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I Feel Like Shit


I typed “i feel like shit” into the search bar because I felt like shit. Not the kind that comes from hard work either, the kind that is basically just dirt, or the kind that comes from illness. I meant degrading shit stinking up a low place. I was just of “typing aloud.” I didn’t really intend to find anything with a title like “I Feel Like Shit” and I didn’t want that. In fact I would have said quite confidently that I wouldn’t have wanted that, because I knew the sort of thing it would be. You know what I mean? Smug and snarky and self-aware. Oooh, a bad word. You got away with swearing in your title. Whatever is your dad going to do? And you know what the cowards usually do? For all that hullabaloo, they’ll put an asterisk on one of the letters or some other hideous grawlix. It makes me lose my faith in humanity.

So I was not fishing. I was not shopping. That was perfectly clear to me even at the time. But I typed “i feel like shit” into the search bar and pressed enter and as my finger came away from the keyboard I thought, “Huh, I wonder what will come up. Somebody has probably predicted me— someone like me— doing this exact thing and may, as some sort of marketing technique, have already prepared something. And I wonder what it is. What sort of expectations does that person have about whoever is making that search? We shall see.”

There was some sobering truth behind this. Once I had read an article— and this is real, this is from Earth— about a very cynical independent musician with death in his eyes who adopted the following strategy for visibility on streaming services: he would upload thousands of songs about, say, different American towns. Expecting that people would idly type their hometown into the search bar, he would be there when that came up, which would pique the listener’s curiosity. Whatever could be contained in the measures of a song about Ames, Iowa? And he would read an encyclopedia article and use satellite imagery to get a feel for the town and learn about landmarks. So for Ames, Iowa he would know about the university and some of its traditions like the swan lake and the bell tower, as well as some street names, the fact that a bike race goes through it, et cetera. He would also know, and then drop, some facts like the number of souls that live there and so on. So just these really jaded, unemotional songs about these cities. And then he would do it with more topics. Can you guess one particularly prolific topic? Toilet humor— shit and piss. A person of any age could idly type “poop” in the search bar and then they would discover enough poop albums by this guy to dwarf real bands’ entire discographies. This guy was shitting out the poop albums. There were probably other domains of life he covered in this cynical fashion as well, not just geography and scatology. Oh, I think songs about people’s names were a key strategy of his. Especially for birthdays. Of course people are egotists and want to see if they can find their own name in something. That’s a fuckton of albums right there. And did this scheme work for this guy? I’m not really sure that it did. But I did know that there was at least one person out there in the world attempting to make a career out of targeting what online shoppers reflexively, stupidly search for rather than what they intentionally search for.

And this was the kind of person I was going to trust at a vulnerable time with their work titled, “I Feel Like Shit”? But I was intrigued. I felt like my curiosity about such a person— which I would sate through a cold, analytical look at their work— was more powerful than my vulnerability to them through our special connection, which they probably exaggerated, fracturing their shoulders patting themselves on the back for guessing what I was going to search for.

Incredibly, there was an exact result. And I knew it was what I wanted. So here’s what it was not: it was not self-help. The second result was that sweary, edgy self-help I was talking about before: “What to Do When You Feel Like Shit.” Right, like, I’m so real, you know? I get it, man. I swear, you know? And I type out the swear and I publish it. So because I’m so real you can trust me when I tell you what to do when you feel like shit. You know what I mean? So that was real. But of course that was not an exact result. It wasn’t even “What I Do When I Feel Like Shit.” It had changed to the second person without my permission. I didn’t like that very much.

But the first result. The first result! It was… something. It was just… “I Feel Like Shit,” with no nonfiction subtitle that I hate so much. I hate those stupid subtitles. You know what I mean? Like this could have still been a self-help book, but it would have been, like: “I Feel Like Shit: What to Do When You Feel Like Shit.” I hate those. I hate the way they try to inject a little more humor and pizzazz than they really have earned. And they always try to bait you. “What You Need to Be Doing Right Now or Else You Will Die Soon.”

This work did not have a subtitle. What it did have was a descriptor. These were similar but not the same; they looked identical on Nevermore because in both cases they were separated from each other by a colon. A subtitle was considered literally part of the title. “So You’re a Homosexual: What to Do If You’re Gay” was one title that had a subtitle. That’s different from a descriptor, which will become evident upon the revelation of what this work’s was.

It was “I Feel Like Shit: A Short Story.”

You see, “A Short Story” was not part of the title. It was a descriptor for the work itself that helped buyers understand what they were buying, for example if the title were misleading. “The One True Guide to Life: A Novel.” See, now you know it’s not the actual guide. So this descriptor told me something about both the genre and length of, “I Feel Like Shit.”

I clicked. The cover had a sad person on it. I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting. Maybe a toilet, or poo. The blurb just said, “For a bad day,” and then on a new line there was some boilerplate text about how it was part of a collection that seemed overall unrelated to shit. The guy— of course it was a male— was publishing this like it was just any other short story, like he wasn’t the kind of cynical asshole targeting the stupid. I clicked through to the collection and scrolled through some of his other available works— none of them sounded even slightly interesting to me— and concluded that this writer was not like that one musician. I wondered if maybe the guy had more, uh, “legitimately” come up the title “I Feel Like Shit” for his story, because he honestly thought that it fit, but the blurb gave me pause.

“For a bad day.” Not “About a bad day.” For one. Like for me, the reader. It was a tool I was supposed to use. It was a message I was meant to heed. Those of us of the mental temperament to type “i feel like shit” into the Nevermore search bar and hit enter were also the exact perfect temperament to resonate with the message in the story!

Yes, even though it was “A Short Story” and not a manifesto. The story would have something just for me. Like a parable.

I bought the story for three bucks— I suppose I egotistically thought it was worth it to give the guy money for correctly guessing exactly what I was going to type in the search bar when I felt like shit— and immediately began to read it on Nevermore’s crappy app.

It was targeted after all, because it was about a person who typed “i feel like shit” into the search bar of an online bookstore and got a suspiciously tailored result— a short story that contained a Message! The author knew me very well so far. Truly a savant at understanding human nature
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