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They say the word “fat” is offensive now. As if calling someone “horizontally challenged” is going to keep their arteries clear. I read that in some revised fairy tale edition, the Big Bad Wolf was “morally misunderstood” and the Three Little Pigs were “structurally diverse.” I nearly threw my coffee through the window, but I live on the ground floor and the only thing outside is a bush that smells like piss.

It was a Tuesday. Or a Thursday. One of those bastard weekdays that feels like a sneeze you can't get out. I was sitting in a café that used to be a bookstore, which used to be a laundromat, which used to be a church. Now it served cold brew in mason jars and gluten-free existentialism. The place was full of the usual suspects—twenty-somethings with jawlines like razor blades and opinions carved from the latest trending hashtag. I watched a girl with pink hair and combat boots tell a guy with a septum ring that Hemingway was “problematic.” I wanted to ask her how many bulls she’d faced down in Pamplona.

Instead, I sipped my burnt coffee and opened my notebook. Not the laptop. A notebook. Spiral-bound. The paper kind that bleeds a little when you press too hard. I still write longhand, not out of nostalgia, but because no algorithm gets to edit me in real time.

“Excuse me,” a voice said from across the small table I’d claimed. “Is this seat taken?”

I looked up. She was older than most of the kids in there. Late thirties maybe, early forties, dark bob haircut, red lipstick like war paint. Her coat was thrift-store wool, fraying at the collar. Her eyes, though—her eyes said she’d been through something and decided to survive out of spite.

“No,” I said, gesturing like a gentleman or a washed-up bartender.

She sat. No pleasantries, just dropped her canvas tote to the ground like it had wronged her. “Thanks. Every other table’s full of people pretending to work on screenplays.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I’m pretending to write a manifesto.”

She grinned. “What's the topic?”

“Stupidity. The end of nuance. How the world is becoming one big HR department with TikTok filters.”

She nodded like she’d heard worse. “Sounds personal.”

“It is.”

We sat for a while. She ordered a tea that took ten minutes to arrive and tasted like compost. I asked her name and she gave me a fake one. I respected that. She said she was a paralegal but didn’t elaborate. I told her I was a writer. She didn’t laugh, which put her ahead of most people.

“I used to write,” she said after a pause. “Poetry. Before people started pretending their tweets were art.”

“Let me guess,” I said. “You stopped when you realized sincerity isn’t marketable anymore.”

She gave me a look, then sipped her compost tea. “I stopped because I got tired of yelling into a void that only echoes back hashtags.”

We talked for a while. Not about feelings, not about dreams. About real things. Like how every TV show now has the same damn lighting and nobody seems to know what a story arc is. About how the news makes you feel stupid whether you agree with it or not. She said her ex used to write think-pieces. I told her my last relationship ended because I wouldn’t sign up for a couples’ journaling retreat.

The sun began to lower behind the cheap aluminum skyline. She checked her phone, sighed.

“I should go,” she said. “Real life calls.”

“Tell it I said hello,” I muttered.

She stood and slung the tote over her shoulder. “You ever wonder if we’re just the background extras in someone else’s polished narrative?”

“All the time.”

She hesitated, then pulled a folded piece of paper from her coat pocket and set it in front of me. “Here. It’s a poem. I wrote it this morning before convincing myself not to.”

I didn’t unfold it. Not yet.

“I’m not on social media,” she added, “so don’t look for me. If the poem makes you hate me, great. If it doesn’t, even better.”

And then she was gone.

I sat there for another hour, staring at her folded words like they might combust. I didn’t open it. Not because I was afraid of what it said, but because part of me liked not knowing. Like Schrödinger’s metaphorical cat, her poem was both brilliant and crap until proven otherwise. And for a moment, that ambiguity felt like freedom.

Back in the corner, the pink-haired girl was now explaining why Orwell was too binary for modern discourse.

I left a five-dollar tip, scribbled something obscene on the receipt, and walked out into the blinding gray.

I turned on the TV for the first time in a week and immediately regretted it. Some panel of experts was arguing—no, chirping—over whether a children’s book from 1963 needed to be updated for “modern sensitivities.” They showed side-by-sides: in the original, a kid was called fat. In the new edition, he was “maximally nourished.” They’d also taken out the word “ugly,” which, I guess, is now considered a war crime.

It’s not just books. It’s everything. The entire culture’s in hospice care, but instead of morphine, we’ve got marketing departments. I saw a toothpaste commercial last night where a man in a wheelchair kissed another man in a hijab while brushing their teeth in front of a rainbow flag, and I couldn’t even tell what brand it was. It wasn’t about toothpaste. It was about signaling. Flashcards for morality. Memorize these, or you’re the enemy.

I threw my remote on the couch and opened the fridge. A carton of eggs, a jar of olives, and mustard that expired in 2021. I wasn’t hungry anyway. I needed to get out.

There’s a newsstand down the street—one of the last left, probably because the guy who runs it, Sal, doesn’t believe in the internet. Sal’s the kind of guy who reads five newspapers a day and still looks confused about what’s going on.

“Hank,” he said when I walked in. “You look like you saw a ghost.”

“Worse,” I muttered. “I saw daytime television.”

He chuckled, handed me a copy of The- Atlantic, and then smirked. “This one’ll really piss you off.”

I flipped it open to an article titled The- Death- -of Merit: Why Excellence Is Elitist. I didn’t need to read it. I already knew the script. Some tenured professor who hasn’t left campus in twenty years explaining how we should value feelings over facts. That skill is oppressive. That effort is colonial. That expecting someone to spell correctly is hate speech.

“You know what’s funny?” I said, thumbing through the rest of it. “All these people crying about systems, yet they keep building more rules. Policing everyone’s thoughts with a smug little smile like they’re saving the goddamn planet.”

Sal leaned in, dropping his voice like we were in some Cold War spy movie. “You can’t say that out loud anymore, Hank. You’ll end up on a list.”

I smiled. “I’m probably already on one.”

He laughed, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Yeah, well, get in line.”

I walked out with a few newspapers, an over-salted pretzel, and a creeping sense of doom. The city was a heat trap that day, the kind that turns pavement into soup and makes your sweat smell like resignation. People passed by glued to their screens, eyes hollow, thumbs dancing. Nobody makes eye contact anymore. It’s like we’re all extras in a commercial that never ends.

Two teenagers were spray-painting a wall by the old video rental store I used to work at. They’d scrawled something about freedom and identity and then drew what I think was supposed to be a pig in a suit. One of them looked at me and asked, “You got a problem, old man?”

“Only with your line weight,” I said. “That pig looks like a sad potato.”

He flipped me off. I bowed.

At home, I opened my laptop—not to tweet, not to post, just to look at a Word document. A blank page, like a funeral program for a thought I hadn’t formed yet. I thought about writing a rant, maybe calling it Cultural- Suicide: Notes from the Gallows. But I knew it’d just sit there, unread, like the others. Nobody wants to read anymore unless it’s got bullet points and emojis.

I typed the words: “It’s not that culture is dying. It’s that we’re killing it slowly, with hashtags and revision committees.”

Then I deleted the line. Too poetic. Too much like trying.

I remembered a conversation I had years ago, back when I was still pretending to be a screenwriter. Some producer told me, “It’s not about what the audience wants. It’s about what they’re told to want.” That stuck with me. These days, we’re told to want the same three stories: redemption, representation, and retribution. That’s it. Everything else is offensive or boring or worse—unmarketable.

I lit a cigarette, even though I’d quit three times. I watched the smoke curl toward the ceiling like a ghost trying to get away.

Then I said it, aloud, just to remind myself I still could: “Fuck you.”

Not to anyone. Not even to the culture. Just to the silence.

Because if you can’t curse in your own apartment, what the hell’s left?

I can’t even order a damn coffee anymore without being reminded I’m the problem.

"Hi there! Can I get your name for the order?"

“Hank,” I say.

“Oh! H-A-N-K?”

No, sweetheart, it’s spelled like the concept of individual dignity—you wouldn’t recognize it if it punched you in the nose.

I nod instead, and she scribbles something that probably says “Honk” or “Henk” and then beams like she’s just solved world hunger.

“Would you like our pride-themed biodegradable straw?”

I blink at her. “Does it make the drink taste like basic decency?”

She laughs nervously. She thinks I’m joking. Everyone thinks I’m joking. That’s the only way truth gets past the guards now—wrapped in irony, drenched in sarcasm. You can say anything as long as you’re smiling.

And there it is. That little twist. The gut-turning recognition that I’m no better. That I—Hank Fredo, self-righteous bastard with a chip on both shoulders—have been playing the game too. I do the little smirk. I lean into the “cranky old man” bit. Because it’s easier than going full scorched earth. Because deep down, I know I need the coffee more than I need to make a point.

I take my seat in the back, by the window. One of those reclaimed-wood monstrosities, with succulents in mason jars like we’re pretending a flea market is a personality. Across from me sits a girl no older than twenty. Probably writes thinkpieces titled “Ten Ways to Be Ethically Authentic on Instagram.”

She’s reading. An actual book. A real one. Pages and everything.

“What’s that?” I ask.

She looks up, startled. “Oh. It’s Baldwin. The Fire Next Time.”

Of course it is. She doesn’t know what it’s like to be alone in your ideas. For her, this is social capital. Points scored in a game she doesn’t admit she’s playing. I want to say something cruel, but I can’t.

Because I read Baldwin at her age too. And I underlined the same goddamn passage. And for a second, I remember what it was like to want the world to be better, not just different.

“So you’re one of the good ones,” I say.

She laughs. “I don’t know what that means.”

“It means you’re trying.”

Her smile fades. She knows I mean it. Or maybe she senses I don’t.

Internal contradiction. That’s the real pandemic. I hate what the world’s become, but I’m still in it. Still playing along. Still sipping their oat milk and asking for Wi-Fi passwords like I haven’t spent the last decade scorning everything digital. I keep a flip phone in my jacket pocket for show, but there’s a smartphone in my bag. Just in case.
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