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Life is not a fairy tale.
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I don’t know where to begin.

Sitting in the dim glow of an old banker’s lamp in the dead of night, half-drunk with a glass of Jägermeister in hand, I’m struggling to figure out how to start.

If Charles were here, he’d be holding a bottle of beer and saying, “All you need is the first sentence—the rest will follow.” Well, here’s my first sentence: “I don’t know where to begin.” But it doesn’t work the same for me as it does for him, because Charles is, well, Charles. He could make the dullest story sound riveting.

See what I did there? I’ve gone and done it again—distracted myself. Whenever there’s something I don’t want to talk about, I beat around the bush, circling the point but never quite landing on it. I have thoughts I hide from everyone, just like anyone else, but where I truly excel is in hiding them from myself. What I really want to say, stripped down to its rawest, hardest truth, is this:

I’m Demir K. And I hate myself. I hate the life I’m living and the person I’ve become.

There. I said it. I don’t love myself. Maybe it’s unfair to all the women who’ve loved me over the years, but I don’t see a single part of me worth loving. I’m a worthless man, good for nothing. It’s not just about not loving myself, either. Some days, I can’t even stand myself. I can’t bear the weight of who I am or this gray, faded, monotonous life I’ve been living, stripped of all purpose. This isn’t a new feeling—it’s ancient. It’s been there for as long as I can remember, a constant truth. Sometimes it fades, sometimes it grows. I can’t change it. Most days, I manage to ignore it and carry on. But other times, it flares up like the sharp, unbearable pain of a toothache, and I can’t just walk past it.

I’m one of those people who has a real, practical, foolproof plan to end it all. I know exactly how I’d do it—a perfect, painless plan. It’ll be painless. I won’t even realize it’s happening. My consciousness will fade slowly. I’ll pass out first. Within minutes, my brain will be deprived of enough oxygen, and I’ll drift into an endless sleep. I know exactly how long it will take. I’m just in no hurry; I keep postponing it. Isn’t that what they say? You don’t have to do it today—there’s always tomorrow. But why do I keep putting it off? Hope? No. It’s just that, like everyone else, I’m afraid of death. That’s all there is to it.

How long has it been since I came to this country, clinging to the faint hope that something might change? Three years, maybe?

Perhaps I’ll write about everything in fragments, shattering the narrative into pieces, because I can’t seem to arrange the thousands of voices in my head into any logical order. Where I was born, where I grew up—none of it matters. I don’t believe these things have any real connection to life. Maybe it’s better to start from the end.

Right now, I’m in my second year at the company I work for. Ever since Bell Labs invented the transistor in 1947, computer technology has advanced at an astonishing pace. Amiga, Commodore, Apple, Sinclair, PET... And then, almost overnight, the software industry exploded, bringing with it a wave of young, energetic, dynamic individuals obsessed with chasing the latest tech trends. They call themselves “angels,” these bloodsucking investors who pour millions into startups, fueling their aggressive expansion and relentless marketing pressure. My company is no different—we found our own angels, secured millions in funding, and now we’re just another one of those thousands of tech companies scrambling to grow market share, chasing endless short-term goals. 

The employees are all cut from the same cloth. Seven vegans, three yoga masters, and two spiritualists per square meter. Steve Jobs and Elon Musk are the prophets of this new era. Everyone wears expensive noise-canceling headphones, hoodies, and carries quirky coffee mugs. Energy drinks, Apple MacBooks, and weekend or evening community meetups are the norm. Programmers, managers, analysts, and experts all compete to show off their knowledge of the latest gadgets and technologies, as if it’s some kind of contest of one-upmanship.

No one in my world wears a suit. The office is a vast open space, broken up by low panels that barely separate rows of computer desks. Every surface is cluttered with notebooks, tech mascot stickers, and mysterious electronic gadgets. The spacious kitchen overflows with snacks and an absurd variety of coffee brands—most with labels boasting “Sustainable Coffee Farming” or “We Pay Our Workers Fairly.”

Cushions and gaming consoles are scattered around like afterthoughts, while Star Wars and superhero figurines stand guard on nearly every desk. And, of course, no setup is complete without a water bottle stamped with the company mascot.

From the outside, it looks like an energetic, appetizing workplace. But from the inside, it’s a survival arena. A coliseum. High pressure. A modern system of slavery where working late hours is worn like a badge of honor. The only problem is that the slaves don’t even realize they are slaves. They think it’s a privilege. The idea of being an elite slave has become a symbol of success for them. For the first time in history, slaves are begging to be accepted by their masters. Only the most loyal and high-performing slaves are allowed to work here.

Computer programmers—or software experts, whatever you want to call us—aren’t really like the characters you see in movies. We’re not shut away in dark rooms, glued to massive black screens, typing furiously on mechanical keyboards with crumbs of chips and bread wedged between the keys. We don’t live solitary, emotionless lives, devoid of close relationships, like some kind of soulless serial killers. Honestly, sometimes I even catch myself acting like a normal human being. I wish we were soulless—life would be so much easier that way. Sure, some programmers make a ton of money and spend their days rewatching Star Wars, but most of us aren’t like that. I’ve never even seen Star Wars. Our lives aren’t like Swordfish, The 13th Floor, Serial Experiments Lain, Mr. Robot, or The Matrix. We can’t stop bullets midair. The truth is, we’re just ordinary people who happen to share a passion for computers.

If you saw programmers like me—especially those working in tech start-ups—on the street, you probably wouldn’t notice anything unusual about us. You might bump into us at the gym, on a hiking trail, at a concert, playing an instrument, sipping a drink at a bar, or even behind a DJ booth. But if someone brings up technology, we’ll light up and start talking. Our math and logic skills are a bit above average, and many of us are pretty good at solving problems and building algorithms—at least, a decent chunk of us are. That said, a lot of us are also selfish and narcissistic. We’re unreliable. Thanks to teenage impulses and early access to computers, many of us were exposed to every kind of pornography at a young age, which left some of us with lingering obsessive or deviant tendencies as adults. We often struggle with social disorders, but we’re better at hiding them than your average weirdo. And when you combine that ability to conceal with our knack for manipulating information, it makes us more dangerous than shady drug dealers or pimps lurking in dark alleys.

I’m tired. Every morning, I wake up in the oversized bed I somehow ended up buying—though I still don’t know why I chose a double. I can’t even remember the last time I changed the sheets. They’re stained with sweat on both sides. The apartment feels too quiet now that Simba’s gone. I change my clothes, drink a glass of water, and linger in the bathroom for a while. Then I grab my bag and head out. The elevator feels as cramped and claustrophobic as a coffin. I can’t stand looking at myself that closely in the mirror inside the elevator, and I don’t want to start my day thinking about death because of its coffin-like resemblance. So, I take the stairs instead. On my way out, I check the mailbox in the entrance. Sometimes there’s a bill or a letter from the tax office waiting for me.

On pleasant days, the walk to Hillside Metro station takes about five minutes. You step out of the apartment building, pass a few parked cars, and soon find yourself strolling down a tree-lined street. Small children shuffle toward school, cyclists zip past, and the sky stretches vast and blue overhead.

Before you know it, the street ends. You slip alongside an apartment building, descend a steep flight of stairs, and step into the damp, dim glow of the metro station.

But on cold, snowy days like today, the same walk feels ominous. The century-old red-brick workers’ apartments—four or five stories tall, pressed tightly together without gaps—loom overhead. Their walls are stained with graffiti, faded and torn posters, and mysterious blotches whose origins have long been forgotten. The crooked, overflowing trash bins seem to have been abandoned by the garbage trucks. As you walk past the row of tightly packed buildings, you must watch your step to avoid tripping over a rat or, worse, a homeless person sprawled carelessly among the trash. Sometimes, they lie dead, unnoticed and unmourned. On rainy days, the homeless seek shelter under the eaves or huddle against the walls. I can’t blame them. The problem isn’t with them; it’s with the system itself.

I’m not entirely sure why I still live in this neighborhood, to be honest. When I first moved here, it was all I could afford. Now, I could easily move to a much better area, but I’m either too lazy or—somehow—I still feel a strange sense of belonging here. These dark streets, the grimy, poverty-stricken avenue, the gray winter skies, the smog-filled air, the faint smell of smoke you can’t help but inhale, the occasional growl of a passing car—it all strips away even the last remnants of hope you might still cling to. Maybe I’ve needed to rid myself of those lingering traces of hope for a long time. Or maybe I’ve never truly believed I deserved anything better.

When I step outside, especially on Friday or Saturday nights, the street echoes with the sounds of countless arguments and scuffles. This is a neighborhood where people don’t bother with unnecessary politeness.

Every morning feels like a scene ripped from a dark comedy—the same day playing on an endless loop. I walk to the metro station, where the elevators reek of urine, forcing me to take the escalators down to the platform. They rarely work properly, but I’ve learned to live with their groaning protests. Defying the broken machinery, the 7:50 train arrives right on time. The faded, gray doors slide open, and out pour the night-shift workers from the factories in the fourth district. Their faces are hollow, their spirits long surrendered to the machines they tend. A handful of white-collar workers like me board the train, heading toward the first or second district. The pale fluorescent lights inside the car cast a sterile glow over the sea of grim faces. At the back, a few homeless men lie passed out, clutching beer cans—harmless souls. The security guards kick them awake when they’re spotted. On bitterly cold days, the homeless and the drunk ride the metro just to warm up for a few hours. It doesn’t matter where they’re going or where they get off. Sometimes, one of them stumbles and falls onto the tracks. Sometimes, in a desperate bid to escape their hopeless lives, they throw themselves in front of an oncoming train. When tragedy strikes, service is delayed for no more than ten minutes. Someone quickly clears the remains from the tracks. A bucket of water is tossed over the bloodstains. The hot iron wheels of the train often cauterize the wounds as they sever the bodies, so there’s less blood than you’d expect. Just the acrid stench of burnt flesh. Sometimes, the victim’s intestines spill onto the platform. Meanwhile, a few stops away, we sit impatiently, waiting for the line to reopen. An announcement in several languages explains the delay as a “technical issue.” That’s all. No one cares. No one wonders why we’ve stopped. Everyone’s too busy scrolling through their sleek smartphones, liking social media posts they don’t actually care about, sending virtual hearts to people they don’t even like. The hypocrisy makes me sick. Once the homeless man’s body is cleared away, life resumes its normal rhythm. The train passes through Riverwood, Meadows Park, Mossy Lane, and Willowcrest Depot. I get off at the station beneath Heather Square Mall in the second district. The platform grows crowded. People from different districts pour out, funneling toward the cold, gray buildings that house the heart of corporate life. Unlike Hillside, the Heather Square Mall station has three or four parallel escalators. The elevators were shut down long ago after the homeless started using them as toilets. At least the escalators work. I ride one up into the mall. Heather Square is a massive four-story structure. The metro station sits on the lowest level. Above it, there’s a supermarket, cafeterias, a florist, a toy store, computer shops, boutiques, and a food court on the top floor. The escalator dumps me out near the supermarket entrance. I grab a small egg and cheese sandwich from the cafeteria next door. A man in a wheelchair parks himself outside the café, loudly reciting passages from the Bible about judgment day and sinners. A sleepy-eyed blonde in her twenties, who looks as disillusioned with life and her choices as I am, hands me the card machine to complete my payment. Maybe if she loved life a little more, she could reinvent herself somewhere else, in some other way. But there’s nothing I can do for her. Empathizing too deeply with everyone might seem noble, but it only drains your soul. This is a selfish world. A rotten world bred by a selfish culture, and everyone is responsible for their own life. And I hate it. I swipe my card quickly. Leaving the strange man peddling his god and the cashier behind, I finish the sandwich in two bites before I even exit the mall. As I pick crumbs from my teeth with my tongue, I step out through a side door on the first floor. A gray sky stretches above. Gray buildings close in around me. I’m standing in a wide concrete plaza now. A hundred meters ahead looms Cobblestone Hub, the heart of the tech industry.

Once, this place was a vast forest of pine and beech trees. But don’t picture it as some idyllic city park where people strolled to unwind. Far from it. This forest was a refuge for the city’s most desperate, lawless, and broken souls. That’s how it was until the late eighties or early nineties. Drug addicts, gangs, dealers, alcoholics, fugitives, hippies who spent their nights tripping on psychedelics, blasting music, and waking up the next morning with a pain in their asses they’d never felt before—somehow managing to contract AIDS along the way—LSD fanatics... If you can imagine a circus of misfits, they all called this forest home. Put it like that, and it sounds like some twisted fairy tale. Eventually, the city council faced a choice: drop an atomic bomb on the place or clear the forest and build a business complex. They went with the latter. But erecting these office buildings didn’t really solve anything. All it did was trap the forest’s inhabitants inside those walls. Honestly, I don’t think the people who work and live in these buildings now are any better off—or any less pitiful—than those who once roamed the woods. In fact, I’d include myself in that group without hesitation. I’ve been drunk, vomiting, and battling depression more times than I care to count. In the end, after the trees were felled and replaced with thousands of tons of concrete and steel, this place became a concrete jungle. Two small skyscrapers and six or seven blocks of endless glass and steel. One of them houses the “magnificent” (!) office of the tech company I work for. My company occupies the top two floors of an eight-story building shared with other businesses. Every morning, I walk to the office, passing shops and cafes along the pedestrian street beneath the towering buildings. The most interesting shop, by far, is the Warhammer store. The average IQ of its customers hovers around 140, which makes it the perfect fit for a tech hub. The cashiers always wear black, low-cut T-shirts, and because of that, no one dares to haggle. In fact, many customers, driven by some absurd impulse—and maybe the hope of impressing these cashiers—end up splurging ridiculous amounts of money on tiny warrior figurines. Men, more or less, are the same everywhere. Our basic behaviors have little to do with intelligence. We’re simple creatures, after all.

I’ve always loved revolving doors. Since I was a child, they’ve fascinated me—their endless motion feels like a playful ritual. I step through the building’s revolving entrance and head toward the elevators. Without scanning my keycard, the security system won’t let me access the top floor. These elevators are nothing like the flying coffin in my apartment building. They’re more like vast time machines, designed to make you forget where—or even when—you are. For those brief moments inside, time and place lose all meaning. You’re just there. Two walls of polished wood. One of steel doors. The other, a floor-to-ceiling mirror. In the upper corner, a black-domed security camera watches you, unblinking, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. My eyes always drift to it, almost against my will. Even if you’ve done nothing wrong, the sight of a security camera makes you wonder: Do I look guilty? Then, the doors open.

And just like that, we’re back in the modern world. A vast office space. I scan my keycard again at the bulletproof glass door on the top floor—though I doubt anyone inside even realizes the glass is bulletproof—and step inside. A wave of darkness settles over my heart. No one’s wearing a suit, yet somehow everyone looks the same. A sea of different outfits, each adorned with logos, mascots, or slogans from various tech companies. They revel in this tech-obsessed culture, these people. And yet, they’re all identical. On the street, you might not notice it, but when they gather here, it’s impossible to miss. They’re oblivious to the uniforms they’ve strapped onto themselves. Each one thinks they’re special, but in truth, they’re just disposable foot soldiers for billion-dollar company bosses. Expendable labor, nothing more. How can none of them see that?

I turn left into the kitchen. A wide counter stretches before me. From one of the gray cabinets, I pull out a porcelain cup, identical to the others kept there for general use, each stamped with the company logo. I pour myself a cup of “Sustainable Coffee” from the machine. My eyes meet a few people as I move. They toss out a mix of “good mornings” and casual questions. With my backpack slung over my shoulder, I offer quick replies and make my way to my desk. Walking from one end of the gray-carpeted office to the other takes minutes. To my left and right, people stand around sipping their morning coffees. I’m not one of those who can’t start the day without coffee. For me, it’s just a way to shift my focus from the people around me to something else—like the way the hot liquid burns my tongue. I exchange brief nods with a few faces, though I can’t even remember most of their names. Some of them wander the office with headphones on, lost in their own worlds. Without much conversation, I finally reach the cluster of desks where my software team works.

Somehow, Kevin always manages to be in the office before me. We exchange greetings. Every two weeks, two workdays are consumed by analysis and planning meetings. I hate those days. On those days, I don’t even get to touch my computer. Instead, I pop a painkiller first thing in the morning, knowing full well that a headache is inevitable. I can’t listen to music. I’ve come to believe these meetings exist solely to make people feel important. Whether the meeting accomplishes anything is irrelevant. I endure a barrage of “brilliant” ideas from a room full of people who seem clueless, then spend the rest of the time trying to whittle them down to something remotely feasible.

Here’s the trick: If you ask, “There’s a problem here—how do we solve it?” you’ll get a hundred absurd ideas from ten idiots, and by the end of the day, you’ll be forced to implement the dumbest one. Instead, what you should do is come up with two reasonable solutions and say, “There’s a problem here, but I’m not sure if we should solve it with A or B.” This creates the illusion of choice. While they pat themselves on the back for deciding between A or B, you quietly go ahead and do what you wanted to do all along.

On other days, I feel luckier. I quickly gather with my team, and we discuss what we’ve been doing and where we are in the plan. We’re supposed to stand during these meetings—it’s a rule. What did you do yesterday? What’s on your plate for today? Is anything blocking you? After this brisk ritual, if I’m already working on something, I dive back into it. If not, I open a screen, punch in a few passwords, and pick up one of the pending tasks from the queue. As the system marks the task as mine, I try to stay connected with people—emails, internal updates, client requests, message boards, notifications... It’s the part of the job I dislike the most. If I have any energy left after wading through all that, I try to make sense of the task at hand. If it’s a complex problem that needs solving, we usually have to sit through a few meetings to understand it. These meetings aren’t really for me. I usually know what needs to be done. Even if I don’t, I doubt I’ll learn anything useful from the kind of people who think every problem can be solved by throwing the latest tech at it. No, these meetings exist mostly to soothe other people’s anxieties. Sometimes, I read through pages and pages of documentation. Then, I start coding the requested feature. Writing the algorithm itself is just the tip of the iceberg. Most of my time is spent on things I won’t bore or confuse you with—tests, automation, writing documentation, infrastructure changes—and getting all of it approved by others.

Yes, I’m rambling again. I keep veering off track. Maybe it’s because it’s so late. The night has grown quiet, and my eyes are growing heavy. I’m tired, but I still want to write this down. I need to tell someone, and there’s no one to talk to at this hour. If someone reads this one day, it’ll be like I’ve told them. That’s why I’m writing.

A few days ago, I had my second-year performance review with the team lead. In tech companies, managers are now called “team leads,” and salary raises are rebranded as “performance reviews.” It’s as if slapping a new name on something makes it cooler. The meeting was shorter than I expected. We moved into one of the small meeting rooms scattered around the office. In the center stood a large white table. On one side of the room, a massive TV screen hung on the wall, used for conference calls. I’m not even sure these state-of-the-art smart TVs could display terrestrial broadcasts if you attached one of those old, clothesline-like antennas to them. Do terrestrial broadcasts, weird antennas, or climbing onto roofs to adjust them even exist anymore?

I sat by the window. Outside, the weather was gloomy, rainy, and cold. Honestly, I’d rather stare at the gray sky than watch the strange people shuffling past the meeting room. But I didn’t want to turn my back to the door, leaving myself vulnerable to an ambush. As I settled into my seat and took a deep breath, the guy walked in. He was a newbie, maybe five or six years younger than me. He lowered his beige Sennheiser headphones—the expensive kind with noise-canceling chips—around his neck. They were still blasting techno music, but he didn’t bother to pause it. He didn’t care. And it wasn’t the music he didn’t care about—it was me. I could tell. Disrespectful little prick. As he took off his round glasses, the kind that probably made him feel like some orphaned book character living under the stairs, and started wiping them on the sleeve of his hoodie, he looked at me.

“How’s it going, Demir?” he asked. The way he rolled the “r” grated on my nerves. He was still wiping his glasses.

“It’s fine,” I said, though I was tense. Over the past year, I’d poured my heart and soul into this company’s projects. Just because the new recruits enjoyed working with them, I had to learn cutting-edge technologies like TypeScript and Kotlin, which I’d never used before. I dealt with clients directly, even though it wasn’t technically my job. I built the entire infrastructure from scratch, met every deadline, analyzed every request, and documented everything. It had been exhausting. Now, I was hoping to reap the rewards and finally get some recognition for my efforts.

The faint buzz of terrible techno music still leaked from his headphones. It reminded me of those grating, 8-bit loops that played endlessly on pirated game CDs back in the late ’90s and early 2000s.

“Demir, I’ve spoken with management, but before we begin, I’d like to hear your own expectations—your self-assessment,” he said. His tone reminded me of that smug teacher who’d ask, “What grade are you expecting, kid?” right before handing out exam results. It irritated me, but I stayed quiet. He was in charge.

“As long as my salary doesn’t get cut, nothing else really matters,” I joked, forcing a laugh. I wasn’t sure what else to say. I didn’t even know why I was laughing at my own lame attempt at humor. I was just trying to break the tension.

“Legally, I don’t think we can do that without your written consent,” he said, dead serious. There was an air of smug superiority about him that grated on me even more. It didn’t take long for me to realize that this bastard had actually considered the possibility.

He wasn’t cleaning his glasses anymore, just holding them in his hand. His gaze drifted to an empty spot on the table. The awful techno buzz kept droning on. I knew he didn’t have the courage to look me in the eye. I, on the other hand, kept my gaze fixed stubbornly on his face. His eyes stayed glued to the table as he spoke, like a cowardly clown.

“You know, when a programmer reaches your level, it becomes increasingly difficult to improve and climb higher. When you’re just starting out, moving up a level happens quickly, but for someone as senior as you, it’s not so easy anymore. This year, the evaluation committee and I agree that you’ve fallen short of expected performance. As a result, you won’t be receiving a raise this cycle. Next week, we’ll meet again to set new goals. If you’d like, we can start tracking your career plans and objectives during our monthly one-on-ones. Do you have any questions?”

He put his glasses back on and finally looked at me. I, meanwhile, was still trying to process what I’d just heard. For the first time in my life, I felt like the ground had been ripped out from under me. It was like being on a state-of-the-art plane, heading off on a dream vacation, only for it to crash two minutes after takeoff—a disaster no one even had time to comprehend.

It felt like a punch to the gut. “No,” I managed to say. What else could I say in that situation?

“I have another meeting to get to,” he said, slipping his headphones back on and standing up as if nothing had happened. I’m sure he was secretly relieved that the conversation had ended without incident. Maybe he expected me to protest, to argue, maybe even slam the table. Maybe I should have smashed his smug face, broken his nose. But I didn’t. The meeting room had been reserved for the next fifteen minutes just to deliver this bad news. He took his techno buzz with him and walked out the door. I buried my face in my hands, my breath shallow. Like a child, I couldn’t stop my lips from trembling. I turned my back to the door, not wanting to share my defeat with anyone. A couple of sobs escaped me. I forced myself to swallow my anger, but I couldn’t stop a few tears from slipping out. I hadn’t expected this. Or maybe I had.

The truth hit me like a slap across the face. I was certain I had done far more than what was expected of me over the past year. I had given everything I had, poured every ounce of myself into this work. Yet, I was now realizing that what I had believed to be my best wasn’t even enough to meet their expectations. It felt as though I had thrown away the last twenty years of my life. I felt inadequate, like a failure, crushed under the weight of my own shortcomings.

Ikigai—the Japanese concept of a reason to wake up in the morning, or perhaps the reason you lie awake at night. It’s the thing you live for. For me, that had always been programming and computers. Coding was my greatest passion. I first started programming back in middle school. I couldn’t have been more than twelve or thirteen years old. It was the late nineties, and I had this old QuickBasic book that had somehow found its way into my hands—a programming language from the eighties. I doubt anyone uses it anymore. Even back then, it was already obsolete, replaced by newer technologies. I began tinkering, learning through trial and error. When I saw the words “Hello, World” appear on the black-and-white screen of our secondhand computer—an ancient relic even by the standards of that time—I felt my life shift entirely. I had created something. At thirteen, I felt like a tiny god. Neo and Trinity in her black latex hadn’t yet entered our lives, but I could feel the thrill of programming in my fingertips, in the silly little games and viruses I coded late into the night. And I never stopped. Turbo Pascal, Turbo C, C++... Programming became an indispensable passion for me. Now, twenty years later, I’m just tired. Exhausted, really. I lost the last sparks of that bright-eyed boy in that meeting room.

When I finally pulled myself together and stepped out of the meeting room, a splitting headache stabbed through my skull. Kevin noticed the look on my face.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his voice full of genuine concern.

“My head is killing me,” I muttered. “I need to rest.” I grabbed my things and left the office without another word.

The company’s decision felt like a slap in the face—like they were saying, we don’t want you, but we can’t fire you either. If you resign, we’d be thrilled. It was a harsh, unmistakable message, and it left me feeling completely worthless.

There was nothing else to do but go home. I don’t even remember how I got there. My mind was a foggy, unresponsive mess, like a pot of overcooked potatoes. I couldn’t think, couldn’t process anything. My feet moved on autopilot, carrying me along the same sidewalks and streets I walked every day. I boarded the same metro, got off at the same stop, and climbed the same broken stairs up to Hillside. As soon as I walked through the door, I dropped my bag on the floor. I rummaged through the kitchen drawer for a painkiller, swallowed it dry, and collapsed onto the couch. I blacked out for a while. When I woke up, everything that had happened felt like a distant, meaningless dream.

That evening, after work, Kevin stopped by. He lives in Greenwood, two stops past my metro station, and he’d been worried after seeing me earlier in the day. I invited him in. The house was eerily quiet—I didn’t feel like playing music or making any noise. I grabbed two bottles of beer from the fridge, and he settled into one end of the couch.

“What happened?” he asked.

I told him about the conversation with the team lead. He listened intently, scratching his beard without interrupting. Kevin’s in his late thirties—a towering, burly man with a Viking-like appearance. He’s nearly bald, with thin, sandy hair, a long beard, and a massive belly that somehow adds to his imposing presence.

When I finished, he frowned. “But why didn’t anyone ask me? Shouldn’t they have gotten feedback from me? What was their reasoning? That guy hasn’t even worked directly with you in ages. You’re only tied to him on paper. What grounds did they have to make that decision?”

I shrugged. “How should I know? It didn’t even occur to me to ask those questions at the time. And even if I had, what difference would it have made? Would he have apologized and changed his mind?”

Just then, Melanie called to say dinner was almost ready. Melanie is Kevin’s girlfriend, the mother of his child, and the woman he lives with. She invited me over too, but I didn’t want to ruin their evening with my gloomy presence. Kevin didn’t stay much longer. He finished his beer and left.
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About falling.
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I know this feeling. I remember it. How many years has it been? Ten? Twenty? I can’t say for sure. All I know is that I recognize it. It’s like silence—a sudden, overwhelming quiet. You stop hearing everything: your breath, your heartbeat, the cars outside, the blaring TV upstairs, the hum of the computer fan, the scratch of a pen on paper, the bubbling of boiling water, even the flapping of birds’ wings. Nothing. And in that moment, you realize all sound has disappeared. It’s the fear of something missing, something lost.

This is a window. An interrogation room. I’m standing here, staring through the one-way mirror at another version of myself. There I am, sitting at the table, hands cuffed, hair disheveled, beard overgrown. I’ve stopped trying to hide the beer belly I’ve grown over the years. I’ve given up—maybe after enduring too much pain. Guilty or innocent, I don’t even know anymore. I haven’t slept in days. I’m exhausted, worn out. On this side of the glass, I watch myself, blank-faced, expressionless, staring at the wall clock with its dead battery. The clock hasn’t moved from ten past three in days. The walls are dirty, white, and faded. The table is dusty, untouched since it was first placed here. Above me, a cold fluorescent light flickers. There’s no window, no sunlight. It’s like a luxury casino, but instead of money, you pay with pieces of your soul. And the house always wins. I’m waiting, ready to lose everything. No one comes, no one goes. It’s an interrogation tactic—I read about it somewhere. Leave someone alone long enough, and the waiting becomes unbearable. You’re left with nothing but your own thoughts. And thoughts are the greatest torment of a thinking mind.

The doctor said, “You need to keep yourself busy.” He told me to be in bed by nine every night. That’s how it’s supposed to work, apparently. You’re supposed to chase after the things that used to bring you joy, even if they don’t feel the same anymore. Push yourself, and sometimes things fall back into place. I used to love writing. In high school, I’d scribble little horror and mystery stories, passing them quietly to a couple of friends who’d read them under their desks. They were short, handwritten stories on graph paper, but I had fun with them. Maybe I was always trying to get someone to like me, to impress them. My appearance—what the body mass index would call “biological waste”—was something I tried to compensate for with words. My messy hair, crooked teeth, the mismatched clothes my mom bought for pennies at the market—I hid them all behind fancy sentences, conjunctions, and the stories I created.

There was a battle raging inside me, a war against the world. Maybe that’s why I reduced people to objects in my mind. It was the only way I could cope. The problem is, most people don’t read your words—they only look at your face. If your face doesn’t reveal a character worth deciphering, your defeated demeanor and appearance push them further away. Nobody likes losers.

I told you I know this feeling. I remember it. It was years ago. How long has it been? Ten? Fifteen? Back in my early twenties, when everything felt like chaos, when I was just starting to understand life. Or maybe even earlier. Those were cold, dark days when all my inner turmoil—my anxieties, worries, and fears—took physical form and closed in on me. To silence the voices in my head, which rose like demons, I’d put on my headphones and play metal bands from the seventies and eighties on my old CD player, nonstop, day and night. I tried to fill every second with books I scavenged from here and there—usually cheap editions of world classics—hoping to drown out the darkness I’d trapped myself in. But in the end, I found myself fantasizing about death.

Have you ever thought about how your death might happen? Have you ever imagined it? I’m not talking about some dramatic act of self-destruction meant to punish others. No. I’m talking about life becoming so meaningless, so worthless, that continuing to the next day feels like nothing but a burden. You start dividing life into weeks, focusing only on the tasks you need to complete. There’s no meaning left in waking up the next morning, no days you look forward to with hope or excitement. You realize how hollow it is to live another day—how yesterday becomes today, and today becomes tomorrow, an unbreakable chain tightening around your neck. Believe me, a person can fear death and yet still enjoy beautiful music, profound books, passionate lovemaking, and still give up on life.

I told you—I know this feeling. Believe me. Where was I? My thoughts are scattered. Maybe it’s the Jägermeister I just downed. When your mind is cluttered with thoughts, it’s hard to focus. The doctor had forbidden alcohol just today. I’m supposed to start medication, but before I begin taking the pills, I felt like giving myself one last farewell night. Maybe I’m making a mistake. Who cares?

I was saying, then came the collapse. I fell. I mean, years ago—that’s what I’m trying to say. I’ve felt this way before. My downfall began with a nervous breakdown. I fell apart. Everything I did lost its meaning in an instant. Suddenly, listening to music, reading books, going to the campus, attending classes, my troubled, psychopathic girlfriend, waking up, sleeping, writing, having fun, going for a walk, meeting friends for coffee and chatting over cardboard cups, gossiping—none of it meant anything anymore. All the colors had faded into different shades of gray.

Imagine the delicious fruit pastries you ate yesterday—or any food, for that matter—suddenly losing all their flavor, their salt, their sweetness. Imagine your sense of taste and smell vanishing entirely, leaving behind nothing but a tar-like mixture of fat and carbohydrates clogging your veins, slowly dragging you toward an impending heart attack and death. Everything in my life that once brought me joy, everything I once savored and felt deeply, had lost its flavor. 

I tried to get it off my chest once. I don’t try anymore. The problem is, when you tell people you’re struggling—even the ones who love you the most, the ones closest to you—they assume there must be a clear reason, something concrete they can fix. For those who’ve never been trapped in the depths of severe depression, your feelings, your despair, must have concrete causes: a lack of money, a lack of love, being spoiled, a stressful school or work environment. If there’s no tangible reason, you shouldn’t feel this way. But this is a chronic pain, an unrelenting ache in the soul. Every time I tried to explain it to someone, I was met with well-meaning but utterly misplaced advice: You need to change your mindset, stay positive, you can do it, don’t be pessimistic, look how good your life is, send positive energy to the universe, tell me about your day, see, you don’t really have any problems. You’re making it all up in your head. Tell me what’s wrong so we can fix it. When someone responds with such distant, detached comments or starts searching for a problem to solve, their words turn into accusations, fingers pointed straight at me. While my own mind is already a place of torment, I feel judged on top of it all. So, I stopped sharing this pain, this ache, with anyone. I stopped. I chose to remain silent. When asked how I was, even as screams echoed inside me, I could only say, I’m fine. I’m fine.

I hoped there might be someone out there—someone who could listen, someone who might understand, who could recognize this pain and touch it. Because, as much as I feel disconnected from life, I want to live just as much as anyone else. I want to feel alive, too. Then I thought, maybe if I went to a doctor, they might listen. I hoped they would.

I still remember the first son of a bitch doctor I saw back in college as if it were yesterday. Let me clarify—this isn’t meant to insult all doctors. I firmly believe that sons of bitches exist in every profession, perhaps more in some and less in others, but they’re there, without exception. The first doctor I went to was a lecherous, bald, smug, and slimy institution doctor from the government office where my father worked. I was just there to get a referral to a psychologist. He was the kind of man who, under the guise of piety, preyed on vulnerable women, exploiting their desperation and violating their dignity. He proudly boasted about his “newly acquired” second wife, whom he had married to “save” her from widowhood after her husband’s death. He didn’t mention this detail, but I’m certain he had his eye on her from the moment her husband died. He’d met her in a supermarket, apparently. They lived in the same neighborhood. Her husband had been dead for about a year, and she was struggling financially. He’d bought her groceries, given her child some pocket money, visited her home, and then spent the entire day sleeping with her. That was the story he told, anyway. Then he went on about how sacred his intentions were, how devout he was, and how a woman needed a man to guide her.

Meanwhile, I was there, desperately trying to convince him that I needed to see a psychologist, that I was devising ways to end my life. But the only thought in that bastard’s mind was that I didn’t need a psychologist—I needed to pray more, strengthen my faith, and deepen my spirituality. That day, in that room, I said my final goodbye to God, slammed the door, and walked out. If it were today, I’d probably smash his smug face, his arched nose, and those round glasses of his, making sure he’d never give anyone advice again.

After leaving, I went to the university hospital on a friend’s recommendation. There, I met with a psychologist and later a psychiatrist. This time, I was in the hands of reasonable, rational professionals. The psychiatrist hesitated at first, debating whether to admit me to the psychiatric ward, but ultimately decided against it. Maybe he sensed that, deep down, I wanted to live more than I wanted to die. He prescribed a heavy course of medication—the kind that requires a red prescription—and insisted I not be left alone for a week. For the first two days, I did nothing but sleep. By the third day, I felt detached, moving through life as if on autopilot. Slowly, with the support of my friends, I began to pull myself together.

They say a wolf survives the harsh winter but never forgets the bitter cold it endured. Well, I never forgot that darkness. The emptiness that wrapped itself around my soul, the numbness, the indifference, the feeling of watching the world through a pane of glass, the conviction that everyone—without exception—was an idiot... I never forgot any of it. Even now, looking back, I still think most of them were idiots anyway. Maybe I was right all along. I forgot nothing. Over time, I began to feel better. After a year, under my doctor’s supervision, I gradually reduced and then stopped the medication. I carried on with my life. Years passed. I thought it would never happen again. Just when I believed I had rebuilt myself, gathered reasons to live, and rediscovered the taste of life, I fell back into that same black hole. That’s why I’m writing. Even though I don’t want to. Because my current doctor said I need to keep myself occupied. I don’t have to report to him. He calls this a form of meditation. When I write, I can focus my mind on one thing, slowly dissect it, understand it, make sense of it, and then let it go. This, he says, is important. There are voices in my head—too many voices.

“You can’t ignore them; you have to listen to them,” the doctor says.

If a sun is large enough—about three times the size of ours—it can collapse into a black hole after a massive explosion. Some people don’t orbit a sun but a black hole. It’s not a choice. It just happens. As they spin around the black hole, they sometimes come dangerously close to its event horizon, only to escape and carry on with their lives. But this doesn’t change the fact that they’re still orbiting the black hole. Over and over, we’re drawn toward it, waiting for the inevitable. There’s no sun on the horizon, no other destination waiting for us.

Who would have thought that after twenty years of passionately sitting in front of a computer screen, the mere sight of one would make me nauseous? On my way to the office, my steps drag as if pulled backward. I can’t even bear to look at the screen.

The worst part is, I can’t just shut work off when the day ends. A problem I encounter wakes me up in the middle of the night. It’s like an unsolved puzzle, a serial killer I can’t catch. I get stuck. Sometimes, an issue arises, and I’m jolted awake by the ringing of my phone in the dead of night, expected to solve a problem I’ve never seen before in a matter of minutes—because every passing second means the company is losing hundreds, even thousands, of dollars. Other times, I’m sitting there at midnight, still chasing the source of a problem I’ve been wrestling with for the past three days. Officially, my work hours ended long ago. But the problem is still there, staring at me. I can’t turn my mind off.

Truthfully, this didn’t start with that performance review with the dark-suited team lead. That meeting was just the final straw. For the past month or two—maybe even longer—I’ve felt like this. Today, if I were to answer the burnout questionnaire I filled out at the doctor’s office, I’d give myself a twenty or thirty on a scale of one to five. I feel like a loser. There was only one thing I thought I was good at in life, and now it turns out I’m the worst at it. I feel like I don’t deserve my position, my company, or even the work I do. One of the cruelest things a person can do to themselves is to make their greatest passion the center of their life and then try to build a career around it. Now, realizing I can’t even do the thing I believed in most; I feel like everything I’ve sacrificed has been a complete waste. And I’m not as young as I used to be. If life were a video game, I’ve made all the wrong choices, and now there’s no way to go back and fix them. It’s like I’m being forced to keep playing a game I’ve already ruined, with no way to go back, using my last life to limp as far as I can. But deep down, I know there’s no way to win this game anymore. And yet, I’m still expected to love life.

Some spoiled writers might say it’s not the destination that matters, but the journey. They tell you to enjoy the ride. But they’re the ones sitting by the window. They’ve never been stuck in seat forty-two on a sweltering bus, crammed in the aisle, surrounded by the stench of sweat, cigarettes, and feet. Life is a beautiful journey for those who get to sit by the window, under the air conditioning, and watch the world go by. If I thought I could start over, I wouldn’t hesitate to end it all right now.

The doctor tells me that everything I’ve been through over the past two years is the result of a covert “mobbing” campaign—a systematic effort to undermine and intimidate me—carried out by my colleagues. “If you want to take legal action, I can write a report for you,” he said. I’m not sure. Maybe he’s right. But I still can’t shake the feeling that I’m one of the most incompetent people in the world. I can’t bring myself to blame anyone else for my failures.

You might be wondering how something like mobbing even happens in an environment where everyone is so educated, intelligent, tech-savvy, and polite. Let me explain. When you’re making changes to a system worth millions of dollars—and that’s essentially what coding is—every line of code or modification you write must be approved by at least two other engineers, either at your level or above. You write the code, submit a request for it to be merged into the system, and then the comments start pouring in. Suggestions for improvements, mistakes you’ve made, areas that need changes, comments like, “Unfortunately, this code falls far below expectations. Could you be a bit more careful?” For your code to be merged into the main source, you must satisfy everyone or at least earn their approval.

If you’re not a programmer, let me explain it this way: Imagine you’re a chef, and without exception, every dish you prepare is tasted by two other chefs. If the dish doesn’t pass their scrutiny, it never reaches the customer. This rule applies to every dish, every order, without fail. What’s worse, these chefs see you as a rival. You’re like gladiators thrown into a corporate coliseum, fighting for survival. You can’t choose these overseeing chefs from among your close friends. In fact, sometimes, even before you’ve had a chance to act, other chefs barge into your kitchen to critique and observe you. You can’t stop them. They see it as their right. The rules are set. The company supports it. Because, at the end of the day, no matter who ends up strangling whom, the dish that emerges is flawless. And that translates directly into the company’s profits. You can’t tell them to fuck off. Every ingredient you add, your cooking time, how you stir—you know the drill. It’s like a never-ending, joyless cooking competition, playing out on prime-time TV channels all over the world.

“What spice did you use? Paprika might have been better than chili flakes. Did you oversalt it? How long did you cook it? Overdone. Not crispy enough. If it were me, I’d have used a wider pan. Everyone knows this should be fried in sunflower
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