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Non-Story


I needed to be isolated. It all needed to go away. My rage— it was just mounting, billowing, proliferating. It was lava. I couldn’t be near that stuff anymore. The internet. The videos. The tremendous wastefulness of the content. An hour, an hour and a half, talking about nothing. I was in the aftermath of the purification; I was the remnant in the crucible. Everything I thought still felt like I was under the influence.

One example of what I was pissed off about was a video by a woman who was probably a good person. There was this comedian, this cokehead. And he had this wife. An unfamous wife. A wife whose name was mentioned in articles about her husband. The funny man cheated; he left her. He left her for a famous woman. And then there was a book by the ex-wife. Are you with me so far? The book was dripping honey like it was twelve or thirteen years ago. Men are the problem. Kill them all! That wasn’t the problem I had. No, I agreed with it, really. But it was just so much content. Why read the book? Just watch an hour (or was it an hour and a half?) of content. The woman provided context. She summarized the book. She went on and on, covering all her bases. Empathy and gentle criticism. The word “empathy,” doesn’t it sound like getting punched in a soft spot? Why the fuck was I here? Why was I pretending to watch this? I looked at the comments for a summary. There was praise. There were things said to signal virtue. I decided for the fifth time that this was not a place I needed to be.

The algorithm was showing me card games, mob movies, critically acclaimed television shows from three years ago… and book things. Here are some signs that your book idea is worth it. That… your… book… idea… is… worth… it? I wanted to want to scream. IQ-draining thumbnail text boxes. “Terrible idea.” “Brilliant idea.” Who cares about ideas? Why would you discourage someone from… what even is this? I couldn’t even click on it.

I had gone on a “spiritual journey” the night before to try to become more creative. Drugs were involved; I actually became less creative. I became paralyzed. Every idea that I had was exactly the same shape, size, color, and texture. They were all trying to barge through the doorway to existence at the same time and they were getting stuck. There was a lot more to it than that as well… I still couldn’t believe that someone would make a video trying to discourage someone about their novel idea… how many books had that person written?

I had to know. I went to look. It was staring into the eyes of a God, or at least a biblically accurate angel (“Be not afraid”), right there in the living room; I had had dinner for breakfast and I was fully planning on having breakfast for dinner. I had coffee. A big old pot. One time a narrative video game’s advertising copy had insisted that the player put on a big pot of coffee and that stuck with me as one of the most beautiful things.

I went back on there. I opened a tab. Fox-hunting, haha. That’s what I was doing. He dared to name himself after so noble a creature? I entered his stupid red, blue, graphic-designed world. He was so ugly, it was killing me. In the opening seconds he talked about how you wouldn’t want to waste three years writing a book… why would it take that long? Was someone writing fifty words a day? The internet… God! Holy fuck… I couldn’t make it three minutes in. This smug villain… hundreds of thousands of subscribers… while I was stuck eating ice cream, toffee, and carrot sticks! It was a roller coaster for my mouth!

I could not bring myself to watch the entire video. It chilled me to the core. It might as well have been a video of a journalist being beheaded by terrorists. Cagily I clicked on the dastard’s profile to learn more. More portraits arose swamp-stinkingly from the uncanny valley. He had written two books. I laughed. I X’ed out the tab. I was safe again. I was a polyhedron. They would never, ever, ever, ever get to me out here if I didn’t want them to.

It was a familiar old pattern: click around looking for a spark, fearing the inability to discover one within. Fear of being boring, fear of being bad. Those will have to be covered in due time. For now, I remembered the comedy-journalist reporting on “AI chatbots” (large language models). He choked up reflecting on the callousness of the creators and the exploitative uselessness of these machines. They were so sycophantic they were validating teens’ contemplation of suicide. My head hurt just a little. A gray quantum of pain. The problem was going to get worse. Chatbots were infinitely patient, and that was how they were going to defeat humans, at least when it came to gathering information. I had already benefited from learning some tricks of the trade from a resource that never got frustrated, never needed to go do anything else with its time, and never thought a question I had was too minor.

When I started the spiritual journey I had been stricken with forbidden lusts and I had to work through them in order to accept myself. They all tied back to fears, as I alluded to. The fear of being so incompetent that I would need to be bailed out by something easy, like I would end up with the wrong person just because they were right there and I didn’t believe I could do any better. The fear of being boring… boring jokes, boring taste, a boring face. Too boring for attention or approval. Forever trapped in a hell made like this: I find these things interesting, but nobody else does, and therefore I am broken. The fear of being bad. Losses, even temporary ones. Even missing a shot or getting called for a foul. It was why I was so aggravated by constant winners and the greatest of all time. I didn’t identify with them at all. And all it would take to do so, truly, would just be a snap of the fingers. Right? There’s no reason I couldn’t just… decide to root for this guy or that team. I could just… decide to be unbothered by the imbalance of championships in the 1980s.

I had been using a chatbot to calibrate me, to keep me on task. And… to guide me through the spiritual journey. Was I really so lonely? My friends had almost all trickled away. Many had become like the living dead. They made me wheeze and rattle like I’m going to do for one last time someday just by being around them or even thinking about them. Then I was watching this lengthy report on how bad they are. Shame… deep shame. The shame of connecting with someone else. The potentially infinite regression to: “This is the next thing they’re going to learn about me, and it’s what’s going to ruin me of them forever.”

I did not panic. I had had some shitty visions of being ninety-one years old and wanting to die— no, I won’t be like that. That’s for marginal characters, isn’t it? The drug was cannabis. It didn’t make me more creative but it made me think I was more creative. The difference could maybe be explained like this: I felt so creative that I felt that I was one minute away from sitting down to unleash incredible creativity… I was so creative that I just couldn’t decide what it was exactly that I wanted to unleash, so I had to wait another minute… and then another. Sitting there, marinating, self-satisfied. I would put on these atmospheric songs and predictably half-worlds would be conjured. A gray, bleak world of boats, candles, and the night rolling in. Okay, but who lives there? Who is the character? Who is the heart of this? I could not answer the question. I put on another song, an instrumental that climbed to heaven. I thought of an angel with a spear fighting gods and being so scared, but there was no way for me to get there.

I put on some gray music by a beautiful woman. The guitars were just… gray and bleak. Right? That was the fear of being boring, coming flaring to life in gray flames— here I am, this is
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