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    To everyone who currently has seventeen browser tabs open but is reading this on their phone instead.
To the people who have bought a gym membership they never use, a notebook they are afraid to ruin, and a bag of spinach that is currently turning into a liquid in the bottom drawer of the refrigerator.
This book is for the beautiful, messy, and wonderfully unfinished humans who are doing their best to survive the afternoon. You are not alone in your mess. In fact, you are exactly where you are supposed to be.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "I have spent my life waiting for a version of myself that does not exist, only to realize that the person who was waiting was the one who mattered all along."— A Fellow Human

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Introduction
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We are all living a performance. Every morning, we wake up and we put on the costume of a functional adult. We use professional words like "strategic initiatives" and "bandwidth" and "optimization" to hide the fact that we are mostly just afraid, a little bit lonely, and very confused by the way the world works.

We carry our secrets in our pockets. We hide our true appetites in private browser windows and secret folders. We tell ourselves beautiful lies about how we will start our real lives on Monday morning, or next month, or as soon as we have the right lamp.

This book is not a guide to success. It is not a manual for a perfect life. It is a confession. It is a mirror designed to show you that your flaws are not a failure of your character, but the very things that make you real. It is a celebration of the badly ironed shirt, the leaking faucet, and the heart that is brave enough to stay in the room.

Welcome to the museum of our shared humanity. The admission is free, and the coffee is probably a bit too cold, but the company is excellent.
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Chapter 1: The Blue Light Ritual

[image: ]


The world ends every night at eleven o’clock. It does not end with a loud noise or a great fire. It ends with a soft, blue glow that hits my face while I am lying in bed. I tell myself that I am just checking the time. This is a reasonable thought. A person needs to know if they have enough hours left to sleep so they can be a productive member of society tomorrow. However, checking the time on a smartphone is like going into a library to find a napkin. You will eventually find the napkin, but first, you will read three books about ancient history and a biography of a person you do not even like.

I look at the clock on my phone. It is eleven fifteen. I have exactly seven hours and forty-five minutes of sleep available. This is a healthy amount. I feel good about my life choices. Then, my thumb moves. It moves without my permission. It is as if my thumb has its own brain, its own bank account, and its own secret agenda. My thumb opens a social media application.

I see a video of a man in a country I cannot pronounce. He is making a giant chocolate cake shaped like a tire. I do not need a chocolate tire. I am not even hungry. But I watch him pour the Ganache. I watch him smooth the edges. I think to myself that I am learning about art. I am broadening my cultural horizons. I am becoming a more well-rounded human being by watching this man bake.

Then I realize I have been watching him for twenty minutes.

It is now eleven thirty-five. I have lost twenty minutes of my life to a chocolate tire. I feel a small pang of guilt. I tell myself I will put the phone down now. But then I see a notification. A girl I went to high school with, named Amara, has posted a photo of her salad. Amara and I have not spoken in twelve years. In school, she once borrowed a pen and never gave it back. I should not care about her salad. But the salad looks very green. It looks expensive. It looks like the kind of salad eaten by people who have their lives together and do not watch videos of chocolate tires at midnight.

I begin to compare my life to Amara’s salad. This is the natural progression of the modern mind. I am lying in the dark, wearing pajamas that have a hole in the left armpit, while Amara is out there, eating leaves and being successful. I decide to look at her other photos. I want to see if she is truly happy or if she is just pretending. I spend fifteen minutes looking at photos of her vacation to a beach. I notice that in one photo, her husband looks slightly bored. This makes me feel much better. I am happy that her husband is bored. This is a terrible thing to feel, but it is the truth. I am a bad person, but at least I am a bad person with a phone.

The blue light is making my eyes dry. I know that this light is telling my brain that the sun is up. My brain is very confused. It thinks it is noon in the middle of the night. I am lying here, feeding my brain lies about the time of day. I tell myself that I will just check the news. I need to be an informed citizen. It is my duty to the world to know what is happening.

I scroll through the news. Everything is very sad. There are problems in every corner of the earth. I feel a heavy weight in my chest. I want to help, but I am just one person in pajamas with a hole in the armpit. I decide that the best way to deal with the sadness of the world is to look at videos of cats. Cats do not have news. Cats do not have unemployment. Cats do not worry about the economy. They just sit in boxes and look judgmental.

I watch a cat try to jump onto a kitchen counter and fail. I laugh. It is a soft, quiet laugh that feels a bit like a prayer. I am laughing at the cat’s failure because it reminds me of my own. We are both trying to reach something that is slightly too high for us. The cat wants the chicken on the counter. I want to be a person who wakes up early and drinks green juice. Neither of us is going to get what we want tonight.

It is now twelve forty-five. I have spent nearly two hours looking at a screen. My eyes feel like they have been rubbed with sand. I feel a deep sense of self-loathing. This is the part of the night where I become a philosopher. I wonder why I do this every single night. I am addicted to a piece of glass and metal. I am a slave to an algorithm designed by a man in a hoodie who wants to sell my attention to a company that makes sneakers.

I think about the great thinkers of history. I think about Marcus Aurelius. He did not have a smartphone. If he had a smartphone, he probably would not have written those beautiful meditations. He would have been too busy playing a game where you crush candy. He would have been looking at photos of Roman salads.

I feel a strange spiritual sarcasm rising inside me. I look at my phone and say, "Thank you for this gift. Thank you for making sure I never have to be alone with my own thoughts. God forbid I should have to think about my own life for five minutes before I go to sleep. Thank you for the chocolate tires and the bored husbands and the failing cats."

I finally put the phone on the nightstand. The room is suddenly very dark. The silence is very loud. Now that the screen is off, I have to deal with the person lying in the bed. I have to deal with the fact that I have a job interview tomorrow that I am not prepared for. I have to deal with the fact that I haven't called my mother in three days. I have to deal with the fact that I am lonely.

I try to close my eyes, but my brain is still buzzing. It is like a beehive that has been hit with a stick. I see ghosts of images behind my eyelids. I see the chocolate tire. I see Amara’s husband. I see the cat.

I tell myself that tomorrow will be different. Tomorrow, I will be the version of myself that lives in my imagination. That version of me is incredible. He wakes up at six in the morning without an alarm. He runs five miles. He eats a bowl of oatmeal with berries. He is kind to everyone he meets. He does not check his phone until he has finished his work. He is a giant of a man.

The problem is that this version of me only exists in the future. He is always twenty-four hours away. He is a ghost that haunts my bed. I promise the ghost that I will meet him tomorrow. I promise the universe that if I can just get to sleep now, I will be a better human being when the sun comes up.

This is a lie, of course. I know it is a lie. I have told this lie every night for three years. But it is a beautiful lie. It is the lie that allows me to finally close my eyes. I forgive myself for the chocolate tire. I forgive myself for the salad. I am just a human being trying to survive the night.

I feel a soft, reflective moment. I think about all the other people in all the other apartments in all the other cities who are also lying in the dark right now, looking at their own blue lights. We are all connected by our shared inability to put our phones down. We are a global family of tired people with dry eyes.

I whisper a small, funny prayer to the ceiling.

"Dear God, or whoever is in charge of the internet, please forgive us for our scrolling. Please help us to find peace in the silence. And if you could, please make sure Amara’s husband stays just a little bit bored, so I can feel okay about my life for one more day. Amen."

I turn over on my side. The pillow is cool. For a moment, I feel a sense of peace. I am not the person I want to be yet, but I am here. I am breathing. I am alive in a world that is full of chocolate tires and green salads and complicated hearts.

Then, my phone vibrates.

It is a notification. Someone has liked my comment on a video from four years ago.

I reach for the phone.

Just one more look, I tell myself. Just one.

The blue light returns. The ritual begins again. I am a moth, and the screen is my flame. I am burning, but at least I am not bored.

The ghost of the person I want to be sighs and walks out of the room. He knows he is not needed tonight. He will be back tomorrow at midnight to hear my promises again. And I will be here to give them to him, while I watch a video of a man building a swimming pool out of mud in the middle of a jungle.

I am human. I am weak. I am addicted to the glow. And honestly, the mud swimming pool looks very relaxing.
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Chapter 2: Everything is Fine, Technically
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The morning does not begin when the sun rises. That is a biological myth promoted by people who own expensive bicycles and drink juice made of grass. For the rest of us, the morning begins at the exact moment we realize that if we do not get out of bed in the next three minutes, we will lose our jobs, our reputation, and our right to call ourselves adults.

I wake up at eight o’clock. I look at the ceiling. This is a reasonable thought: I should get up now so that I can have a peaceful start to my day. I should stretch my limbs and think about my intentions. I should be grateful for the air in my lungs. However, there is a much more powerful thought in my brain. That thought says that the bed is the only safe place in a cold and judgmental world. The blankets are not just fabric; they are a shield against responsibilities.

I decide that I will get up at eight fifteen. This is a very clean, professional number. It feels like a time when a person who has their life together would start their day. But then, eight fifteen arrives and goes by. My brain then decides that eight fifteen is actually a very awkward time. If I get up at eight fifteen, I will be out of sync with the rest of the world. It is much better to wait until eight thirty. Eight thirty is a solid, dependable time. It is a half-hour mark. It has dignity.

At eight forty-five, I finally roll out of bed. I feel like a piece of wet bread that has been dropped on the floor. I walk to the kitchen. I look at the sink. There are three coffee mugs and a plate from last night. I tell myself that I cannot possibly start my work until the kitchen is clean. This is a lie. I have written thousands of words in the presence of dirty dishes before. But today, the dishes are an obstacle to my soul. I begin to wash them with a strange, sudden intensity. I am scrubbing a spoon as if my salvation depends on its shine.

I am not being productive. I am practicing what I like to call "procrastination through hygiene." It is the act of doing a small, useless task to avoid doing a large, important one. By the time the sink is empty, I feel a sense of accomplishment. I tell myself that I am a domestic god. I have conquered the dishes. I deserve a reward. The reward is, of course, a cup of coffee and ten minutes of looking at my phone while sitting on the kitchen counter.

I open my laptop at nine thirty. I look at my to-do list. It is a very long list. It has items like "Complete the quarterly report" and "Email the bank" and "Fix the soul." I look at these items and I feel a wave of tiredness that no amount of coffee can fix. My brain immediately looks for a way out. It is like a small animal looking for a hole in a fence.

I see that I have an email from a colleague named Yuki. Yuki lives in a different time zone. She is very efficient. Her emails are always short and conclude with the words "Best regards." I admire Yuki, but I also find her terrifying. She represents the person I am supposed to be. I decide that I cannot reply to Yuki yet because I need to be in the right "headspace" to match her professional energy. To get into that headspace, I decide I must first organize my desktop icons.

I spend twenty minutes moving little digital squares from one side of the screen to the other. I am curate my digital environment. I am creating a temple of productivity. In reality, I am just moving dust from one corner of the room to another, but the dust is made of pixels.

By eleven o’clock, I have not done any real work, but I have eaten a piece of toast and read an article about how to be more productive. The article says that I should work in twenty-five-minute bursts and then take a five-minute break. This sounds like a wonderful idea. I decide to start this immediately. But first, I need a snack. You cannot work in a twenty-five-minute burst on an empty stomach. That would be dangerous.

I go to the refrigerator. I stand there with the door open, letting the cold air hit my face. I am looking for a snack that will give me the courage to face the quarterly report. I find a piece of cheese and a jar of pickles. This is not a snack; it is a cry for help. I eat the cheese and the pickle while standing in the light of the refrigerator. I feel like a secret animal. I am hiding from my own life in my own kitchen.

I return to the laptop. I look at the blank white screen. The cursor is blinking at me. It is a very judgmental cursor. It is a small, black line that says, "Nothing. You have nothing. You are a hollow person with a pickle in your stomach."

I decide to write a list of things I have already done today so that I can cross them off.


1.  Wake up. (Check)
2.  Wash dishes. (Check)


3.  Eat cheese. (Check)


4.  Organize icons. (Check)



I feel much better now. I have a list with four checkmarks. I am a success. I am a person of action. I decide that since I have been so busy, I deserve a small break before I start the report. I will just check the weather. It is important to know if it will rain, even though I have no intention of leaving the house.

The weather website has a link to an article about a celebrity who has gained five pounds. I do not care about this celebrity. I do not even know what movies they have been in. But I click on the link anyway. I am now reading about the celebrity's diet. I am learning about their struggle with pasta. I feel a deep connection to this person. We are both struggling. They are struggling with pasta, and I am struggling with the fact that it is now twelve fifteen and I have not written a single sentence of the report.

I feel a sudden, sharp pain of self-awareness. I know what I am doing. I am lying to myself in a very sophisticated way. I am pretending that my life is a series of small, necessary tasks, when in reality it is just one big attempt to avoid the feeling of being inadequate. I am afraid that if I try to do the report, I will do it badly. And if I do it badly, it will prove that I am a failure. But if I do not do it at all, I am not a failure; I am just "busy."

This is the psychological trap of the modern worker. We would rather be busy with nothing than honest with ourselves.

I look at the window. The sun is shining. There are people outside walking their dogs. They look so purposeful. They look like they know where they are going. I wonder if they are also lying to themselves. Maybe the man walking the golden retriever is only doing it so he does not have to go home and talk to his wife about their mortgage. Maybe the woman jogging is only doing it because she is afraid of her own thoughts when she sits still.

I feel a sense of spiritual sarcasm. I look at my empty document and say, "Thank you, Universe, for this opportunity to fail. Thank you for giving me a brain that is more interested in a celebrity’s pasta than my own career. Thank you for the pickle. It was a very good pickle. It was the only honest thing that has happened today."

I decide that I will start the report at one o’clock. One o’clock is a very serious time. It is after lunch. It is the beginning of the afternoon. I will be a new person at one o’clock. I will be the person that Yuki thinks I am.

I spend the next forty-five minutes looking for a specific playlist on a music streaming service. I cannot work without the right music. I need music that is focused but not distracting. It needs to sound like I am in a library in a movie about a genius. I find a playlist called "Deep Work for Deep Thinkers." This makes me feel very intelligent. I am a deep thinker. I am just a deep thinker who is currently looking at a photo of a cat wearing a tiny hat on the internet.

I realize that my phone is in my hand again. I do not remember picking it up. It is as if the phone has a magnet that is tuned to the iron in my blood. I am looking at a social media post from a man I went to college with named Mateo. Mateo is in a different city. He is standing in front of a whiteboard with a lot of complicated math on it. The caption says, "Another day, another breakthrough."

I hate Mateo. I do not really hate him, but I hate the version of him that he shows the world. He wants me to believe that his life is a series of breakthroughs. He wants me to believe that he never eats pickles over a sink at noon. He is a liar, but he is a better liar than I am. He is lying with math. I am lying with dishes.

I put the phone down. I feel a small, soft moment of honesty. I am tired of the lies. I am tired of the "technical" excellence of my excuses. I am just a human being who is scared of being seen. I am scared that if I am quiet and still, I will have to face the fact that I do not know what I am doing with my life.

I decide to do something radical. I close the browser tabs. I close the music. I put the phone in a different room. I sit in the silence. It is very uncomfortable. It feels like wearing a shirt that is two sizes too small. The silence is asking me questions. It is asking me what I am waiting for. It is asking me why I am so afraid of a white screen.

I do not have the answers. But I decide to write one sentence. Just one.

"The purpose of this report is to evaluate the growth of the company over the last three months."

It is a boring sentence. It is not a breakthrough. It is not art. It is just a sentence. But as soon as I write it, the weight in my chest gets a little bit lighter. I have started. I have stopped the spinning wheels of my brain for one second and moved forward.

I realize that the person I want to be is not waiting for me at midnight. He is waiting for me in the next five minutes. He is waiting in the small, boring tasks that I do not want to do. He is not a hero; he is just a guy who finishes his work so he can go for a walk without feeling guilty.

I feel a wave of warmth. It is a very small victory, but it is mine. I am not a domestic god or a deep thinker. I am just a person who wrote a boring sentence. And for now, that is enough.

I look at the clock. It is one fifteen. I have been working for fifteen minutes. I feel like I have run a marathon. I tell myself that I have done a great job and that I deserve a little break.

I reach for my phone to see if anyone liked my boring sentence. Then I remember that I did not post the sentence. I wrote it in a document that no one will see for a week.

I laugh at myself. It is a quiet, honest laugh. I am so addicted to the approval of strangers that I want a trophy for doing my job for fifteen minutes.

"Dear God," I whisper to the blinking cursor. "Please help me to be okay with being boring. Help me to remember that a finished report is better than a perfect dream. And please, if you can, help Mateo find a pickle. He looks like he needs one."

I go back to the screen. The cursor is still blinking, but it looks a little bit friendlier now. We are working together. We are failing better than we did yesterday.
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Chapter 3: The Secret Library
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Every human being has a secret library. This library is not made of wood or stone. It does not smell like old paper and dust. It is a digital space, usually located four folders deep inside a hard drive, or hidden behind a password that is the name of a childhood pet we claim to have forgotten. We tell ourselves that these folders are for organization. This is a reasonable thought. A person needs a place for their tax returns, their scanned birth certificates, and the digital manuals for kitchen appliances they no longer own.

However, the secret library is rarely about taxes. If a thief were to break into my computer, they would find a folder labeled "System Drivers 2017." This is a masterpiece of deception. No one wants to look at system drivers from 2017. It is the digital equivalent of a box of broken light bulbs. But if you click on that folder, you find another folder called "Old Work Projects." And inside that, you find the real library.

This is the place where I keep the versions of myself that I am not ready to show to the world. It is a collection of curiosities, mistakes, and deep, human hunger.

We live in an age where we are told to be transparent. We are told to "live out loud" and "share our truth." But the truth is that we are all hoarders of secret moments. For some, it is the hidden folder of photographs of an individual they used to love. They look at these photos once a year, usually after two glasses of wine, and wonder if that version of themselves still exists. For others, it is a collection of saved recipes they will never cook, or a hidden social media account where they pretend to be a person who lives in a cottage in the woods.

And then, there is the most common room in the secret library: the private browser window.

The private window is a strange psychological miracle. When we click that button, we feel as though we have put on a cloak of invisibility. We believe that because our history is not being recorded, our actions are not being witnessed. We enter a state of digital weightlessness.

In this space, we go looking for the things we are ashamed to want. For some, it is the constant pull of the adult industry. We tell ourselves that we are just "unwinding" or that we are "curious about human nature." This is a very high-level lie. We are not studying sociology. We are simply lonely and bored, and the internet has promised us a quick cure for both.

The ritual is always the same. It begins with a feeling of emptiness. It is a small hole in the center of the chest that feels as though it needs to be filled with something bright and loud. We navigate to the secret corners of the web. We scroll through images and videos that provide a temporary rush of excitement. For fifteen minutes, we are not a person with a boring job and a mounting pile of laundry. We are a spectator in a world of impossible beauty and endless variety.

But the secret library has a very high membership fee. The fee is the feeling that follows the closing of the tabs.

There is a specific kind of silence that exists in a room right after a person closes a private browsing window. It is a heavy, judging silence. It is the moment when the cloak of invisibility falls off, and you are left sitting in the glow of the monitor, realizing that you are still the same person you were twenty minutes ago, only now you are a little bit more tired and a lot more sad.

I look at the blank screen and feel like a criminal who has just cleaned up a crime scene. I click "Clear History" even though I was in private mode. I do it because I do not trust the machine. I do not trust the universe. I want to be washed clean.

I tell myself that I will never go back to that room in the library again. I tell myself that from now on, I will spend my time reading classic literature or learning a new language. I am very sincere in this moment. I am like a politician making a promise after a scandal. I am the hero of my own recovery.

Then, I walk to the kitchen and open a cabinet. Deep in the back, behind a jar of lentils that I bought during a phase where I thought I would become a person who eats lentils, is a bag of chocolate-covered pretzels. This is another wing of my secret library.

I eat the pretzels in the dark. I do not even put them on a plate. Putting them on a plate would make the act "official." It would mean that I am "having a snack." If I eat them directly from the bag while standing over the sink, it does not count. It is a ghost snack. It is a secret between me and the lentils.

Why do we do this? Why do we hide our appetites?

I think it is because we are afraid that if people saw the whole library, they would not love the building. We think that our value lies in our curated gallery—the photos of us at weddings, the professional updates on our careers, the clever jokes we post online. We are terrified of the "System Drivers 2017" folder.

But lately, I have begun to suspect that the secret library is actually the most human part of us. Everyone has a bag of chocolate pretzels in the back of the cabinet. Everyone has a folder of things they are ashamed to want. Everyone has a private window where they go to escape the pressure of being a "real person."

I think about my friend, Kenji. Kenji is a very successful architect. He is the kind of man who wears ironed shirts and speaks three languages. He looks like he was designed by a team of professional life-coaches. One day, I went to his house and saw a small drawer in his desk that was slightly open. Inside, I saw a collection of toy dinosaurs. There were hundreds of them.

Kenji saw me looking. He did not look embarrassed. He looked tired.
"I buy one every time I have a meeting that makes me feel small," he said. "It is my secret. I pretend they are the people I am talking to, and it makes the world feel more manageable."
I realized then that Kenji’s dinosaurs were his version of my "System Drivers" folder. They were his way of coping with the gap between who he is and who the world expects him to be.

We are all just children hiding toys under our beds, even when we are forty years old and have mortgages.

I go back to my computer. I look at the icon for the browser. I feel a sense of spiritual sarcasm. I say to myself, "Well, here we are again. You have cleaned the history, you have eaten the pretzels, and you have promised to be a saint. How long do we think this will last? Should we place a bet?"

I decide that I am done with the lying for tonight. I am going to do something truly radical. I am going to
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