
The lock and bullet dwell time for a typical AR-15 is 
around 15 milliseconds. A finger presses down on 
the trigger, gas expands, the bolt carrier shifts, and a 
bullet soars out of the muzzle all in 15 milliseconds. 
For a .223 Remington, the bullet can burst out at 
2,250 miles per hour, carrying enough energy to 
disintegrate three inches of leg bone.

The bullet leaves. It cuts through air, and dust 
motes, and sound waves. It hits you, pierces you 
right in the head. And you’re dead. There are many 
variables, of course, but statistically you could be 
dead in a second. 

The average duration of a blink is 100 to 400 
milliseconds. So from the time the trigger is pulled 
to when your blood pools on the floor, you could get 
a couple of blinks in. Maybe three. Certainly not a 
scream.

The screams come later. When the gun keeps 
firing. When the night air is saturated with bullets 
and shock waves. When bodies continue falling and 
the ground turns red.

That’s when the screaming begins.

Oh man, she was the life of the party without having to 
need all of the attention. If she was in the room, your 
attention was just drawn to her, because of her smile, 
her laugh.

I was camping outside of Lake Tahoe when I heard 
about the Las Vegas massacre. I’d been living out of

my car for over two months, living off peanut butter 
and books while I satiated my soul with wilderness. 
My phone pinged with notifications as it does every 
day — beeps for inclement weather and news stories; 
vibrations for text messages, emails — and I steeled 
myself for whatever pixelated revelation awaited me. 
It is so rarely good news.

I read every newspaper article I could find about 
the shooting. I looked at blurry, nighttime photos of 
the Strip and fatal concert venue. I watched the body 
count tick upward every time I checked for updates.

And like any decent, moral person, I was horrified 
and upset. Angry. But sitting at a picnic table in Lake 
Tahoe, bundled in my down jacket and knit gloves, 
the news maintained a hazy, unreal quality to it, as 
if the pixels on my phone had leached the event of 
its sorrow and rage, twisting every sentiment into 
spectacle. I cried harder reading A Little Life by Hanya 
Yanagihara than I did that day. I don’t remember 
crying at all.

So I pointed my car south and detoured my way 
to Vegas, hoping the desert heat could crack my 
frozen humanity. I wanted to burn.

She just loved music, she loved being outside in the sun.

I leave my car at the Venetian, one of the casinos 
where it’s still free to park. After packing my backpack 
with essentials and asking two separate security 
guards how to get out of the casino, I finally make it
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pilgrimage (n): 
1. A journey of a pilgrim; especially one to a shrine or a sacred place

2. The course of life on earth
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to the Las Vegas Strip. My hair is dry and messy 
from sleeping in the desert last night, and my flannel 
thrown over a wrinkled flower-print sundress are far 
from Las Vegas chic. I receive many strange looks as I 
walk through the ornate casino shopping centers, suit-
dapper guards standing post outside the entrances.

The Venetian is near the northern end of the strip, 
while Mandalay Bay and Luxor, the casinos closest to 
the shooting locale, are near the southern end, nearly 
two-and-a-half miles away. If I’d planned better, if I’d 
planned at all, perhaps I would’ve parked closer to the 
southern end. But I didn’t. So I walk.

Walking is a type of meditative solitude. You 
are with the world, but you are apart, alone in 
experiencing the sights and sounds, the fleeting 
glances from strangers as you pass. Driving robs you 
of the details. There’s a reason why you can’t drive 
to the Kaaba in Mecca, a reason why no vehicle can 
traverse the 2,650 miles of the Pacific Crest Trail. 
Some experiences must be walked to fully come 
alive. Nothing worthwhile is instantaneous. Nothing 
influential comes without effort.

His kids are with me right now. They’re crushed.

When I was twenty, I trekked to Gaumukh, the 
source of the Ganges in the Indian Himalaya. I 
was in a semester-long study abroad program, and 
all fifteen of us made the trek along with porters 
and instructors. Gaumukh is exceptionally holy to 
Hindus, and pilgrims frequent the avalanche-prone 
paths that curve through the mountains.

It wasn’t a pilgrimage for me, though. It was a 
trek. A week-long walk in the woods. I was excited 
to see the revered glacier, and to feel the shadows of 
sacredness, the tint of awe that rubs off on you in the 
presence of another culture’s sublime. For me it was 
about walking. Feet sore and blistered. Cold fingers 
wrapped around a mug of steaming chai. Sunlight 
kissing mountain tops and silver birch branches. I 
wanted to walk in the wilderness, and lose myself in 
daydreams, and make eyes at the six foot two blonde 

boy who hiked in front of me. That’s all I wanted.
It’s different for pilgrims. As pilgrims, we seek and 

we want. We’re looking for something in the world or 
in ourselves. We go there with open hands and ready 
hearts, hoping to walk away changed in some way, 
even if it’s just the shine of happiness in our eyes. The 
destination matters just as much as the journey.

It’s a thin line between pilgrim and tourist, 
especially for non-religious pilgrimages. Perhaps 
the only dividing factor is intent. Tourists want to 
spectate, to remember, to record. Pilgrims want to 
feel.

And that’s what I wanted in Vegas. I wanted to 
feel.

You never think it’s going to be someone you know until 
it is.

The fastest neural transmissions in the human body 
occur in the spinal cord along the alpha motor 
neuron. Transmission speeds can reach 268 miles per 
hour, which is more than eight times slower than the 
bullet flying out of the .223 Remington.

At peak, optimal performance, pain can travel at 
a velocity of 67 miles an hour within the human body. 
That is more than 33 times slower than that soaring, 
piercing, life-ending bullet.

Thirty-three times slower.
Thirty.
Three.

Pat was a firecracker. I never dreamed she’d be taken 
from us in an instant. Our firecracker is gone and now 
it’s just dark.

Las Vegas is a city of the unreal, the exaggerated and 
unbelievable. It’s a tequila-soaked Disney World for 
adults, complete with costumes, overpriced food, and 
extravagant buildings. It’s a city of make-believe, full 
of doers, life-celebrators, and energetic, sun-kissed 
bodies hunting for a good time.

In a city built on fun and fantasy, death struggles

to take a palpable, visceral form. Several black 
billboards read “Vegas Strong,” and “We’ve been 
there for you during the good times. Thank you for 
being there for us now.” But besides these, nothing 
else dampens the vibrant Vegas spirit. People walk 
down the Strip drinking margaritas at 8 a.m. and dart 
in and out of couture shops, bags held in the crook 
of their arms. The aura of tragedy has evaporated 
as quickly as dew in the red rock desert. One could 
almost believe it’d never happened at all. Almost.

The Strip feels different the farther south I go; 
there are less tourists jammed on the sidewalks, fewer 
street performers and men hawking coupons for 
exotic dancers. The silence is greater at the southern 
end, and as I approach the black glass pyramid of the 
Luxor casino, my breath turns cagey.

On the sidewalk outside Luxor is a line of fifty 
people all dressed in black. Some hold signs. Some

have tape over their mouths. Standing in silence, they 
follow a former beauty pageant winner in protest 
of sex trafficking. Whether it’s pertinent locally or 
they’re protesting at the worldwide level, I’m not sure. 
I don’t take a pamphlet when they try to thrust one in 
my hands.

I started running toward the street, but I turned around 
and tried to go against the crowd. I kept thinking that 
my baby is in there.

Certain shootings haunt me more than others. The 
Charleston church massacre where nine black church 
members were murdered by a white supremacist; 
the Chapel Hill shootings that killed Deah Shaddy 
Barakat, Yusor Mohammad Abu-Salka, and Razan 
Mohammad Abu-Salka; the Isla Vista killings where 
the gunman targeted women out of his own sexual
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frustration; Pulse nightclub.
I can list shootings in the same way I can name 

my favorite books or movies. This affected me because 
. . . I’ll never forget this one because . . . There are 
so many to choose from. Too many. Their frequency 
makes them feel inevitable and unavoidable, neither 
of which are true.

Shootings don’t even make front-page news 
anymore unless there’s something especially horrific 
about them. We have a penchant for tragedy, but 
we lust after the killers, not the victims, intrigue 
triumphing over empathy. Horror and shock titillate 
us in ways that sorrow never does.

I cried when I found out that Christina Grimmie 
had been shot to death at her concert in Florida. I’d 
seen her YouTube videos a handful of times, and 
I cried while watching her music videos on a loop, 
crying for this bright, animated girl recording songs 
in front of her webcam.

I’m not sure why that shooting touched me so 
much. Maybe we feel it more when it’s one person. 
Maybe the enormity of mass shootings simply cannot 
be fathomed, the same way our tiny foothold in 
the universe is beyond our comprehension. Maybe 
our minds deal better with small worlds and small 
wounds.

All I know is someone started shooting and people are 
running and she got shot in the head.

In 2017, Mark Zuckerberg revealed that over 60 billion 
messages are sent through Facebook Messenger and 
WhatsApp every day. Over 60 billion thoughts and 
jokes and wishes sent every day by billions of people 
in billions of places. And all those 60 billion messages 
were going to another person with their own thoughts 
and quietly beating hearts in their own part of the 
world.

Information traveling via fiber optic cable travels at 
a speed of 124,274 miles per second. This includes the 
internet. So, theoretically, at some point in time, your 
message of humble words is traveling at two-thirds

the speed of light on its way to somebody else.
124,274 miles per second.
That’s 198,838 times faster than that bullet leaving 

the .223 Remington.
 
She just has a zest for life. Or, had a zest for life. I can’t 
even say it that way.

There is a small shrine set up outside of Mandalay 
Bay, a cluster of teddy bears, flowers, candles, and 
notes. It is resting on the ground at the base of a light 
post, and I wonder how long it’ll remain there before 
someone sweeps it away. All of it could fit into a single 
garbage can.

The ground floor of Mandalay Bay is a flurry of 
activity — women in bikinis trying to find the pool, 
families rolling suitcases and hunting for an elevator, 
chastised children looking sheepish near potted 
plants three times their height. Laughter and chatter 
and a new Katy Perry song bounce off the sleek tiled 
floor.

I don’t know where I’m going. I don’t know what 
I’m looking for. I leave after ten minutes.

I feel disappointed as I exit the casino. I had 
expected more than a curbside shrine, something 
more elaborate and meaningful to honor the fifty-
eight lives lost. Where do I hang my bated grief, my 
need for rawness and pain? It seems the world has 
moved on from the tragedy, or, perhaps, it had never 
stopped to begin with.

As I walk back down the Strip, I notice a couple 
stopped outside Luxor, pointing at what I thought 
was a construction site across the street. I yank out 
my earbuds to eavesdrop.

It was right over there. The police tape is still up, 
see it? Can you see the tape? And then up there, the 
woman rotates and points toward Mandalay Bay, he 
was in a room right up there.

There it is. The concert venue where bullets soared, 
and people screamed, and fifty-eight lives were taken. 
There are some tents up and policemen wandering 
about the perimeter holding cups of coffee. The whole
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side of the street is blocked off in an inconspicuous 
way. There are no shrines. No #VegasStrong banners. 
No flashing neon lights saying, here is where they 
sang, and here is where they sang no more.

I stop on the sidewalk and just look. People point 
and whisper at the site as they pass. I stay still. I watch.

And what I really want is for the whole world 
to stop with me. For everyone to put down their 
phones and join me on the sidewalk midmorning 
on a workday and look at this site and feel how 
random and senseless violence is these days with 
guns of inhuman efficiency. How easy it is to die in 
a second because someone pulled a trigger and you 
happened to be standing there, having the audacity 
to breathe, and then everything is gone gone gone, 
and the news cycle forgets your name in a week, but 
you were somebody’s baby, somebody’s child, and the 
world stumbles but doesn’t weep because there’s no 
time for any of that, there’s no time for stillness in an 
instantaneous world.

I cry a little standing there. Just a little. And then 
I walk onward.

I felt his fingers, like tighten and then loosen.

In 2015, British columnist Dan Hodges tweeted, “In 
retrospect Sandy Hook marked the end of the U.S. 
gun control debate. Once America decided killing 
children was bearable, it was over.”

And he was right. It’s not a debate anymore. It’s 
barely even news. We read about it and feel sad for 
a day, and then we wake up and feed on the next 
tragedy, the new morning horror. Because there 
is always more. The media always finds a bloated 
corpse to satiate our need for tragedy, outrage, and 
curiosity, delivering it straight to our phones that we 
never flinch from. We are gluttons feasting on blood-
saturated news, and it takes more than a dead body 
to grip our bones and rattle our humanity. We are 
unshakeable.

The only way to write about mass shootings is 
personally, because everything else has already been 

said. The statistics. The entanglement of mental health. 
The lax gun control laws. It’s been written about over 
and over again. There is nothing new to discuss. And 
yet every time a mass shooting happens, we want to 
reflect and engage in meaningful conversations. But 
how can we when nothing has changed since the last 
time people were gunned down? How do we reckon 
with the aftermath of tragedy when we do nothing to 
prevent it?

We only had one child. We just don’t know what to do.

Things happen so quickly now. Someone pulls a 
trigger and you’re dead in a second. Someone pushes 
you as the crowd surges outward away away away 
from the gun and the terror, and you feel pain at 
67 miles per hour as your hand is crushed beneath 
someone’s boot. Someone hits post on his computer 
and pictures of bodies and stories of wounds travel at 
two-thirds the speed of light, flooding your newsfeed 
with gore and tears.

All of this happened as I read the news for the 
very first time at a picnic table outside Lake Tahoe. 
The speed of humans is slower than that of weapons 
and technology.

And humanity? Of empathy?
It took 723 miles of driving and a two-and-a-half 

mile walk for the tragedy to truly grip me. It took 
time and effort and a covered-up massacre site for the 
impact to fully hit.

I walked down the Strip at a pace of 1.6 miles an 
hour.

That’s 1,350 times slower than a speeding, racing, 
heart-stopping bullet.

We will dearly miss you.

Lines in italics are from friends and family of the fifty-eight 
victims of the Las Vegas massacre, as reported in the Los 
Angeles Times.
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