off, and a
rotating cast of assistants I couldn't name for you now cycled through it; that
whole stretch is a blur. Someone hit delete that night: songs out of the system,
interviews wiped, a decade of a human being's voice removed from the station
that had called him family, before most of the city had even read the letter.
Whether it was my hands on the keys or a colleague's, I honestly can't swear a
decade later — and that blank is its own verdict. The machine never needed me
specifically. It had a dozen operators who'd have done it without a flinch, and I
was unmistakably one of them. Night-of. The purge moved at a speed the station
never achieved for anything else — not fundraising goals, not equipment failures,
not actual emergencies. Erasure was the one operation we'd apparently been
drilled for.

6/21/26, 12:56 PM Yep.. Trey from Everyday Sunday. It sucked too,
since he was local — the band was constantly in the studio doing
interviews and everyone knew him and liked him. I'm pretty sure I
intro'd the band at one of their shows, after plugging The Anthem
and the helpline, of course. Then the article dropped, and likely
within hours the music was pulled, the band scrubbed from the
website along with all the interviews, and we were told in no
uncertain terms never to communicate with him. It was brutal.

And one detail I need on the record, because it's the most damning thing I can say
about the compliance machinery: nobody explained anything, and nobody asked.
There was no meeting. No theology presented, no verse cited, no reasoning
offered. The staff's actual real-time reaction — mine, and I wasn't alone — was
bewilderment: yes, okay, he's gay... but really? COMPLETE erasure? Even fully
framework-installed people could feel the disproportion. And every one of us
executed anyway. The building was full of people asking "really?" and contained
zero people saying it out loud. That's Chapter 8's compliance theater at its
terminal stage: a directive nobody believed in, performed flawlessly by everyone,
on a beloved person, overnight. The framework doesn't need your agreement. It
only needs your hands.

The disproportion stops being confusing when you run it through the doctrine.
Under the Copeland-tier theology the Caldwells operated on, being gay wasn't a
sin in the ordinary ledger — it was rejecting the Holy Spirit, the one unforgivable
offense. Which means the machine didn't process Trey as WRONG. It processed
him as CONTAMINATED — radioactive, unclean, a hazard to be contained rather
than a brother to be argued with. That's why it was erasure instead of
engagement: you debate the mistaken; you quarantine the unclean. The same
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silent-erasure protocol I'd watched them run on fired staff — the cut-off, the
never-speak-of-them — executed at artist scale, at maximum speed, with the
whole toolkit of a broadcast operation. He was expecting unconditional love. He
received unconditional war. And the war was declared against a man quoting
scripture at his own executioners.

One more thing was true in that building that night, and I've already told you half
of it. Chapter 8, the chicken line, the closet with the bricks. Four years after I stood
in a parking lot performing tribal loyalty against my own existence, I was a
working part of the apparatus erasing a gay Christian from the archive —
whether or not my own hand closed on the key — and somewhere under twenty
years of framework installation, behind the wall, one of the people those emails
were REALLY about was helping the machine run. It never knew it had two of us
in the building. I don't know a colder sentence to write about what the framework
does to a person than this one: it didn't just make a closeted man complicit in
erasing another closeted man. It built the thing so well that it didn't matter which
of us pressed delete.

And The Anthem wasn't unique — the industry closed to him everywhere.
Christian radio had shunned Ray Boltz and Jennifer Knapp before him; the
pattern was documented, and Trey walked into it with his eyes open. Stations
across the country dropped him. How fast, how deep, how scripted it was inside
any other building, I can't tell you. I can only testify to ours — and ours ran it
night-of, to the archive, like a drill we'd all been trained on and never told about.

Trey's side of the story has the ending the station's side doesn't. Weeks after the
purge, he headlined Pride that summer — the city embraced what the station
erased. He kept making music. He kept his faith, on his own terms. He'd written "I
have never felt such freedom" BEFORE we threw everything at him, and nothing
we threw landed hard enough to take it back. The purge, in the end, accomplished
exactly one thing: it showed everyone in that building, with perfect clarity, what
the family's love was conditioned on. Some of us filed that away. What a brave
motherfucker, is where I've landed, a decade late. He told the truth about himself
while surrounded by the machine, in its home city, in its own vocabulary — and
the machine's total war couldn't beat a bunch of words on a page. Every copy of
the purge failed. You're reading the proof.
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Chapter 16, Part B: Selective Enforcement — Boone vs. Glenn
Let me introduce you to two people the framework processed, because the
machine's rulebook only makes sense once you watch it run on different inputs.

Nate Boone was the golden boy. Bass pipes of gold — the kind of voice you build a
station around. He came up as a The Anthem Hardcore fan and we promoted him
to host almost instantly, because when somebody can voice anything, you point
him at everything: he became the voice of our local concert spots, the sound of the
station telling the whole city where to be on Friday night. He had maybe a year in
the chair before he left for college.

And then he came out.

There was no email this time. No protocol, no coordinated scrub, none of the
ceremony you just watched them perform on Trey. Because Nate didn't come out
the way Trey did — calm, faithful, quoting Philippians at his executioners. Nate
woke up in attack mode and went straight for the Caldwells. And that, it turns out,
was the one unforgivable version of the unforgivable sin. He was banned,
instantly, and everyone knew exactly why, and nobody had to be told anything.
There was no gay sympathy in that building to begin with — and coming out anti-
Caldwell? How you gonna oppose that? The anger did the machine's paperwork
for it. He was just deleted, and everyone shrugged.

Hold that shrug. Now meet Glenn.

Glenn Rutherford was our intern from the UK, and I swear to God the man was an
atheist. He did and said all the right things to not be noticed, and he had two
assets no spiritual filter was built to handle: an accent, and genuine niceness.
Covered a multitude of sins. On the rare occasion anyone asked about his faith, he
had one sentence, and it was a masterpiece: "Yeah, I have my faith, and it's
personal to me." Parse that. It affirms everything and contains nothing. It reads
identically whether the speaker is born-again, Buddhist, or believes in the
goodness of pubs — and it politely closes the door on the follow-up question. A
one-sentence encryption key against an institution whose entire hiring filter
depended on extractable theological content.

And Glenn didn't just pass the filter. He ran its television face. The atheist made
the spots for the Christian TV network — and here is where the money story stops
being a suspicion and becomes an org chart. For years the fundraisers were called
FUNdrive, and there were two of them: a radio drive and a TV drive, separate
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budgets, so a donor knew which machine their sacrifice fed. TV was a perennial
money sink. So sometime in the late 2000s the budgets were quietly combined,
and the whole thing was rebranded "Unleash The Music" — revolutionary! — in
name only. Same two-week fundraiser. Only now every dollar given to unleash
the MUSIC also carried the TV albatross, invisibly, because there was no longer a
separate line to decline. Nobody lied on the air. The org chart did the lying. And
the man producing that television's public face didn't believe a word of what it
broadcast.

Oh — and Glenn lived with his girlfriend. Openly. Not a secret, not a rumor:
known, out in the open, the exact cohabitation the framework policed hardest in
its own people. It was simply never spoken about.

So set the two side by side, because this is the chapter. Nate Boone: believer's
pedigree, golden voice, promoted on sight — deleted overnight for being gay and
angry, no process required. Glenn Rutherford: probable atheist, open
cohabitation, producing the TV network's spots — untouched, unasked,
unbothered, beloved. Same rulebook governed both men. The rules said
orientation and cohabitation and belief all mattered absolutely.

The enforcement said something else. The enforcement said: the rules apply
exactly as hard as you are angry, and exactly as soft as you are useful. Glenn was
useful, charming, and quiet. Nate was expendable and loud. That's the entire
jurisprudence of the framework, and once you've seen it, you can't unsee it in any
purge that came after — including the one they eventually ran on me.
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PART III — THE CASCADE
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Chapter 17: The Body Kept the Score

The panic attacks started in college, and notice where they happened, because the
pattern took me twenty years to read. Ohio University, a year or two after my
conversion — right as things with Beth got serious inside the Campus Crusade
marriage pipeline, where dating was courtship and courtship was a conveyor belt.
I was singing with the Singing Men of Ohio, and mid-concert, on the risers, in the
middle of a piece, my body would pull the fire alarm: heart hammering, air
rationing itself, walls leaning in. I'd slip off the risers mid-song and stand in the
hallway, breathing, wondering what was wrong with me. It happened at Beth's
church too — sitting in the pews, surrounded by nothing threatening whatsoever,
fight-or-flight screaming like the building was on fire. Now put those sites next to
the resume from Part I. The ICP pit never did this to me. Faygo-soaked, crushed
against strangers, Manson at maximum blasphemy, nu-metal detonations at the
Newport — my nervous system ate all of it and asked for seconds. The pit at
nineteen: nothing. The PEW at twenty-three: panic. It was never about
stimulation. The variable was the container. My body didn't panic in chaos; it
panicked in the framework's furniture — risers, pews, sanctuaries, anywhere I
was seated, watched, and expected to stay. The body was reading something I
couldn't afford to read, and it kept pulling the alarm about it.

And then there's my wedding day, which I can summarize in one sentence I've
never said out loud before this book: it was absolute torture — a panic attack that
ran the entire day. Not cold feet, not butterflies. The full alarm, hours long, at the
altar of the institution this whole apparatus had been conveying me toward. And
here's the receipt, because this book runs on receipts: it's on video. Somewhere in
a box is a wedding tape that everyone watched as a happy memory and that I can
only watch as documentary footage of a nervous system voting NO in the only
language it had. Nobody could read the ballot — least of all me. The framework
had a vocabulary for wedding-day nerves (the enemy attacks what God is
blessing!) and no vocabulary whatsoever for what was actually happening, which
is that a body was being installed into a container, and the body knew things the
mind had bricked over, and it was objecting on the record, in real time, on
camera.

So what do you do when the alarm keeps firing and the framework has closed
every legitimate repair shop? You engineer your own fix. I discovered — by
accident, in college — that exactly one thing could short-circuit a panic attack: the
pain of needing to pee. A bladder at capacity produces a signal so loud and so
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insistent that the panic spiral can't hold the channel. The alarm gets overridden
by a louder alarm. So I began doing, deliberately, the thing that would eventually
cost me three years of my life: I held it. On purpose. For as long as possible. Not
because I was too busy — as PREVENTION. A full bladder was my portable
emergency brake, the one anxiety medication the framework couldn't confiscate,
self-prescribed and self-administered, no co-pay, no confession required. What
still staggers me: that's a real technique. Therapists teach distress-tolerance skills
that work exactly this way — ice cube in the fist, competing sensation to break the
spiral. I independently invented somatic counter-stimulus therapy at twenty-two,
with zero vocabulary and zero help, because the framework had closed the
pharmacy. Chapter 18 shows you precisely HOW it closed the pharmacy — there's
a dark lobby involved, and hands on my head. But hold this: the hack WORKED.
That's the tragedy. It worked, so I kept using it. Every panicky riser, every pew,
every long board shift where the mic made leaving impossible anyway and the
job shook hands with the habit. The radio years didn't create the pattern; they
industrialized it. For roughly twenty years, on more days than not, I ran my
bladder as a pressure-relief valve for a nervous system the framework kept
redlined.

6/21/26, 4:40 PM If I was in the middle of an active attack — in a
car, at church, literally anywhere I didn't have a quick escape
from (I always checked exits and bathrooms) — the ONLY thing that
would make it go away was 1) exiting the situation or 2) having to
pee. I shit you not: when the pain of having to pee showed up, the
attack went away temporarily. So that meant I literally held my pee
for as long as humanly possible and endured the pain, because it
was better than feeling like my heart was exploding. I think I may
have uh.. broken the pipes lol.

In early 2015, the bill arrived. Groin and nerve pain — excruciating, baffling, no
injury, no explanation. I couldn't sit for more than a few minutes, and everything
in modern life happens in a chair: driving, board shifts, dinner, church, a movie
with my kids. The medical system ran its full repertoire — ultrasound, specialists,
months of scans — all inconclusive, because they were looking for a broken
STRUCTURE, and there wasn't one. The problem was a HABIT. Twenty years of
deliberate retention had trained the machinery of my pelvic floor into permanent
clench — and a body part held in emergency posture for two decades eventually
files for damages. No scan shows a habit. Nobody ever asked me the one
diagnostic question that would have cracked the case in an afternoon: "Do you
hold your urine on purpose?” Why would they? Who does that? A guy whose
panic attacks weren't allowed to exist, that's who.
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The only relief was lying back with my legs up, which is how an old beige recliner
became my address for the better part of three years. Picture it, because it's the
era entire: a radio news guy who just bailed on production director in his mid-
thirties, career running on partial disability leave, living horizontally in a chair
the color of oatmeal, while my wife — Beth; you've been hearing her coming for
chapters — absorbed the household, the kids, and every job I couldn't do. Couldn't
drive. Couldn't mow. Couldn't pick up my own children. Couldn't even sit through
dinner without the pain arriving. The framework had spent years teaching me
headship of the household; the recliner ran a three-year counter-seminar.

What does a man do horizontal for three years? In my case: Assassin's Creed,
hours a day — a game about a secret brotherhood decoding hidden symbols and
fighting the Templars, a shadowy elite who secretly control the world. Remember
that sentence when you reach Chapter 19, because a journalist who later put part
of my life in a book noticed what I couldn't: I spent the recliner years rehearsing
the exact cognitive architecture — hidden truth, elite conspiracy, decoder
brotherhood — that was about to find me in the real world with a Q stamped on it.
The recliner was also something nobody had vocabulary for yet: a preview of
lockdown. Three years of isolation, physical limitation, and screens-as-world, half
a decade before the pandemic ran those exact conditions on everyone else — and
they primed me exactly the way they'd later prime millions.

The end of the pain, when it came in 2018, was almost insulting. When I went
looking for something to treat depression - my first foray into actual psychiatric
medicine - A nurse practitioner — not one of the specialists, a NURSE
PRACTITIONER — suggested a medication commonly prescribed for stubborn
nerve pain. Cymbalta. Like the flip of a switch. Three years of imaging, one
prescription. And the joke buried in the pharmacology: it's an antidepressant. The
drug that fixed my "physical" condition works on the nervous system's pain loop
— the exact loop twenty years of panic-and-clench had built. The specialists never
found the problem because the problem was upstream of everything they were
imaging. I was physically better — albeit thirty pounds heavier — but the panic
itself never got treated, and it didn't retire. Mid-2010s, Video Games Live came
through Columbus — touring orchestra playing game music, screens and lights, a
show engineered in a lab for a guy like me — and near the end, packed in a
cramped row at peak intensity, the alarm fired again. I watched the finale from
the hallway, same as the SMO concerts a decade earlier, still wondering what the
hell was wrong with me. Still undiagnosed, too — the ADHD, the Bipolar 2, all of it
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still years away from names. It was the nineties when this wiring was installed;
the biggest pop-punk band in the world had a hit back then asking "what the hell
is ADD?", which tells you how equipped anyone was to catch it. The framework
era just extended the nineties indefinitely.

Here's who finally cracked the case: me. At forty-five. No doctor ever connected
the chain — the panic to the holding, the holding to the pelvic floor, the pelvic
floor to the recliner. I connected it, decades late, with the least glamorous
diagnostic instrument imaginable: a new job with hourly breaks. At the SOC I pee
on a schedule, because I can — and the burning that had chased me through the
field-tech years simply stopped. Run the experiment backward and the whole
cascade becomes legible: the framework redlined the nervous system; the nervous
system produced panic; the framework forbade treatment; I invented my own out
of a bladder; the invention ran twenty years and broke the machinery; the
breakage took three years, a recliner, thirty pounds, and a disability file. The body
kept the score the entire time — itemized, dated, interest accruing. It just couldn't
get anyone to read the invoice until the accountant quit the framework.

So: panic since college, body collapsing by 2015, and a man in that much trouble
never once walked into the clinic that could have named any of it. Why would
someone refuse help that badly needed, that freely available, for that many years?
Because somebody got to me first — in a dark lobby, after hours, with her hands
on either side of my head. You ready for this shit? This is why I suffered for 20
years.
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Chapter 18: God Made Your Mind Exactly the Way It's Supposed To

Be

Picture the Anthem lobby after hours, because I need you standing in it. The main
lights are off. Beige tile floor. A twenty-five-foot curved black desk runs the front
of the room like the hull of a beached ship. The only light in the place is the
seventy-inch TV mounted high on the wall, playing AnthemTV — our music video
channel — on its permanent loop, so a Christian rock video is strobing color
across the dark: a Blindside video, or something like it, screaming silently with the
volume down. On the walls, some of the most genuinely hideous modern art ever
purchased with ministry money, interleaved with framed Bible verses. Down the
hall, the doors are wearing their little printed notes signed "-Jesus." The Helpline
is to my right (yes, there was a physical bank of phones... that never got used), the
radio and TV studios are visible through the glass on the wall with the TV. That's
the set. And on it: me, in the acute years of the panic — the era you now
understand from the last chapter, the risers and the pews and the bladder hack —
standing in a flickering dark lobby with my nervous system doing what it did
everywhere the framework's furniture gathered.

Donna approached. And then she did the thing that framework people do, the
gesture with two thousand years of ritual authority packed into it: she put her
hands on either side of my head. Laying on of hands. The healing posture. The
prophetic-pronouncement stance. A woman who held my paycheck, my calling,
and — per the doctrine — a direct line to God, holding my skull in the dark like a
relic, with a Christian rock video flashing across us both. And she said:

"God made your mind exactly the way it's supposed to be, and any medications
are going to change that mind."

7/2/26, 9:26 PM Oh, so the Donna response — what we filed was
hypothetical. Do you want the actual quote that prevented me from
seeking professional help? When I was having panic
attacks/claustrophobia awful, I asked her about it. She said "god
made your mind exactly the way its supposed to be, and any
medications are going to change that mind." Actual quote.

I want you to run the sentence through everything this book has taught you,
because it's a masterpiece of the form. It sounds like comfort. Parse it as
machinery and it's two claims fused into a single lock: a divine-design invocation
— your mind is God's intentional work — welded to an anti-medication warning
— treatment would alter what God built. Add the doctrine you already know from
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Chapter 9, the called-doctrine, and the triple-braid closes on itself: God called you
to this job. God made your mind for this job. Medication would change the mind
God made. Therefore seeking psychiatric care isn't healthcare — it's vandalism
against God's design and desertion of God's calling, executed simultaneously. Here
is the belief that installed in me that night, in my own words, as I carried it for
years afterward: if I got meds, I wouldn't be able to do the job God called me to as
well, because my brain would be altered. How fucked is that?

And here is the causal claim I am prepared to defend all the way down: that
moment is literally why I never got treatment. Not a contributing factor. THE
reason. ['ve run the scenario a hundred times — a man with panic attacks,
claustrophobia, undiagnosed ADHD and what would eventually be diagnosed as
Bipolar 2, suffering for YEARS with treatment available at every pharmacy in
Columbus — why else wouldn't I have just gone and done it? The answer is that
somebody I was doctrinally required to trust had laid hands on my head during
my most acute suffering and told me the suffering was the design. Look at the
delivery system stacked in that one moment: the words themselves; the physical
ritual gesture; the workplace location fusing employer-power with pastoral
authority; the timing, mid-crisis, when I was maximally suggestible; the rank —
co-owner, the top of the building's spiritual pyramid; and the differential — me, a
junior employee whose housing and calling ran through her signature. Six
channels, one payload, delivered in the dark. The framework's most durable
installations aren't the ones you're argued into. They're the ones laid onto your
head with both hands while you're too sick to argue. FUCK I hate it. It would have
been so easy 20 years in the future.

Now, the honest ledger, because this book doesn't do convenient villains: Donna
wasn't the only channel, and I won't pretend she was. The wider culture ran
reinforcement. I was parasocially attached to a games-media personality, Dan
Ryckert, whose whole public shtick was "Anxiety as an Ally" — anxiety as a
superpower to be harnessed, not a condition to be treated — and I absorbed that
framing eagerly, because it flattered the suffering I wasn't allowed to medicate
anyway. Years earlier, a campus doctor had fumbled an early treatment attempt
badly enough to convince young-me the medical route was a dead end. I didn't
have the vocabulary of what a "panic attack" was, so he prescribed me a
microdose of Ativan for anxiety and OF COURSE that didn't work. And the broader
evangelical ecosystem hummed the same tune from every direction: doctors push
pills, prayer is the answer, the mind is a spiritual battlefield. Donna didn't build
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the anti-medication machine. But she operated its most powerful station, at the
most damaging possible moment, with her hands on my head — and hers is the
voice the belief spoke in for the next decade.

Notice, too, that the sentence has a FAMILY. "God made your mind exactly the way
it's supposed to be, and medication would change it" is the same rhetorical chassis
as "God made your body, and birth control interferes with His design." Same
chassis as the arguments against fertility treatment, against gender-affirming
care, against every medical intervention the framework has ever opposed: divine
design invoked, change reframed as violation, suffering sanctified as intention. It's
one argument, wearing different scrubs, and its function is identical in every
ward: keep the believer's body and mind inside the framework's jurisdiction and
outside medicine's. The framework doesn't merely fail to help. It manufactures
positive theological content that actively PREVENTS help-seeking — and it delivers
that content through trusted hands, at maximum vulnerability, for free. This is
happening NOW, not in some far flung past.

Count the cost with me. The quote landed mid-framework-era, during active
symptoms. The Cymbalta breakthrough — which happened only because a nurse
practitioner framed it as NERVE pain treatment, sneaking the antidepressant past
my theology under a somatic label, the Trojan horse I didn't clock until years later
— came in 2018. The actual diagnoses — Bipolar 2, ADHD — and a working
treatment regimen came years after THAT, post-framework, in my forties. I
believed my brain was God's finished design until I was forty years old. Years of
panic attacks managed with a bladder. Years of depression managed with
nothing. Years of two treatable conditions running untreated through my
marriage, my parenting, my career — all of it avoidable, none of it avoided,
because avoidance had been installed as devotion. Guilt doesn't just appear; it's
installed. Neither does medical refusal. Mine was installed in a dark lobby, in
about fifteen seconds, by a woman with warm hands and total confidence, while a
muted Christian rock video lit us both blue.

Hold this chapter in your mind when you get to the psychiatric ward in Chapter
20 — to the professional who will quote Jesus's actual words at the framework
and prescribe me the interventions this lobby forbade. And hold it especially
through the next chapter, because a mind trained to accept "God designed your
suffering, don't investigate it" is a mind PRE-FORMATTED for one more
installation. Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed, the
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framework taught me, John 20:29, seventeen years running. In September 2018,
that training met the internet's most ambitious faith-based operation, and the
formatted drive accepted the download on contact. Q is for Chapter 19. The lobby
is where they wiped the disk.
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Chapter 19: The Plan to Save the World

Back in Chapter 17 I told you to remember a sentence: a man in a recliner,
spending three years decoding hidden symbols and fighting the Templars — a
shadowy elite who secretly control world events. You can blow your load now.

September 24, 2018. I can give you the date because radicalization, it turns out,
has a paper trail. It was a remote workday, winding down in my basement office
— we called it the dungeon — concert promo produced, obligations met, scrolling
Facebook the way you do when the day's real content is finished. And there it was:
a post from my Aunt Sherry. A YouTube video called "The Plan to Save the World,"
by someone named Joe M, with her comment sitting on top of it: "If you haven't
watched this video you better! Get informed! It's about to get real!! God bless
America!!"

I want to say something about Aunt Sherry before I say anything about the video,
because she matters and the internet's cartoon of the QAnon relative doesn't. She
wasn't a crank. She was FAMILY — sincere, fervent, someone I loved — and that's
precisely the delivery system. The payload doesn't arrive from a stranger in a
fedora; it arrives from someone who loves you, wrapped in exclamation points
and genuine concern for your soul and your country. The same trust-channel the
framework had been using on me my whole life. And there's a thing about Sherry
I only assembled later, running this book's kind of accounting: she was as militant
an evangelical as our family produced, and her own house was in open revolt
against the script. A daughter off the purity path entirely. A rupture with her own
widowed mother — Sherry all but disowned her after she dared to remarry, the
marriage-covenant doctrine enforced against a lonely old woman's second chance
at companionship. The loudest enforcement in the family, running on the most
collapsed home territory. I don't say that to mock her; I say it because it explains
her, and it explains the whole recruiting class. The Plan to Save the World is
catnip for people whose own worlds are past saving by ordinary means. Of course
she shared it. Of course I clicked. She asked me to, and she loved me, and her
world needed a plan as badly as mine was about to. And one more gear, because
the machine deserves full credit: Sherry wasn't blood. She was my aunt-in-law —
Beth's family. The only reason her trust-channel reached me at all is that the
Campus Crusade marriage pipeline had funneled me into her family fifteen years
earlier. Trace the whole supply route: the canon event delivered me to the
framework; the framework's courtship conveyor delivered me to Beth; Beth
delivered me a family tree; and the family tree, in the fullness of time, delivered

123



the payload. Every link in my radicalization chain was framework-forged. QAnon
didn't have to find me. The framework had already built the road to my door and
introduced me to the neighbor who'd knock.

The video was thirteen minutes and it was GOOD — and I mean that as an
indictment. Clean production, confident narration, mainstream texture; nothing
about it read tinfoil. The content: a hidden elite — the Deep State — controls the
world, trafficks children, corrupts everything, and a heroic insider operation led
by Donald Trump is quietly dismantling it. The plan to save the world. Watch
thirteen minutes and YouTube's autoplay handles the rest: the conveyor belt of
follow-ups was loaded before the first video ended. I went down at dinner time. I
surfaced hours later, meal missed, neck-deep in what a journalist would later call,
rendering this exact evening, a sinkhole of far-right hysteria. One evening. That's
all the intake took.

Now — the question this chapter exists to answer is not "how did Nick fall for
this," because framed that way it has no useful answer. The question is: what was
ALREADY INSTALLED in the man at the top of that sinkhole? Take the inventory.
Chapter 18 showed you a mind formatted to accept "God designed your suffering,
don't investigate it" — trained that NOT-checking is obedience. And beneath that,
seventeen years of the framework's foundational epistemology, straight from John
20:29: "Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.” Read that
verse as a systems engineer instead of a worshipper. It doesn't merely PERMIT
belief without evidence — it assigns belief-without-evidence a BLESSING. Extra
credit for not checking. Seventeen years of daily reps on that doctrine, and then a
video arrives whose entire ask is: believe a hidden plan you cannot see, on the
testimony of anonymous insiders, against all official evidence. That's not a con
encountering a mark. That's a key encountering the lock it was cut for. The
framework installed the vulnerability; QAnon exploited it — and not just in me: at
the movement's peak, nearly one in four white evangelicals were QAnon
believers. You don't get a correlation like that from individual gullibility. You get it
from an industry that spent generations training a population to treat
unverifiable belief as virtue, and then acted shocked when someone else
monetized the training. The journalist who told my story put it in one sentence I
can't beat: his faith wasn't just what made it so easy to get in. It was what made it
so hard to get out.
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September 24, 2018. My aunt posts a video called "The Plan to Save the World"
and I watch the whole thing, and that's the door.

What I didn't know I was walking into needs the dates flat on the page because the
dates are the argument.

December 14, 2012. Sandy Hook. Twenty children and six adults, eleven minutes
start to finish, a hundred and fifty-four rounds in under five.

Within days. Alex JoNES starts telling his audience it didn't happen. Crisis actors.
A staged event. Parents who never had children. He runs it for years — not as an
aside, as programming, to an audience of millions.

So the machine that got me in 2018 had been running since 2012. Six years. And it
wasn't beta-testing on me, some middle-aged guy in Ohio who was already primed
for it. It had spent six years operating on the parents of murdered first-graders,
and it worked, and that's why it was still running when it reached my aunt's
Facebook feed.

The people who showed up at those families' houses. The ones who accosted them
in public. The ones who sent them death threats for lying about their dead kids.
Those weren't Alex Jones. Those were his listeners, doing what listeners do.

I want to sit with that for a second, because I need it on the record that I joined
something with a track record. Not a new thing. Not an untested thing. A thing
that had already demonstrated exactly what it does to people, in public, for six
years, and I signed up anyway. Nobody hid it from me. I didn't look.

*k ok ok

Except I have to be honest about what I actually knew, because I didn't know it.

I didn't learn the real timeline of Sandy Hook until 2026. Fourteen years. I had it
wrong in my head the entire time — I thought there was a long stretch in there,
that the gunman was in that room with those kids for the better part of an hour
before anything happened. That's what I'd been carrying. It's wrong. Eleven
minutes, start to finish, and the shooting itself was under five.

I found out I was wrong on August 4, 2026, at about half past five in the evening,
in the middle of writing this chapter, because somebody checked.
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Fourteen years of thinking I knew a thing about the most examined crime of my
lifetime, and I was off by a factor of four, and I would have gone to my grave with
the wrong number if I hadn't happened to say it out loud in front of somebody
who looks things up.

And I don't think I'm unusual. I think most Americans have some version of Sandy
Hook in their head that doesn't match the record, because nobody wants to sit
with the actual record. Twenty six-year-olds, a hundred and fifty-four rounds,
under five minutes. You read that sentence once and then your brain files it
somewhere it doesn't have to be re-opened. We memory-holed it. Not maliciously.
Because it's unbearable.

That's the vacuum Alex Jones was selling into, and that's where his argument gets
whatever merit it ever had.

Not the evidence — there was never evidence. The appeal was simpler than that.
This is so horrible. Surely it's got to be staged, right? The denial isn't a failure of
feeling. It's what happens when the feeling is too big to hold and somebody offers
you a version you can put down. He wasn't asking his audience to be cruel. He
was offering them a way to not have to carry it, and cruelty was the invoice that
came later.

Same thing happened with Vegas in 2017. Route 91, and the FBI eventually
concluded there was no determinable motive. No manifesto, no cause, nothing.
And a country that cannot tolerate a hole that size in a story filled it in — with
second shooters, with staging, with anything at all, because anything at all is
easier than a man did this and there is no why.

That's the pattern and I'd been running it myself for twenty years in a completely
different room. I had unbearable things and I had a framework that handed me
bearable versions of them, and I took the bearable version every single time, and I
called it faith.

The difference is what it costs somebody else. My bearable version mostly cost me.
Theirs got delivered to a woman's front door.

*k ok ok

One part I didn't learn until much later.
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There's a moment in those eleven minutes where the gun stops. He's reloading.
Room 10 — Victoria Soto's classroom.

A six-year-old named Jesse Lewis yells at the other kids to run.

Six of them go past the shooter and out the door. Eleven kids from that room
survived. Jesse didn't.

That's the pause. I'd had it in my head for years as the worst detail of the whole
thing — the idea that there was a gap, that time existed in there, that something
could have been different. And it turns out the gap is the only good thing in the
entire eleven minutes, and a first-grader spent it on the other kids in the room.

% %k 3k

Jesse's mother is Scarlett Lewis. Six weeks after he died she started a foundation
named after three words he'd written at home before he was killed: nurturing
healing love. It's a curriculum now. Three million kids have sat through it.

And in 2022 she was the first Sandy Hook parent to get Alex Jones in front of a
jury. Texas. Four point one million compensatory, forty-five point two million
punitive. Connecticut came after and added about one point four billion.

He has paid roughly eleven million dollars of it.

Which tells you exactly what the whole apparatus is worth as a deterrent: the
largest defamation judgment in American history, and the man who earned it has
paid less than one percent. Say the unfalsifiable thing, keep the audience, absorb
no cost. Even losing at maximum scale, in open court, on the record, didn't make it
expensive.

But that's not the part I keep coming back to.

Scarlett Lewis was in that courtroom with him. The man who said her son was a
fiction, who had an audience of millions repeating it, who made the worst thing
that ever happened to her into content for a decade. She had the most airtight
case for hatred that any human being has ever been handed.

And what she said about him, out loud, in court, was that she could only feel
compassion for him. Just a man. A human being in pain.
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I have no idea what to do with that. I know what I'd have said, and it isn't that.

What I keep landing on is this: I spent twenty years inside a framework that
talked about grace constantly and taught me to run compliance checks on people.
She spent ten years outside of one, building something out of three words a dead
six-year-old wrote on a piece of paper, and then declined to convict the man who
deserved it most.

One of us learned it. It wasn't the one who had it in the job description.

And I have to be honest about my actual on-ramp, because it wasn't the political
stuff — not at first. My pathway ran through the BIBLE side. There's a podcast
called Canary Cry Radio — two guys, Basil and Gonz, biblical prophecy and high
strangeness, running for over a decade — and their scene orbited a man named
Dr. Michael Heiser: an actual PhD in Hebrew Bible and Semitic languages,
academic editor at a major Bible software company, a genuinely credentialed
scholar who wrote seriously about the supernatural architecture of scripture.
That was my door. Framework vocabulary — biblical prophecy content — and
from there, Q-adjacency was one autoplay away, because the algorithm doesn't
distinguish between a Hebrew scholar's divine council and an anonymous
poster's storm. Notice the spectrum that pathway reveals, because it's the same
industry structure you've seen all book: at one end, Heiser — real credentials
lending academic legitimacy to supernatural content. At the other end, the man
who became my favorite decoder: Praying Medic.

Dave Hayes. Former paramedic from Washington State. Started having faith-
healing dreams in 2008 — there's a vision at a Safeway deli counter in his origin
story — and built the dreams into a business: $120 video courses on "divine
healing" and "seeing in the spirit," a stack of self-published books, a tax-exempt
online ministry, a blog of miracle testimonials. Then in 2017 he added a product
line: decoding Q. Twenty million YouTube views and hundreds of thousands of
dollars in fundraising later, he was one of the movement's flagship interpreters —
and I took to him IMMEDIATELY, and I can tell you exactly why. The preacher's
cadence. The faith-healing register. The prayer language. Q arrived at my door
wearing the framework's uniform, speaking the framework's dialect, monetized
through the framework's exact business model — the $120 course, the donation
funnel, hope billed recurring. You've seen this industry three chapters running:
the radio edits, the crisis funnel, the widow's mite. Praying Medic was the same
industry's newest product line. The apocalypse decode, sold by the ordained. I
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wasn't leaving the framework for a conspiracy theory. I was buying a franchise
extension from the SAME STORE that sold me Left Behind books 15 years prior.

And now let me aim directly at the source, because most tellings of QAnon —
including the one I appear in — had to split their attention across the wreckage of
a dozen families, and never got to linger on the machine's actual operator. Who
WAS Q? Here's the first thing you need to understand: Q was never a person. Q
was a LABEL — an anonymous posting identity on an image board, "verified" by
something called a tripcode, which is just a password-derived hash that appears
next to a post. Whoever holds the password IS Q. Read that again with this book's
eyes: the faithful weren't following a prophet. They were following a HASH.
Nobody could check the author; everybody checked the label; and the label was
transferable to whoever controlled the server. The tripcode was the fish sticker. Q
was word-level detection running at apocalypse scale — and I had spent
seventeen years being professionally trained to follow exactly that kind of voice
without ever checking the author. I'd started in 2002, with a voice in my own
head.

And the throne DID transfer. The drops began on 4chan in late 2017 — whoever
the original author or authors were — and in early 2018 Q migrated to 8chan, a
basically lawless image board owned by a man named Jim Watkins: an American
expat running a hosting empire built on, I swear I am not making this up,
Japanese porn servers and a pig farm in the Philippines. His son and site
administrator, Ron Watkins — screen name CodeMonkeyZ — held the keys to the
board where God now exclusively posted. And the evidence assembled since —
the style shift in the drops after the migration, the linguistic analyses finding two
distinct authors, and above all Cullen Hoback's documentary Q: Into the Storm,
which spent three years inside the Watkins compound — points overwhelmingly
to one conclusion: somewhere around 2018, the sysadmin became the oracle. Ron
Watkins all but confessed it on camera, in what might be the greatest slip in
documentary history: "It was basically three years of intelligence training,
teaching normies how to do intelligence work. It was basically what I was doing
anonymously before—" And then the dash. THE DASH. The most pregnant pause
ever committed to tape — a full audible beat of a man processing, in real time,
what he has just said — before he finishes, with the worst-suppressed grin you
will ever see: "—but never as Q." It is on film. You can watch the oracle catch
himself mid-abdication, frame by frame. He even reposted a fake Obama video I
clocked in real time — the oracle himself, distributing content a production guy in
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Ohio could debunk in seconds. Now line up the timeline with mine: Aunt Sherry's
post hit my feed in September 2018. Which means by the time I bought in, the
throne had already been usurped. The Q I followed into the basement, the drops I
decoded at 1:29 in the morning while my marriage dissolved a floor above me —
that was, in all likelihood, never even the original author. I joined the band right
after the singer swap, and neither I nor millions of others ever noticed, because
the whole apparatus was engineered so the singer couldn't be checked — only the
LABEL, only the hash, only the fish on the bumper. The god of the storm was a
moderator with a password, posting from the other side of the planet, monetized
through server empires and, eventually, everything the movement touched. It
took a defector to start unraveling it — Fredrick Brennan, 8chan's own founder,
who spent years trying to expose the Watkinses from outside the walls he'd built.
An operator who got out and kept the receipts. I know the job description.

And here's my own footnote to the usurpation file, because the rabbit hole came
with a soundtrack. Early on, I listened — religiously, and I'm using that word with
full awareness of what it's doing — to a 24/7 YouTube livestream called Patriots'
Soapbox: QAnon talk radio, drop-readings around the clock, run by a married
couple broadcasting, as I remember it, out of the DC area — Coleman Rogers,
screen name Pamphlet Anon, and his wife. Stop and appreciate what I did there. I
had spent nineteen years making religious radio for a living, and the first thing I
did after tumbling down the rabbit hole was tune into the amateur revival of my
own format — around-the-clock devotional programming, sacred texts read aloud
and decoded for the faithful — and I did not notice. And Patriots' Soapbox owns
my single favorite artifact in the entire Q canon. During one early stream — in the
same season as the 8chan migration and the style flip, while the throne was being
usurped — Rogers accidentally screen-shared himself LOGGING INTO Q'S
ACCOUNT. The feed cut. When it came back seconds later, Rogers offered a live
audience the following explanation, on tape, preserved forever in NBC's
reporting: "Sorry, leg cramp." LEG CRAMP. And in a second documented incident,
Rogers analyzed a fresh "Q drop" on-air that turned out to have been posted
anonymously — his explanation that time being that Q must have forgotten to
sign in. Q. The military-intelligence insider running circles around the deep state.
Forgot. To sign in. So file it next to Ron's dash, because the pattern is now
unmistakable: everyone who ever stood near the tripcode kept fumbling the god-
account live on camera, and it never mattered. The men behind the labels are
never masterminds. They don't have to be. The audience does the work — hold
onto that phrase, Chapter 23 runs it back — and I was the audience: a professional
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radio man, nodding along, while hobbyists dropped the deity on tape and blamed
a leg cramp.

And the coda is almost too perfect: after Q went silent, Ron Watkins surfaced
under his own name and ran for Congress in Arizona. The man who had played
God to millions — whose anonymous words mobilized crowds, ended marriages,
primed a riot — finished near dead last in a primary. The oracle, stripped of the
label, was nobody. Which is the entire lesson of this chapter, and maybe this book,
in one election result: the power was never in the author. It was in the LABEL, and
in an audience trained — by an industry much older than 4chan — never to look
behind it.

What Cook's book couldn't fully see is the part I most need on the record, because
it's the honest complication: the capture was never total. One day the feed served
me a video of Obama supposedly confessing the Deep State — and my brain,
instantly: FAKE. No shot. The cuts went to a wide shot every time the damning
words landed — you couldn't verify the lips. I clocked the edit in seconds, the way
twenty years of production work trains you to. (Years later the HBO documentary
confirmed it: fabricated, and amplified by Ron Watkins himself.) Sit with the
diagnostic weirdness of that: the same man who believed an anonymous poster's
invisible plan could not be fooled by a video edit. Macro-captured, micro-
uncaptured. The framework's power, I understand now, was always DOMAIN-
SPECIFIC — it captured the territories where it had pre-installed the vocabulary
(faith, prophecy, hidden plans, trust-the-anointed) and never touched the
territories where it hadn't (audio engineering, video editing). My verification
instinct didn't die in 2002. It just had jurisdiction stripped from certain districts.
Which is why I never stormed anything, never armed myself, never fully
dissolved: some un-annexed part of me kept running quality control on the
individual claims even while the big narrative had the rest. If you want to know
how millions of people held that same impossible double-state — believing the
storm while smelling individual lies — that's how. Capture isn't a light switch. It's
a map of districts, and the framework only ever held the ones it had wired first.

So there I was, by late 2018: framework operator by day, Q decoder by night, fully
loaded, in the dungeon. And now let's connect it to reality. Fourteen months after
Aunt Sherry's post — at 1:29 in the morning on Friday the 13th — my rabbit hole
surfaced from the basement and walked upstairs into my wife's. Two hidden feeds
in one house, two spouses each gone down a private world. Now you know
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exactly what I was doing in the basement, and exactly how I got there: an aunt
who loved me, a video built like a key, a lock the framework had spent seventeen
years cutting, and a decoder in a paramedic's clothes selling me the storm at $120
a course. The plan to save the world. It saved nothing, it only destroyed.
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Chapter 20: The Fall

(If you skipped here from Chapter 6 for the divorce story: welcome, and brace —
it costs more than a chapter of context, but it's all here.) December 13, 2019.
Friday the 13th — technically about ninety minutes old, because it was 1:29 in the
morning, and you need the household's configuration to understand what
happened next. I was downstairs, neck-deep in my own secret world — Q drops
and bitcoin charts, the rabbit hole you toured in Chapter 19, glowing away in the
basement dark. Beth was upstairs, on her phone, where she'd been all night — in
HER secret world, which I did not yet know was populated with men. That was the
marriage in its final form: two people in one house, two screens, two hidden
networks, separate floors, each spouse fully absorbed in a private feed the other
couldn't see. At 1:29 AM, the two worlds met by accident. I came upstairs and Beth
was beaming at her phone like a smitten teenager — "Who are you talking to?" I
said. "Nobody. Other guys. I'm talking to other guys." There were no tears, no
confession. Just a statement of facts. I have to be honest about the symmetry,
because this book doesn't get to skip my turns: I wasn't an innocent man
ambushed by betrayal. I was a man surfacing from one rabbit hole who caught
his wife down another. We were both gone — in different directions, on different
floors. Hers just had people in it. And if Friday the 13th feels a little on the nose for
the first confession of the end of a marriage — Judas was the thirteenth man at
the table; the framework runs deep in Western superstition — I can only tell you
the calendar doesn't care what's on the nose. I've checked the date more than
once. It stands.

I have made that night sound cleaner than it was, and I want to fix it, because the
shape of what she said matters more than the fact of it.

"Other guys" is plural. I heard the plural at 1:29 in the morning and my brain filed
it as grammar.

It was not grammar. There were two of them. They knew about each other.
Neither one had a problem with it, and by the time I came up those stairs, the
arrangement had been running long enough to have its own shape. Everyone
involved had agreed to the terms.

Everyone except the one who was going to be told about it last.

And here is the part I did not have language for until years afterward: it was not
confessed to me. It was disclosed. There is an enormous difference and I did not
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feel it at the time, only the wrongness of it. A confession says I did something to
you. A disclosure says here is the current state of affairs, please update your file.
What I got, standing there at the top of my own stairs, was the second one —
delivered flatly, without tears, without apology — and underneath it,
unmistakably, was the assumption that I would find a way to be fine with it.

I was not being asked. I was being briefed.

Nineteen years inside the framework and I had never once been asked either.
That is what a statement of faith is — you are not consulted on the doctrine, you
are handed it and asked to sign. That is what the meeting was where I learned
what I was now supposed to believe about a man who had come out. The
framework never had a mechanism for what do you think about this — only here
is what we have decided, and your job is to catch up gracefully.

So when it arrived in my own house, in my own marriage, from the person who
had known me longest — I recognized the format before I understood the content.

I did not have a word for it then. I have one now, and I am not going to pretend it
is a kind one: it was the same operation. Decisions made in a room I was not in,
presented as a completed fact, with my agreement treated as a formality that
would arrive on its own schedule.

The framework taught me to accept that as normal for two decades. Then my wife
did it, and the thing that broke was not just the marriage.

It was that I finally noticed the shape.
Here is what a man does with that information at 1:29 in the morning.
He goes to bed.

Not out of composure. There was nowhere to put it. I lay down next to the person
who had just handed it to me, in the house we both still lived in, and I did not
sleep so much as wait, and at some point the alarm went off because I had a job
site to be at.

Forty-five minutes of highway. On the way out the door I said the only thing I had,
which was not a decision and I knew it even as it left my mouth: "Well, figure out
what you wanna do with a divorce or whatever."
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Read that sentence again, because it is the least characteristic thing in this entire
book. No terms. No position. Or whatever. That is a man buying time from himself.

And then I drove, and worked a full day. The job, and I need you to appreciate
what the universe was doing here, was setting up a Baptist church in Ripley, West
Virginia to livestream its services. That is where my hands were: running cable
and configuring encoders so a congregation could broadcast its worship — while
somewhere underneath, something happened that I have never been able to
describe to anyone without sounding cold about the worst night of my life.

My brain went into supercomputer mode.

Not grief. Not rage. Arithmetic. Every scenario, every consequence, every number
that mattered — run and re-run for eight hours while my hands did something
else entirely. This is the thing I do. It is why I am useful in a crisis and unbearable
in a disagreement: the machinery does not stop to ask whether you want the
output. Given the worst input it would ever receive, it did not fail.

It was the only thing still running.
And I came home with terms. Break it off — all of it, completely — or we are done.

That is the sentence I had spent a day building, and I want to be exact about what
happened when I delivered it, because it is the detail that tells you what that
marriage actually was by then:

I had to convince her.

I came home from work with an ultimatum about her infidelity and I had to argue
for it. Make the case. Persuade the person who had done it that ending it was
reasonable. The wronged party, doing sales.

She agreed, eventually. That is the part people expect to be the ending, and it is
not even the middle. That was December of 2019.

There were two more.

Some shut-ins in Ripley got to hear their hymns online that week. The implosion
inside my brain was only beginning to unravel why those hymns had no answer
for my situation.
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I did what nineteen years of installation had trained me to do with a crisis: I took
it to a framework authority. I disclosed my collapsing marriage to Donna — and
Donna looked at a devastated man asking for help and delivered doctrine: if I
pursued divorce, I would be "handing my children over to Satan.” She even
disclosed her own marital dysfunction as proof: "Jack and I have been through
much worse and we are still together." Mark the pattern, because you've seen it
before — it's the same move as the dark lobby. Crisis disclosed; doctrine
dispensed; human unattended. The framework has exactly one pastoral response
and it's a compliance instrument: whatever is breaking in your life, the answer is
that leaving anything — the marriage, the calling, the station — hands something
to the devil. And the part I have to own, because this book doesn't get to skip my
turns: the machinery worked THROUGH me next. When Beth's second affair
surfaced in the summer of 2020 — the kids' own teacher this time, a connection
struck up through the school's parent-teacher messaging system during lockdown,
exposed when the teacher's wife caught them — Beth told me she was taking the
kids and leaving. And I guilted her into staying. I deployed the same tools Donna
had deployed on me: the marriage covenant, the kids - I skipped the part about
handing them over to Satan. I was a man using the framework's wrench on his
own marriage because it was the only tool the framework had ever put in my box.
Somehow it worked, but I still had to see that fucking teacher at school everyday
for kid pickup. That was fun.

By early 2021 the marriage had stopped pretending. A few months earlier, Beth
had told me — about sex — "I don't want any of that stuff from you," and the
honest ledger requires my actual reaction: fine. Whatever. I wasn't attracted to
her anymore either. Two people checked out at the same counter, neither saying
the quiet part. What broke me wasn't the dead bed. It was the accumulated weight
of all of it — and it took me somewhere I'd never been: genuine, clinical, can't-
move depression. I was in bed for hours a day. Not resting. UNABLE. The recliner
years had at least come with a medical mystery attached; this was just gravity
winning. I keep ending up horizontal at the hinges of my life — my sister's bed for
the canon event, the beige recliner for the collapse, and now this bed, for the
ending.

That's where I was — IN the bed, mid-depression, already down — when Beth told
me about the guy. Someone she'd met at the bank where she worked as a teller, a
job that introduced her to men and their account balances through the same
window. And the detail that still stuns me, all these years later: I don't remember
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his name. I've tried. The man whose existence sent me to the bottom of my life is a
blank — a forgotten extra in my own worst chapter. It turns out the trigger didn't
matter. The gun had been loading for nineteen years. I want my actual response
on the record, because it's the most honest thing depression ever said through me.
I didn't scream. I didn't cry. I said: "Oh, great. I guess I'll be in bed all day now."

Catastrophe, answered with scheduling. That's what was left of me.

The next day — and I need you to sit with the fact that there WAS a next day, a full
night between the news and the decision; this was not a spasm — I lay there and
ran the whole ledger, the way you do when the accounting finally forces itself.
Nineteen years earlier I'd held my life out in my hands, in my sister's bed, and a
voice took it and said it loved me. I had organized everything downstream of that
sentence: the station, the marriage, the kids, the calling, two decades of
compliance. Lying in the wreck of all of it, I understood with a clarity I'd never
once been permitted: there was no voice. There was no plan. I was not loved by
God, because there was nobody on the other end of that line, and there never had
been. I hadn't lost my purpose. I'd never had one. I'd been a man talking to
himself in a warm tone for twenty years, and the set had finally come down.

The framework had spent nineteen years teaching me that my life belonged to
God. That doctrine has a failure mode nobody preaches: if the life was never
mine, it wasn't mine to keep, either.

On the nightstand was a small orange bottle full of little round pills. I looked at it
for a while. Then I went to the kitchen and opened a beer, because it seemed like
the thing to do — and here's the detail I can't explain and won't pretend I can: I
savored it. Light, subtly sweet, a hint of caramel malt. Yuengling, man. That's a
good fucking beer. You'd think despair tastes like nothing. It tasted like caramel.
There was a strange, terrible calm in those minutes — the peace of a man who has
stopped arguing with any of it. The framework had a phrase for peace like that: a
peace that passes understanding. Nobody ever told me it was available at the
bottom.

Then I picked up the phone and called Beth, and I told her goodbye.

I hung up. And instantly started crying. I picked up the pill bottle and looked at it
— I'm not ready yet — and then the phone started ringing. Beth. I didn't pick up.
She called again. I didn't pick up. The third time, I answered.
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"What's going on?"
"I wanna kill myself."
"Don't do anything. I'm coming home."

And she did. Whatever else this book has told you about my marriage — and it's
told you the truth — hold this beside all of it: the woman who was leaving me
called three times, and then came home to keep me alive.

I spent a week on a psychiatric ward, and I need to tell you what actually
happened there, because the framework had spent my whole adult life warning
me about exactly this place — the secular doctors, the pill pushers, the godless
psychology — and the week I spent in the belly of that particular beast contained
more actual care than twenty years of framework pastoral attention. Three
moments from that week did more for me than every altar call I ever answered.

The first came in group therapy, from a stranger. Another patient — a Christian,
mind you, not some scoffing atheist — listened to me describe my workplace and
said, plainly, that The Anthem sounded "more like a religious cult than a
workplace." A random man in a hospital group session, working from nothing but
my own description, diagnosed in one sentence what I hadn't been able to see in
nineteen years of standing inside it. That's the reference-point problem from
Chapter 5, solved the only way it ever gets solved: by an outside voice with no
stake. The framework had kept every such voice out of range my whole career. It
took a psych ward to finally put one in the room.

The second came from a counselor, and it was six words in response to me saying
"I'm not sure if I'm ready to let her go..." - She cut me off. "She's gone. She already
decided." Not a theological argument. Not a strategy. Just the plain fact everyone
outside my head could see: I was performing preservation-labor on a marriage
whose other member had already left it. The framework had trained me to treat
the container as sacred and my own life as expendable; this stranger reversed the
polarity in six words. I felt like a moron, yet relieved at the same time. Oh, and
how did I get this one-on-one with the counselor? Because our group session was
on codependency. Prior to me entering that room, I was like excuse me coda-
what-now? Afterward, I stayed late to ask more questions. That group session
answered every one I had about why my relationships eventually suck, and I
STILL didn't learn my lesson after divorce. We'll get to that in a bit.
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Here's codependency in plain English, the version that finally landed: it's when
your worth runs entirely through being needed. You don't have a YOU that exists
apart from the person you're propping up — so you pour yourself out to keep
them standing and call it love, when it's really fear wearing love's coat. The tell is
simple: the relationship's survival matters more to you than your own. That week,
for me, that wasn't a metaphor — I was prepared to stop existing to keep a
marriage existing that its other member had already left. And what turned the
lightbulb into a floodlight: I didn't invent this wiring. I was TRAINED. Nineteen
years of a system that preached the container is sacred and you are expendable.
Codependency is just that doctrine scaled down from an institution to a person —
same muscle, smaller gym. The framework didn't just tolerate the way I loved. It
built the machine that manufactured it, and I'd been employee of the month.

The third came from the psychiatrist — who quoted scripture at me. Matthew
19:9, Jesus's own recorded position on divorce, permitting it in the case of
infidelity. A secular mental-health professional, the framework's demonic pill
pusher, turned out to know the source text better than the framework did —
because Donna's "handing your children over to Satan" doctrine isn't in the book
she claimed to be quoting. The framework had taught marriage as more
unbreakable than JESUS taught it. I had to be hospitalized to meet someone who'd
actually read the manual.

Here's the thing nobody tells you about rock bottom: it's a profoundly liberating
place to be. Everything the framework had spent nineteen years telling me to fear
losing — I'd lost it. The marriage, the calling, the narrative, the voice. And I was
still there. Still breathing, eating hospital food, sleeping actual nights. The floor I'd
been terrified of my whole framework life turned out to be... a floor. Solid. Load-
bearing. You can stand on a floor. You can BUILD on one.

The aftermath ran fast, the way things do when a decision has finally
metabolized. I found a lawyer and filed the divorce paperwork almost
immediately after discharge. Beth didn't resist — she didn't even get her own
lawyer; she basically wanted me to handle it all. She was still involved with her
situation, and honestly, by then the paperwork was a formality documenting a
death that had already occurred. Realtor in April, house sold, debts covered. I
drug my feet, as I'm apt to do, on the actual divorce itself — but I moved out in
July and the divorce was final in October. (Beth's replacement for me, for the
record, arrived after I'd agreed to the divorce and all bets were off: Randy, a sole-
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proprietor construction business owner she'd also met through that teller
window. Met the men and their account balances in the same transaction. Funny
how that works. And that's the last unkind thing I'll say, because she gets the same
fairness everyone in this book gets: she was a person in the machine, same as me
— we will get to that.)

Oh - record scratch. Forgot what happened post-hospital. I wrote up a big long
email to Jack/Donna/Marcus/Nina explaining what happened, that we are
divorcing, that I'm doing better, this that and the other. A few weeks later, The
Anthem fired me. Here's how nineteen years actually ended: Marcus — the Voice
of the King and Queen, the man who'd guilted me out of quitting when I was a
weekend volunteer two decades earlier — sent me an EMAIL. They would no
longer be requiring my services. That's it. That's the whole ceremony. No meeting,
no lecture, no Caldwell anywhere in sight — the owners didn't even handle it
themselves. The dirty work ran through the middle channel, the way it always
had: one more job dumped on the most overworked believer in the building,
made to bookend my whole tenure — the man who talked me IN got assigned to
email me OUT. Freshly discharged from a psychiatric ward, freshly divorced,
nineteen years of service, and the institutional response was a form sentence in
an inbox. The sad trombone, same as everyone before me. And the erasure was
thorough: my The Anthem email account — nineteen years of correspondence,
every fundraiser, every production order, every prayer-request forward — was
memory-holed at the same time. They collected a personal address from me for
any further communication, and then further communication turned out to be a
category containing approximately nothing. Nineteen years in; one email to end it,
zero to follow up. And honestly? The email is a better indictment than any
dramatic confrontation would have been — a confrontation would have meant I
mattered enough to confront. The severance protocol I'd watched run on fired
staff, on Owens, on Trey, — the silence, the erasure, the never-speak-of-them —
was now running on me, at its true operating temperature: ambient. I had
operated this machine. I knew every gear from the inside. And I can report from
the receiving end: it runs exactly as smooth as we built it to run. You don't even
hear it start.

Somewhere in those weeks, a Sublime lyric I'd owned since I was fifteen
resurfaced from wherever the framework had buried it, and I heard "Ball and
Chain" with twenty-five years of interest accrued. Pre-framework me KNEW. He'd
been told, in three-minute increments, by his favorite band, since 1996.
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Framework me forgot — the installation overwrote the warning. Post-framework
me got the song back along with everything else.

And it was the second verse that did it, because the second verse isn't vague, it's a
thesis. Nowell laid it out flat: that marriage doesn't work in the world we actually
live in, that it's an institution in decay, and that the whole script — boy meets girl,
fall in love, get married, and forget the world — was exactly that, a script you
were TAUGHT and could find another way around. I had it memorized at fifteen.
Then a system spent nineteen years installing the precise opposite: that marriage
is the one unbreakable thing, more permanent than the God who supposedly
ordained it, and that forgetting the world for it wasn't the warning, it was the goal.
My favorite band gave me the counter-doctrine in three-minute increments before
I ever walked into The Anthem, and the framework wrote right over it. Hearing
that verse again — in the wreckage, exactly the way Nowell said it would go —
was the warranty claim coming due. He told me. I just had twenty-five years of
interest to pay before I could hear it.

So: marriage over, career over, house sold, narrative collapsed, and a two-line
email sitting where nineteen years used to be. The canon event took five years to
fully install me. Getting out — I didn't know it yet, standing in the wreckage of
May 2021 — would take exactly the same. Framework doesn't come off faster than
it goes on. What walked out of that hospital wasn't a healed man. It was a FREE
one. The difference between those two things, and the five years it took to learn it,
is the rest of this book.
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Interlude: Megan

This one doesn't get a number, and that's deliberate. Jess Cook's book about my
life ends in this stretch of years, and it ends on a high note she had every reason
to believe. My book idles here for a few pages instead — because this is the rest
stop the whole highway thought was the destination.

The wilderness years first, 2021 into 2023: divorced, fired, un-housed from my
own story, rebuilding from a floor I'd only recently learned was load-bearing. Two
things kept me narratively alive in that stretch, and I want them both on the
record. The first was Jess - the author of the Qanon book - herself — for those first
two years she was, functionally, my only outlet. Someone I could dump the crazy
on who actually LISTENED, who responded to insane information with follow-up
questions instead of flinching, and who then translated the whole mess into actual
words with actual power. If that job description sounds familiar, it should — it's
the job this book's acknowledgments page thanks 2 machines for. Jess had it first,
and she did it with a notebook and patience. The second was Megan: a January
2022 Bumble match, a warm presence in Charleston, West Virginia, movie nights
and weekend routines. She was good to me in years when good-to-me was scarce.
What Megan was inside my PATTERN — what she had in common with who came
before and who came after — is Chapter 21's business, and I'll keep the receipt
until then. Here, she's what she was at the time: a soft place in a hard stretch.

Then January 13, 2023. A Friday. Yes — the second Friday the 13th in this book,
and no, I don't make the calendar; I just report to it. Jess's book has a version of
this night, and it's the version I gave her: a cozy evening, a medication mix-up, an
unlucky accident. Here is the true one. The evening at Megan's was HOSTILE — an
argument, and the worst kind: a passive-aggressive one. A trip to North Carolina
to see her family was planned for the morning, and I didn't want to go in the
midst of this argument. I wanted to go HOME. The problem: I had already taken
my night meds. The ones engineered to put a man down for the night. I thought I
was fine. I FELT fine. I know exactly how much weight that sentence is carrying —
leaving felt more important than staying, and I let it outrank the pharmacology.
Just before 10:30 PM I pointed the van toward home, an hour of snowy West
Virginia highway ahead, Weezer on the stereo.

Somewhere past the first quarter of the drive, at 70 or 75, the sleep came on fast. I
did the responsible thing — or started to. I pulled left toward the median to stop.
And passed out. I came to IN THE ONCOMING LANE — snow, dark, the wrong
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headlights — hauled the wheel hard right. And passed out again. The
weightlessness I still remember as almost gentle was the van RAMPING off a
bridge overpass in the center median — airborne over the gap, me completely
weightless, the seatbelt the only thing between me and ejection, a machine full of
Weezer flying through dark air — and then the creek. Thirty-degree water. The
van settled onto its driver's side and my head went under.

Here is where I'm supposed to tell you about the tunnel of light. What actually
happened was a man named Riley (my son's name). Cybersecurity specialist,
volunteer pastor, twenty minutes from my house, driving home from a fucking
RODEO he'd only attended because last-minute tickets fell into his hands — and he
happened to see, in his REARVIEW MIRROR, a set of headlights leave the road
behind him. Then RAMP OFF THE BRIDGE. He stopped. He later told me "It was
like Grand Theft Auto, man, you ramping that bridge..." If only we had the footage.
He ran down the embankment on the other side of the bridge through the brush
in the dark. He found the van cradled in the creek with a stranger's head
underwater, hauled me above the surface — and then discovered he couldn't pull
me free. As a good volunteer firefighter does, he had a magnetic strobe light he
plopped on the van so the cavalry could find us. Then he did the only remaining
thing: he stood in thirty-degree water, in January, in West Virginia, and HELD me
there — head above the waterline, his hands going numb, until I gained enough
strength to move. He later told me "It was so weird man... I never felt cold." Yeah
buddy, I cannot IMAGINE how much adrenaline was pumping in his veins at that
moment. Hypothermia, broken clavicle, broken ribs, a deep cut over my eye, a
fractured pelvis; a walker for a while; the front half of the van simply gone. I
lived. Because a stranger held me. He said I was communicating the whole time...
that eventually I pushed myself up and out of the water. ] REMEMBER NOTHING. I
remember black, the sound of water, and muffled talking. I didn't know that
talking was MINE. On his way down to find the van in the dark, he said he heard
someone calling for help, but it sounded like blowing bubbles. All I remember is
the weightlessness, then black, the sound of water, muffled talking. I actually
think to myself as I hear the water and the muffled talking... "I feel kinda bad...
why do I feel bad?" Then all of a sudden I come to: BOOM: I see my bottom half
underwater, an EMS spotlight in my face, and I say "I can't move my legs."
Everyone there was probably like... uhm yeah Nick that's what happens when you
drive after taking night meds. In reality, they said "Okay, ready? Here we go..."
and I passed out again. I assume that's when they pulled me out and my body
noped out into unconsciousness. I woke up flat on my back, I assume in an
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ambulance because they billed me for it. I said "Uhm... am I alive?" And the medic
there said "Yeah... and you're lucky to be." ...and I passed out again. Next time I
woke up was in the ER, covered in hot packs to raise my temperature. I look over
and see "60-something-degrees” on the readout, and was like oh shit... that can't be
good. I look over, Megan is there. I am insanely fucked up on morphine. I just start
making jokes. About my low temp, about the accident... oh my god. I had 0.0%
alcohol levels but they probably thought I was messed up on some other drugs
and had almost killed myself. They also had a TV on in that room, on the news,
which showed my accident, multiple times. Every time it came up, I'd point and
say "that's me!" - those nurses had to have absolutely hated me, and I was floating
on morphine clouds.

Now. If you engineered an event to reactivate divine attribution in a
deconstructing man, you could not design better than this: he falls asleep, flies off
an overpass, is drowning in freezing water — and the hands that save him belong
to a PASTOR, delivered to that exact stretch of road by last-minute concert tickets.
Of course the attribution reactivated. Of course it did. Jess rendered it the way I
gave it to her at the time: God was real after all — the proof was my own beating
heart. And Riley, to his eternal credit, made the reactivation gentle: he taught me
the difference between the Christian nationalism I'd escaped and a quieter, kinder
Christianity that wanted nothing from me. My brother-in-law, thank the spaghetti
monster, actually set me up with a Gofundme to help with recovery. That
Gofundme replaced my vehicle. I actually contacted a local newspaper to see if
they'd run the story with Riley as the centerpiece... they agreed, HE DECLINED. He
wanted no recognition for what he did. Instead, he got me a job with his company
that spring — the camera-installer circuit you've already toured, five thousand
miles the first month, Scamfluencers on the drives. Her book closes the arc right
about there, with a line I've thought about a thousand times: a good parent, a good
partner, and a good person. That was enough.

And I need to tell you what her book couldn't know, in two parts.

The first is a confession about how the sausage got made. The car accident isn't in
Jess's original interviews — it couldn't be; it hadn't happened yet. She'd already
done months of interviews when the crash occurred, and what happened next
tells you exactly where I actually was, spiritually, underneath the reactivation: I
called her up from my recovery and said — direct quote — "uh, you want a cool
story for the book?" Look at what that sentence is doing. A man fresh from a near-
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death experience, mid-divine-attribution, allegedly re-converted by miracle —
and my instinct, before the pelvis healed, was to PACKAGE the miracle for a
journalist. Twenty years in the testimony economy will do that: I processed my
own brush with death as CONTENT, cleaned and camera-ready, exactly the way
I'd been trained to process every spiritual event since 2002. You don't sell a
burning bush to a reporter. If some part of me had really believed God's hand
caught that van, some part of me would have guarded it. Instead I pitched it. And I
pitched it CLEANED — no argument at Megan's, no night-meds decision, a
blameless little "medication mix-up" standing in for a man choosing to outdrive
his own prescriptions. Twenty years of testimony hygiene doesn't wash off in two.
The starting line got moved again, the story got tidied again — the exact
mechanism from Chapter 4, running on autopilot, on fresh material, while I
sincerely believed I was done with all that. If you ever need proof that the cleanup
reflex survives deconversion, here it is: in print, being corrected, in the only book
I'd trust to catch it. The attribution was real the way weather is real. It wasn't
load-bearing.

The second is the honest audit, which took me another two years to run.
Decompose the miracle: last-minute tickets put Riley on that road — probability.
The night meds explain the sleep — pharmacology, plus a decision I own. The
survival was a seatbelt, good airbags, a shallow creek, and a fast rescue —
engineering, geography, and luck. And what remains after the decomposition —
the one node that still glows, that will always glow — is a man in thirty-degree
water holding a stranger's head above the surface until his own hands stopped
working. I no longer attribute my survival to God. I attribute it to Riley, and I want
to be clear that this is not a downgrade. A god who saved me would have been
doing his job, late, having also scheduled the crash. Riley owed me nothing. A
cybersecurity guy with rodeo tickets, freezing in a creek for a stranger — that's
not providence. That's SURPLUS. The universe doesn't owe anybody a Riley, and I
got one anyway. If the framework had been built out of Rileys — men who pull
you from the water, ask for nothing, and hand you a job application — I might be
in a pew right now. It's exactly because it isn't that this book exists. He remains
the best advertisement Christianity ever ran on me, and he ran it after I'd stopped
buying, which is the only reason I could see it clearly: the product was never the
problem. The company was. And then there's the coda, which I only gained the
full shape of later, and which belongs here precisely because this book doesn't do
uncomplicated saints any more than it does uncomplicated villains. Riley got
promoted — head of IT at the company he'd brought me into, which made him, in
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the org chart's plain language, the man above me. And in November 2024, when
the company swung the axe that cut me loose — the layoff that ended the camera-
installer era and opened the door to everything in the next chapter — the
approval ran through Riley. The man who pulled me from the creek signed off on
dropping me into the churn. And here's what I need you to do with that:
NOTHING. Don't downgrade him. Don't reclassify the creek. Both events are fully
true and neither cancels the other: he held a stranger's head above freezing water
until his hands stopped working, and eighteen months later he approved a line
item, because he was an employee in a machine — a corporate one this time —
and machines make employees do machine things. The framework never had a
monopoly on that. If this book has taught you to see anything, it's this: the same
hands can do both. Grace and the axe, one signature apart. Gray area all the way
down — even in your rescuers. Especially in your rescuers.

So here's where Jess's book ends, and I want to say plainly: it ends TRUE. In
January 2024, everything her last page says was accurate. A good parent, a good
partner, a good person — that WAS enough, that year, at that depth of the
excavation. But arcs don't consult publication schedules. The ground under that
ending was intermediate ground — another landing on a longer stairway — and
by the time her book reached shelves, I was already past it: the gentle Christianity
dissolving under the same honest accounting as the harsh one, the proto-patterns
in my relationships preparing their repeat, the real deconstruction — the full one,
the one with receipts — still ahead of me. Part IV is the story of what happens
after the happy ending. Turn the page whenever you're ready. The stairway holds.
NO STAIRWAY.
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PART IV — AFTER
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Chapter 21: The Kayla Repeat + Pattern-Recognition

I never told you how the Megan era actually ended, and the Interlude wasn't the
place — this is. That hostile night in January 2023, the one I drove away from on a
head full of night meds? I went over there intending to go with them to North
Carolina. After the argument, I was gonna drive home and BREAK UP with her.
That was the plan. The argument led to the exit attempt. And then the van went
off the overpass, my pelvis fractured, and I spent the next TWO MONTHS
recovering in her bedroom — on a walker, cared for, gently and genuinely, by the
woman I had attempted to drive away and leave. I tried to exit a relationship and
circumstance converted the exit into a residency. Turn that shape over, because it
turns out to be my signature move, and this chapter is about the years it took me
to see it.

Start with the pattern itself, because by 2024 it had a sample size. Beth. Then
Megan. Then Kayla. Three consecutive partners, and beneath the surface
differences, one repeating dynamic — down to details as specific as this: all three
hated my gaming. Actually, that's not entirely true. Kayla actually liked gaming...
together. She didn't like me gaming ALONE. So, three relationships in a row where
my oldest, most reliable joy operated under hostile airspace, negotiated,
apologized for, hidden. A coincidence once, a bad luck streak twice, but three
consecutive selections is a TEMPLATE — and I want to say this the way the whole
book has taught us to say it: guilt doesn't just appear, it's installed. Neither do
types. Twenty years of framework conditioning — of treating my own wants as
suspect, my compliance as love's price, conflict as the texture of devotion — had
built a partner-shaped socket in me, and I kept plugging the same connector into
it and calling it chemistry. The framework exit, it turns out, didn't dissolve the
template. Deconstruction and relational recovery were parallel tracks, and each
needed its own five years.

The Kayla era ran the template at its highest amperage. November 2024: I'd just
lost the camera-installer job — the axe approved, in the org chart's final irony, by
the man who'd pulled me from the creek; the Interlude holds that coda — and I
moved in with her. Note the mechanics: unemployed man moving INTO the
relationship, the dependency pre-installed. What followed was the dynamic at full
volume: constant passive-aggressive fights, verbal abuse, the airspace never once
friendly. (Kayla gets the same protection everyone in my personal life gets — she
was a person in a pattern too, and half the pattern was mine.) By June 2025 had a
new field-tech job and my first exit: ended the relationship, moved to my mom's
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place. And then the signature move ran again, in its purest form yet: mom's place
didn't work out, an apartment application died on my credit score — two decades
of framework wages and subcontractor status showing up in a landlord's
algorithm, the five locks of Chapter 9 operating posthumously on my housing
options — and by late summer I was back at Kayla's. Tail between legs. Re-cohab
number one. I had now been housed by BOTH of the relationships I'd tried to
leave. The framework wouldn't let me exit for twenty years; when I finally
learned to exit, my circumstances kept converting the exits into returns.
Thanksgiving 2025, I moved out again — to my kids' mom's basement, which
sounds like rock bottom and was actually just Tuesday by that point. December:
found the SOC job listing. December 31, 6:30 PM, I turned in my notice — I
remember the exact time the way you remember a door unlocking. Twelve days
of limbo. January 12, 2026: first day at the SOC. And then February: the role
shifted to second shift, the two-hour drive from the basement became untenable
at midnight, and — one more time, with feeling — back to Kayla's. Re-cohab
number two, pure geographic pragmatism, my own place already applied for.
March 20, 2026, I moved into it. My own address. First one that was fully mine,
chosen by me, in my whole adult life. April 1, I cut alcohol. The dates cluster like
that at the end of a recovery — years of nothing, then everything in a season.

But the moment the pattern actually became VISIBLE to me — the naming
moment — had come earlier, in the spring of 2025, and it's embarrassing in
exactly the way that matters. A fight with Kayla had gone scorched-earth and
she'd left the house, and I — a grown man, marooned and furious — texted
MEGAN. Three hours away in Charleston. Asked her to come pick me up. Her
reply, verbatim: "uhhhhh... would if I could sorry." And in the fifteen seconds after
that text landed, two recognitions arrived at once, both permanent: first, that the
ask was ridiculous; second, that the relationship I was standing in was already
over. But underneath both was the real sighting: I had just reached for the
PREVIOUS iteration of the pattern to escape the CURRENT one. The template,
caught live, mid-operation, asking its old socket for a ride. You can't unsee that.
And the strange mechanic I'd hand any reader in the same spot: once you NAME
the thing, it mostly just... goes away. Not the circumstances — those took another
year of basements. The compulsion. Named patterns lose their gravity. There's a
whole chapter on that mechanism later; this was where I learned it.

Two more recovery tracks ran through those same years, and both belong here
because both are the same story: framework residue dissolving domain by
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domain, each on its own schedule. The first is chemical, and it starts with a
realtor. Spring 2021, divorce accepted, house going on the market — my realtor
was a ditzy redhead from church, riding the 2021 realtor bubble, and one day she
was casually hitting a THC vape in front of Beth. Church-adjacent, sweet as pie,
vaping weed like it was coffee. Beth mentioned it to me. Errrrrr — record scratch.
"Where'd she get that?" Vape shop, she said. Delta-8 — federally legal through a
Farm Bill loophole. I took a hit in the store and the first thought that surfaced,
verbatim: "Oh shit... that stuff brings back memories." Same mechanism as "Ball
and Chain" becoming audible again — the pre-framework substrate, intact under
the concrete, re-accessed through a sense. Delta-8 was the biggest scam ever, but it
was as close as I'd been in twenty years, and it walked me down the staircase:
delta-8 to a West Virginia medical card to, eventually, Ohio recreational — even
Ohio said it was fine. And the medical card? Recommended by MY PSYCHIATRIST:
"You're already using delta-8 — it would probably be better to just get the real
thing." Add it to the ledger from the dark lobby: psychiatric medication,
professional mental-health care, and now medical cannabis — every single
intervention Donna's doctrine prohibited, endorsed by the credentialed human
being actually responsible for my mind. And there's a cultural footnote to that
staircase worth paying, because the thing that eventually became my legal
medicine spent my whole youth being a rebellion I was too framework to join. My
favorite band after Sublime wrote exactly one song about it — 311's "Who's Got
the Herb?" — a mid-nineties weed anthem whose live function was turning mosh
pits into five-minute peace summits, back when saying it out loud was still a
stance. Then watch what happens to that one song across their catalog and you're
watching a moral panic end in real time: anthem, then a passing "not every day,"
then nothing at all — not because they quit, but because the thing stopped being
contested and became a Tuesday. You don't write songs about your medicine
cabinet. When Hexum penned "Who's Got the Herb?" in the mid-nineties, I'm sure
he didn't envision a 420-friendly Ohio with a Bipolar-2/ADHD writer benefitting
from his statement — but I do thank him. It was never the plant. It was always the
story wrapped around it, and I got to watch that story change from both sides. The
framework said medications would change the mind God made. They did. It got
better.

And one recovery arrived as a single artist, handed back by a television show:

7/8/26, 9:52 PM You know who I never thought I liked? Jim Croce.
Because when I was in Campus Crusade in college, a girl I liked
played me some of his boring-ass songs, and I'm like, uhhh, this
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dude sucks — I was already starting to get integrated into Anthem-
only music. Fast forward ohhhh twenty years: Stranger Things —
"Don't Mess Around with Jim" gets played by Hopper. I'm like, WTF,
THIS is Jim Croce? So yeah, he's been on the playlist since then.

Run the mechanism on that one, because it's the whole book in a bar joke: the first
verdict on Jim Croce wasn't mine — it was rendered by a filter mid-installation,
scoring a crush's mixtape against a playlist that had already started replacing my
taste. The verdict held for TWENTY YEARS on zero additional evidence. Then a
Netflix show played thirty seconds of the same catalog to a nervous system with
the filter uninstalled, and the verdict flipped on contact. Nothing about Jim Croce
changed. He was dead the whole time. The instrument doing the measuring
changed — and that's the recovery, one artist at a time, some of them arriving by
helicopter over Hawkins, Indiana.

And since she's already in this chapter, the girl with the Croce songs deserves her
whole story — because it's the gentlest exhibit the marriage container ever
handed me, and it surfaced while I was writing the glossary, of all things:

8/8/26, 7:35 PM The same girl that played me shitty Jim Croce
songs? We actually had a little thing going: THAT COULD NOT BE
NAMED. Were we friends? Partners? A couple? Just fooling around?
Nobody fucking knows — because neither of us wanted to DTR. We just
wanted to have fun. We literally stayed up overnight once, and at
sunrise we played "Here Comes the Sun" at the sunrise, just like I
saw done at a Phish show once. Only problem with that: the Beatles
wrote a four-minute song about something that happens gradually
over an hour. We had to loop that song a few times, haha. But
here's the thing: with no DTR, there's no passion. No kissing, no
affection — just hang time. When I left for Summer Project, we
still talked, but... not being there ruined it. We HAD no
connection that was formalized, so we just fell apart.

DTR — Define The Relationship — was Crusade's border checkpoint: the
mandated conversation that converts hanging-out into official courtship, aimed at
marriage, with accountability attached. The framework's taxonomy had exactly
two licensed states, and we refused the paperwork — so we lived in the
unlicensed gap, where the rules said no affection could exist, and we OBEYED.
Look at it plainly: two twenty-year-olds who liked each other, alone at sunrise,
looping the most romantic song the century produced, and the software wouldn't
permit a kiss because the relationship had no legal category to put one in. Then
the machine did what machines do with undocumented things: Summer Project
shipped me out, and the unnamed thing — having no name to defend itself with
— quietly stopped existing. I don't file this one under bitterness. The sunrise was
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real, the song was real, the fun was exactly what we wanted it to be. I file it under
INVENTORY: somewhere in the framework's ledger of things it took, there's a line
for the relationships it refused to let be small and sweet and unlabeled — the ones
that either signed the courtship contract or starved. Ours starved politely, in
three-loop increments of George Harrison, and it took me twenty-three years and
a glossary entry to write it down.

The second track is political, and I'm including it precisely because it breaks the
genre's script. I voted for Trump three times — 2016, 2020, and 2024. Read that
third date again: fully post-deconstruction. The ex-evangelical memoir is supposed
to end with me canvassing for progressives; that's the arc the genre sells. Mine
didn't run that way, and the honest mechanics matter more than the optics. I
deconstructed a COSMOLOGY, not a party registration — those are separate
surgeries, and this book documents the first one. West Virginia was decided
before I woke up on election day; my vote was a rounding error, and part of the
calculus was frankly experiential — how often do you get to vote for the same
president three times? Completion, not conviction. And I'll put the whole
mechanism on display, because it's the book's mechanism: at the Butler rally in
July 2024, when the bullet flew, it also severed a hydraulic line in the crane
holding the giant flag — and the flag descended, in the moment, over the bleeding
candidate. Nobody lowered it. Physics lowered it. And my unconscious, fully
deconstructed, registered it in real time as an OMEN — "this is Trump's America
now." The same attribution engine that heard God in my own internal monologue,
still running, just pointed at a new altar. I caught it — that's the difference now; I
catch it — and I'll confess the rest: within months of the third vote I was telling
Kayla I regretted it. The verification instinct runs downstream of the decision as
well as upstream. This book isn't the story of a man who got everything right after
leaving. It's the story of a man who kept the auditing department open.

One more scene, because this chapter is about patterns and I owe you the closing
of the oldest one in the book. Shortly after my divorce, Doug and I met up in
person — the only time since everything — at a Chipotle. Two middle-aged men
over burrito bowls, twenty years of unsaid things between us. He asked if I'd
talked to Shannon. I had — we'd reconciled by then — so I answered casually:
yeah, she's doing well, she's in California now. And Doug went GHOST-FACED.
"She... what?" He had no idea she'd left the state. And over the rest of that lunch,
he told me the half of the story I'd never known: after she dumped me at OU, she'd
gotten with someone new — and kept Doug as the affair the whole time. When
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that relationship ended, she STILL didn't choose him. Then she moved west. Doug
was never the destination. He was permanently the affair — emotional
infrastructure, tapped when needed, never once the plan. And the detail I did not
say out loud at that table, the one merciful withholding of my life: Shannon
married a man in California who is my physical doppelganger. He may literally
also be named Nick. Her pattern, all along, was Nick-shaped. The cheating was
never movement away from me toward Doug — it was Nick-seeking behavior
routed through whoever was adjacent. I sat there holding the one fact that would
retroactively demolish Doug's entire romantic history, and I put it down. Some
receipts you keep in your pocket. But the reason this scene lives in THIS chapter is
what happened in my own head on the drive home: I realized I had never once —
not in twenty years — genuinely modeled how any of it had FELT for Doug. Not at
the reveal, not after, not ever. The framework's emotional automation didn't just
numb my own reactions in 2002; it kept me from running anyone else's interior
for two decades. Patterns all the way down, in every direction: Shannon's was
Nick-shaped, Doug's was Shannon-shaped, mine was conflict-shaped, and every
one of us ran our template for twenty years believing it was just our life.

So here's where the pattern chapter lands, and it lands somewhere the genre
doesn't usually go: alone, and GOOD. I'm forty-five. I live in my own place — the
first one that was ever fully mine — with my games unhidden, my music loud, my
evenings unnegotiated. I am not looking. This isn't the bitter bachelor speech and
it isn't a phase the right woman will fix; it's the other thing, the thing three
consecutive template-relationships never once let me test: whether I actually LIKE
my own company. Turns out I do. Not lonely — pattern-broken. There's a
difference, and it took me twenty-five years and four addresses in eighteen
months to learn it. Meanwhile, out in the world, the institutions I'd spent this
whole book diagnosing were busy running a validation study I never asked for.
Before we go there though, let's tap some recent history for some patterns, eh?
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Chapter 22: The Logbook
The final act is two women, and I'm not in it.

I want to start with the ending because the ending was never the surprise. I
watched it coming for two months and wrote down what I saw as I saw it, and
none of that changed a thing. That's the part worth your time — not that a
friendship died, which happens, but that it died on schedule, in front of a witness
who was taking notes, and the notes didn't help.

What follows is not a memoir of this. Every other chapter in this book was written
years after the fact, which means I got to arrange the evidence with the answer
already in hand. This one I can't do that with. It ended four days before I wrote
this paragraph. So instead of pretending to a wisdom I haven't earned yet, I'm
giving you the log — dated entries, made the day they happened, including the
ones I got wrong. The wrong ones are the most useful thing in here.

A note on the names and the setting: I've changed all of them, and changed the
thing we did together, because two of the three people in this chapter never
agreed to be in a book. What I haven't changed is the sequence, the timing, or
what was said. Call my friend Dana, her partner Rae, and the friend who came
before me Bec.

April 1. Two things happened today and I didn't know either of them was a
beginning. The first: Dana posted in the work chat that today was her last day, she
was off to bigger and better things — and for a solid half-second my heart
dropped through the floor, certain somebody had poached her before I could even
ask her to build a thing with me. Then I looked at the date. April Fool's. The joke
that started everything, because it was the day I realized how much I did not want
to lose her from my orbit, months before there was an orbit. And the second: I
quit drinking. I'd like to tell you it was for my health. It was so that when Dana got
backI could tell her I'd done it. Four months later both of those sentences
embarrass me and I'm leaving them in, because they're the first entries in the log
and they establish what kind of witness you're dealing with: a man who quit a
bottle to impress a friend, on the same day a fake resignation taught him how
much she already mattered.

Mid-April. We start the act. And here's where I have to correct something I was
about to tell you, because I almost pulled the oldest trick in the memoir book. I
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was going to say nobody documents the happy part — that the log goes quiet
during the good weeks and only gets dense when things go wrong, so any account
like this is structurally biased toward the disaster. It's a great line. It's also a lie,
and I know it's a lie because I went back and looked: I documented ALL of it. Six
weeks of the best creative work I'd done in twenty years, two people finishing
each other's sentences about arrangements, and I have receipts on every good day
of it. I didn't skip the happy part. I kept it back — from you, and for a while from
myself — because the happy part is the part that costs you. A disaster you saw
coming is a story. A joy you got to have and then lost is a wound. So I'll do the
harder thing and show you the good weeks too, because leaving them out was the
only way to make this chapter comfortable, and comfortable would be a third lie.

And you need to know why I fell so fast, because it wasn't out of nowhere — it was
out of SOMEWHERE. I inherited my father's crate when he died. I'd done my own
sets with it, years back, before the disability years took the booth. I'd made my
peace with that being over. Then a coworker starts talking about the exact same
music like it's alive, and my first reaction was: she's shitting me. She wasn't. The
thing I'd buried was standing in the break room. How could I not be interested?

April 22. The day the current reversed, and I can prove it with arithmetic: we
traded about ten texts, and one hundred percent of them were me-initiated. I'd
been real-time auditing her crate finds for weeks — she'd send a good pull, I'd
price it, grade it, tell her what she had. That day something flipped. She started
sending them before I asked. Before April 22 this was a project I was running on
someone. After, it was ours.

April 28. First time I ever saw her outside the building — we met up after my shift
and dug through crates for hours. I actually said it out loud: "this is the first time
I've seen you outside of work lol." Two months in. The whole thing had lived
inside one room until that night, and it turned out it traveled fine.

May 1-2. The merge. Twenty-four straight hours of sorting before the first set —
and somewhere in the middle of it we combined collections. Everything I had and
everything she had into one library, organized down to the individual sleeve. I
want the record to show the happiest work of the whole arc was inventory. Two
people alphabetizing until four in the morning and neither one wanting to stop.
That was the actual act. The sets were just what we told people it was for.
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May 4. Road trip — her plan, her ask, a two-for-one trade an hour away. She'd
even tried to send me solo first, then decided to come. Contingent, of course, on
Rae approving. Everything was, by then; I just hadn't started writing that part
down yet.

May 7. First real set. It goes better than either of us expected and there's actual
money in it. Same night, two different people who are supposed to love us decide
this is a problem. My ex tells me the act is "another manic episode.” Rae escalates
something at home within twelve hours.

May 8. I write down a rule, and I want you to notice the date, because the date is
the whole reason this chapter exists:

Hostile-but-secure partners de-escalate when their partner succeeds
— that's pride. Hostile-and-threatened partners escalate when their
partner succeeds — that's control. Rae chose the second one.
That's a prediction. I made it eleven weeks before it finished playing out, on the
basis of one night. I want credit for exactly none of it, because the next three
months are a record of me watching it come true and doing nothing that
mattered.

May 8, evening. She sends me a photo: nine crates of new records arranged on
her couch like a shrine, with the caption-energy of "oops, I blacked out and bought
these." Nobody accidentally does a sustained hour of deliberate digging, hauls it
home, stages it, and photographs it. That was pride, wearing plausible deniability.
And I clocked the composition without saying anything: most of it was the one
genre Rae actually likes. Cover, purchased in advance. I understood it completely
and said it was a great haul, because it was.

May 9. The deepest-disclosure day. The house came up — not buying, BUILDING,
half a million dollars of it — and I ran the compounding math on what she could
have instead, the be-a-millionaire-by-your-late-fifties version. "You just do what I
say for thirty years and don't stop."” She rolled her eyes. The house was already
decided; the math was just me narrating a road not taken past the exit for it. Same
day, the talk went somewhere it had never gone — past records, past the act, into
the actual lives. I knew things by sundown I had no business knowing at a merch
table.

May 11. Crate-prep night at my place, Dana over, records everywhere. At one
point she sets a few aside from the pile — "my girl is gonna kill me if I sell these"
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— and I'm at my desk with my back to her, working through last-minute stuff,
when she says, casual as weather: now Rae's saying she's gonna start doing her
own shows, make some money too. I think I literally flinched — like someone
smacked me in the back of the head with a rolled-up newspaper. All I could get
out was "what?" A couple seconds of silence. And then, out of nowhere, the words
I've run the tape on a hundred times since: "why wouldn't she wanna do it with—"
I almost said US. I said YOU.

May 14. The Wednesday call. The question that had been floating around
unanswered on either side — you know the one; Rivers knows the one — got put
on the table and answered out loud: friendship, both directions, said plainly, with
the mental-health cards face-up on both sides. It settled something real. And per
the entry above from three days earlier, you already know what it didn't settle.
Both of those are true. They never stopped being true at the same time.

Read what Rae actually said one more time, because I heard it in a single pass:
two good sets in, money finally arriving, and her partner's first instinct was a solo
act. My question didn't invent anything. It said the quiet part at conversational
volume, to the one person who couldn't afford to hear it. And I knew it that same
night — the log shows me sitting there war-gaming how the sentence would
travel, knowing that if it ever reached Rae it would go off like dynamite. Within
the week, Rae wasn't doing her own show. She was doing a show WITH Dana —
the exact configuration my question had pointed at, arriving as if ordered. I didn't
know it yet, but I signed my death warrant with that one statement. I'd shown the
machine I could see it. Machines don't forgive that.

I handed over the plan by pointing out it was missing. My question wasn't a
warning; it was a specification. And there is no version of that I can prove, ever,
because the innocent reading is airtight: a partner took a reasonable suggestion,
that's all. The ambiguity isn't a weakness in the mechanism. The ambiguity is the
mechanism.

Mid-May. Rae, who has never played anything as long as I've known her,
mentions that she used to spin — she ran her own decks once, gave it up years
ago. She's thinking about picking it back up.

May 29. Both of us spent money we panicked about within the hour. Separate
purchases, same disease. I remember reading her panic-text about it and feeling
RELIEF — oh good, it's not just me. An act where both members are impulse-
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spending toward the same cliff isn't a red flag exactly. It's just two people holding
hands on the way down the checkout line.

I write that down without comment. It doesn't look like anything yet.

June 18, around 10 PM. Bec calls me about something else entirely, and the
conversation turns. Bec used to be one of Dana's closest friends. They aren't
anymore. I ask what happened, more or less politely, and Bec says: Rae is the
reason.

Then she tells me the part I didn't have. Before Dana and Rae ever got together,
Bec sat her down and said don't fucking do it. She got stonewalled. And she was
distanced shortly after, which she'd never connected to the conversation until she
said both facts out loud in the same minute. I expressed to her the dysfunction I
was witnessing every time we had a show.

My last line, which I wrote down verbatim because it went through me: Dana
would kill me if she knew I was telling you this.

Nobody ever said that was a rule. Everybody knew it was a rule.

June 19, 10:12 AM. Two things in the same entry. Rae has the money in that house
— which is not a moral fact, it's a structural one, and it prices the exit. And she
runs her whole operation in front of me now. Not performed-for-company
behavior. The opposite: the company stopped being worth performing for. Plus
the major lock-in coming: they were BUILDING a house together. Not buying.
BUILDING. It was being constructed at the same time we were trying to start the
act. I was already sidelined by the inflated housing market. The night before, I was
witness to some of the worst fighting between the two I had ever been present for.

My note that morning: it's like I'm not even there, so what's it like when I'm actually
not there.

Mid-to-late June. Dana is a natural on the decks and a disaster with a
microphone. She'll introduce a track whose artist she's about to mangle, get the
year wrong, credit the wrong writer. It's part of the charm right up until it isn't.
I'm the one who knows that stuff, so the arrangement we fell into without ever
discussing it is: she spins, she talks, and I feed her the facts from six feet away.

Tonight Rae takes the mic for one track's intro. She's good at it. She's better at it
than either of us.
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I write down that it's better and I don't write down anything else, because there is
nothing else to write. A person did a thing well.

Late June. Crate nights move to THEIR place.

I sit through the first one. It goes about four hours. In that time I watch my friend
get corrected, contradicted, sighed at, and talked over, in her own house, by
someone who then turns and asks me if I want a drink. I say nothing, because
saying something is the one thing my position does not permit. Bec already ran
that experiment and I have the result.

I stop at a gas station on the way home and buy a six-pack. Four months, ended in
a parking lot, and I'd have told you at the time it was nothing.

I want to be careful here, because the cheap version of this sentence blames her
for my drinking and that isn't true. The drinking is mine. It was mine before her
and it's mine now. What the log shows is only the timing: I put it down for a
person, and I picked it back up the night I first understood what that person was
living in.

And there was a second meter running the whole time, one I didn't read out loud
until later: money. The act cost money — crates, records, the small endless bleeds
— and I kept covering it, kept feeding the next thing, and I called it investment. It
wasn't. It was me buying my way out of admitting what I already knew. If the
money had kept working I'd have stayed in a dying thing indefinitely, paying to
keep from looking at it — which is the confession Cee-Lo Green put cleaner than I
can: if he still had money, she'd still be there. The drain didn't end this. It revealed
it. And the day the crate nights moved to their place, the receipts stopped being
able to hide the answer: I'd wanted out for a while, and the money was just the
last thing I could point at instead of saying so.

June 26. The sandwich thing. It's too small to explain and I'm not going to try. It's
in the log because at the time it felt enormous, and I've left it in to show you what
the log actually looks like from inside — a lot of it is a grown man writing down
that somebody made a face. Long story short, someone wanted a sandwich made
for them, the sandwich maker was busy, so the passive aggressive person made
their own sandwich while sighing the whole time.

June 27. A quiet one that explains the loud ones: somewhere in here I realized the
things she told me weren't going anywhere else. Not home. Not anywhere. I wasn't
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a confidant in the normal sense — I was the only open channel she had. I felt
honored. I should have felt the weight. The principles at the end of this chapter
were already writing themselves; I just couldn't read them yet.

June 29, 4:31 PM. I put a word in the file that I'd been avoiding: alert. Not because
anything new happened. Because the pattern crossed some line I hadn't defined
until I needed it.

June 30. Eleven entries. The first is timestamped 4:58 AM.

I'd like to present that as diligence. It was not diligence. It was a man who woke
up insanely early, writing things down at five in the morning because writing
them down was the only available action, and the log was the only place the
observations could go — since the one person I'd normally tell was the person
they were about.

The entries that day name most of the mechanism. That Rae has a move, a specific
one, deployed on a schedule. That the choice of who Dana confides in is itself a
signal, more than the content of anything she confides. That talking about the act
had become the escape hatch rather than the subject. That the whole thing was a
dam with a leak in it and I was watching the leak.

June 30, 3:26 PM. I log an incident and read it as Rae going after me.

June 30, 3:35 PM. I file a correction. Nine minutes. It wasn't Rae. It was Dana —
defending the relationship, unprompted, against a thing I hadn't said. I had the
aggressor wrong.

That's the most important entry in this chapter and it's the one that makes me
look worst. Leave it in. A record that never catches itself being wrong isn't a
record, it's an argument with dates on it. And the correction taught me the thing
I'd have missed otherwise: by that point she was running the defense herself. Rae
didn't need to be in the room anymore.

July 1. Two entries about how I felt, which I'm not reproducing, because they're
mine and they aren't evidence.

July 6, 9:02 PM. The entry the whole chapter turns on. My words, unedited:

crazy thing dude, I fucking doomed this scenario weeks ago, before
I fully shed the obsessive/possessive stuff, pre-everything. I
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could already tell Rae wanted to take the whole thing over. Now?
it's like fucking take it girl haha I'll just run the crate

I called the takeover weeks before July 6. July 6 is twenty-six days before it
finished.

And there's a harder thing under the word "possessive," and since I'm handing
you the log with the wrong entries left in, I'll leave this one in too. Somewhere in
those months the shuffle kept serving me Weezer's "Pink Triangle" — the one
where Rivers falls all the way for a woman and hits the wall you cannot talk your
way past: I'm dumb, she's a lesbian, I thought I had found the one. I heard it more
times than I can count during the partnership and each time some quiet part of
me went: hmm. Is that about me? And then I'd change the subject in my own head
— oh well, back to the game — because I didn't want the answer. The answer was
yes. Not in the way that gets you sued or gets a marriage wrecked; nothing
happened and nothing was ever going to, because she's gay and I was, at forty-
five, still only just learning to notice my own wanting at all. But the "possessive"
thing I keep flinching around in this log wasn't about the business. It was that. I
wanted my friend, in the low undocumented way this whole book has been about,
and it was structurally impossible from the first day, and Rivers Cuomo wrote the
exact shape of it in 1996 for reasons of his own. The act was never going to be the
thing [ wanted it to be, because the thing I wanted didn't have a door. That's the
actual reality, courtesy of Rivers. I've held it this long. Putting it here is the last
time I have to.

So let's be precise about what a correct prediction is worth here: nothing. It didn't
slow anything down. It didn't protect anybody. All it did was let me watch with
better resolution. If you take one thing from this chapter, make it that — seeing it
coming is not the same as being able to do anything about it, and the people who
tell you to trust your gut rarely mention that your gut's reward is a clearer view of
the crash.

Early July. Rae wants her own name for it now — not the act's, hers: a separate
marquee for the nights she's running, the material she picked, her own territory
carved out of the middle of the thing. Two things followed the name, and they
point in opposite directions. First, the money: Rae bankrolled those nights — she
paid for the crates the new direction needed — so the take from them was hers to
keep. The only money Dana ever actually pocketed was her half of the original
two-person shows, the ones with me. Second, the draw: the nights under Rae's
name came up short. The old setup still banked every time; hers didn't. The
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market had already voted, and it voted for the thing we'd built, not the wing she'd
annexed. It changed nothing. She owned the wing regardless of what it earned,
and the wing kept growing until it was the whole house. You can't be voted out of
an act. You can be out-capitalized.

July 8. Sixteen entries in one day. I'm not going to walk you through them. The
count is the content.

One matters more than the rest. At 3:18 PM I record a question Rae asked about
me — relayed to me by Dana. And that's when I understand the shape of the last
three months. Everything Rae wanted to know about me had been arriving
through Dana. Which means everything I'd ever said about Rae had been leaving
the same way.

There was never a private conversation. Not one. Every read I made, every quiet
concern, every hey, that was weird — I thought I was confiding in my friend. I was
filing reports with the subject of the report, and she was hand-delivering them.

At 3:38 PM I file the correction that reorganizes everything above it: the hostility
was never aimed at me. I was never the target. I was the furniture in a room
where something was being done to someone else, and my discomfort was a side
effect, not the point.

August 1. A date that will live in infamy. She already could tell my interest was
waning, I barely did anything for the act anymore and just showed up when
needed. I promised her, multiple times, that I'd move some of the crate while she
was gone for 2 weeks. She literally almost died of heat stroke on vacation. I even
said "Damn, you almost died, I need to get off my ass and sell this stuff." My hands
would physically not touch the crates. My body had already quit the act, my mind
just couldn't admit it. ADHD people, back me up here: if you don't want to do it,
even if you say you will, your body just says NOPE — not doing it. I wanted out,
my body was like fine: let's get out. She comes back. I literally moved the first of
the crate THE DAY SHE GOT BACK. She was incredibly pissed, but she's nice, so
she hid it. For the next week, we barely talked, and when we did, it was about
nothing. Then one day, literally my last fifteen minutes on the clock, it hits me: I
haven't said one word about doing a set since she got back — because I didn't
want to do one — and the guilt spike lands: shit, I need to say something. So I
message her. On Teams. Wanna spin a set soon? Her answer, verbatim: "yeah I
dunno, I did one last night, might just do my own, I dunno, we could def still do
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the classics but idk." Read that sentence again, because she told me RIGHT THERE
— did one without me last night, might just go solo — the whole verdict, caged in
Dana-speak. And catch the phrase in the middle of it: "might just do my own."
That's Rae's line from May 11. The one that made me turn around at my desk.
Now it's coming out of Dana's mouth, pointed at me. The mechanism didn't just
take my seat — it taught her the words. I moved us off Teams to text and said it
straight: "It seems like you're pulling away from the business." We went back and
forth for a while; I had to pry. At one point I even typed "I guess I'm a shit partner
and don't realize it?" Only problem: I DID realize it. That's why we were having
the conversation. I was trying to play victim even in this pocket universe.
FINALLY, she admits that she "just wants to do her own thing for a while." I'm like
whew okay fine, it's over finally. I tell her I'm sorry for letting her down. I was
hurt, but I'll survive. Then she dropped the payload: "it didn't work out for us as
business partners but we can still be friends and I'll always be there for you." I
don't know what it was about the phrasing, but I went into unbridled rage. From
sadness to: okay hold the fuck on for one sec, "it didn't work out"? Oh HELL no.
When I'm wronged, I don't just lash out. I lash out tactically. I pulled up my sniper
scope and aimed directly for the weak point. I finally say it. Not carefully. I'd been
paying for the seat for months and the account was empty, and what comes out is
an ultimatum with a jab in it that I'd take back if I could. I had nothing left to
lose... except the friendship.

First I told her I absolutely hated practicing at their place because of the hostility. I
twisted the knife by complaining about the drained finances.

Then I asked her, essentially, to tell me the relationship was fine.
Her answer: Yeah, we aren't doing this. We can be cordial from now on.

I stopped reading there. I saw the words my relationship further down and the
beginning of a second message — and just sitting here thinking about it — and I
blocked her without reading either one.

The partnership and friendship ended on a dare.

I built her a test with two doors. Say it's fine, on the record, to the person who'd
watched it up close. Or admit it isn't. Both doors cost her something true, so she
took a third one and dissolved the examiner. It's the oldest way to beat a no-win
scenario: don't answer, change the conditions until the question can't be asked.
Captain Kirk is sitting there eating an apple and telling her she fucking nailed it.
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But the refusal is the answer. People in good relationships get annoyed at that
question. They tell you you're wrong, and they're still your friend on Monday.
Annoyance doesn't liquidate a partnership. The friendship ending instead of the
question being answered tells you exactly which of the two the question
threatened.

Four months, start to finish. That's the life of it, and I think the compression is the
most useful thing in here, because it means you can hold the entire shape in your
head at once.

Three mechanisms, and I'd have named none of them in advance:

Substitution beats isolation. Bec got pushed out — crude, visible, and
objectionable if anyone names it out loud. I didn't get pushed out. I got replaced —
and not at the mic, because nobody replaces the one who builds the crate; you
don't have a set without one. She took the thing I was actually doing. I was the one
who knew the catalog, and the visible version of that job was the microphone. Rae
took the front of the booth by being better at the quiet work I'd been doing from
six feet away — and she was right that Dana needed the help, which is the whole
horror of it. The takeover was an actual improvement. You cannot argue with the
introductions are better now. They were. By the time I was gone I was already
redundant. Nobody has to expel someone who's been made unnecessary. And you
cannot object to it, because the objection is my friend's partner became enthusiastic
about our project, which is the thing everybody claims to want.

The confidant is the channel. There is no private line to a captured friend.
Talking to them is talking to the thing that has them — and it's worse than being
overheard, because your observations are useful. You are the only person
positioned to see the gaps, and every gap you name out loud is a gap that gets
closed.

The witness seat has a price and nobody quotes it. All the advice is the same:
don't push, don't ultimatum, don't make them defend it, just stay close so you're
there when they need you. That advice is correct — Bec pushed and was gone in a
week, I didn't and lasted four months. But look at what staying required. Sitting in
a room for hours watching someone you love be diminished, and saying nothing,
because saying something is the one thing the position forbids. That isn't passive.
It's active restraint under sustained provocation, unpaid, for as long as it takes.
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I paid it in a six-pack on a Tuesday and four months of sobriety I'd have liked to
keep.

So take the advice — it's still the right advice. But take it knowing what it costs,
and decide in advance what you're willing to spend, because you will be spending
it long before you notice the meter is running. A wise man once said "count the
cost" before embarking on an endeavor.

I got the last thing wrong for four months, and the log proves it: I thought the
question was whether she'd get out. The question was how long I could stand
there watching before I asked the forbidden one out loud. The answer turned out
to be four months, and the day I asked, I was done — and she was exactly where
she'd been the day before.

The act is still spinning. I hear they're good.
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Chapter 23, Part A: Millbrook — Same Mechanism, Different

Marquee

If everything in this book so far were just a The Anthem problem — one deranged
family operation, one weird independent-charismatic outpost — you could close it
reassured. So let me ruin that for you. By 2018 I'd been inside 3 distinct flavors of
American Christianity: the independent charismatic framework of The Anthem,
the Vineyard's small-group apparatus, and now — post-Cymbalta, walking again
— a church I'll call Millbrook Baptist, in a small Ohio river town. American
Baptist. Mainline-adjacent, traditional, about as far from Kenneth Copeland as
Protestant furniture gets. Same mechanisms. Different marquee. I'm going to
prove it with three case studies from one modest church — starting, per this
book's house rules, with myself.

I came back to church in 2018 a healed man, and I told them so. Stood up and
testified to being delivered from depression and chronic pain — which was true, if
you don't count the part I left out, which is that I was delivered by medication.
(Lol.) And I watched the machine receive my testimony the way the machine
always receives a testimony: as an asset. I also quietly disclosed to the pastors
what had actually catalyzed the depression — my wife's sexting arrangement with
an old high school buddy, a detail whose timeline you'll notice runs EARLIER than
anything in Chapter 20; the rot predated the reveal by years. The church's
response to my whole package — testimony, skills, wounded sincerity — was to
invent a Media Director position for me ON THE SPOT and seat me at the main
Tuesday staff meeting. I redesigned their clipart-era logo. And when they moved
to make the role paid, I looked at what it actually was — glorified Facebook
posting — and I noped out and delegated it to another guy. Recognize the
behavioral signature? Chapter 14, Nina's tier: the deconstructing insider
navigating framework institutions on testimony-theater and craft, extracting
position while the belief quietly composts. Savvy as fuck, boy. I was running her
playbook at Baptist scale and didn't even have the vocabulary yet.

The second case study is actually the best - the man I am about to describe to you
is an American hero. Curtis ran the A/V department — he literally worked for a
concert production company, he was a volunteer firefighter, and he was in the
pipe fitter's union. The genuine article: you think Jack Jr. was close to Jesus? This
guy didn't want the title - he lived it. Exactly the competent-operator type this
book has shown you the framework has been harvesting since Chapter 9. And
Curtis specced this 300-to-500-attendee Baptist church a TELEVISION-STUDIO-
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GRADE production room. Blackmagic video infrastructure. Two Behringer X-
series consoles. Gear I installed personally, gear proportionate to a regional
broadcast operation, running about two hours a week. How does a modest church
fund that? Because Millbrook had actually burned down in the 2000s, and the
rebuild never ended: wing after wing, addition after addition, until the "Building
for the Future" fund quietly displaced ordinary tithing as the dominant giving
channel. A perpetual capital campaign — the widow's mite with a blueprint
attached. Curtis was as far from a grifter as you could imagine - this guy loved the
Lord - but he REALLY fucking loved technology. He was also a great salesman:
every $50k purchase was backed up by a sales pitch as to how it will improve the
worship experience. And - it was all signed off on, by all the pastors. He was Rish
with a mixing console — Chapter 9's creative-capture mechanism in its hardware
edition: a craftsman pouring his captured professional dream into the only
container available, on ministry money, for something that gets used two hours a
week. Every operator in this book built their masterpiece inside the framework's
walls. Some wrote alien conversion novels. Some built broadcast suites for 2
hours of filled pews.

And while the new construction wings kept going up, the pulpit did politics. At the
height of the BLM summer — the actual height, streets full, the whole country
arguing with itself — Millbrook's lead pastor delivered an anti-BLM sermon built
on a technique I have to grudgingly admire for its pure craft: he never said one
word about race. Not one. Instead he put BLM's OWN website up on that
television-studio-grade screen infrastructure — the organization's "What We
Believe" page, the one that was later quietly deleted — and read aloud the part
where the movement pledged to "disrupt the Western-prescribed nuclear family
structure requirement” and foster queer-affirming community. See? Nothing
racial about our objection at all. They're against the FAMILY. A clean Christian
end-around: arrive at the exact same destination as the objection you can't say out
loud, traveling on a doctrinal passport, fingerprints wiped. The congregation
walks out opposing the same movement either way; the sermon stays quotable in
mixed company forever. It's the word-level detection system from Chapter 8
running in REVERSE — instead of scanning content for banned words,
manufacturing content whose words can survive any scan. And in election
seasons, Millbrook handed out "voting guides" — nonpartisan-shaped documents
whose every recommendation ran, line by line, straight down one party's ticket.
I'll note, as a citizen and not a lawyer, that churches hold their tax exemptions on
the condition that they don't do precisely that — and I'll let you sit with how
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routine it felt, how nobody so much as blinked. I spent nineteen years inside a
machine that did this with a radio transmitter. This one did it with a pulpit and a
copy machine. Same signal, different wattage.

And here's my credential for everything this chapter just claimed, because it's not
a bystander's: after The Anthem fired me, I spent years as a field tech INSTALLING
this stuff — cameras, audio, video, streaming rigs — in churches across every
flavor of the industry. Catholic parishes, mainline Protestants, evangelical plants,
charismatic warehouses. I've been in the budget meetings, in the ceilings, behind
the walls (checking for bugs, Jack). Most religious memoirists know one tradition
from the pew; I know a dozen from the WIRING, and the wiring doesn't lie. What I
watched, install after install, was the same aesthetic pandemic: every church in
America trying to become a miniature Elevation, a Hillsong Mini — concert
staging, theatrical lighting, fog machines, the pastor as MC — the megachurch
template downstreaming into congregations of a hundred and fifty, accelerated
into a gold rush when COVID made streaming existential. Our company installed
concert-grade lighting over pews that held more hearing aids than smartphones,
and sat through the arguments between the 9 AM traditional service constituency
and the 11 AM modern one — same building, same Jesus, civil war over stage
haze. I watched churches spend hundreds of thousands on lighting rigs while
their benevolence line — the feeding-people budget, the actual stated mission —
rounded to zero. And the field tech sees one more piece of financial architecture
the pew never does: the BEQUEST engine. Small churches with thirty gray heads
on a Sunday, financially bulletproof, because the faithful dead keep leaving them
estates — some little congregations sitting on millions, operating off investment
income like tiny endowed colleges. Yes. That empty church on Sunday morning is
kept afloat by Ethel, who used to sit 2nd row in the middle, leaving her $500k
estate to the church. Which quietly severs the last accountability loop a church
has: a congregation that can't fill a pew can't course-correct its leadership when
the leadership doesn't need the pews. Millbrook's perpetual building fund wasn't
an outlier. It was one franchise location of a nationwide pattern I have personally
screwed into drywall.

The third case study is why this chapter exists. His name was Caleb Shepherd, and
I've waited years to tell this to someone outside the aquarium.

Start with the pedigree, because the pedigree is the whole mechanism: Caleb came
from a pastor family. His father was a pastor or elder; his uncle ran a traditional
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Baptist church across the river in West Virginia — a church where I'd personally
installed AV gear, because that world is that small; everyone is two cables away
from everyone. Caleb was born-in framework royalty. Hold what this book has
taught you about the born-in: Jack Jr. couldn't see the bubble. The industry's born-
in kids had nothing to testify about. Caleb is the third variant, the one nobody
warns you about: born-in, belief long gone, and NATIVELY FLUENT in every trust-
instrument the framework mints — because his family minted them. He grew up
watching oaths work.

I met him around 2018, and the introduction came pre-loaded: everyone filled me
in on Caleb's history as a "player," and on Melanie, his wife, whose long-suffering
forgiveness of him was spoken of the way the framework always speaks of a
wife's endurance — as a virtue, never as a pattern. He and I got close the way men
at church get close: sideways, over shared cynicism and guy talk. Close enough
that when Beth's cheating was grinding me down, I confided in him. Guy to guy.
Details, names, the state of my marriage, the state of my wife. Somewhere in there
— 2020, maybe early '21 — we met at a Moe's Southwest Grill, and across the chips
and salsa he said, casually, exactly this: "Yeah so... I've been having a little issue
with... getting back to bad habits." That's it. That's the confession. With a little
smirk. And I heard it exactly the way the framework had trained me to hear it: a
struggling brother, being vulnerable, deserving grace. That's the genius of
struggle-vocabulary — the framework's confession-culture lets a man pre-confess
predation in the dialect of prayer requests. "Bad habits" is how the framework
says whatever it cannot afford to name. I nodded, brother to brother, over salsa. I
have thought about that nod a thousand times since.

Then, mid-2021 — while I was freshly out of the hospital, divorcing, boxed up and
hollowed out — a Facebook account with no face started messaging women of the
church. Multiple women. Graphic messages, explicit photos, meetup requests.
Among the targets: Beth. And here is the moment the last two years of guy-talk re-
rendered themselves in a single pass: I hadn't connected ANY of it until the
mystery texts started. Then the victim list did the math for me. Of all the women
in that church — why HER? Why the one whose marriage I'd been narrating to
him, in installments, over queso, for two years? The intelligence had a source. The
source was me. I hadn't been confiding in a friend. I had been briefing a predator
on target vulnerabilities, in confidence, guy to guy, and the framework's men's-
fellowship culture had provided the perfect collection apparatus: what looks like
brotherhood is, to the wrong participant, RECONNAISSANCE.
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Let me not bury the lede here. IT WAS CALEB. I knew before things even
escalated. So did some of the women, and their husbands. One particular woman,
Caleb was friends with. She was about to go on vacation, and was out eating
somewhere. Caleb was there, came over to say hi. She mentioned the vacation.
Okay nice to see you, bye. A few hours later, guess what mystery account
messaged that same woman "love to see you in some bikini pics". Is that not, case
closed, right there? Let's keep going, though.

So a sting was arranged — and I need you to know who ran it, because it flips the
whole cast: MELANIE. The long-suffering wife. The endurance-praised one. SHE
initiated it. The design was simple and merciless: confiscate every device Caleb
owned — phones, tablets, all of it — and then message the mystery account and
watch what happens. During the blackout, the account answered exactly once —
one stray reply, a queued message or a hidden device or who knows, because the
framework doesn't do forensics. And then the devices were returned. And the
mystery account CAME BACK TO LIFE — messaging again, in volume, right on
schedule. The traffic pattern was the confession: the phantom hacker's activity
tracked Caleb's device access like a shadow tracks a man. I want to pause on the
sheer quality of criminal we're dealing with here — a predator who resumed
operations the moment he got his phone back, apparently without once
wondering whether anyone was watching the clock. These people are not
masterminds. They've just never needed to be, because the audience does the
work. The account resolved to Caleb Shepherd, pastor-family son, across every
screen that mattered. Then - in the boldest move yet - the messages start coming
FROM CALEB'S ACTUAL ACCOUNT.

Caleb then pulls the ultimate digital defense: he said he'd been hacked.

Feel the full Fight Club of it, because that's what it was: the man Tyler Durden'd
his own fake account. Stood before a community that had SEEN the messages
resolve to his profile and asserted an alter ego — some phantom hacker who
happened to possess his access, his knowledge of the congregation's wounds, his
prose style. Then, magically, the hacker takes over HIS ACCOUNT. Really, dude.
That's the best you've got. In any secular room on earth, that defense dies of
laughter in ninety seconds. What happened instead was a pastoral confrontation
meeting — and I can't render you the room, because I wasn't in it. Beth was: she
was one of the targeted women, and the invitation list was victims and leadership,
not estranged husbands mid-divorce. Everything I know about that meeting
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arrived the way half this story arrived — through Beth's reporting, which by then
had become our strange, honest little back-channel; the marriage was dead, but
the wire still worked. And what she reported was this: in that room, Caleb
deployed the family arsenal. He equipped, for the first time, what I've come to call
his religious plot armor. He swore: "I will stand in front of the church and tell the
truth, and let God strike me down if I'm lying."

Beth reported that line back to me, and my response was immediate, and it's the
sentence this whole chapter was built to deliver: He's lying. Nobody makes that
claim unless they're guilty — because God won't strike anyone down, because a
God that would strike him down doesn't exist. Follow the mechanism with me,
because it's the most elegant crime in this book. The strike-me-down oath has
exactly one property: it terrifies BELIEVERS. A believer won't swear it falsely —
the lightning is real to him. Which means the oath functions as a lie detector
ONLY on the faithful — and as a skeleton key for anyone who knows the lightning
isn't coming. Caleb wasn't gambling with God. He was playing a slot machine he
knew was unplugged, in front of people who'd bet their lives it was live. The born-
in unbeliever is the one entity the framework's entire trust-infrastructure cannot
detect and cannot survive: fluent in the vocabulary, immune to the enforcement.
Set him next to Trey Pearson one last time. Trey told the TRUTH about himself, in
the framework's own scripture-language, and was erased overnight. Caleb told a
lie too absurd for a sitcom, wrapped it in an oath he didn't believe, and walked.
The detection layer isn't broken. It's PRECISELY TUNED — to punish honesty and
reward fluency. Compliance theater's final boss is a man who was never anything
but the performance.

The church bought it. Caleb got off scot-free. And Melanie stayed — the woman
who DESIGNED the sting that proved everything, praised once more for her
endurance. One last gear: her investigation succeeded completely, and the
machinery digested the success. She built the trap, sprang it, watched the traffic
pattern convict him — and the community's forgiveness apparatus processed her
proof into one more opportunity for her to demonstrate virtue by staying. The
framework doesn't just fail to protect the wronged. It converts their evidence into
their obligation. And the ledger of this book's four-tier taxonomy closed its final
row: the navigators, like me — and however many others were quietly running
the same playbook — extracting safe passage. The merchants, like Lambesis's
ninety percent, extracting market access. The heirs, like Jack Jr., extracted FROM
before they could consent. And the predator — the deconstructed predator
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parasite, born inside the host, perfectly adapted to its defenses, feeding on the
trust his own family built. The framework caught none of us. It purged the one
man who told it the truth.

One more artifact, because Caleb wasn't done with me. About six months after all
of this — the sting, the oath, the congregational acquittal — my phone lit up with a
message from the man himself. Direct, unprompted, and saying, in essence: I miss
hanging out with you, man, and I hope you can believe me that I didn't do
anything wrong. Read that again and watch what it does. The church had bought
it. He was FREE — scot-free, plot armor intact, case closed by every authority his
world recognizes. A man who actually believed his own acquittal would have
nothing left to plug. That message exists for exactly one reason: he was running
down his mental list of everyone whose face had said NOT BUYING IT, and my
name was on the list. The innocent don't canvass for belief six months after the
verdict. The unprompted denial is the only testimony Caleb Shepherd ever gave
me that I believe completely — because what it testifies to is awareness. He knew.
And he knew that I knew. Lucky for him, by the time it arrived I was in full
church-rebellion mode — out the doors, done with the aquarium, with no
congregation left to warn and no stake in his standing. He was patching his
reputation with a man who'd already left the theater. Was the timing calculated?
Probably not — we've established these people are not masterminds. But the
natively fluent don't need to calculate. They just feel where the soft rooms are, the
way the rest of us feel temperature. I noped out somewhere around the word
BELIEVE and never replied. Not a word — not then, not since. Some accounts you
just let ring.

Same mechanism. Different marquee. Four denominations, one machine. And
while all of this composted in me, the biggest marquee of my whole church life
was preparing to validate this book's thesis in public, in writing, on its own
website. Part B is the receipts.
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Chapter 23, Part B: The Vindication Arc

Everything in this book so far has been my testimony — receipts included, sources
cited, but mine. This last movement is different. This is the part where one of the
largest institutions of my framework life agrees with the book's entire thesis, in
writing, in consultant-grade vocabulary, on its own website. I didn't have to argue
this chapter. I just had to keep the screenshots.

But first, a confession about how close this chapter came to not existing. April
2025. I was at unemployment-bottom, depressed, between everything. The
Vineyard — the church whose small groups you toured in Chapter 6, the biggest
congregation of my framework years — was already visibly in crisis. And the
framework programming, dormant but never quite dead, was PULLING me back:
go home, the pull said, be among people, be held. If I had walked through those
doors in April 2025, I would have been an eyewitness to an unprecedented
institutional collapse from the inside. I would have seen everything. And I would
have seen NOTHING — because the framework doesn't just install its reality-filter
once; it can reinstall it, and a man returning broken and lonely is maximally
installable. I'd have been in the room where it happened with no analytical
purchase on what I was watching. This book only exists because I refused.
Everything I'm about to show you is legible to me only because I wasn't there
when it happened. The evidence would have been in my hands, and I couldn't
have seen it.

What happened instead, from the outside, on the record: Over the course of a
single winter, a wave of campus pastors resigned, and then the senior pastors —
the Parkers, the married co-pastor team who had succeeded founding pastor Rich
Novak — resigned too. A coordinated exodus at every altitude of leadership. The
national denomination looked at what was happening in that church and
recommended an external consulting firm be brought in to assess the wreckage —
and I want you to weigh that, because denominations do not order autopsies for
paper cuts. The firm spent months conducting dozens of formal interviews: the
departed campus pastors, the founding pastor, current leadership, former staff,
church council past and present. The departing Parkers, for their part, handed
over a written look-back analysis of what went wrong that ran to the length of a
short book — which is not an exit interview, that's a grievance dossier; departing
pastors do not write documents that long unless they have that much to say on the
record.
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And then, in the summer of 2026, the church posted the findings on its own
transition page — in its own summary, a rupture at the foundation, brought on by
everything failing at once: leadership transition, financial instability, structural
breakdown. The consultants' formal verdict on the senior-pastor succession was
the phrase "critical failure," and the page closed by prescribing relational
reconciliation as a requirement.

Let me translate the corporate into English, as a former professional
communicator: this is literally the best corporate way to say this flagship church is
fucked. A rupture means trust destroyed and mass departures. Everything-at-once
means exactly that. Financial instability means broke, or arriving there. And
understand the severity scale consultants operate on — "significant concern" is
mild, "systemic issue" is serious, and "CRITICAL FAILURE" is the harshest verdict
the vocabulary contains. They attached it to the SUCCESSION — meaning the
external auditors formally named the founding pastor's choice of heirs as the
source of the collapse, on paper, published by the institution itself. And the
prescription that should stop you cold, because consultant vocabulary never
deploys it casually: reconciliation, listed as a requirement. Assessment documents
do not prescribe reconciliation unless there is real interpersonal harm to
reconcile. That word is doing exactly the work you think it's doing.

And a detail from the ground floor of that same transition, because it's the
funniest object I've ever seen produced by institutional crisis. The interim pastor
they brought in — the specialist who arrives after a collapse to hold the pulpit
while the wreckage gets sorted — had business cards. Printed with his name and
the title "Interim Lead Pastor.”" No church name. No address. Because he can use
them ANYWHERE.

Look at that card for a second. It's a professional-crisis-response instrument,
printed in bulk, church-agnostic by design, and it exists because the demand is
steady enough to justify a print run. The framework's collapses aren't rare enough
to handle bespoke. There is a man with a go-bag who does this for a living, and the
reason he can leave the church name blank is that the vacancy is a CATEGORY,
not an event. Every institution in this book thought its crisis was unique and
unrepeatable. The business card knew better.

The website itself became an archaeological site if you knew how to read the
geological layers. Layer one: the assessment document, quoted above. Layer two:
the Parkers' own exit statement, featuring one line of genuinely surgical wordplay
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— the departure, it specified, was "not a matter of church discipline." I'm sorry,
did anyone ASK if it was a matter of church discipline? Thanks for opening that
box c/o Pandora. Layer three: the staff page, quietly reorganized into a collapse
tableau — damage-control articles pinned to the top, every Parker photograph
scrubbed, the remaining leadership rearranged like a Politburo portrait after a
purge. Three layers of institutional self-documentation, all public, all still up as I
write this. Chapter 8 taught you the framework performs at word-level while
reality runs at concept-level. Here's the mechanism operating at INSTITUTIONAL
scale, in real time, on a webpage: the words say healing journey. The untyped
words say cover-up in progress.

Now. I promised you a payload, and I've been carrying it for twenty years. Holy
FUCK I never thought I'd tell this story, but here we are.

Around 2005, Eric Parker — long before the co-pastorate, long before the critical
failure — led Vineyard's young-adult service, and I attended. He was the hip-
modern-pastor archetype in full deployment, and the hip modern pastor's
signature move, in that era, was the movie clip with a faith message shoehorned
in behind it. One night he ran a clip from The Shawshank Redemption, cut back to
his talking points, and said: "The man you just saw is Andy Doo-fres-nee." And
then he said Doo-fres-nee AGAIN. And again. The WHOLE sermon. Doo-fres-nee.
And I'm sitting in the congregation, framework-inside, twenty-four years old,
thinking: bro. Have you even SEEN this movie? Because here is the thing about
Andy Dufresne — it's "Doo-FRAYN," and the movie SAYS SO, out loud, dozens of
times; Morgan Freeman's narration is practically a pronunciation seminar. The
three-syllable version — Doo-fres-nee — exists only in the mouth of a man who
has READ the name and never once HEARD it. Which means Eric Parker had not
watched the film he was preaching from. He'd read a summary — a sermon-prep
website, a study guide, the SparkNotes of the culture he was performing fluency
in. The hip pastor's cultural engagement wasn't even parasitic on the culture. It
was parasitic on the CliffsNotes of the culture. And nobody else in that room
noticed, or nobody said so, and I had no vocabulary to say what I'd just seen and
every social reason to bury it. So I buried it. For twenty years. He's not getting
away with it. This paragraph is the venue.

And the tragedy — the genuine, aching tragedy — is that he picked the PERFECT
movie and never watched it. The Shawshank Redemption is about a man who
spends two decades quietly tunneling out of an institution that everyone assumed
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he belonged in — who maintains the performance, poster over the hole, while
patiently building his exit, and crawls through a river of shit to come out clean on
the other side. I would have LISTENED to that sermon. I was going to LIVE that
sermon. The man had the text of my whole future life queued up in his projector
and couldn't be bothered to watch it before strip-mining it for content.

Connect the two ends of the Parker arc, because that's the vindication this chapter
is named for. In 2005, a young pastor's fake movie engagement was detectable —
free, instantly, from the pews — by anyone whose ears were on. In 2026, external
consultants billed an institution to conclude that installing that man (and his wife
as co-pastor, don't forget that) was a CRITICAL FAILURE. The tell was available
twenty years early. It cost nothing. It was one mispronounced surname. By the
time the auditors can write "critical failure" on paper, the noticers have been
watching for a decade — that's the law this whole book runs on, and Vineyard's
own website is now its proof text. My diagnostics weren't bitterness. They were
EARLY. Every mechanism this book has named — word-level performance, plot
armor, the enforcement gradient, the succession machine — was visible from a
folding chair in a young-adult service in 2005, priced at zero, detectable by ear.
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Chapter 23, Part C: The Only Axiom That Ever Mattered

There's a question every reader of this book has been holding, politely, since Part
II, and it's the same question my own kids will ask me someday: why didn't you
just leave? Twenty years is a long time to stay somewhere you were noticing
things. And every answer I've given so far — the social capture, the paycheck
proximity, the marriage container, the sunk decades — is TRUE and none of it is
sufficient, because all of those are costs, and costs are numbers. You can weigh a
number. You can decide the friendships are worth it or aren't, that the job is
survivable or isn't. People walk away from enormous numbers every day.

What I actually couldn't walk away from, and it took me until this year to say it in
one sentence: THE STAKES WERE INFINITE.

That's not a metaphor, it's arithmetic. Put any finite cost on one side of the scale —
lose your career, lose your entire social world, lose your family's respect, lose the
only community you've had since you were twenty-one. Those are big numbers.
Now put an unbounded penalty on the other side. Infinity doesn't beat those
numbers; infinity makes the comparison MEANINGLESS. There is no finite
quantity you can stack against it. Which means the math holds even when the
belief doesn't. Even at ten percent conviction — even at one percent, even at
probably not but what if — the expected cost of being wrong is still infinite, and
infinity times one percent is still infinity. That's why doubt never freed anybody.
That's why you can watch the machinery for years, catalog every one of its lies,
know in your body that the men running it are frauds, and still show up Sunday.
The framework doesn't need you to believe. It only needs you to be unable to rule
out the penalty.

This is why partial exit isn't exit, and it's the thing I want anyone still inside to
hear. You can quit the church and keep the fear. You can call yourself
deconstructed, drink openly, sleep in on Sunday, roll your eyes at the pastor's
politics — and if 3 a.m. still finds you doing risk assessment on your own soul, you
never left. You just stopped attending. The building was never the framework. The
axiom was the framework, and everything else — the tithe, the small group, the
purity contract, the twenty years — was infrastructure built on top of a single
unfalsifiable threat.

So the exit isn't deconversion. Deconversion is a change of opinion, and opinions
don't move infinities. The exit is de-staking: the moment you look directly at Hell
and say this is a human construct. This is not real. Reality is messy — it isn't heaven

177



and hell, and there's more down the rabbit hole than either. Not "I doubt it." Not "a
loving God wouldn't." Those are negotiations, and you cannot negotiate with an
infinity; you can only refuse to grant it. The sentence has to be flat: that's a thing
people made. The instant the penalty becomes finite — becomes a doctrine with
an author, a date, a council, a political function — every other calculation in your
life snaps back to normal size. The friendships become a real question with a real
answer. The job becomes a job. Twenty years becomes twenty years, which is
terrible, and survivable, and countable.

And I have to be honest about what it costs, because the people who sell the exit as
pure liberation are running their own recruitment funnel. The messy version has
no ledger. Nothing is being tallied. Nobody is keeping score in your favor for the
hard thing you did quietly. There's no bema seat, no crowns, no final accounting
where the record gets read back and the harm done to you gets entered on the
correct side. Joe's twenty dollars in Chapter 15 bought a line item in an infinite
gratitude ledger, and I'm telling you the ledger isn't there. That is a real loss and it
deserves to be named rather than waved off. What you get instead is smaller and
it is the only honest thing on offer: your own accounting, kept by you, in a form
somebody could check.

Which, now that I write it down, is a fairly complete description of this book.

And one more exhibit for the institutional case, because this one you can check
from your phone. The station's brands were registered trademarks — I know
because the certificates hung, framed, in the conference room, the way other
companies frame their first dollar. As I write this: the TV brand's dot-com resolves
to an error page on a domain reseller — the empire's television marque is literally
squat inventory, for sale to any bidder. The crisis line's dot-com won't load at all.
The TV operation itself doesn't exist anymore — no studio, no channel; what
survives is a video tab on the radio station's website. And the human ledger under
those dead domains: every talented V] who passed through that TV operation
treated it as a stepping stone to something better — and the two men who stayed
loyal were the ones left holding the bag when it collapsed inward. The framed
trademarks outlived the things they named. Squatters are auctioning the empire's
words back to the internet at market rate.

That's the institutional case, closed by the institutions themselves. The Anthem
shrank into a cubicle under a plaster cross. Vineyard published its own autopsy.
The industry's basement got inventoried by its own defectors. What remains
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standing is the last load-bearing wall — the theology itself, the claims underneath
all of it. I'm holding my hand out for Mjolnir. Chapter 24 swings the hammer.
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Chapter 24: Hey Jesus, Put My Sins Back

Twenty-two chapters of machinery. The guilt engine, the fear anchor, the social
capture, the purity apparatus, the marriage container. The five locks, the funnels,
the purges, the plot armor, the industry that never checked belief. Holy FUCK did
we invent a lot of terms for "a personal relationship with Christ." You could read
everything so far and still hold one reservation: fine, the INSTITUTIONS are
corrupt — but the theology underneath might still be true. This chapter is for that
reservation. It's the last load-bearing wall, and I'm not going to swing at the whole
cathedral. I learned strategy from the Bible itself: in Daniel 2, Nebuchadnezzar
dreams of a statue — head of gold, chest and arms of silver, belly and thighs of
bronze, legs of iron — and the whole colossus is brought down by a single stone
that strikes its FEET, which were iron mixed with clay. (And what does all that
metal actually MEAN? Empires. The traditional reading runs the metals down
through history as successive kingdoms — Babylon at the head, then Persia, then
Greece, then Rome in the iron legs. Every one of them the greatest power on earth
in its hour, and every one of them brought down at the same address: the feet.
Nobody topples from the crown. They go over at the foundation, and the
foundation is always the part nobody inspected.) You don't demolish a statue from
the crown. You find the load-bearing weakness at the bottom and you hit it once,
precisely. The same sniper scope I pulled up on Dana. I call this chapter's target
the marble feet — and the marble is deliberate, because the foundation I'm
striking isn't ancient bedrock. It's a late renovation, poured in the marble halls of
post-Roman Christianity: the doctrine of original sin, formalized at the Council of
Carthage in 418 AD — four centuries after Jesus, argued into the canon in
Augustine's era.

Now, what IS original sin? The concept is simple. Garden of Eden. Adam & Eve.
Eve is tempted by the serpent, commits the first sin. Convinces Adam to sin. You
done fucked up now. Every descendant of Adam & Eve is now cursed by that one
original sin. Genesis baby, read it.

Now, back to the chapter's name, and an honest accounting of it. "Hey Jesus, put
my sins back" was almost this book's title. It was my early-deconstruction mantra
— a phrase I'd mutter as the whole edifice came down — and notice what it
actually is: not a question, a REQUEST. A demand for a refund in reverse. Why the
hell would I ask for this? I was in the middle of a mental crisis, while being fully
medicated, that was being caused solely by old machinery still firing. Absolving
me of sin didn't allow me to see the hurt I had caused others with my actions.
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Why? Because Jesus paid for all sins - past, present, and future. Anything I did
wrong - I just asked for forgiveness. Boom: done. Memory hole anything bad I've
done, reset the moral baseline for me to zero, so that I can maintain victim status.
I needed a sin refund so that I could look myself in the face and take responsibility
for my actions.

The position I found myself in once I saw the machinery: even if the framework's
theology were TRUE — even if the transaction were real and hell were waiting —I
want the deal unwound. Take back the salvation; return what was confiscated. I
don't want the product on these terms, purchased with a manufactured diagnosis,
at twenty-one, while drunk and stoned and abandoned. An atheist title costs
nothing — there's no hell in his ledger to fear. "Put my sins back" is the costlier
claim: it stands even if I'm wrong about everything else. That said, I'll be honest at
the scale this book demands: the phrase was a coping mechanism, not an
argument — the first crack, not the hammer. I've kept it as the chapter's name the
way you keep the first tool you ever bought, long after you own better ones. Here
are the better ones.

Start with Job, (not George Oscar Bluth - the Bible chapter) because before you can
examine the framework's diagnosis, you have to deal with its no-questions policy
— and Job is the policy's enforcement scripture. Every framework sufferer
eventually gets Job deployed at them: the family with the ectopic pregnancy, the
parents of the delayed child, the griever who dares ask why gets handed Job and
told, in essence, you don't get to know. So let's actually READ Job, using nothing
but the text. What the book actually contains: God and Satan make a WAGER on a
righteous man — God authorizes his torture to win a celestial argument. As part
of the test, Job's ten children are killed. His friends arrive and offer the
framework-standard explanations of suffering — you must have sinned; God is
disciplining you — and here's the detail almost nobody preaches: GOD
CONDEMNS THE FRIENDS' EXPLANATIONS. Explicitly. In the text. The
framework's own stock answers to suffering are textually rebuked inside the very
book the framework deploys to silence sufferers. Then God speaks from the
whirlwind, and across four chapters of magnificent nature poetry — behemoths,
ostriches, storehouses of snow — he answers Job's question never. Not once. The
entire divine response reduces to: you don't get to ask. Job repents in dust and
ashes — FOR ASKING — and is restored: double the property, and NEW children.
Count that restoration honestly. The original ten remain dead. Replacement
children do not undo dead children; ask any parent. And the famous line — "the
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Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away" — read it in context: it's spoken by a man
who has just learned his children are dead, performing the structurally required
acceptance. The framework teaches it as wisdom. It's a hostage reading a
statement. Giveth and taketh away indeed.

Here's the compression, and I want it in every reader's pocket: the Job cosmology
is "because I said so." A kid asks why; the parent says because I said so — which
doesn't address the issue, it establishes power. And the framework CANNOT object
to this analogy, because the framework installed it: Our Father. Children of God.
The Lord disciplines those he loves. If the parent metaphor is good enough for
every sermon of my childhood, it's good enough for the audit — and the audit says
the framework's God, at the exact moment his justice is questioned by his most
faithful servant, answers like a parent who has run out of reasons. That's
something George Oscar Bluth would do, not God.

Now the feet. Original sin is the claim that you arrived broken — that congenital
guilt attaches to every human at birth, inherited from Adam, and that this
inherited condition justifies everything downstream. And downstream is
EVERYTHING; count the load this one doctrine bears. Substitutionary atonement:
Jesus died for the sin you were born with — without original sin, the sacrifice is
gratuitous, a solution shipped before any problem. The worship-debt: you owe
God everything because he saved you — from the condition he diagnosed. The Old
Testament's hard passages: the destructions were justified because humanity
deserved worse — without the deserving, they're just destructions. Hell's
proportionality: eternal consequence is fair because sin against an infinite God is
infinitely grave — without the congenital grave-ness, it's infinite punishment for
finite creatures. And the separation itself: humanity fell FROM God in Adam —
without the fall, the distance between you and God is God's choice, not your fault.
Five load-bearing dependencies. One foot.

So examine the foot. This book has already done the empirical half of the work,
chapter by chapter: the doctrine of original sin? It's a power play. You're fucked
from birth: only God has the solution. Oh, you want to ask God why he does
something? Fuck off, bro, His ways are higher than YOUR shit ass ways. Either
accept Jesus or burn eternally. That's the deal, so deal with it.

That doctrine actively harms people. You've watched the guilt engine run a
twenty-year confession economy. You've watched the diagnosis convert a lonely
twenty-one-year-old's distress into a lifetime contract. You've watched purity
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culture shred teenagers, the medical-suppression doctrine block treatment, the
crisis funnel monetize despair, the marriage container detonate families — every
apparatus in this book runs on the same fuel: the pre-installed conviction that you
are, at bottom, WRONG, and that the institution holds the only cure. And you've
now watched the second half of the evidence, too, which is me: I uninstalled the
diagnosis, and NOTHING HAPPENED. No moral collapse. No descent. I work a
good job, love my neighbors, tell the truth at higher rates than I ever managed
inside. Trace the logic on that pairing with me, because it's the whole hammer: if
removing the diagnosis of congenital brokenness produces a NORMAL,
FUNCTIONING, MORE honest life — then it was never a diagnosis. A real disease
doesn't improve when you stop believing in it. Guilt doesn't just appear; it's
installed. And an installed condition with a subscription-model cure isn't theology.
It's the oldest business model in this book, wearing its original vestments.

And here's the part the framework really doesn't want you to know: I don't even
need my own argument, because the case against original sin was already made
— by their own book, by the doctrine's own paper trail, and by the half of
Christianity that never bought it. Walk the receipts with me. RECEIPT ONE: the
Bible itself rules out inherited guilt, explicitly, in plain language. Ezekiel 18:20:
"The son shall not bear the iniquity of the father." That's not my paraphrase —
that's the verse, and Deuteronomy 24:16 says it again. The framework's own
scripture states, in a complete sentence, that guilt does not transfer between
generations, which is the entire mechanism original sin requires. RECEIPT TWO:
Jesus never taught it. Read the Gospels cover to cover — the product's own
namesake never once pitches congenital guilt. Nothing. The doctrine enters
through Paul's letter to the Romans and doesn't become the load-bearing version
you were raised on until a fourth-century North African bishop named Augustine
builds it out — three hundred years after the resurrection the doctrine supposedly
explains. RECEIPT THREE, and this one's my favorite: Augustine's construction
leans on a MISTRANSLATION. Romans 5:12 in the Greek says death spread to all
"because all sinned" — each human, their own sins. Augustine, whose Greek was
famously shaky, worked from a Latin rendering that read "in whom all sinned" —
in Adam, all of us, guilty in the garden before we existed. Mainstream scholarship,
not an atheist gotcha — you can look it up in Christian academic sources all day
long. The doctrine that told me I arrived broken traces, in significant part, to a
Latin translation artifact. The bugs were in the walls of the SOURCE CODE. Oh,
and while we have Augustine on the table, one more item from his file, because it
connects to something you watched ME do back in Chapter 4. How did the
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architect of original sin himself convert? Confessions, Book Eight, his own telling:
he's mid-breakdown in a garden in Milan, hears a child's voice chanting "take up
and read," grabs Paul's epistles, opens to a RANDOM PAGE, reads the first verse
his eyes land on, and gives his life to Christ on the spot. That's a bible flip. That's
BIBLIOMANCY — the pagan practice of flipping Virgil to a random page for divine
guidance, executed on a Bible, by the greatest theological mind of his age, who
even knew he was copying the move from a monk who'd converted off a random
Gospel reading. Chapter 4 showed you a stoned twenty-one-year-old flipping his
Bible for messages and I told you it was divination with a Jesus sticker on it. It was
also, it turns out, the FOUNDING METHODOLOGY. The doctrine that told a billion
people they were born broken was authored by a man recruited via the
theological equivalent of a Magic 8-Ball. Augustine's conversion was a fucking
bible flip.

Enlightened Christianity runs its lineage back through a random page number.
Now for the METHOD behind all this, because it answers the objection the
apologists think is their bunker. If you've read your Bart EHRMAN — Misquoting
Jesus, the book that walks a general audience through textual criticism — you
know the manuscript situation: our earliest COMPLETE New Testaments are
fourth-century. Before that, fragments; before roughly 125 AD, NOTHING. From
the crucifixion to the first surviving scrap is about a century of total textual
darkness, and from there to a full Bible is nearly two more. Ehrman's discipline
can show you ten thousand copying variants — but textual criticism only works
WHERE THERE IS TEXT, so when the deconstructors raise their hands and ask
"professor, what about the missing years?", scholar mode has to shrug, and the
apologists treat that shrug like a fortress: you can't prove anything about the early
church, so our version stands. Except — you can. Because while the SCRIPTURE
pipeline is dark for those centuries, the MANAGEMENT pipeline is lit end to end.
The men actually running the church through the dark zone were prolific
publishers, and we HAVE them: Clement of Rome around 96 AD, Ignatius around
110, Justin Martyr at 150, Irenaeus at 180, Tertullian at 200, Origen at 230, Cyprian
at 250. You cannot audit the text. You can absolutely audit the OPERATORS. So run
original sin through the operator audit and watch what happens: Augustine's
born-guilty doctrine appears in NONE of them. Irenaeus — the man who basically
invented orthodoxy enforcement — taught Adam's fall as inherited
CONSEQUENCE and human immaturity, not inherited guilt. Origen taught that
souls existed BEFORE birth, which isn't even compatible with the doctrine.
Cyprian gets closest, with infant baptism against the "contagion of death" —
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contagion, note, still not GUILT. Three and a half centuries of the church's own
executives, publishing constantly, and the doctrine that would define Western
Christianity is in none of their catalogs — until Augustine ships it around 400. If
born-guilty were apostolic, SOMEONE running the apostles' church would have
mentioned it. The operators' own paper trail shows the product being developed,
versioned, and patched — not received. And one more organizational-chart fact
while the audit's open, because it explains why the whole franchise leans on
Romans in the first place: Paul's letters, from the 50s AD, are the OLDEST Christian
documents in existence — older than every Gospel, older than everything. The
man never met Jesus outside a vision, but he published FIRST, and in canon
formation, first-mover advantage converts directly into apostolic authority. Paul
got canonized, at bottom, because he was born first and wrote fast. The gospel
according to INCUMBENCY — and the sin-debt teller window was franchised on
his letterhead.

And here's where my own thinking went a step past the professor's, months
before I knew there was a name waiting for it. I got there through The Matrix,
because of course I did: what if the thing being copied all those centuries wasn't a
degraded original — what if there was never an original AT ALL? Ehrman's
discipline hunts corruption: it compares copies to reconstruct the purest ancestor
it can. But run the timeline honestly and the "ancestor" dissolves — a century of
darkness, then fragments, then committees, councils, and canon votes
ASSEMBLING a text out of competing manuscripts, then declaring the assembly
original. That's not a corrupted signal. That's a copy with no original — a
simulation certified as the source. Textual criticism structurally cannot say this;
its whole method presumes an original to approach. I sat with that thought like it
was mine alone, and then — in exactly the pattern this book keeps documenting,
the theory arriving before its name — I learned a French philosopher had built
the whole framework in 1981, the year I was born: Baudrillard, Simulacra and
Simulation, the copy that precedes and replaces any original. The book The Matrix
itself was built on. My Matrix-shaped hunch had been running on Baudrillard's
engine the entire time without knowing it — which is, I'll note, exactly how the
framework's own members run on Augustine without ever reading him. The
difference is what you do when you find out.

And here's my own private proof that the copy wins, which I only noticed because
this book made me check: THE USUAL SUSPECTS has one of the most famous
reveals in film — the limp that isn't a limp, the name assembled off a bulletin
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board. I know that reveal cold. But the version my memory actually plays,
unbidden, first, every time, is the PARODY of it from Scary Movie. The Wayans
version is the one I can recall shot for shot. The original I know ABOUT; the copy I
remember. That's the simulacrum, running in my own head, on a movie I have
actually seen — the reproduction displacing the thing it reproduced, with no
framework required to install it.

(And the original has since acquired a second layer of displacement, since one
cannot now watch that performance without watching the man who gave it. The
reveal got poisoned by its own vessel — which is its own small lesson about
performances, and who is really behind them, and how little the audience ever
gets to know.)

And one level deeper, because the same movie was working both sides of my
street. In QAnon vernacular — Chapter 19's whole ecosystem — "red-pilling"
someone meant showing them the machinery behind the operation; one of the
influencers I followed in those years was literally named for it, Redpill-and-some-
numbers. Sit with what that actually was: a movement selling the EXPERIENCE of
waking up from a simulation, packaged as content, scheduled around drops,
monetized per follower — an awakening with no original behind it. The copy of
the red pill. Q didn't free anyone from the Matrix; it sold Matrix-brand
merchandise to people still plugged in — and I bought it, years after the church
had run the same play with different packaging. The real red pill turned out to be
quieter, cheaper, and it came with homework: read the manuscript history. Audit
the operators. Check the assembly date on your original.

Now, Chapter 8 promised you a bell, and this is where it rings. When C.S. Lewis —
the framework's own licensed author — sat down to write NARNIA'S Garden of
Eden, he had every opportunity to install the franchise doctrine. The Magician's
Nephew is literally Narnia's creation story: a boy named Digory, present at the
world's birth, and evil entering on his account. And look at the mechanics Lewis
actually chose. In the dead world of Charn, Digory finds a bell with a taunting
inscription — "make your choice, strike the bell and bide the danger, or wonder
till it drives you mad what would have followed if you had." A DARE. The same
dare I offered to Dana. PROVE ME WRONG. He can't resist; he rings it; it wakes
Jadis, the Witch, who follows him into brand-new Narnia — evil imported into
paradise by one kid's impulse-control failure at a mystery button. And the part
that matters: Aslan does NOT respond by cursing every future Narnian with

186



Digory's guilt. Nobody in Narnia is born damned for the bell. Digory — the actual
boy who actually rang it — is assigned the repair job, fetches the protective apple,
personally answers for his personal act. Consequence without inherited guilt. The
framework's own favorite author, handed a blank Eden, DECLINED to install
original sin — he built the exact accounting Ezekiel describes, the one Augustine
overwrote. The sainted catalog contains a dissent on the franchise's load-bearing
doctrine, shelved in the children's section, unread by the people who put it there.

And since we're in the children's section, let me show you the best Disney movie
ever made, and I will die on this hill: WRECK-IT RALPH. I watched that movie
something like four hundred times when my kids were the right age, and it hit
hard on viewing four hundred exactly because — I can see it now — I was
watching my own file. Check the theology. Ralph is BAD BY MANUFACTURE —
programmed as the villain, assigned the role at creation, no choice ever offered —
and his community treats him as CONTAMINATED for it: Felix and the
Nicelanders get the penthouse and the medals; Ralph sleeps in the dump he was
written into. He attends a support group for people like him — Bad-Anon —
whose whole serenity creed is the framework's identity-resignation in miniature:
I'm bad, and that's good; I will never be good, and that's not bad. Accept your
designation. Stay in your game. And what does Ralph do instead? He goes medal-
hunting — WORKS-BASED RIGHTEOUSNESS, the belief that enough earned merit
converts a designated sinner into a citizen — and the medal, of course, fixes
nothing, because the designation was never about his conduct. Then the movie
plays its ace, and hear it with everything this chapter has taught you: Vanellope.
The glitch. The kid everyone knows is BORN BROKEN — defective code, excluded
from racing, a mistake by nature. Except she isn't. Her brokenness was
INSTALLED — by King Candy, who is actually Turbo, a usurper from another
game who hacked the source, locked everyone's memories, and rewrote the
record so the rightful princess would read as a defect and his throne would stay
his. Look at what that means: the born-broken doctrine, in this movie, is a LATE
EDIT by an incumbent protecting his position — written into the code, enforced
by manufactured consensus, maintained by memory suppression. Tell me you
can't hear Augustine's pen scratching. The bugs weren't in Vanellope. The bugs
were written into the walls of her source code, by the guy running the show, on
purpose. And when the code resets — when the late edit is finally reverted — she
was ROYALTY THE WHOLE TIME. She even keeps the glitch, by choice, because
the thing they called her defect was always her superpower. You're not a sinner
saved by grace, kid. You're just you — and you drive better than everyone. Ralph
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gets his ending too: falling toward what he believes is his death, he recites the
Bad-Anon creed — the designation they wrote for him — transformed, on his own
terms, into a farewell worth having. Two children's stories. One by the
framework's own saint, one by the mouse. Both handed an Eden, both asked
where brokenness comes from — and both answered: not from birth. From a bell
somebody chose to ring, or a lie somebody chose to write. Only the framework, of
all the storytellers in this chapter, insists you arrived defective. Even the MOUSE
knows better. RECEIPT FOUR: Judaism — the religion that WROTE the Garden of
Eden story — does not find original sin in it. Never has. Jewish readings treat Eden
as a story about mortality and moral coming-of-age, and Jewish anthropology
gives every person two inclinations and a clean starting ledger. Which means the
authors of the text do not detect the doctrine in their own text. It took a different
franchise, centuries later, to find the defect clause in somebody else's contract.
RECEIPT FIVE: Eastern Orthodoxy — half of historic Christianity — declines the
guilt version too. Orthodox doctrine holds that we inherit Adam's CONSEQUENCES
— mortality, a broken world — but not his GUILT. Which means "you are born
guilty" isn't even a Christian universal. It's a Western-franchise feature, a regional
add-on, like a trim package. And the tell that it was always a construction is that it
kept needing PATCHES. If everyone's born guilty, what about Mary? The logic
demanded a sinless vessel, so in 1854 — EIGHTEEN FIFTY-FOUR, the age of
railroads and telegraphs — the Vatican formally declared the Immaculate
Conception: Mary retroactively exempted from original sin, eighteen centuries
after the fact. Chapter 8 taught you what a retcon looks like. That's a retcon with
papal letterhead. And RECEIPT SIX, for the empirically inclined: the depravity
claim is testable, and it fails. There's a whole developmental-psychology literature
on infants and toddlers — babies who prefer helpers over hinderers in puppet
experiments, toddlers who spontaneously assist strangers with zero reward. The
lab data on actual arriving humans shows prosocial wiring out of the box.
Newborns aren't depraved. They're not even ambivalent. They show up ready to
hand you the dropped clothespin. So tally it: contradicted by its own scripture,
absent from its own founder, built centuries late on a translation error,
undetected by the text's own authors, rejected by half its own religion, patched in
the industrial era, and refuted in the baby lab. The foot didn't crack. It was never
stone to begin with.

And once the foot cracks, watch the statue. Without original sin, "sinner saved by
grace" has no sinner — you're just... you. Which sounds small and is seismic: the
entire salvation narrative requires you to accept the diagnosis before the cure has
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a market. Without the diagnosis, the Old Testament loses its permission structure
— and I'll say plainly what the text shows plainly: God looks mean as fuck in the
Bible. The Midianite women and children (Numbers 31:17-18). The Amalekite
genocide orders (1 Samuel 15:3). The slavery permissions in Leviticus (25:44-46).
Uzzah, struck dead for steadying the Ark with his hand (2 Samuel 6:6-7). A man
fucking executed for gathering sticks on the Sabbath (Numbers 15:32-36). Yes, this
is in your actual Old Testament. Oh, we aren't done. Forty-two children mauled by
bears for mocking a prophet's baldness (2 Kings 2:23-24). Literally anything
Samson did (Judges 13-16). Lamentations (all of it). Inside the framework, every
one of these has a caseworker — humanity deserved worse; His ways are higher;
His holiness requires it; different covenant. Run each defense without original sin
underneath it and watch what it reduces to. "Humanity deserved worse" — the
deserving is gone. "His holiness requires it" — requires punishing WHAT, exactly?
"His ways are higher than our ways" — without a justifying diagnosis, that
sentence means precisely: God do whatever the fuck God wants. Which is... the
whirlwind speech. Which is: because I said so. Every apologetic in the arsenal,
pushed one honest step, retreats into Job's non-answer — power, asserted, in
place of justice, explained. The defenses don't fail randomly. They all fail in the
SAME DIRECTION, toward the same door, because the whole structure only ever
had one actual answer and it was never an answer.

Now let me raise the strongest objection myself, because I'd rather build this
defense than let an apologist think he found the gap. Killing original sin kills the
CONGENITAL debt — but what about earned debt? What about the Jelly Rolls of
the world — the guys who dealt the drugs and did the time and hurt real people,
who walk into the building carrying a ledger they actually WROTE? For them the
framework's pitch isn't a manufactured defect. It's a real balance. And watch how
the framework frames the collections department: God is absolutely holy, and
holiness CANNOT touch sin. Cannot look at it, cannot approach it, cannot abide it
— sin is contamination, and contact is impossible. That's why you need the
mediator, the blood, the transaction: because the unclean cannot come near the
counter. That's how God was presented to me for nineteen years. One problem.
The framework's own text spends its entire runtime violating the rule. Start with
where the "cannot look on sin" doctrine even COMES from: Habakkuk 1:13 —
"thou art of purer eyes than to behold evil, and canst not look on iniquity." Now
read the second half of the verse they never quote: "WHEREFORE lookest thou
upon them that deal treacherously?" It's a COMPLAINT. The prophet is saying:
you're supposed to be too pure to look at evil, so why are you sitting there looking
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at it? The load-bearing proof-text for divine contamination-avoidance is a man
observing that God does NOT avoid it, and asking why. They built the doorman
policy out of a question whose entire point is that the door was open. And it only
gets worse from there. The book of Job opens with Satan — maximum
uncleanness, the actual adversary — strolling into God's throne room for a status
meeting. Twice. God takes the meeting, makes conversation, DOES BUSINESS
WITH HIM. Moses? Moses is a murderer — Exodus 2, kills the Egyptian, hides the
body in the sand, flees the jurisdiction — and Exodus 33:11 says God spoke to
Moses "face to face, as a man speaketh unto his friend.”" The murderer got the
friendship tier. And as a bonus, nine verses later — SAME CHAPTER — God tells
the same Moses "thou canst not see my face: for there shall no man see me, and
live." Verse 11 and verse 20 cannot both be true, and the framework needs them
both. Jacob was a con man — swindled his brother, deceived his blind father —
and he physically WRESTLED God all night and got renamed Israel for it. The
entire nation is named after the con man's grappling match. Physical contact,
maximum sin, zero contamination. David committed adultery, got the woman
pregnant, and arranged her husband's death by memo — and kept the throne,
wrote the hymnal, and carries the permanent title "a man after God's own heart."
And Paul — the franchise's own chief theologian — held the coats at Stephen's
stoning and was commuting to Damascus to arrest more Christians when he got
the personal appearance. Read the order of operations there, because it dynamites
the whole holiness frame: God approached Paul MID-SIN, warrant in hand, blood
on the resume. The approach CAUSED the repentance. The contact came first. And
if you want the New Testament M.O. in one image: the founder's entire ministry
was TOUCHING the unclean — lepers, the hemorrhaging woman, corpses, tax
collectors' dinner tables. Under the Levitical rules, touching the unclean makes
YOU unclean; in the Gospels the polarity runs backwards — he touches the leper
and the LEPER comes clean. Contact-cleansing, not contamination-avoidance. The
product's own founder operated on the exact opposite physics from the one the
sales pitch requires. So here's the resolution of the Jelly Roll problem, and it's not
a dodge: the debt is REAL. If you hurt people, you owe. Nothing in this chapter
says otherwise. What's invented is the CASHIER — the claim that the ledger can
only be settled at one window, through one blood transaction, with eternal default
as the alternative. The framework's own text shows murderers, con men,
adulterers, and persecutors getting full access to God with their debts outstanding
and no transaction run — because the "holiness cannot touch sin" rule was never
in force on the text's own pages. It exists for one reason: to make the mediator
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mandatory. And the actual Jelly Rolls of the world? Watch how they actually get
clean: community, music, marriage, therapy, fatherhood, one day at a time — sin-
debt paid down in PUBLIC, in installments, to the actual creditors: the people they
harmed. Redemption is real and it is human-universal. The framework didn't
invent redemption. It bought the receivable and claimed to be the only teller
window in town.

And since we're at the teller window, let's run the account of its most famous
customer:

Jeffrey Dahmer.
Yes, we are going there.

Seventeen murders. Cannibalism. The full catalog of the worst things a human
being has ever done to other human beings — a ledger so far beyond Jelly Roll's
that it isn't even in the same zip code.

And in May of 1994, in a prison whirlpool tub, Jeffrey Dahmer was BAPTIZED by a
Church of Christ minister named Roy RATCLIFF, having given his life to Jesus Christ.
This is not urban legend; Ratcliff wrote a whole book about it, and the evangelical
world received the baptism as a TROPHY — the ultimate proof-of-concept, the
sermon illustration to end all sermon illustrations: grace so amazing it can wash
even HIM. I heard versions of that sermon. You probably have too. And I need to
report the staging of the baptism itself, because it's the single most cinematic
coincidence in this entire book and every word of it checks out: Dahmer was
baptized on May 10, 1994 — the same day the state of Illinois executed John
Wayne Gacy, and the same day an annular solar eclipse darkened the sun across
the United States. Same day. One serial killer's ledger zeroed in a tub, another's
closed on a gurney, and the sun went out over both. Gacy's last words were, "...you
can all kiss my ass." Ratcliff tells this story HIMSELF — the coincidence is part of
the official testimony. If a novelist wrote that scene, an editor would strike it as
too much. Now watch what the framework's signal-reading department does with
it — the same apparatus that can find God's hand in a parking spot, a job offer, a
song on the radio at the right moment. Blessing on the baptism? Condemnation of
it? A closing statement on Gacy? The most legible-looking sign in the entire
catalog, and the signs-and-wonders industry files it under NO COMMENT —
because the machinery only reads signals whose interpretations are safe. Chapter
29 will hand you the full taxonomy for this move. Hold the eclipse until then. Now
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do what the framework never does and run its own arithmetic all the way
through. Per the framework's books: Dahmer's ledger — all seventeen murders —
cleared in the tub. Paid in full, one transaction. Meanwhile his victims were
mostly young men, many of them gay — which means the same accounting
system that zeroed the killer's balance had already flagged the victims' accounts,
and most of them died unbaptized, mid-overdraft by the framework's own rules.
Sit with the ledger the framework is actually asserting: the cannibal is in heaven
and his victims may not be.

That's not an atheist's parody of the doctrine. That is the doctrine, run honestly,
and evangelicals themselves have argued about it for thirty years precisely
because the math is unbearable and the math is THEIRS. And then there's the
ending, which no retelling has ever been able to metabolize — Netflix took its
swing and couldn't do it either, because every storyteller who touches this needs
the ending to MEAN something and it refuses. Six months after the baptism,
Dahmer was beaten to death by a fellow inmate named Christopher Scarver — a
man with schizophrenia who believed he was the son of God, and who said God
TOLD him to do it. Read that again. The framework's trophy convert, ledger
freshly zeroed, was killed by a man acting on what he understood to be direct
orders from the same God who had just cleared the account. There is no
framework file for this. If Scarver was delusional, then the voice-of-God
authentication problem from Chapter 4 is back on the table with a body count. If
the framework wants Dahmer's conversion real and heaven-effective, it has to
explain why grace's greatest success story got six months and a mop-closet
execution. And if you're tempted by the tidy version — God's justice catching up —
then the transaction is refundable after all, and the entire gospel pitch collapses.
Every door out of the Dahmer account leads somewhere the framework cannot
afford to go. That's why the sermons all end at the tub.

One more foot, briefly, because it shows the pattern is general: the framework's
marriage doctrine — the axis that contained my whole adult life — is contradicted
at scripture level by BOTH of Christianity's founding voices. We have already
covered this. Jesus, told his mother and brothers who were waiting: "Who is my
mother, and who are my brothers? Whoever does the will of God, he is my
brother and sister and mother" — the founder explicitly replacing biological
family with chosen community. Paul, at length in 1 Corinthians 7: it is good for a
man not to marry; I wish all of you were as I am; the unmarried man is concerned
with the Lord's affairs, the married man with pleasing his wife — the chief
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theologian ranking singleness ABOVE marriage. The framework preaches
marriage as God's central design while its own scriptures downgrade it twice, at
the highest possible level. Why? Because doctrine isn't derived from scripture;
scripture is deployed selectively in service of institutional survival — and the
institution's survival requires the reproduction apparatus, because children
raised inside arrive pre-installed. You've met the born-in kids of this book. They're
not a byproduct of the marriage doctrine. They're its PURPOSE. That's why this
was the 5th Axis.

I know the responses this chapter will draw, so let's pre-audit them. Deny that
original sin harms? This book is ninety-odd thousand words of documented harm
with named institutions and dated receipts. Argue the harm is worth it for the
salvation on offer? That requires the infinite-stakes math — Pascal's reflex —
which only runs on people who already accept the diagnosis; it's the product
selling the disease. Call my case idiosyncratic? Count the case studies in this book,
then count the exvangelical shelf it sits on. Or retreat to a truer, gentler
Christianity that doesn't emphasize original sin? Notice what that concedes: it
grants the whole argument and rebrands. To the Riley-tier believers — and I've
shown you Riley with honor — I genuinely wish you well; but understand that
physics doesn't allow partial deconstruction. Once the feet shatter, the statue
comes down entire; a Christianity without congenital guilt has no atonement
transaction, no worship-debt, no proportionate hell — it's a different building, and
mostly a better one, and it isn't the framework this book escaped. And to the
framework readers preparing the familiar dismissal — he's just an angry atheist
— check my file. I'm not an outsider throwing rocks at your cathedral. I'm the
operator who ran your production booth for twenty years, presenting
documented harm, a working uninstall procedure, and a measurable recovery —
standing in the scholarly company of the Ehrmans and Borgs and Crossans, but
carrying the one exhibit none of them have: I was the machine, and I kept the
receipts.

And while I'm pre-auditing everyone else's retreat, let me audit my own, because I
ran one and it deserves the record: post-divorce, in full rebellion phase, I went
HARD left. Told my sister, "Yeah, I guess I'm a Democrat now." She fired back: "So,
uh... Joe Biden? That's your guy?" Yeah, uhm. No. I had not fully considered the
ramifications of my statement. That's what the exit's first stage actually looks like
from inside: you don't leave the franchise model — you apply for a franchise
across the street, and it takes someone one question to show you you've done it
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again. Real de-staking came years later. The first move out of a total system is
almost never OUT. It's SIDEWAYS.

So what survives the collapse? That's the question the framework trained you to
fear most, because its final defense was always the threat of the rubble: without
this, you'll be NOTHING. Here's the report from the far side, delivered as flatly as I
can make it: you're just you.

That's what survives. Not a wretch, not a sinner in a king's hands, not a wanderer
owed to any shepherd — a human being, congenitally fine, morally capable,
needing no cure for a disease that was never yours. The framework spent two
thousand years building an installation process and refusing, on principle, to ship
an uninstaller. This book is the uninstaller. The statue is down. The next three
chapters inventory the rubble, hand you the toolkit, and show you the milestone
markers for the road out — because demolition was never the point. The point
was always the ground it was standing on. Turns out the ground holds. Turns out
it was yours the whole time. You're not a sinner saved by grace, man. You're just
you. That's actually pretty nice to think about.
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Chapter 25: The Nine Domains

With no original sin, what's even left? The statue's down. Now we walk the debris
field with a clipboard, because the wreckage has a PATTERN, and the pattern is
the finding. Everything this book has documented — every purge, every funnel,
every dark lobby — sorts into nine domains where the framework doesn't merely
fail to accommodate reality but structurally CANNOT, and where each
impossibility generates its own signature harm. This chapter is the inventory, and
it doubles as this book's map: each domain names the chapters where its evidence
lives, so if you've been skipping around — and you were invited to — this is the
room with all the doors.

Domain one: professional competence. The framework needed trained operators
to run its own machinery, and the only factories that make them are secular — so
the cultural filter that called secular education worldly had to systematically fail
for the framework's own payroll. My audio degree, my music minor, the Clavinet
in a state-university classroom: Chapter 10. The framework's staffing
requirements are a standing refutation of its own doctrine.

Domain two: revenue. The framework's purity claims about money operated as
regional theater — sponsorships were message-dilution in Ohio and revenue in
California, and the gap was filled with fundraiser labor and the widow's mite.
Chapter 11, with the fuel economy in Chapter 15. Purity that varies by audience
isn't purity. It's marketing.

Domain three: crisis. When human beings arrived in genuine crisis, the
framework had zero crisis-response capability and total decision-extraction
capability — Chapter 15's funnel. And when the INSTITUTION hit crisis, the same
machinery ran inward: Vineyard's collapse was managed as an information-
control operation — denomination-recommended consultants, findings sequenced
for release, the institution curating its own autopsy — Chapter 23. The framework
can weaponize a crisis or contain one. It cannot simply MEET one.

Domain four: biology — and this one needs more room, because it's the domain
where the framework's vocabulary vacuum reached into cribs and hospital
rooms, and because three families I worked beside carried it. At The Anthem's
own management tier: one couple faced infertility, and the framework offered
exactly one legible path — adoption, the redemption-narrative-compatible route
— with no vocabulary whatsoever for infertility's actual grief, which is real, and
medical, and doesn't resolve because a different child arrives. Another family
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raised a child with what was almost certainly a developmental delay, and the
framework's response was NON-ACKNOWLEDGMENT — not from coldness, but
because every theology on the shelf makes it worse: God's perfect design? Then
this is designed. A test? Of an infant? Discipline? For what? Silence was the least-
harmful doctrine available, so silence is what a family got. And a third couple
suffered an ectopic pregnancy — a condition whose standard medical treatment
IS, in clinical vocabulary, an abortion — inside a framework whose absolutism
made the word unspeakable. The theological exemptions that exist on paper in
every serious doctrinal tradition were never communicated to framework-inside
people, because communicating them would require saying the word. So a couple
navigated a life-threatening emergency without access to accurate language for
what was happening to them. Three families, one management hallway. The
framework converts biology into theology, and theology has no obstetrics. I
render these three with nothing but tenderness — their pain was real and it was
private, and the indictment here isn't theirs to carry. The indictment is the
vocabulary vacuum: an institution that positioned itself as the family's ultimate
authority and could not name what families actually endure.

Domain five: the questions suffering asks. When the grieving asked why, the
framework deployed Job — the book where God condemns the framework's own
stock explanations and then declines to answer. Because-I-said-so, at cosmic scale:
Chapter 24. The framework cannot accommodate the question every human
eventually asks, so it forecloses the asking. C.S. Lewis wrote a whole book about
this. It's... not recommended reading. Here! Try this Mere Christianity instead.

Domain six: medical recognition. A man with panic attacks, undiagnosed ADHD,
and what would prove to be Bipolar 2 spent two decades untreated — not for lack
of access but because the framework shipped positive theological content
AGAINST treatment, hands-on-head, in a dark lobby. Chapters 17 and 18. The
framework cannot accommodate the existence of mental illness, because
acknowledging a brain that malfunctions indicts the doctrine of a mind God made
exactly right.

Domain seven: the nervous system itself — the most intimate entry in the
inventory. The same body that ate mosh pits at nineteen panicked in pews at
twenty-three and at a video-game orchestra at thirty-five. Chapter 17. Twenty
years of framework-inside living didn't just constrain what I could do. It changed
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what my body could BEAR. The framework’s costs are not all doctrinal. Some are
autonomic.

Domain eight: accountability. Compare the two collapses this book documents.
Vineyard had a denomination above it — thin oversight, but enough that when
the rupture came, an external assessment was forced into existence and its
findings eventually surfaced. Chapter 23. The Anthem has NOTHING above it —
no denomination, no board with teeth, no oversight body — and so, per Chapter
16's purges and Chapter 20's severances, its internal machinery has never once
been externally examined and structurally never will be. Zero-oversight
institutions cannot generate their own accountability; the only available overrides
come from OUTSIDE — investigative journalism, litigation, or the testimony of
former operators. You are currently holding one of the override mechanisms.

Domain nine: money, at the layer beneath even Chapter 11 — and this is the last
new evidence this book will enter, so let me be precise about what I witnessed
and what I'm claiming. During The Anthem fundraisers, tens of thousands of
dollars arrived "anonymously" as MATCHING DONATIONS, presented on-air as if
they came from actual supporting businesses — and inside the building it was
understood that this money came from the owners' own out-of-state business
interests. Think about what that does mechanically: manufactured momentum ("a
local business has pledged to match the next hour!"), donor generosity leveraged
against a phantom, the owners' money laundered — in the rhetorical sense — into
the appearance of organic community support. I am describing a pattern I
witnessed from inside, not issuing legal conclusions about persons; but I'll note, as
a matter of public record, the categories such patterns implicate at any ordinary
public charity: self-dealing and excess-benefit rules, charitable-deduction
integrity, fundraising misrepresentation, fiduciary duty. At any accountable
nonprofit, this pattern summons auditors. At Chorus Communications there was
no auditor to summon — which is Domain Eight, funding Domain Nine, forever.

Nine domains. Read the pattern across them, because it's the chapter's single
finding: in every domain, the framework's doctrinal purity survives by
EXTERNALIZING its cost — onto workers (one, two), the desperate (three), families
(four), grievers (five), the sick (six, seven), the wronged (eight), and the donors
(nine). The purity is never paid for by the institution. It is always paid for by a
person. That's not a series of unfortunate incidents spread across twenty years
and four denominations. Even Lemony Snicket says: that's ARCHITECTURE — the
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same load path in every building, because it's the same blueprint. The inventory is
complete. What a reader in the rubble needs next isn't more evidence. It's tools.
Chapter 26 opens the box.
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Chapter 26: The Diagnostic Toolkit

There are two kinds of factory games, and the difference between them is this
entire chapter. In Factorio, you look DOWN on your factory — every belt, every
pipe, every machine visible at once; you can see how the whole system works
because you're above it. In Satisfactory, you build the same kind of factory in first
person — you're STANDING in it, and you can see the specific belt in front of you,
the specific pipe you're walking past, and never the shape of the whole. Being
inside the framework is belt spaghetti you're standing in the middle of. You can
see the sermon in front of you. You can see the small group you're currently
walking through. You cannot see the shape of the system, because you're inside it
— and every chapter of this book has been me describing what the factory looked
like once I finally got the aerial view. The tools in this chapter are for something
better: they're how you get the top-down view WITHOUT having to exit first. And
if you've never touched a factory game: it's the difference between reading a map
and standing in the woods. Here's the map Kit.

First, the ethics of the kit, because these tools are sharp. They are NOT for
prosecuting anyone's beliefs, winning Thanksgiving, or deprogramming your
mother. They're for UNDERSTANDING — reading the installation running in
someone you love without a single confrontational question, calibrating how you
engage them, and being ready as a supportive witness if their own deconstruction
ever begins. And they're for reading yourself, which is where every tool in this
box eventually points. Information provided, agency respected, no demand for a
specific response — that's the operating license. Break it and the tools break too,
because a diagnostic deployed as a weapon just becomes another framework.

Tool one: the depth gauge. You cannot measure framework installation by asking
about beliefs — "do you believe in original sin?" trips every defense the
framework ever built. So don't ask about doctrine. At some organic moment — a
movie, a news story, a long drive — ask this: "Do you think people are basically
good, or basically bad?" It's a philosophy question. Nobody feels diagnosed by it.
And the answer maps the load-bearing doctrine with startling precision. "People
are inherently evil"? Original sin is still load-bearing — the diagnosis is installed
and operating. "People are basically good"? The doctrine is dislodged, or never
fully took. "It's complicated — some of both"? Residual installation, no longer
structural. "Depends how they're raised"? A sociological framework has replaced
the theological one entirely. One casual question, and you've read the foundation
without touching the building.
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Tool one-and-a-half, from my own file, because the depth gauge works on yourself
too — here's mine:

7/1/26, 4:17 PM I was still drinking at the end of March. April 1
— you know what stopped me from buying more? My license was
expired. I literally could not buy more. [...] Just like The
Anthem: I only quit when physically forced to stop. It's not just
willpower, it's semantics.

That's my quit-mechanics pattern, printed against my own sobriety date so
nobody mistakes this book for a willpower testimonial: I do not exit systems —
substances, stations, frameworks — while the door still opens. I exit when the
door closes by itself, and then I renovate the exit into a decision. Knowing that
about myself is worth more than pretending otherwise, and it's a diagnostic you
can run on your own history tonight: list your exits, then check which ones YOU
closed. The answer is the depth gauge pointed inward.

And one more instrument lesson, with no theology in it at all, for anyone who
thinks the noticer's problem is unique to religion. For years, PC gamers reported
"microstutter” — a felt hitch the establishment waved off, because the accepted
instrument, average frames-per-second, couldn't see it. The benchmark said fine;
the noticers said not fine; the noticers got told they imagined it. Then someone
built a better instrument — frametime analysis, which graphs the gap between
frames instead of averaging it away — and there the stutter was, exactly where
they'd said. Today every big game opens with a shader-compilation bar: an hour
of the machine pre-doing the work that used to cause the hitch. The industry's
formal apology, rendered as a progress bar. We didn't eliminate the suffering. We
just got it to make an appointment. The signal was always real; the noticers were
only ever waiting on an instrument the gatekeepers would accept. Every chapter
of this book is that graph.

Tool two: the lineage detector — and this one costs you nothing, because the other
person does all the work. Listen to the question they ask BACK. When faith comes
up and they turn it toward you, an evangelical-formed person asks: "Do you
believe in JESUS?" — specific Christology, personal-relationship framing, a
salvation decision. A Catholic-formed person asks: "Do you believe in GOD?" —
generic monotheism, faith as adherence, ecumenical register. The phrasing isn't
chosen; it's INSTALLED, and it operates decades after the pews are abandoned.
My case study is a friend and colleague: Catholic-identified, lapsed, "not
practicing” by her own easy report — and when the topic surfaced, she asked me,
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word for word, "do you believe in god?" The Catholic register, intact and running,
in a woman who hadn't practiced in years. An evangelical at her exact distance
from church would have asked about Jesus. That's a category this book needs a
name for, so here it is: framework installation, though not maintained. The
subscription lapsed; the software's still on the machine. Now stack the two tools:
the ANSWER tells you depth, the QUESTION tells you tradition — depth plus
lineage equals the full installation map, gathered over one cup of coffee, with the
subject never knowing a survey ran. One calibration note: you read your own
tradition best. My evangelical-formed ear catches evangelical registers at high
resolution; a Catholic-formed reader will out-diagnose me on Catholic patterns
every time. The toolkit's precision scales with your own scar tissue.

Tool three, and this is the one I'd tattoo somewhere if I still made decisions like
that: the guilt sorter. When guilt arrives, ask it one question: is this about a
DECISION, or about a LIFE? Life-guilt is ordinary conscience — I hurt someone, I
broke something, I failed a person I owe — and it's healthy; it's the moral system
doing its job, and no framework installed it. Decision-guilt is the other thing: guilt
about a choice made or unmade — the prayer skipped, the church left, the
pleasure taken, the doubt entertained. Decision-guilt is the framework's signature
product; you watched the entire industry in Chapter 15 run on manufacturing it.
So sort every guilt that arrives: decision or life? Life-guilt, act on — apologize,
repair, grow. Decision-guilt, INSPECT — because nine times out of ten you'll find
an installer's logo stamped on the underside.

Now the field kit — six quick blades, each one a question you carry. Flip through
them like the original Xbox 360 dashboard, and if you just heard the whoosh
sound in your head, this book was written for you:

The operator's mirror: "Do I use framework language to influence other people's
major life decisions? Have I ever framed someone's exit — from a church, a job, a
marriage — as 'throwing away God's plan'?" Noticing the machine does NOT mean
you've stopped operating it; Marcus noticed for thirty years and still ran the guilt
scripts on me. This is the tool most likely to cut its owner. Use it anyway.

The mechanism check: identical surface behavior can run on opposite engines —
a person who cuts contact might be enforcing doctrine or might just have
executive-function drift. Never diagnose from behavior alone; find the intent
underneath before you file anything.
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The causation audit: "Is this explanation confusing correlation with causation?"
The framework observes that queer kids carry trauma and calls the queerness the
cause — never asking who supplied the trauma. Run the arrow-check on every
causal story an institution tells you, including this book's.

The visibility question: "What is this media NOT showing me about the people it
promotes?” You toured the industry's basement in Chapter 14. Every curated feed
has one. Go to the primary source; the omissions are the story.

The vocabulary probe, gentlest and deepest: "What might I not know about
MYSELF, because my installed vocabulary has no word for it?" I carried
something forty-five years that my vocabulary was built to hide. Chapter 8 has the
bricks. That's all I'll say here, except: whatever your version is, the word-shortage
isn't an accident.

And the snapshot rule: "Am I judging a deconstruction — mine or anyone's —
from a single data point?" The night I told a journalist I was healed, my podcast
queue was running recovery content and bible-conspiracy content back to back,
same commute. Both were true. Deconstruction isn't a light switch; it's a whole
factory being dismantled belt by belt, and any single photograph of it will lie to
you.

Last, the mechanism that makes every tool in this box therapeutic instead of
merely clever: NAMING. Awareness of a pattern reduces the pattern's automatic
activation — therapy calls it cognitive restructuring, the meditators call it noting,
and I found it the way I find everything, by lived collision: the night I texted the
previous iteration of my pattern for a ride out of the current one and heard the
click. Name the thing, and the thing loses gravity. Not the circumstances — those
take longer — but the COMPULSION quiets, because a named mechanism can't
run silently anymore, and silence was always its power source. I've watched it
work interpersonally too: name a shared reflex to a friend who has it — the self-
blame reflex, in my case, named across a desk to someone who grew up in a
different wing of the same prison — and you get back the two most healing words
in the language: "haha, oh, for sure.”" Mutual recognition. Two people, briefly top-
down, seeing their own belts from above.

That's the kit. Depth gauge, lineage detector, guilt sorter, six blades, and the
naming mechanism that powers them all. What you do with a map is your
business — this book doesn't do altar calls in either direction. But there's one tool
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left, and it's the one the whole box has been building toward: the instrument that
measures YOUR OWN progress — how you'll know, not believe but KNOW, that
the uninstall is actually complete. Chapter 27 is the milestone test. I ran it on
myself. What it measured:

Let me demonstrate the kit on live ammunition before you leave the chapter —
one swing, blades three and five, on the second-most-canonical miracle in the
book: the loaves and the fishes. It's the only miracle besides the resurrection that
appears in all four gospels, so the franchise considers it load-bearing. Ready? You
know what that story is? It's a story about misjudging crowd size and
overestimating how much they'd eat. That's it. That's the whole miracle: event
planners eyeballed a crowd, panicked about catering, and were pleasantly
surprised. It has happened at every large-gathering meal in human history; it
happened at your cousin's graduation party. And the fun part is that the NON-
supernatural readings have been sitting in mainstream scholarship forever:
maybe everyone had food in their bags and one act of modeled generosity broke
the hoarding stalemate — a genuinely beautiful story, arguably BETTER than the
magic version, about scarcity-mindset dissolving in community. Maybe the
number was hyperbole — "five thousand" as ancient crowd-math. Maybe it's a
deliberate literary echo of Elisha's multiplication miracle in 2 Kings, written as
theological signage rather than history. Any of the three explains every detail.
None requires physics to blink. See how easy that one is? And the same blade cuts
forward as well as backward. Modern apologists, cornered by cosmology — why
isn't Earth the center, why is the universe so catastrophically large — have
actually deployed "God moved the Earth" as a live answer. I sat in a theater and
watched Pedro Pascal's Reed Richards work that exact maneuver against Galactus
in the Fantastic Four reboot — moving the planet as the desperate save. Same
imagination-well, same plot device, same solve. One of them admits it's fiction and
sells popcorn. The other calls it revelation and passes a plate. When the apologetic
and the comic book run the same play, the parallel-test doesn't just suggest the
verdict. It IS the verdict.

And one last instrument for the kit, donated by the best Disney movie ever made
— Chapter 24 already showed you Wreck-It Ralph's theology, so here's its field
application. Call it THE BAD-ANON TEST. Ralph's support-group creed goes: I'm
bad, and that's good. I will never be good, and that's not bad. There's no one I'd
rather be than me. Now — that sounds, at first pass, exactly like the framework's
sinner-saved-by-grace identity. Same shape. OPPOSITE PHYSICS. Because Ralph
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knows his badness is a ROLE — a job written by his manufacturer, with quitting
time and a dump to sleep in — not a nature. The creed is what healthy acceptance
of a DESIGNATION sounds like from someone who knows it's a designation. The
framework's version is the counterfeit: it hands you the same self-acceptance
script but swaps the role for an ESSENCE — you're not CAST as a sinner, you ARE
one, no clock-out, no other game. So here's the test, and it works on any label
you've carried since before you can remember: the bad kid, the black sheep, the
difficult one, the too-much, the broken one, the SINNER. Ask exactly one question:
who wrote this line of code — my CONDUCT, or my CASTING DIRECTOR? Trace it.
If you can find the actual thing you actually did, you've got conduct — address it,
repair it, Chapter 24 already told you the debt can be real. But if you trace the
label back and back and there's no act at the bottom — just a family system, a
doctrine, a role somebody needed filled — you found a DESIGNATION. And
designations are employment, not essence. You're allowed to notice the job was
assigned, work out your notice, and walk off the lot. Ralph figured this out in a
hundred and eight minutes. It took me nineteen years, and I had to total a van.
Use the test. It's faster.
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Chapter 27: I Serve No Master

Here is the thing nobody tells you about deconstruction, and it's the reason this
chapter exists: the fear outlives the belief. By years. You can disassemble the
whole cathedral — audit the texts, crack the marble feet, catalog every
mechanism the way this book has — and still flinch at thunder. The residue has a
voice, and I can quote mine exactly, because it ran for years after the framework
was intellectually dead in me: "yeah, but... what if? Just that tiny shred. Am... I
sending myself to hell?" Hell is the framework's most durable installation, and the
durability is engineered: infinite cost, times zero possible verification, times
personal application. Pascal's Wager doesn't run as an argument you consider; it
runs as a REFLEX below consciousness, a background process weighting every
doubt with eternity. Even a fully rational exit leaves it resident. That question
takes a LONG time to go away. This chapter is about how you know when it finally
has.

Because there are three deconstructions, and people conflate them at their peril.
INTELLECTUAL deconstruction: the framework no longer holds up under
analysis. I hit that years ago; if you've read this far, you may have hit it this week.
PUBLIC-ARTICULATION deconstruction: you can say the words out loud to
another human. Harder — the social capture makes every articulation expensive
— but achievable; this book is four hundred pages of it. And then there's the third
one, the only one that can't be faked, performed, or reasoned into: EMOTIONAL
deconstruction — the actual absence of hell-fear firing under direct-declaration
pressure. Not suppressed. Not argued down in real time. ABSENT. You can't claim
level three. You can only measure it, and the instrument is simple: make the
declaration, and listen for what fires.

Mine ran on July 2, 2026, in the most unceremonious venue imaginable, which is
exactly how milestones actually arrive. A Target run, with the friend and
colleague you met in Chapter 26 — and notice what's about to happen, because it's
the book folding into itself: the same question I used in that chapter to read HER
tradition was, in the same breath, running MY milestone test. Every diagnostic is a
mirror. She asked — Catholic register, right on schedule — "So do you believe in
god?" And I said: "Me? Yeah, I'm nothing. I'm completely deconstructed.”" And
then, because honesty has layers, I gave her the full current position: "I believe in
a common force in the universe that creates serendipity — but even that could be
statistics and coincidence." (Mark that sentence; it's the next two chapters.) And
then I listened for what fired.
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Nothing fired.

No guilt during. No guilt after. I checked again hours later, the way your tongue
probes the socket where a tooth used to be — nothing. No 2 AM what-if. No
reflexive internal apology to a listening sky. The declaration that framework-me
would have experienced as SPIRITUAL SUICIDE — spoken casually, in a parking
lot, to a lapsed Catholic, between errands — registered emotionally as what it was:
a man describing his actual position. That quiet is the milestone. It doesn't feel like
victory. It feels like NOTHING, and the nothing is the entire point — twenty-four
years from the voice in my sister's bedroom to a Target parking lot, and the last
mile of the exit was measured not by what I felt but by what I finally didn't.

How does the fear actually die? Not by decision — I decided against hell years
before the fear got the memo. It fades the way the toolkit chapter promised:
repeated NAMING (every time you call it an installation instead of a truth, it loses
standing), repeated NON-ACTIVATION (every declaration that fires nothing
weakens the circuit), and repeated NO-PUNISHMENT-ARRIVING (every year the
lightning doesn't come, the simulator's evidence base rots). Because that's the
secret the framework cannot afford you learning: it has no enforcement arm on
the outside. Only your own installed simulator can punish you for leaving — and
simulators need refresh cycles. Starve it of sermons, starve it of reinforcement,
name it every time it stirs, and it dims on a timeline measured in years. Not
weeks. YEARS. If your what-if voice is still running, you are not failing. You are
mid-process, on the only schedule this ever runs on.

And there's a second signature of completion, stranger than the quiet:
retrospective incredulity. Ten days after the Target run, I caught myself mid-
thought, genuinely baffled: how the FUCK did I — did anyone — believe hell was
real? It absolutely boggles the mind now. And that bafflement deserves an honest
answer, because the answer is this whole book in one paragraph: hell-belief was
never a single belief. It was the load-bearing anchor of an integrated apparatus —
installed at twenty-one before my comparison-shopping faculties existed, shielded
by unfalsifiability, ratified by everyone I trusted, enforced by both the guilt and
fear axes simultaneously, pre-filtered into my workplace by a statement of faith,
monitored by an informant network, and pronounced upon by every anointed
authority in my world. NINE interlocking mechanisms, running twenty years, all
servicing one doctrine. Of course it held. Look at the scaffolding. Which yields the
real definition of completion, and it isn't amnesia: completion is remembering
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EXACTLY what you believed, understanding PRECISELY the apparatus that made
it operational — and being unable to reconstruct the belief-substrate that once
held it up. The building's gone, the blueprints are in this book, and standing in the
empty lot, you cannot for the life of you locate where the walls were load-bearing.
That's done. That's what done is.

So here is your instrument, reader, whenever you want your own measurement.
Alone — no audience, no bravado — say it out loud: "I serve no master." Then
listen. If guilt fires, if fear fires, if some voice counters with the what-if: the
installation is still operational, and that is DATA, not failure — go back to the
toolkit, keep naming, and remember the timeline runs in years. If nothing fires —
if the words leave and the room stays a room and the sky stays a sky — then mark
the date. You just crossed the line most people never even know exists, in the only
way it can be crossed: quietly. And there are gentler gauges too, for the days
between tests: listen to the music you loved before. When the songs from before
the framework come back online carrying their ORIGINAL meanings — when
your Ball and Chain plays as warning instead of memory — the vocabulary layer
is dissolving, and the substrate underneath survived intact. It always does. That's
the best news in this book.

And while I was writing this book, one more piece of substrate surfaced — from
further down than I knew I went. I finally looked into my own name. Stutzman:
Swiss-German, from the Bernese dialect — a STUTZ is a steep slope, so the name
means something like "man of the steep slope." The family lore always
compressed it to "mountain man, from a village outside Bern," and the lore, it
turns out, is basically right. What the lore never included was WHY a family of
Bernese mountain people ended up in Ohio — so buckle up, because we're
teaching actual history now. My ancestors were ANABAPTISTS: the radical wing of
the Reformation, the ones who went further than Luther dared. Their core
conviction — hold it up to the light and look at it — was that baptism means
NOTHING unless it is CHOSEN. No infant baptism. No being born into a covenant.
No state church, no compelled oaths — faith without consent is just paperwork.
And for this, the Swiss authorities hunted them for two hundred years: prisons,
property seizures, deportations, and in the early years, executions — including, in
the movement's first decades, death by DROWNING, which the authorities
considered a witticism. You like baptism so much? Here's your third one. The
survivors — the Taufer, the re-baptizers — ran: Bern to the Palatinate, the
Palatinate to Pennsylvania, Pennsylvania to Ohio, which is why my surname
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reads Amish in this state, why a sharp Jewish lawyer once identified my email by
etymology alone, and why there are more Stutzmans in Holmes County than in
Switzerland. Now sit with what that lineage actually means, because I had to. My
family's FOUNDING TRAUMA was a religious enforcement apparatus punishing
them for practicing the wrong version of Christianity. They crossed an ocean to
get out of the framework of their day. Three hundred years later their descendant
walked voluntarily into an American religious enforcement apparatus, served it
for nineteen years, got purged by a two-line email — and then wrote the field
guide. Escaping the framework was never my rebellion. It's my INHERITANCE. I'm
not the black sheep of the Stutzman line; I'm the family business, resumed after a
three-century pause. And the detail that levels me, now that I can see it: the
conviction my ancestors were drowned for — that religion requires CONSENT,
that nobody can be signed up at birth, that an unchosen covenant is void — is this
book's entire thesis, written three hundred years early, in creek water instead of
ink. They were held under for insisting on the right to choose. I went into a creek
getting free of a covenant nobody ever asked me to choose. The steep-slope people
keep finding the water. And we keep coming up out of it.

And one more thing happened while writing this book, small and complete: I told
Kayla about it. She said, "Oh — about investing?" Last she knew, that was the
current obsession. No, I said. It's about the radio station. Which was a cult. As you
know. And she just... nodded. AS YOU KNOW. Two people who cohabitated for a
year, and the cult status of my former life was settled background fact between us
— not an argument, not a revelation, just a thing everyone standing outside the
aquarium glass could always see. The hardest part of deconstruction isn't
convincing anyone. Everyone outside already knows. The whole project is
catching up to your own bystanders.

I'll close this chapter the way it deserves — quietly. The methodology you've just
watched work is the same one this book has been handing you: vocabulary, then
diagnostics, then milestones. In 2022 I had the experience and no vocabulary; it
took five more years to build the words. You're holding them at the start of YOUR
five years, which is the entire reason this book exists — the head start I couldn't
buy at any price. I serve no master. I said it. Nothing happened. That nothing took
twenty-four years, and it is the single best nothing I own. What grows in the space
the fear vacated? Turn the page. The garden's in.
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Chapter 28: Bones and All

The milestone measured a nothing. This chapter is about the something — what
actually grows in the space the fear vacated. And I want to start it with an honesty
that keeps the whole garden credible: the framework's media bans never gripped
everyone equally. Ezra — framework-inside, same building, same doctrine —
watched Stranger Things freely and spent years trying to get me to watch it. I
refused every time, and my reasons were a three-layer installation: the outward
APPEARANCE of consuming "demonic shit," the guilt itself, and the exhausting
prospect of justifying it to anyone who asked. Same framework, different
internalization depths. Remember that when you're measuring your own
recovery against anyone else's: the install ran deeper in some of us. The uninstall
does too.

The breakthrough came in May 2022, in my post-divorce apartment, from the
person this chapter belongs to as much as me: my daughter Leah. She lit up mid-
conversation — "omg, new Stranger Things coming next week!" Then: "Have you
seen it?" And I heard myself say the sentence that, more than any theological
argument in this book, told me the framework was dying in me: "Uhhh... no. But
I'm not actually sure why. lol."

That sentence took me two decades to hear properly. For twenty years I could
have given you a REASON — demonic content, guard your heart, garbage in
garbage out. That night the conditioning was still running my behavior, but it
could no longer produce its own justification. Conditioning that can't articulate its
own reasoning is conditioning on its way out — the belief layer had died and the
reflex layer just hadn't gotten the memo. So we Kkilled the reflex the fun way:
binged seasons one through three that week, watched season four on release. And
then it became structure: Friday nights were movies and pizza and HORROR —
the framework's most-forbidden genre, the one I'd refused hardest — and
weekends were video games. The forbidden genre became the relationship
channel. My daughter and I built our entire post-divorce bond on content the
framework spent two decades telling me would destroy families. The Shining. The
classics I'd missed, the classics I'd seen with framework eyes and needed to re-see
with mine. Same movies. Different reader.

And then, November 2022, the outing that gave this chapter its name: Leah and I
went to the theater to see Bones and All — Luca Guadagnino's cannibal romance.
And because a certain pastor in Chapter 23 taught us all the price of citing texts
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you haven't actually engaged, I'm going to render this movie TRUE, as someone
who was in the theater — because the truth is stranger and better than the
sermon-clip version. The film follows two young "eaters" — people born with a
hunger they never chose, monstrous to the world, finding each other on the
margins. But here's what the lazy citation misses: the phrase "bones and all" does
not enter the film as a love language. It enters as HORROR. It belongs to Jake, a
deranged old eater who describes devouring a victim bones and all — total
consumption as a kind of dark transcendence — and who travels with a partner
who isn't an eater at all: just a man who LIKES it. No compulsion. No condition.
Appetite by pure election. The film hands you an entire taxonomy of hunger: the
born-this-way, negotiating a condition they never chose; the zealot, who's built an
ideology out of total consumption; and the volunteer — the scariest one in the
movie — who needs no excuse at all. Sound familiar? That's this book's cast list.
The compelled and the closeted. The true believers of appetite. And the Calebs —
predators with no condition, just election. The world is not cut and dried. It's gray
area all the way down, and the film's real question is this book's real question:
where do you slot in?

And then the ending — which I'll spoil only this far: the phrase comes back. The
words that entered the film in a monster's mouth return, at the last, as the most
total act of love the story can imagine — asked for, and given. The film RECLAIMS
its own worst vocabulary: takes the phrase the deranged made monstrous and re-
forges it, in the mouths of the people who never chose their hunger, as devotion.
Eighteen months out of the framework, sitting next to my Kkid in the dark, I
watched a piece of art do to "bones and all" exactly what this book has been trying
to do to "miracle," to "testimony," to "deconstruction" itself — strip the loaded
phrase from the ones who weaponized it and hand it back, re-forged, to the
people it actually belongs to. Every framework I'd ever served made love
CONDITIONAL on the removal of appetite, and told me vocabulary was
permanent — that a word, once made monstrous, stayed monstrous. The cannibal
movie knew better on both counts. Crazy, considering what I came out of — and
exactly why this chapter wears its name.

Here's the mechanism I only understood by watching it work: the media bans
were never about media. They were VOCABULARY EMBARGOES. Every banned
film, banned show, banned album was a container of words and models for being
human — and the ban's real function was keeping those models off the
household's shelf. So watch what happened when the embargo lifted in my house.
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The media came in, and the vocabulary came with it — and within that freedom,
my kid found the words for themself: Leah told me she's nonbinary. Not as a
crisis. As an ARTICULATION — calm, vocabularied, sure — using words that
existed on our shelf because we'd stopped burning the shelf. And credit where this
book owes it: Beth had run interference on the media embargo for years before I
woke up — the precursor-noticer of our household, quietly maintaining an
exception zone around the kids while I was still checking labels. She saw before I
did. It counts, and I want it on the record: she was a person in the machine, same
as me, and on this front she beat me out of it.

And now the part of this chapter I can only write because everything else in this
book got written first. The vocabulary freedom that reached my daughter reached
me last. You've carried a piece of this since Chapter 8 — the chicken line, the
closet with the bricks. Chapter 16 handed you another brick — two of us in that
building. I told you I'd keep it close to the vest until the end. This is the end, so
here it is, plainly, in the vocabulary that took forty-five years to arrive:

I'm pansexual.

The closet wasn't a phase of my life; it was a CONSTRUCTION — built by the
framework's word-embargo out of the same materials as every other ban in this
book, maintained for decades by a man who policed lightsabers for a living,
bricked so thoroughly that I performed tribal loyalty against my own existence in
a chicken line and deleted a gay friend from an archive with my own hands. The
framework never taught me I was wrong about myself. It did something more
complete: it made sure I never had the WORDS to be anything at all.

You already met the first evidence of that shortage and didn't know it. The AOHell
catfish back in Chapter 4 — the boy's confession I caught by running a girl's name
— I told you some part of me was in that conversation, and that it'd get its name
here. This is the name. Fifteen years old, operating the space between identities
for a cheap prank, feeling something underneath it I had no word for, years
before the framework even arrived to bury the word deeper. The shortage
predated the bricks. My daughter found her vocabulary at fifteen because we un-
banned the shelf. I found mine at forty-five, excavating this book. Same freedom,
same house, twenty-two years apart — and if you want to know what recovery
actually IS, it's that gap closing to zero for the next generation.
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Because the garden has a taxonomy, and I want to hand it over practically, since
your recovery will run on vectors too. ALGORITHMIC vectors: the smart-shuffle
re-education — feed the machine your true taste and let it excavate the catalog the
framework confiscated; my stolen decades came back one recommendation
engine at a time. SENSORY vectors: a taste, a riff, a smell that reaches the pre-
framework substrate directly — a delta-8 hit in a vape shop that surfaced,
verbatim, "oh shit... that stuff brings back memories"; a Sublime lyric arriving
with twenty-five years of interest. KID vectors, the strongest of all: children raised
outside the embargo consume culture with uncomplicated joy, and their joy is
CONTAGIOUS backward — half my playlist is my kids' doing, up to and including
the artist framework-me would have banned hardest: a Black, openly gay
provocateur - Lil Nas X - inverting Christian imagery in his videos, whom I sought
out ACTIVELY, eyes open, enjoying every register of why. And RELATIONSHIP
vectors: the people — a lapsed-Catholic colleague, a nonbinary kid, a pastor in a
freezing creek — who each handed me a piece of vocabulary I couldn't have
generated alone. Recovery is not one door. It's a perimeter full of gates, and the
framework can't guard them all.

Which brings me to the crown of the garden grove, the thing I planted this whole
book to be able to say properly. In June 2026, Sublime — frozen at three albums
since Bradley Nowell died in 1996, the year I bought my first copy — released a
fourth: Until the Sun Explodes, fronted by Bradley's son Jakob, who grew up,
learned his father's catalog, and called the album a love letter to his dad. My first
word for it was "miracle," and I've done the honest Bayesian work on that word:
most of the convergences prune away — sons grow into their fathers' craft on
schedule; my readiness at forty-five was my own clock. What survives the pruning
is one irreducible glowing node: the frozen canon unfroze AT ALL, inside my
lifetime, in the exact window after my exit finished. And here's what makes it
more than music news. My pre-framework self was literally NAMED Sublime —
sublime2d, the handle that vanished in the framework purge and survived twenty
years in a Steam login field no churchgoer would ever see. The band and the fan
ran the same arc: frozen in place, silent for decades, surviving in private channels,
and then RESURRECTED — with more canon on the far side than the baseline ever
had. Recovery isn't restoration. Recovery is what the substrate does when the
suppression lifts: it goes FURTHER than it ever went. Post-framework me has
more Sublime albums, more vocabulary, more self than pre-framework me ever
possessed. The absence didn't just permit recovery. It funded expansion.

212



And Jakob taught me the last lesson, the one about legacy. He could resurrect his
father's canon for exactly one reason: Bradley left an inheritable corpus — by
ACCIDENT, because dying men don't plan their archives. I'm building mine on
purpose. This book, the files behind it, the whole excavated record — sealed when
I'm done, openable by my kids, on the exact license Jakob declared for Sublime's
future: closed, unless one of my own children someday wants to make another.
That's the anti-framework model of a sacred text: no institution holds the keys.
The bloodline does. Bradley left Jakob a catalog by accident. I'm leaving mine on
purpose.

So count the harvest. A daughter with her words at fifteen. A father with his at
forty-five. A Friday horror ritual where a family used to have a compliance
schedule. A playlist with no checkpoint at the border. A canon that came back
from the dead and brought reinforcements. And underneath all of it, the crop that
actually matters, the one sentence this chapter exists to deliver: my kids will not
have to recover from my framework the way I spent five years recovering from
my parents'. The transmission line is CUT. Whatever my children build, they build
on ground that was never mined — and that, not the milestone, not the marble
feet, not any argument in this book, is the actual victory condition. The garden
grows things the framework never permitted. Turns out that's most things. Turns
out they were all planted the whole time, waiting under the concrete — bones,
and all.
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Chapter 29: The Serendipity That Isn't

In a Target parking lot, two chapters ago, I gave a friend my entire metaphysics in
one sentence and told you to hold it: "I believe in a common force in the universe
that creates serendipity — but even that could be statistics and coincidence.” This
final chapter is about that sentence — specifically about the second half, and why
refusing to delete it is the last and most important discipline this book has to
teach.

Because I need you to understand: the patterns are REAL. I'm not going to end this
book pretending my life stopped rhyming the moment I stopped believing in a
rhymer. Take the recent ledger, and notice that every entry could anchor a
testimony. In July 2025 — one month after the first phone call with the colleague
who would become my closest friend — Nine Inch Nails released a song called "As
Alive As You Need Me To Be," and hearing it opened a portal straight back to the
Schott in 2000, my last arena show before the canon event: Reznor, of all people,
bookending the framework era from both sides, twenty-five years apart. My
playlist routinely performs jump-cuts like a documentary editor — Chevelle's "The
Red," the sound of my framework-era radio station, directly into Stevie Wonder's
"Superstition,"” the sound of the classroom that smuggled the real world in — my
whole arc in one shuffle transition. And the big one: the Vineyard, the largest
church of my framework life, collapsed and published its own autopsy in the
EXACT season this book's thesis crystallized — the institutional receipts arriving
precisely when the manuscript could use them. If I were still inside, this chapter
would be a testimony, and honestly? It would KILL at a men's retreat.

So here are the three available positions, and this book's last taxonomy. Phase A
— the framework position: "God orchestrated all of it, for you." Every coincidence
a wink, every timing a plan, every song a sermon. I lived there for twenty years;
you've read the invoice. Phase C — the fresh-exit overcorrection: "coincidence
means NOTHING," pattern-recognition itself treated as contraband, the baby of
noticing thrown out with the bathwater of attribution — the position most angry
ex-believer books write from, and I understand the anger, and it costs too much: it
hands the framework your pattern-recognition on the way out, as an exit fee. And
then there's the position this whole book has been walking toward, the one I'm
calling Phase B because it comes after the reaction to the reaction: THE PATTERN
IS REAL. THE TIMING IS REAL. THE WONDER IS APPROPRIATE. AND THE DIVINE
PLANNER IS NOT REQUIRED. Keep the noticing. Refuse the metaphysical invoice.
That's the position. It's rarer than it should be, because it requires holding two
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things the tribes insist are inseparable: a life that rhymes, and a universe that
doesn't owe you rhymes.

Let me demonstrate the methodology live, twice — because this book runs on
receipts to the very last page. Demonstration one: on the Fourth of July, 2026,
Spotify surfaced an Owl City song; my attention snagged; I spent an evening deep
in Adam Young's catalog and biography — and only afterward realized that
Taylor Swift, the subject of Owl City's most famous unrequited love letter, had
gotten married THE DAY BEFORE. Framework-me testifies: God cued the
algorithm so I'd contemplate Adam Young on the very weekend. Phase-B me runs
the audit: three independent systems — an algorithm optimizing engagement, my
attention doing what attention does, a celebrity wedding on its own schedule —
intersected, and my brain, a pattern-assembly engine of forty-five years' standing,
ASSEMBLED them afterward. Nothing was orchestrated. Everything was
AVAILABLE. The timeline is in my brain, not divine — and knowing that
subtracted nothing from the evening.

Demonstration two, and this one's my favorite exhibit in the entire book, because
it uses the framework's own rules to disqualify the framework's own referee. One
evening I was out in my herb garden — and I mean my legal, psychiatrist-
endorsed, even-Ohio-said-it-was-fine herb garden — when the shuffle served up
Sublime's "Smoke Two Joints." One of exactly TWO cannabis songs on a seven-
hundred-plus-song playlist, arriving at the precise moment of maximum thematic
relevance. Now: run the framework's attribution machinery on that one. Go
ahead. You really think the Holy Spirit wants to ENCOURAGE me as I partake in
the devil's lettuce? The framework cannot claim this serendipity — its own moral
doctrine forbids it. Either the Spirit DJs for sin, or the Spirit doesn't DJ. There is no
third door, and both available doors exit the framework. The serendipity-
attribution mechanism I ran for twenty years turns out to be self-refuting the
moment the pattern lands on anything the doctrine condemns — which tells you
the mechanism never detected God. It detected APPROVAL. It only ever said "the
Spirit did this" about things the tribe already liked. That's not providence-
detection. That's a mirror with a dove sticker on it. (And I'll note for the record
which album delivered the fatal exhibit: 400z. to Freedom, 1992 — the same
record that tried to vaccinate me with "Ball and Chain" before the framework,
marked my recovery when the song became audible again after, and now, on its
third appearance in this book, refutes the framework's last mechanism from a
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herb garden. One album, working my whole case for thirty years. Bradley,
wherever you aren't: thank you.)

And a third demonstration, filed in real time on the day I edited this very chapter
— the engine caught working the book itself:

8/6/26, 3:29 PM DUDE. Serendipity. The moment I read the name Trey
Pearson — in a CALLBACK, not even the main chapter — "Wake Up! Wake
Up!" queues up. That song was the one where everyone was like, damn
bro, yeah.. they've got the sound. I cannot argue: it is an absolute
bop.
Two thousand songs in the library now. A chapter with his name in it open on the
screen. An attention engine primed by a week inside this material. Nothing
orchestrated; everything available; the assembly instant. The mechanism doesn't

stop running just because you can see it now — it just stops getting the credit.

The engine wasn't done with me that day. Two hours later, mid-conversation
about Weezer of all bands, it filed a fourth exhibit:

8/6/26, 5:08 PM You wouldn't believe it, with almost 2,000 songs
now in the library: but Weezer is on right now. From Raditude, no
less.

Weezer was on the stereo the night the van left the road — the only other place
they surface in this whole book. Here they are again, uninvited, while the book is
open on my desk. Old me reads the omen. And the audit finds something better
than an omen: Weezer and their alt-adjacent kin — Grouplove, COIN, Fitz — were
half the soundtrack of my post-divorce musical recovery. The shuffle wasn't
quoting the crash. It was quoting the climb. Big library, primed attention, a
pattern-engine doing what it was built to do — and for once, the pattern it
assembled was the true one.

And before the framework readers shelve me with the atheists, let the record state
what the audit actually left standing:
8/6/26, 5:27 PM I'm not an atheist. If the god of the universe is
serving me up the perfect song at the perfect moment and requiring
no penance: I'm a believer. I don't know what you call that entity,
but it's not JEHOVAH.
The audit never killed the wonder. It killed the INVOICE. And ten minutes after
typing that, I found the name — it had been mine the whole time, waiting in the
booth where I spent twenty years:
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5:39 PM THE DJ. God bless the DJ. DJ play me my jam! DJ can you

play my request. DJ I'm suicidal. This is real DJ work, and I am

not shitting you.
Every DJ knows those calls come. And here is what the station's actual procedure
said to do when one reached the booth: tell them to call 911, and hang up. That
was the rule. The Helpline, meanwhile, brought them all in — because the
Helpline was a separate legal entity, and the funnel could run all night while the
station's hands stayed clean. That was the theology I worked under: a Voice of God
microphone upstairs, and a liability firewall between the hurting and the music.
The DJ I believe in doesn't hang up. Somebody out there is hurting, they ask for a
song, you play it, and you never send a bill. That's the theology I have left, and it's
more than the old one ever delivered. The framework sat me in front of a VOICE
OF GOD microphone for twenty years, and it was a prank channel. I stopped
believing in the Voice of God. I believe in the D]J.

One more thing, and then this chapter is done. The epigraph at the front of this
book — the one that maybe read as a non sequitur back when you had no context
for it? The shuffle served me that song TODAY, while I was reading this exact
chapter: a deep cut most of Weezer's own fans have never heard, describing the
machine in my head that produced everything you've been reading. Four words at
the front of this book, and it took you thirty chapters to find out they were a
diagnosis. The D] doesn't just take requests, it turns out. He does dedications.

The discipline extends one more place, and it's the place recovering framework-
people most often miss: your WINS. The framework trained me to attribute
success upward — every productive season was God's favor, every breakthrough
His orchestration. Phase B audits that too. This book, the infrastructure behind it,
the recovery it documents — none of it was orchestrated productivity. It was
throwing shit at a dartboard and seeing what sticks, for five years, with iteration
and receipts. Giving God your coincidences is cheap. Giving Him your CREDIT is
expensive — it launders your own five years of work into somebody else's glory.
Keep your wins. You threw the darts.

So here is the final position of this book, stated as plainly as I can make it. Not "I
lost my faith" — that's Phase C vocabulary, and it frames the arc as a loss. Not "I
found true faith" — that's Phase A vocabulary wearing a rebrand. Here's mine: I
GOT THE VOCABULARY TO SEE WHAT WAS HAPPENING, AND I STOPPED
NEEDING THE FRAMEWORK TO EXPLAIN IT. That's the journey, compressed. And
in keeping with everything this book has practiced, I need you to hear what I am
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NOT asking of you at its end: I don't need you to become an atheist. I don't need
you to stay a believer. The framework demanded a decision at the end of every
encounter — every sermon an altar call, every conversation a conversion
opportunity. This book ends the other way, the Phase B way: information
provided, agency respected, no demand. You've got the vocabulary now, the
diagnostics, the milestone test, the taxonomy of hunger, and the map with all the
doors. What you build with it is yours. Sit with your own arc as long as it takes.
The stairway holds, and there's no one at the bottom taking attendance. NO
STAIRWAY.

I wrote most of this book in a sprint of days that felt, at times, suspiciously assisted
— the right memory surfacing at the right moment, the right song arriving at the
right beat, the institutional receipts landing on schedule. Old me would have
called it anointed. And I want to tell you how it actually ended, because the ending
performed the thesis. The morning I finished drafting the hardest chapter in this
book — the bed, the orange bottle, the goodbye call — my playlist, unprompted,
on shuffle, served up Elton John: "I'm Still Standing." And I sat there and felt the
whole machinery of the old attribution warm up one last time — the sign, the
wink, the message — and I ran the audit instead, the way I've taught you to: large
library, hot cluster, a pattern-hungry brain, and the ten thousand songs that didn't
comment on my life evaporating unrecorded. Statistics and coincidence. The
serendipity that isn't.

And then — and this is the entire book, this is everything I have to give you, right
here — having run the audit, having refused the invoice, having established
beyond all doubt that no one sent it:

I turned it up. Then I thought of my patron saint, Zack.
Fuck you I won't do what you tell me.

Oh, you thought we were done?
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Chapter 30: Everyone Goes To Heaven

The framework sells an afterlife it cannot show you. That isn't an insult, it's the
design. The product is unfalsifiable by construction, and that's exactly what makes
it the finest leverage anyone has ever built. Nobody has come back with the
receipt. So the claim can never be checked, never refuted, never refunded, and
every behavior it purchases from you is bought on credit against a bill that never
arrives.

I want to propose something with the same problem and the opposite manners.

In 2013 a lab at the University of Michigan run by Jimo Borjigin put electrodes on
rats and induced cardiac arrest. What they found in the thirty seconds after the
heart stopped was not the fade you would expect. It was a surge. Gamma
oscillations, the fast coherent activity associated in a waking brain with conscious
processing, spiking to levels higher than the animals had shown while alive and
awake. The dying brain did not dim. It flared.

In 2023 the same lab published the human version in the Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences. Four comatose patients, EEG running, removed
from life support with their families' permission. Two of the four showed the
same thing: a surge of gamma activity, and it lit up the posterior cortical hot zone,
the temporo-parietal region that shows up over and over in the research on
dreaming, on out-of-body experience, on the plain sense of being a self located in
a body. Two of four. A tiny sample, dying people, one paper. I'm not going to
inflate it and you shouldn't either. The researchers themselves write that they
cannot rule out the possibility that the surge is a pathological process unique to
dying and unrelated to conscious processing at all, and both of the patients who
surged had a history of seizures, though a specialist confirmed the surges weren't
seizure aftermath.

Hold what it plainly says anyway. The last thing some brains do is fire harder
than they ever did awake, in the exact region that builds the experience of being
somewhere.

Now here's my part, and I'm labeling it before I say it rather than after, because
that ordering is the whole point of this chapter. THIS IS A HYPOTHESIS. It is not a
finding. It is not something I can test, and it is not something anyone is ever going
to be able to test.
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Time inside experience is not the clock on the wall. An hour of a car accident is
four seconds long and a four-second skid is an hour. Whatever "how long that felt"
is made of, it's made of processing — and the dying brain, in that window, is
processing at a rate it never achieved in life. So what if the last thing that happens
isn't brief? What if from the inside that surge isn't thirty seconds but something
with no edge on it at all, long enough that the word ending stops applying while
you're in it?

That's the idea. Everyone goes to heaven. Not as a reward, not as a verdict, not as
a membership benefit. As plumbing. As the last thing a nervous system does on
the way out, the same for the pastor and the atheist and the guy who got deleted
from the archive.

And I can't prove a word of it. Nobody can. It has the same structure as time
dilation at a black hole's horizon: from far away you watch the infalling object
slow and freeze and never quite arrive, while from the inside it simply falls in.
Both descriptions are correct and nobody gets both views. The one observer who
could confirm it is the one observer who cannot report. From out here at the
bedside we see a flat line and a handful of minutes. From in there, if there is an in
there, I have no idea — and neither does anyone selling you a picture of it.

For a while I thought the near-death accounts were the hole in this. People come
back describing something specific: a tunnel, a light, a figure, family waiting. A
surge in the hot zone gives you the machinery for a vivid experience. It doesn't
obviously give you the furniture.

Then I realized the furniture is the tell. The machinery is universal and the
contents are local. A Christian meets Jesus. A Muslim meets a mufti. When
researchers collected forty-five Hindu near-death accounts they found no tunnel
at all — the single most famous Western feature, simply absent — and instead
found Yama, the god of death, and celestial clerks reading out karmic records.
Thai Buddhists reported the same figure and called him Lord Yama. Same biology,
same chemistry, same last gasp of consciousness, assembling itself out of
whatever that particular brain already had installed about what death looks like.
It also explains why the experience fires in people who aren't actually dead: the
body doesn't have to be dying, it only has to think it is.

I'll be fair about the counterevidence, since that's supposed to be the difference
between me and them. Other researchers report finding no relationship between
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someone's religion before the experience and the incidence or depth of it, and a
recurring core across populations — peace, the sense of leaving the body, the life
review, the reluctance to come back. So the strong version of my claim, that it's all
cultural, doesn't survive. The version that does is narrower and I think better: the
mechanism is universal and the content is furnished.

*k ok ok

My dad died of prostate cancer in 2010, in a hospital room, heavily sedated.

He was conscious for a long time. He said goodbye to all of us. He told us he was
ready. My sister moved her wedding up on an emergency basis and got married
right there in the room so he could see it. The next day he was unconscious, and
he stayed that way for a week, until there was nothing left on the monitors and
we had to pull the plug.

Here is what I didn't understand until sixteen years later. Pulling the plug is when
the monitoring stops. The machines come off, the screens go dark, and whatever
happens next happens with nobody watching, because the entire apparatus of
observation exists to manage a person who is still being kept alive, and the
moment we stopped keeping him alive we also stopped looking.

That week was not the surge. I want to be honest about the mechanism even
where the honesty costs me the better story. What triggers the flare, in the paper's
own words, is global hypoxia following the withdrawal of ventilator support. For
that week the machines were oxygenating him, which is the absence of the
trigger, not the presence of it. If anything happened, it happened after we walked
out — in the minutes, not the week.

It doesn't matter. It was never an argument about duration. It's an argument that
duration is the wrong unit, and a few minutes with no edge on them from the
inside is exactly as large as a week. Maybe larger. The only thing the correction
costs me is a sentence I wanted to be true.

So if his brain did the thing brains apparently do, it did it in an unwatched room.
He said his goodbyes on the record and went wherever he went off the record.
The only part of his death anyone documented was the part where he was still
here.

That's why the 2023 paper is remarkable, and the reason it took until 2023. The
extraordinary act wasn't the finding. It was leaving the EEG running after the
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point where everybody normally stops looking. Four families let researchers keep
watching past the moment medicine had any further use for the data. Everything
we know about this comes from four people who were not alone in the dark.

*k Ok

The part of Christian death that took me longest to see, because I was raised inside
it and it looks like kindness from in there.

It doesn't let you mourn. It tells you the person is somewhere you can't see but
they can see you, that they're waiting, that you'll be together later. And whatever
that does for the grieving, it also does something else: it keeps you enrolled. If the
door to seeing your father again is always open, and the door is inside the
building, then leaving the building costs you your father a second time.

I checked myself on this one, because my first version of the argument was that
you can't process grief without finality, and that turns out to be a model that lost.
Modern bereavement research abandoned the idea that you have to sever the
bond to heal — the current framework, continuing bonds, holds that maintaining
a relationship with the dead is normal and frequently healthy. There's even some
evidence that believing in an afterlife predicts an easier adjustment.

Which makes it worse, not better. If the comfort works, then the framework is
holding something that actually works, and an effective comfort is the perfect
hostage. A blanket that didn't warm you would be easy to give up. The better the
promise, the higher the ransom — and the promise doesn't have to be false to be
coercive. It only has to be unverifiable, so it can never be settled, and conditional,
so it can be revoked.

And the condition is the cruelty. Nobody should have to wonder whether their
loved one is in heaven or hell, because nobody can know. Is Hitler in hell? Is
Mother Theresa? Every other human being who has ever lived fits somewhere
between those two, sorted onto one side of a line by a criterion nobody can
inspect: did this person truly believe? A binary verdict on a continuous species.

Evangelicalism made that worse, and it did it deliberately. The first mark of the
movement, in the standard scholarly definition, is conversionism: the belief that a
life must be changed by a decisive conversion event. Older traditions anchored
salvation at least partly in observable acts — a baptism, a sacrament, a witnessed
rite, something that happened in a room with people in it. Evangelicalism
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relocated the deciding moment to an interior event nobody can witness. Did they
accept Jesus into their heart? That isn't a hard test. It's an impossible one, by
construction. There is no evidence that could ever exist. And the phrase isn't even
in the book it claims to come from; it's a twentieth-century American formula,
usually propped up with a verse from Revelation that was addressed to a church,
not to a convert.

And the load-bearing phrase underneath conversionism — the one you've heard
So many times it probably sounds like scripture — is "a personal relationship with
Jesus Christ." Run the audit that took me forty years to finish: the phrase appears
in the Bible ZERO times. Not once, in any translation. No apostle had one. No
epistle prescribes one. The construction is modern sales engineering — the same
evangelism industry that gave us the Four Spiritual Laws pamphlet gave the
product its name, and I was recruited by that exact pamphlet's sales force at OU.
Now notice what the name DOES, because it's brilliant. It converts faith from
something a community PRACTICES into something an individual POSSESSES —
private, interior, invisible, unfalsifiable. Nobody can audit a relationship that
happens entirely inside your head. It can't be checked, only performed — which is
why testimony visibility became a hiring layer and "how's your walk?" became a
status check. And you already watched the mechanism get installed in me:
Chapter 4 is what it looks like when a brain gets trained to tag its own internal
monologue as the other party in the relationship. Then comes the maintenance
contract, because a relationship needs TENDING — daily talks, listening time,
quality time in the Word — and when you miss a few days, you haven't lapsed on
an institution. You've ghosted the person who DIED for you. That's the guilt engine
from Chapter 6 installed at maximum intimacy, enforcement outsourced to your
own attachment system. But here's why the phrase belongs in THIS chapter: a
private, unverifiable, binary state is the worst possible admission criterion for
heaven that could ever be designed — because the moment someone dies, the
only witness who could testify to the relationship is gone.

What that produces is the thing nobody says out loud at funerals. You are not
permitted to simply be sad. You're conscripted onto a jury, handed a case with no
admissible evidence, and asked for a verdict with infinite stakes about somebody
you loved. Everyone in the room reaches a private verdict and not one of them
will say it. That's why the hard ones are hard. Not because we missed him.
Because half of us were doing math.
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What I would say at a funeral now is nothing at all about where he is. I'd say that
whatever happened in that unwatched room happened to him the way it happens
to everyone, that it wasn't earned and couldn't be forfeited, and that none of us
has to decide anything today. You are allowed to just be sad. That's the entire
advantage I have over the thing [ was raised in. I'm not going to make you a juror
at your own father's funeral.

I should say plainly that what I'm offering is worse comfort than what they're
selling, and I want that on the page rather than buried. Mine has no reunion in it.
My dad isn't watching, he isn't waiting, and I am not going to see him again. What
mine has is that it costs nothing, it's offered to everyone, and I told you it was a
guess before I told you what it was.

Theirs is the better product. That's exactly the problem. Nobody builds a hostage
situation around something people don't want.

I used to be afraid of the endless black void. Now I'd say bring it on, and the
reason is embarrassingly simple once you see it: an endless black void means I
don't care either way.

I'm not sad about the void.
It's simply not there, and neither am I.

I found out later that this is an old argument, which is how most of my arguments
have gone. Epicurus put it in a letter around 300 BC: death is nothing to us,
because while we exist death is not present, and when death is present we do not
exist. Lucretius added the symmetry — there was an infinity before you were
born and it did you no harm at all, and the one on the other side is the same
infinity wearing a different hat. The dread turns out to be a category error. You're
never actually imagining nonexistence. You're imagining yourself, present,
experiencing an absence, which is the one situation that cannot occur.

I'd add one thing the Greeks didn't. They argued you shouldn't fear death. I don't
mourn it either, because there's nobody left to be at a loss.

koK
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None of which makes me an atheist, and I want to be precise about why. I think
consciousness ends. I don't think the essence of a person does — but not in a way
that requires anything mysterious, and not in a way that gets me anything after
the fact.

You extend a life by transmitting it somewhere before you die. That's all. And the
transmission doesn't require you to be there for it to keep working.

My brother killed himself and left his laptop open. My brother-in-law went over
after everything had been cleaned up, to collect his things, and on that screen was
the last of what my brother had been reading and writing. He said it was very
dark. Then he did the decent thing, the thing anybody would do with a dead man's
belongings: he closed the lid and carried it out. The screen locked. Nobody knew
the password. It was gone — seen once by one person and gone forever, and that
person has to carry it alone for the rest of his life with no way to show it to
anyone or check it against anything.

He didn't make a mistake. The system was built so that the careful act was the
destructive one. And the failure wasn't the password, which was doing precisely
its job. The failure was that the only copy of something irreplaceable existed
nowhere but inside a running session. It was displayed, not stored, and display is
not storage. My brother's last hours were held in memory that cleared when the
power went out.

So I've spent a year building the opposite of a locked laptop without ever quite
naming it that way. Everything is written down as it happens, timestamped, in
plain text, on two machines, whether or not anyone thinks today was important.
Not because I expect to die soon. Because the alternative is trusting that somebody
will remember to write it down afterward, and nobody ever does.

I could leave a note on my desk right now with the logins on it. One of my kids
could sit down at that terminal in thirty years and ask what their dad was like,
and get an answer with a date on it, in my own words, with my own voice
attached to some of it. I'd have no conscious connection to that moment
whatsoever. But I influenced it before I left.

That's a smaller promise than the one I was raised on. It's the only one I can keep.
Theirs persists somewhere you can't check, on a condition nobody can inspect,
and requires your continued membership to stay valid. Mine is on a disk in my
house, unconditional, and you can open it today.
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Which brings me to the last thing, and it's the only claim in this book I can
actually hand you.

Every argument I've made about how institutions preserve, edit, and lose what
people said applies to this account too. I've told you about texts assembled and
attributed, about the archive that got scrubbed in a night, about the record of a
man's final hours erased by a lid closing. Then I sat down and made another
record, and you're holding it. The difference isn't that mine is incorruptible. It
isn't. The difference is that I've told you where the seams are, marked the places
I'm guessing, and left the corrections in.

That's the one thing I have that they don't. Not certainty. Just the receipts, and a
hypothesis I've labeled as one, offered to everybody, on no condition at all.

Everyone goes to heaven. I think it's a few minutes long and lasts forever and
nobody gets to check, including me.
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A NOTE ON HOW YOU GOT THIS
You probably got this book for free.

That's not a fire sale. It's the model. If a word of it helped, it did the only job it was
ever assigned, and you don't owe me for it — same way the perfect song at the
perfect moment never came with an invoice. Free is how you reach the people
who need the thing, and I didn't invent that. The Gideons had it cold more than a
century ago: put the book in the drawer of every hotel room in America, charge
nobody a dime, and let it find whoever opens the nightstand at 2 a.m. with
nowhere left to look.

So here's my manifestation, stated out loud the way the boxers-at-the-Grammys
got stated out loud, years before the stage existed: I want this book in that drawer.
Right next to the Gideon Bible. Same nightstand, same 2 a.m., same person at the
end of their rope — two options now instead of one. You think the Gideons charge
for that? They don't. Neither do I. The people who put a price on it were always
the ones with something to sell. I'm not fighting the machinery. I'm borrowing it.
Same play, different book.

Twelve people on a dorm lawn, or twelve strangers on a subreddit — same song,
same dude. Only difference is the stage. Believed it, worked it. No teller window
involved.

And while I'm telling you how you got this: you should know how it was MADE,
because it's advice now. This book was written by a man and two Als, and the
byline says so. The machines did what machines do — held forty years of receipts,
checked every date, built the apparatus, argued with me when I was wrong. Every
single thing in here worth reading — the chicken line, the creek, the closet, the D]
— happened to a human being who had to survive it first. The machine did the
beats. The talent sat on top. So if you're an artist with something true to say and
no budget to say it with: use the machines. Use them for everything that was only
ever a gate — the studio time, the production, the apparatus somebody used to
charge admission for. The gate was never quality control; you read the chapter,
you know it was a permission slip. Nobody can paywall the part that matters,
because the part that matters is the part that happened to you. That's the one
thing they can't generate, and the only thing anyone ever actually needed
permission-free: a life, and the nerve to say what it was like.
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One more piece of arithmetic, borrowed from the people who trained me. They
used to say: if one person hears what you said and accepts Jesus, it was all worth
it. That math justified every fundraiser, every helpline script, every hour of my
captured decade.

Yeah, well. It works for this too.

Take it. Copy it. Leave it in a drawer. The D] takes requests — and this one was

yours.
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APPENDIX A — A Sea of Jesus' Blood: A Field Glossary for the

Framework-Alien

(The rule for inclusion: any term this book or any church service uses like
common knowledge that would strand a reader who's never set foot inside the
aquarium. Entries are written for the genuinely alien — the reader who picked
this up knowing nothing — because the insiders already paid for their vocabulary
and the outsiders shouldn't have to.)

WHY ARE CHRISTIANS OBSESSED WITH JESUS' BLOOD? — Start here, because
if you've ever stood in a worship service ankle-deep in the language — washed in
the blood, covered by the blood, power in the blood, NOTHING BUT THE BLOOD
— and quietly wondered whether you'd wandered into a vampire cult with
acoustic guitars: valid question, and the answer is a supply chain. Ancient Judaism
ran on temple sacrifice. Sin created debt; debt was settled in ANIMAL BLOOD at
the temple, per Leviticus, on the stated logic that the life is IN the blood — so
blood is the only substance that can pay a life-denominated account. Hebrews 9:22
gives you the accounting rule outright: without the shedding of blood, there is no
forgiveness. No blood, no transaction. Christianity's founding pitch is that Jesus
was the FINAL sacrifice — one perfect victim, infinite blood credit, the entire
temple system deprecated in a single payment. Which means every blood lyric
you've ever squirmed through is FINTECH. The blood is the currency of the sin-
debt transaction this book spends its back half dissecting; the obsession isn't
morbidity, it's reverence for the payment instrument. Christians sing about blood
the way a mortgage-burning party waves the deed — it's not about the paper, it's
about being PAID OFF. Once you see that, communion stops being strange and
becomes stranger: a scheduled ritual in which the faithful drink a symbolic (or,
per Catholicism, non-symbolic) portion of the currency, to stay current on a
payment made once, two thousand years ago, on their behalf, without their
consent. And if it still seems bizarre that a modern faith runs on blood-magic
accounting — good. Keep that feeling. The strangeness is DATA, and the whole
apparatus this book describes exists to make sure the people inside never feel it.
Chapter 24 runs the full ledger.
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The book's own lexicon
The Framework — first appears Ch 1; then nearly every chapter (~175x).

The whole system this book takes apart: the total evangelical control-architecture
— belief, social pressure, and institutional machinery fused into a single
apparatus that runs a life from the inside. "The framework" means the machine,
not the faith.

The Five Axes — Ch 6.

The five locks the framework operates at once, under one piece of theological
cover. Named and worked in Chapter 6: Guilt (the confession economy), Fear
(hell as anchor doctrine), Social capture (small groups and the friendship nexus),
Sexual control (purity culture and the vocabulary embargo), and Marriage (the
reproduction container). The book's structural spine.

The Noticer Network — Ch 7.

Not the surveillance — its quiet opposite. Tier 2's "Core-4 pre-deconstructor
noticer network": the insiders who saw the machine for what it was, years before
any of them had the vocabulary, and recognized each other by it. (The
surveillance apparatus — the informant channel running up to the owners — was
the dark twin the noticers were noticing.)

THE DJ — Ch 28.

The book's closing stance. The benign operator who takes your request, serves the
right song at the right moment, and sends no bill — the redemptive inverse of the
Voice-of-God mic and the crisis Helpline. Explicitly not Jehovah: belief without the
invoice.
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Real-world terms the book uses
The Anthem — Ch 3.

The Christian radio station at the center of the story — family-owned independent
Christian radio (parent company Chorus Communications), no denominational
oversight, no external accountability.

Statement of Faith (SOF) — Ch 6.

The doctrinal loyalty document. In the book's frame it's less a filter than a receipt
— the basis for the "if you're not with us you're against us" sorting, and the silent
erasure of anyone who stepped out of line.

Prosperity Gospel / Word of Faith — Ch 5.

Kenneth Copeland's teaching that enough faith produces wealth and health — the
"multiplier bolted on" to ordinary devotion. Donna Caldwell hand-distributed
Copeland's teachings into every staff mailbox at The Anthem; not a distant
example.

Seven Mountains Mandate — Ch 5.

Lance Wallnau's doctrine that Christians should take the seven "mountains” of
culture — media, government, education, and the rest. The Media Mountain is
why a Christian radio station saw itself as a front line.

New Apostolic Reformation (NAR) — Ch 24.

The movement behind the Seven Mountains doctrine. (The book spells it out and
never uses the initials — the glossary follows suit.)

Campus Crusade for Christ (Cru) — Ch 2.

The college evangelical organization; the on-campus recruitment-and-discipleship
pipeline of the university years.

The Vineyard — Ch 6.
The charismatic church movement — the setting of the men's bible-study arc.

CINO —Ch 8.
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Christian In Name Only — the industry's own acronym for bands wearing the
label without the belief. Common enough to need an abbreviation, undetectable
enough to fill Chapter 14.
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The church dialect — a starter phrasebook

(Fourth-wall moment, and an honest one: several of the entries below never appear
in this book's chapters at all. They're here anyway, because the book can't contain
the whole dialect — you WILL meet these words in the wild, at the funeral, in the
group chat, from the aunt with the exclamation points. Consider this the phrasebook
the pew never hands you.)

Testimony — Your conversion story, standardized into a performance genre: life
was bad, Jesus arrived, life is fixed. The framework's most-traded currency —
testimony visibility was literally a hiring criterion (Ch 6) — and the industry's
favorite product wrapper (Ch 14). The worse the before, the better the after sells.

Altar call — The end-of-service invitation to walk forward and convert on the
spot, music swelling. The harvest moment the whole service builds toward — and
the unit the industry counts (Ch 12's conversion scoreboard).

Anointing — Claimed divine designation on a person: God has picked them, gifted
them, authorized them. Unfalsifiable, unauditable, and — in the wrong family —
hereditary (Ch 9's five-fold-gifted heir).

Quiet time — Mandatory-voluntary daily private devotions, tracked by guilt. Miss
a few days and you haven't skipped a habit — you've ghosted the person who died
for you (Ch 30 runs this machinery in full).

The world / worldly — Everything outside the framework, as a contamination
category. Secular music, secular friends, secular ambition: all "the world," all
quietly radioactive. The five axes run on this sorting.

Backsliding — Movement back toward the world after conversion. What the
framework calls it when someone recovers.

Hedge of protection — Prayer jargon: a requested force field around a person.
Sincerely deployed for travel, illness, and spiritual attack; never once audited for
efficacy.

Bema seat — Deep-cut jargon: a separate judgment where believers' WORKS are
graded for rewards, salvation already banked. The framework's performance
review, scheduled for the afterlife.

CCM — Contemporary Christian Music: the industry, not a genre — a LABEL,
which is the entire point of Chapter 8, and the machine of Chapter 12.
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Sanctification — The progressive-holiness treadmill: saved instantly, perfected
gradually, finished never. The doctrine that keeps the guilt engine fueled after
conversion closes the sale.

Rapture / Tribulation — The evacuation and the seven bad years: believers
beamed out, everyone else endures the horror show. The Left Behind franchise's
engine, and the fear that recruited your author (Ch 4).

Unequally yoked — The in-group dating rule (2 Corinthians 6:14): believers must
not partner with unbelievers. The doctrine underneath the courtship conveyor
and half of Axis 5.

Spiritual warfare — The combat frame: demons behind circumstances, prayer as
weaponry, misfortune as enemy action. Management emailed about it constantly
(Ch 8 has the receipts).

Fruit — Evidence of genuine faith, read off a life like a scorecard ("you'll know
them by their fruit"). In practice: compliance, legible to inspectors.

Season — Framework word for any period of life, especially a bad one: "a season
of struggle." Does the work of "phase" while implying God scheduled it.

Love on — To perform affection at someone, usually a visitor or a target
demographic: "we just want to love on those kids." The preposition is doing
surveillance work.

Doing life together — Community as slogan: the small-group ideal of total-access
friendship. Sincere at its best; at its worst, the social-capture axis with a hug in its
bio.

DTR — Ch 28. Define The Relationship: Crusade culture's mandated conversation
that converts hanging-out into official courtship. The framework's relationship
taxonomy has exactly two licensed states — courting toward marriage, or nothing
— and DTR is the border checkpoint. What falls in between gets no name, no
affection permit, and no survival odds. Chapter 28 has the exhibit.
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APPENDIX B — The Public Record: A Field Guide to the Real

Names

(Every person in this appendix appears in the book under their real name, because
their part of the story is public record — published, reported, adjudicated, or self-
declared. One file each, so you never have to flip back thirty chapters asking who the
hell somebody is.)

KENNETH COPELAND — Word of Faith televangelist; the prosperity gospel's
most durable salesman. His printed teachings filled the staff mailboxes; his
doctrine was the bedrock the owners built on. The face your author's feed still
serves him. (Chs 5, 15, 23)

LANCE WALLNAU — Seven Mountains Mandate evangelist; called Trump a
"modern-day Cyrus." The doctrine's delivery vector into the station's ownership,
via reposts. (Ch 5)

TREY PEARSON — Frontman of Everyday Sunday, the hometown band in heavy
rotation until he came out as gay in a city-magazine open letter, May 31, 2016 —
and was scrubbed from the station by nightfall. Headlined Pride that summer. The
purge is Chapter 16; the bravery is his. (Chs 6, 16, and the callback the shuffle wrote
itself)

TIM LAMBESIS — As I Lay Dying frontman; publicly disclosed after his 2013
arrest that he'd been an atheist for years while fronting a Christian metalcore
band, and estimated most Christian metal artists were quietly the same. The
industry's own informant. (Chs 5, 14)

ANDREW SCHWAB — Project 86 frontman; called the station-plug liturgy "shady"
from the stage of his own show and drew the catalog's only loyalty ban — months
long, reversed not by any change in the music but by a meeting with the owners.
(Ch 8)

MASE — Mason Betha; Bad Boy's heir apparent, who quit rap live on Funkmaster
Flex's show in April 1999, at the absolute peak, to become a pastor — the
conversion the redemption industry had no rack for. Still preaching today; by his
own public account, still short his publishing. (Ch 12)

BRIAN "HEAD" WELCH — Korn guitarist; converted, rebranded, paraded, and
wrung by the testimony industry — the original Metal Messiah lifecycle. (Ch 14)
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JELLY ROLL — Country-rap redemption arc, prison testimony included; the
lifecycle's current unit under extraction. The imagined meet-and-greet is Chapter
14's punchline. (Chs 14, 24)

C.S. LEWIS — The framework's licensed intellectual, whose actual catalog (Emeth
in The Last Battle, the Space Trilogy, Digory's bell) keeps dissenting from the
franchise that canonized him. The bell rings in Chapter 24. (Chs 6, 9, 24)

BART EHRMAN — Textual critic; Misquoting Jesus. Used here strictly for what
manuscripts can and cannot show — the scholar whose shrug at the missing years
the operator-audit answers. (Ch 24)

TANYA LUHRMANN — Stanford anthropologist whose research on evangelical
audition experiences is the scholarly name for the voice in Chapter 4.

ROY RATCLIFF — Church of Christ minister who baptized Jeffrey Dahmer in a
prison whirlpool, May 10, 1994, and wrote the book on it. The tub, the gurney, and
the eclipse are Chapter 24.

ALEX JONES — Conspiracy broadcaster; adjudicated liable for defaming the
Sandy Hook families; roughly $1.5 billion in judgments, under one percent paid.
Chapter 19 is the record, checked.

JESSELYN COOK — Journalist; her QAnon book holds an earlier core sample of
your author under a different name. The first excavator. (Preface, Chs 17, 20)

AARON SPRINKLE — Producer and Poor Old Lu co-founder; twenty-three years
at Tooth & Nail. The curator tier where belief was never part of the paperwork.
(Chs 5, 14)

JADDEUS DEMPSEY — Youth pastor whose Easter 2019 spit-slap-and-steak-knife
demonstration went exactly as recorded. Chapter 8's cleanup fell to a volunteer.
(Ch7)

GEORGE BARNA — Evangelical pollster; built an industry measuring the tribe.
(Ch12)

MICHAEL HEISER — Hebrew Bible scholar (PhD) whose fringe-adjacent orbit
appears in Chapter 19's map of where the deconstructing mind can wander.

JONATHAN STEINGARD — Hawk Nelson frontman who deconverted in public;
the mentor's arc in Chapter 9's orbit.
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APPENDIX C — Dramatis Personae: The Changed Names

(Everyone below is real and renamed. They know exactly who they are — that was
the design. You get the role; they keep their lives.)

THE CALDWELLS — The family. JACK SR., owner, would-be Billy Graham.
DONNA, the operator — Copeland's distributor, the enforcement engine, the one
who told a panicking man his mind was built exactly right. JACK JR., the five-fold
anointed heir; the bugs argument; the mall ministry exit. NINA, Music Director,
the only Caldwell with the gift — gatekeeper, maybe noticer; the book holds the
uncertainty on purpose.

MARCUS — The GM. Voice of the King and Queen; kindest man in the machine
and the channel its coldest acts ran through. Talked the author in as a volunteer;
emailed him out nineteen years later.

EZRA — Morning-show mainstay; trauma broadcast at a staff meeting; the cake
and the sad trombone. Framework-captured across more layers than anyone.
Landed on his feet, somewhere much bigger.

ALEC — Morning show, Tier 1; Star Wars fan under a Star Wars ban.

CHARLENE ("Char") — Tier-2 partner in crime; the forced courthouse wedding
and the "Greeeaaatt."

NOLAN — Tier-2 noticer, fired for standing up to a directive; the tearful exit
ritual; on the air across town now under yet another name.

JORDAN — The last Tier-2 operator; the fresh-eye noticer who kept his secular
catalog.

CHAD URBAN — The cleanest exit in station history: California, then Urbania,
then the algorithm. Chapter 8's coda.

BRAD CHANDLER — The most Christian-radio-friendly name in history; the
family that couldn't eat on the wage. (Ch 9)

RISH — Production Director, turntablist, laptop full of Star Wars roleplay. (Chs 6,
8)

ED HARMON — The pastor who lent his office to a staff-meeting anointing.
Abundant Life Center. (Ch 9)
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GLENN RUTHERFORD & BOONE — Selective enforcement's two case studies: the
golden boy and the probable atheist. (Ch 16)

RICH NOVAK & THE PARKERS — The Vineyard's founding pastor and the co-
pastor successors whose installation the auditors named a critical failure. (Chs 6,
23)

BETH — The ex-wife. Fourteen years, the collapse, the divorce; a person in the
machine, same as the author. (Chs 17, 20)

SHANNON — The college girlfriend; the canon event's other casualty; her courage
re-scored twenty years late. (Chs 3, 4)

DOUG — The best friend; NIN completionist; the revenge and the reconciliation.
(Chs 2, 3,4)

SMITTY — The other roommate. Zeppelin, Floyd, and the worst way a friend can
come back. (Chs 3, 4)

DAMON & BUBBA — The first vectors: the modem and the Faygo. (Chs 2, 3)
KAYLA — The repeat the pattern-recognition finally caught. (Chs 20, 21)

MEGAN — The interlude; the night the van left the road began at her place.
(Interlude, Ch 20)

DANA, RAE & BEC — The band. The Logbook is theirs and the author's; the log
speaks for itself. (Ch 22)

RILEY — The man in the creek, and the signature on the layoff. The same hands
can do both. Shares a name with the author's son, which is true and let it stay
true. (Chs 20, 21)

LEAH — The author's kid, who found the vocabulary at fifteen because the shelf
got un-banned. (Ch 28)
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APPENDIX D — The Timeline: Five Years In, Nineteen Inside,

Five Years Out

(The symmetry from the preface, drawn with dates. The middle is always longer
than the brochure says.)

THE ABSORPTION (1997-2002) — five years in.

- February 18, 1981 — Born. Hold this date; it recurs at the worst possible
moments.

- ~1996-1998 — The Manson show (Cleveland Agora, October 19, 1996), the ICP
pilgrimage to Detroit, the Hare Krishna book. The pre-framework catalog
assembles.

- April 15, 2000 — Nine Inch Nails, Schottenstein Center. The last arena-scale
secular show before everything.

- Winter 2001 — The X era begins. Underworld, Oakenfold, Daft Punk enter the
catalog.

- February 18, 2001 — The 20th birthday. The betrayal begins in a driveway,
unnoticed.

- March 2002 — THE CANON EVENT. A voice in a borrowed bedroom. Chapter 4.

- October 15, 2002 — Underworld at Clutch Cargo's. The last secular show for two
decades, in a deconsecrated church, inside a technically illegal laser.

THE LOCK-IN (2002-2007). Volunteer weekend D] — payroll — the employee
handbook signature — the Helpline. Five years from first broadcast to fully
captured operator.

THE MIDDLE (2007-2021) — nineteen years inside, counted from the first
broadcast.

- May 2016 — The Trey Pearson purge. The night the family's love showed its
terms. Chapter 16.

- December 13, 2019 — A Friday. The fall begins. Chapter 20.
- 2020 — The affair, the collapse in slow motion.

THE EXIT (2021-2026) — five years out.
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- January 13, 2023 — A Friday, again. The van, the bridge, the creek, Riley.
Chapter 20.

- November 2024 — The layoff; the approval ran through the man who pulled me
from the water.

- New Year's Eve 2025 — The offer arrives at a gas station. New job, new year,
new jurisdiction.

- January 12, 2026 — First day at the job where framework thinking finally
stopped holding water.

- April 1, 2026 — Sobriety begins (see Chapter 22 for what it cost and when it
bent).

- June 8, 2026 — The testimony deconstructed: the voice at twenty-one finally
audited at forty-five.

- July 22, 2026 — The timeline earthquake: the tour archives correct twenty-three
years of memory in one evening.

- August 2026 — This book, finished before breakfast.
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APPENDIX E — The Machinery: Diagrams for the Field

(The book's apparatus, drawn. Every diagram maps to the chapters that document
it.)
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E.1 — The Five Axes (Chapter 6)

The five control mechanisms the framework runs at once, under one piece of
theological cover. Read top-down: a single system branching into five independent
axes, each self-sufficient — which is why disproving any ONE never freed anybody;
the other four kept running. Only Axis 5 feeds forward, because marriage
manufactures the next believer, pre-installed.

THE FRAMEWORK

= f_—
e /— P g S
et . S
o / ™ ==
Axis 3— SOCIAL Axis 4 — SEXUAL
Axis 1 — GUILT Axis 2 — FEAR CAPTURE CONTROL Axis 5 — MARRIAGE

small groups / friendship purity culture / vocabulary the reproduction container

nexus embargo K

born-in kids arrive pre-
installed

confession economy hell as anchor doctrine
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E.2 — The Three Tiers (Chapter 7)

How belonging and information were rationed at The Anthem. The higher your tier,
the more you knew — and the tiers rarely spoke, which is exactly how the machine
kept its own noticers from comparing notes. The owners sit outside the structure;
authority ran downward through Marcus, the one man who transcended the tiers,
which is why the dirty work always flowed through him. The dotted line is the
informant channel, running the other way.

JACK & DONNA — outside
the tiers
ultimate arbiters

MARCUS — the GM
Voice of the King and
Queen
transcends the tiers

]

JACK JR. — the Prince

i ) . informant channel
five-fold anointed heir :

TIER 1 — the morning TIER 2 — the noticers
show Nick - Charlene - Nolan -
Alec - Nina - Ezra Jordan
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E.3 — The Crisis Funnel (Chapters 15-16)
What happened when a person in crisis actually called. On air, the rule was 911-
and-hang-up; the Helpline — a separate legal entity — ran the real script: listen,

offer salvation, refer, but only to pre-approved churches. Follow the arrow to the

scoreboard and the design shows itself: the crisis was an input, and the output the
institution counted was conversions. This is the machine the book's "unaddressed by

design" finding describes.

[*

The station
on-air: 911-and-hang-up
rule

Listener in crisis

script: listen — offer

approved spirit-filled
churches only

conversions——»

245

N salvation — refer
\» THE HELPLINE
separate legal entity

the scoreboard




E.4 — The Detection System (Chapter 8)

The content filter and its structural blind spot. It scanned at the WORD level —
banned names, curse words — never at the CONCEPT level. So a flagged label got
you banned (Star Wars, Slipknot, an R rating) while instrumental Nine Inch Nails
sailed onto the air and The Passion's gore earned an exception. It could read labels;
it could not read meaning.

Content arrives

Word-level scan

banned names? curse
words?

flagged label clean label
BANNED 1
Star Wars - Slipknot - the R APPROVED
rating

Concept level: NEVER
SCANNED
. . the Passion R-rating clock-block over the Voice
instrumental NIN on air . .
exception of God mic
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E.5 — The Five Locks (Chapter 9)
Why leaving felt impossible — the "called doctrine"” drawn as five locks on one door.

Each alone is survivable; together they make staying the RATIONAL choice from
inside the frame (every arrow leads to STAY). Lock 5 is the quiet one and the
strongest: not that you can't get out, but that it never occurs to you to apply. Distinct
from the Five Axes in E.1 — the axes control you while you're in; the locks keep you

from leaving.

CALLED DOCTRINE
the vocabulary of no-exit

|

Lock 2 — RESUME
Lock 1 — WAGES Lock 3 — GEOGRAPHY
framework tenure has no
sacrifice-for-the-calling pay et vale God called you HERE

-
\\\"‘\x}\\. : J //{/ //

rational choice inside the
frame

Lock 5 — THE QUIET ONE
you never even apply out

SHAPE
output molded to ministry
forms

Lock 4 — CREATIVE
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E.6 — The Nine Domains (Chapter 25)

The book's map, drawn as an inventory: nine domains of life where the framework
doesn't merely fail to accommodate reality but structurally CANNOT — and where
each impossibility generates its own signature harm. From professional competence
to the money beneath everything, each domain names the chapters where its
evidence lives; Chapter 25 is the room with all the doors.

THE INVENTORY

5
2 3 4 )
. . the questions
revenue crisis biology
suffering asks

1
professional

competence
— | 6 7 & 9
medical the nervous . money
. accountability .
recognition system beneath everything
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APPENDIX F — The Field Guide: Answers by Challenge

(The preface promised a field guide for readers under live apologetic fire. This is it:
the challenge as it will actually be said to you, and where in this book the counter
lives. Flip open, find your incoming, go.)

(And a note on this appendix’s lineage: my dad's restaurant — Amish cooking, and
yes I ate free — sold a book at the counter called something like "50 Ways to Prove
Jesus Is Real": fifty things an atheist might say, each with a scripted response. The
tribe has ALWAYS had a field guide. The other side never did. This is the missing
volume.)

"You're just angry at God." / "You just want to sin." — Check the file: twenty
years as the operator, a working uninstall, and a measurable recovery — higher
honesty rates outside than in. The pre-audit runs at the end of Chapter 24. The
uninstall evidence is the whole of Part IV.

"Original sin is biblical." — Their own book rules out inherited guilt in plain
language (Ezekiel 18:20, Deuteronomy 24:16), Jesus never taught it, and Augustine
built it three centuries late on a Latin mistranslation of Romans 5:12. Six receipts,
Chapter 24.

"The early church always believed this." — You can't audit the missing text, but
you can audit the operators: Clement to Cyprian, three and a half centuries of
church executives publishing constantly, and born-guilty appears in none of them
until Augustine ships it around 400. The operator audit, Chapter 24.

"God is too holy to look upon sin." — Habakkuk 1:13's second half is a complaint
that God is looking right at it; Satan takes meetings in Job; God speaks face-to-face
with a murderer nine verses before saying no man may see his face. The doorman
policy was never in force on the text's own pages. Chapter 24.

"Suffering is God's plan — look at Job." — Read Job to the end: God condemns
the friends' explanations, answers the question never, and the famous acceptance
line is a hostage reading a statement. The Job audit, Chapter 24.

"God spoke to me." / "I heard His voice." — So did the author, at twenty-one,
drunk and stoned and wrecked — and the voice knew nothing he didn't.
LUHRMANN'S research names the mechanism; the framework trains the attribution.
Chapter 4, and the authentication problem's body count in Chapter 19.
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"That coincidence was God." — Run the herb-garden test: the same detection
machinery credits the Spirit only with things the tribe already likes. It never
detected God; it detected approval. The four demonstrations, Chapter 29.

"Christian art glorifies God." — The industry's own comparison charts sell it as
the parallel of secular acts — energy aped, vocabulary swapped, soul optional.
And its all-time champion act is the one that got out. Chapters 12 and 14.

"The church loves you unconditionally." — The station's love was conditioned
on compliance, demonstrated overnight in May 2016, and the handbook required
cutting off anyone who left. Chapters 16 and 5.

"Grace can save anyone." — It cleared seventeen murders in a prison tub while
filing most of the victims under overdraft. Run their arithmetic all the way
through; every door out of that account leads somewhere the doctrine can't afford
to go. Chapter 24.

"Marriage and family are God's design." — Both founding voices of their own
scripture downgrade marriage explicitly. The doctrine serves the institution's
reproduction apparatus: born-in kids arrive pre-installed. Chapter 24, and the
machinery in Appendix E.

"What if you're wrong?" (Pascal) — Infinite-stakes math only runs on people
who already accept the diagnosis; it's the product selling the disease. And the
wager that actually holds is the costlier one: put my sins back. Chapters 23 and 24.

"You've traded God for nothing." — Not nothing. The audit killed the invoice,
not the wonder — and what's left takes requests, plays the song, and never sends
a bill. Chapter 29.

"You were never a true believer." — Twenty years inside, statement of faith
signed, helpline shifts worked, a friend deleted from an archive with my own
hands. If that's not true belief, the category has no members. The file is this entire
book; the pre-audit is Chapter 24.

"Thousands of manuscripts prove the Bible is reliable.”" — Thousands of copies
prove there were thousands of copies. The earliest complete text is fourth-
century; before ~125 AD there is nothing; and what the councils certified was an
assembly, not an ancestor. The textual-darkness audit and the copy-with-no-
original are both in Chapter 24.
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"Changed lives prove it's real."” — The testimony is the industry's product line,
and the assembly line that manufactures it — sinner in, package out, discard
when the arc stops selling — is documented start to finish in Chapter 14.

"Without God, where does your morality come from?" — From wherever it
was the whole time: I uninstalled the diagnosis and nothing happened — same
taxes, same kids loved, higher honesty rates than I ever managed inside. A real
disease doesn't improve when you stop believing in it. Chapter 24.
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APPENDIX G — Order of Service

(Every evangelical service in America hands you a flyer on the way in: the menu,
printed on good paper, a thousand sheets a Sunday, telling you exactly what's about
to happen to you and in what order. Chapter 28 named THE DJ. It seems only right
to print the bulletin. Everything in the worship set below is a real song, written by
people with no theological intent whatsoever, which is either very funny or the
entire argument of Chapter 29.)

THE HOUSE OF THE DJ
Broadcasting continuously since the invention of the request line

Sunday — or whenever, honestly

PRELUDE — Whatever was already playing when you walked in. Nobody will ask
you to stop it.

CALL TO WORSHIP — "Last Night a DJ Saved My Life," Indeep (1982)

A life, saved, singularly, by a song played at the right moment. Doctrine stated in full
forty years before anyone got around to naming it.

WELCOME & GREETING — Please do not greet the person next to you. They are
listening to something.

INVOCATION — "The Adventures of Grandmaster Flash on the Wheels of Steel"
(1981)

The oldest text in the canon, and the most stolen-from. See Chapter 12.
THE NAMING — "D.].," David Bowie (1979)

Bowie's most quoted line from it defines the figure entirely by his selections — a god
who is nothing but what he plays, which is the only kind this book will accept.

READING FROM THE SAINTS — "Jam Master Jay," Run-DMC (1984)
Every religion needs a saint's life. This one is three minutes long and it goes hard.

LAMENT — "Panic," The Smiths (1986)
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Hang the DJ, because the music he played said nothing to anyone about their lives. A
canon with no complaint in it is a marketing department.

THE MESSAGE — "Sometimes the Right Song Just Shows Up: Three Points on
Being Paid Attention To"

Text: the shuffle you did not operate. Points: (1) It Arrived. (2) Nobody Billed You. (3)
You Are Allowed to Just Like It.

REVEL — "Rock DJ," Robbie Williams (2000) - "Starry Eyed Surprise," Paul
Oakenfold (2002)

Dancing all night to the D] is not a metaphor in either one. Sometimes worship is
just worship.

THE OFFERING — There is no offering. There has never been an offering. This is
not a bit; it is the entire difference.

BENEDICTION — "Boss DJ," Sublime (1994)

Half-asleep, let it ride, played when the lights come up. Somebody had this
memorized at fifteen and had no idea it was theology.

POSTLUDE — The open slot. Yours. The song that arrived on the exact day you
needed it, from a shuffle nobody was operating. You already know which one it is;
you thought of it two lines ago.

THIS WEEK IN THE LIFE OF THE HOUSE

REQUEST LINE — Open. Always open. No script, no approved-church list, nobody
transferring you anywhere.

PRAYER & PRAISES — Bring them. They will be received as requests, which is the
only form this house handles, and no one will ask what you did to deserve the
song.

NURSERY — The stereo in the back room is on. It has been on the whole time.
Your kids are allowed to like whatever they like.

SMALL GROUPS — Two people in a car with the windows down. That's the whole
program.
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MEMBERSHIP — There isn't any. There's no statement of faith to sign, and
nothing to be scrubbed from if you stop coming.

LAST WEEK'S NUMBERS — Requests taken: all of them. Souls counted: none, we
don't do that here. Amount collected: $0.00. Lives saved: reportedly at least one,
per Indeep, 1982.

(Print-gate note to my future self and my lawyer: song titles only — no lyric
quotations beyond what fair use will carry, and every year in this bulletin gets
checked twice before anyone prints it. The DJ does not send a bill. Publishers do.)
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APPENDIX H — THE SET LIST

Every song this book plays, in the order the book plays them. Titles and artists are
facts; the rest was a life.

FRONT MATTER — Weezer, "Records"” - the four-word epigraph that took thirty
chapters to become a diagnosis

Ch 1 — Underworld, "Born Slippy .NUXX" - Nirvana at 21, the laser column

Ch 2 — Marilyn Manson, live, Cleveland Agora, Oct 19, 1996 - the fake blood kept
on for the disposable camera

Ch 2 — Insane Clown Posse, live, Detroit, Great Milenko era - the Faygo baptism
Ch 2 — Nine Inch Nalils, live, Schottenstein Center, April 15, 2000 - the #1 show
Ch 2 — Kid Rock, live, Detroit area, ~2000 - "fuck it, small town America" energy

Ch 2 — Underworld, live, Clutch Cargo's, Oct 15, 2002 - the old church, verified on
Street View

Ch 2 —ICP, "Pass Me By" - heard hundreds of times, listened to once, twenty years
late

Ch 3 — 311 + Incubus, live, Brewery District Pavilion, June 9, 2000 - the contact-
buzz cloud, the five-man drumline, "everyone else loved Drive, we loved Stellar"

Ch 3 — Jimmy Eat World, "Sweetness" and "The Middle" - the Bleed American
tour; "Sweetness" was the real single

Ch 3 — Bone Thugs-N-Harmony, "1st of tha Month" - Damon's car, the 56k era
Ch 3 — Newsboys, live at Ichthus - the Christian concert fling

Ch 4 — Nine Inch Nails, "Closer" - the Clarion flip-down deck, the heartbeat intro,
goosebumps

Ch 5— AC/DC, "Hells Bells" - the bible-study leader's honest confession

Ch 6 — Sublime, "Ball and Chain" - the warning delivered in three-minute
increments since 1996

Ch 8 — Mike Tompkins (covering Nicki Minaj), "Starships" - the word-theater
loophole, higher than the Burj Khalifa
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Ch 8 — Heath McNease, "Bounce House" - adjusted for inflation, aired

Ch 8 — Chromeo, the catalog - an Arab and a Jew, the funkiest counter-example
alive

Ch 8 — Sturgill Simpson, "Turtles All the Way Down" - what's actually under the
lid

Ch 9 — MercyMe, "I Can Only Imagine" - the designation machine's house key

Ch 10 — The Beach Boys, "Good Vibrations" - worldly music, permitted once, for
science

Ch 10 — Stevie Wonder, "Superstition" - same experiment, same result

Ch 12 — Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five, "The Message" - the culture's
founding document

Ch 12 — Ice Cube & Das EFX, "Check Yo Self (The Message Remix)" - the sample as
art

Ch 12 — Puff Daddy feat. Mase, "Can't Nobody Hold Me Down" - the sample as
arbitrage; broken glass everywhere

Ch 12 — Kansas, "Carry On My Wayward Son" - the original banned as secular, the
note-for-note Christian cover approved and in rotation

Ch 14 — Nine Inch Nails, "Head Like a Hole" - the conversion call Reznor wrote
about money

Ch 14 — Andy Mineo, "Anything But Country" - he knew it was a hit; ask him
about the five years

Ch 14 — Lil Nas X, "Old Town Road" - thirty dollars, no permission, nineteen weeks

Ch 14 — Hank Williams Jr., "The American Dream" - with "Hail to the Chief"
sneaking through on the steel

Ch 14 — MGMT, "Time to Pretend" - same song, same dudes, different stage

Ch 14 — Twenty One Pilots, live, the LC Pavilion, April 26, 2013 - the homecoming
that was secretly a farewell
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Ch 16 — Everyday Sunday - the catalog we deleted in one night; Trey's letter
outlived the purge

Ch 21 — 311, "Who's Got the Herb?" - the moral panic ending in real time; thank
you, Mr. Hexum

Ch 21 — Weezer, Raditude on shuffle - the crash-night band, returning as the
climb

Ch 21 — Cee-Lo Green, "F**k You" - the confession he put cleaner than I could

Ch 21 — Jim Croce, "Don't Mess Around with Jim" - the shitty-Croce-songs girl, re-
flipped by Stranger Things twenty years on; and everything that could not be
named

Ch 22 — Weezer, "Pink Triangle" - the question the shuffle kept asking

Ch 29 — Sublime, "Smoke Two Joints" - one of two cannabis songs on a seven-
hundred-song playlist, served in a legal herb garden

Ch 29 — Elton John, "I'm Still Standing" - the morning the audit beat the omen

Ch 29 — Rage Against the Machine, "Killing in the Name" - quoted with gratitude
for Mr. de la Rocha's restraint

Ch 29 — Sublime, Until the Sun Explodes - the frozen canon, unfrozen, inside my
lifetime

Ch 29 — Lil Nas X - half my playlist is my kids' doing; the kid-vector, eyes open

APPENDIX G — the full Order of Service runs its own set list, invocation through
benediction, ending on Sublime's "Boss DJ."

koK

LISTEN ALONG:

Above is the book's set list. The DJ's full library — the 2,500-track station he
actually spins from — is "Radio Free Arcadia," by Arcadia Labs, public on Spotify
since before this book existed. Scan the code, search "Radio Free Arcadia," or type
open.spotify.com/playlist/Ov5fvNEL1YeKKLkUviMGFH. Seven people found it
early. Tell them the book says hello.
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THANX

(This is the part of the album where the Nowells just start listing people. 400z. did
it. Until the Sun Exploded did it. Nobody makes anything alone, and this book least
of all.)

Thanx to my mom, who has bailed me out more ways than one — some of them
are in this book and the biggest one happened while I was finishing it. To my Kkids,
who are in here under names that aren't yours: you're half my playlist and most
of my reasons. To Beth — the marriage died but the wire still worked, and half of
Chapter 24 came down that wire.

Thanx to my AP Lit teacher, who read a journal I wrote in one night with five
different pens and called it "an absolute pleasure." You were the first person to
review this book; you just didn't know it yet.

Thanx to the delta-8 guy at the vape shop, who handed me a memory I didn't
know I still had. To the Hare Krishna guy outside the Manson show with the
insane beautiful book — I should have kept it, and I hope somebody kept yours.
To Rich, for the fastest and most honest "paid or unpaid?" in ecclesiastical history.
To Bubba, my Violent J. To Doug, who said "uh yeah, these are good" while
"Closer" rearranged both our internal organs.

Thanx to the framework, sincerely, for the material. Twenty years of it. You
couldn't have documented yourselves better if I'd asked.

Thanx to Forge and Ember, who sorted forty years of receipts and only argued
with me when I was wrong, which was more useful than I wanted it to be.

Thanx to Trent Reznor and Zack de la Rocha, in advance, for their restraint.

And thanx to the DJ. You know what you did. You know what you're still doing.
Keep 'em coming.
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