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​Chapter 1: The Statement
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The alarm was internal, as it always was. A gentle, persistent nudge from somewhere deep inside, a biological clockwork so precise that I often wondered if I had swallowed a Swiss watch in my youth. Six a.m. The city outside was still stretching, yawning in shades of grey and bruised purple, but my eyes were open. There was no grogginess, no lingering fog of dreams, no gauzy membrane between the sleeping self and the waking one. There was only the quiet, humming clarity of being awake.

My apartment is on the seventh floor, high enough to see the city as a living organism but low enough to still hear its heartbeat. From my window, the metropolis was an abstraction of steel and glass, a sprawling, anonymous circuit board where the first currents of electricity were beginning to flow. Headlights moved in silent, determined streams along avenues that looked like canyons carved by ancient rivers of commerce. I could just make out the scent of damp pavement and the faint, yeasty smell from a bakery two blocks over, a hint of life before the exhaust fumes took over. In a thousand other windows, little rectangles of blue-white light were flickering to life, the morning ritual of a populace reaching for their digital tethers before their feet even touched the floor. I watched them, these distant, unknown neighbours, and felt not pity, not superiority, but a profound and peaceful sense of separation. Each flicker was a portal opening, a consciousness willingly plugging into the global hive mind, ready to receive its daily injection of curated outrage, manufactured desire, and the meticulously documented, envy-inducing breakfasts of strangers. They were preparing for the day by ingesting the world’s anxieties before their own had even had a chance to form.

For years, I had been one of them. I had woken up and felt the immediate, pressing weight of the day—a phantom hand on my chest urging me to hurry, to catch up, to engage. It was the weight of expectations, both my own and those I had absorbed from the ether of society. The need to check, to scroll, to respond, to know. To know what had happened overnight in a time zone I would never visit, to know who had commented on my work, to know what minor catastrophe was trending, demanding a sliver of my finite attention. It was a low-grade, continuous hum of anxiety, the background static of modern life, so constant that its absence was the only thing that made you aware it had ever been there. But not this morning. This morning, the static was gone. In its place was a silence so complete it felt like a sound in itself, a deep, resonant tone that vibrated in my bones.

The old question, the one that has plagued philosophers and procrastinating students for centuries, echoed in my mind, but the words had rearranged themselves. It was no longer a question of “to be, or not to be.” That phrasing had always bothered me. The question mark implied doubt, a wavering. The comma created a pause, an opening for hesitation. It presented existence as a choice between two equal options, a fifty-fifty shot. But it isn’t. Existence is the default. It is the raw material. The real choice is not whether to be, but how. The comma was gone. The question mark was gone. It had become a statement, a resolution, an axiom. To Be.

That was it. Just that. To exist purely and authentically. To strip away the superfluous, the obligatory, the performative. To make every choice, from the coffee I brew to the projects I accept, based on a single, selfishly simple criterion: does this contribute to my own happiness? I had been circling this idea for years, taking small steps, shedding a skin here, a habit there. A few years ago, it was the news. I just stopped. Cold. I realized I was spending an hour a day consuming information that only made me feel angry and helpless. The world kept spinning. Then it was the endless stream of email newsletters, each one promising a life hack or a productivity secret. I waged a quiet war of unsubscribing, reclaiming my inbox one click at a time. Each act was a small liberation, a loosening of a single thread in a vast, tangled net. But this morning felt different. It was not a step; it was an arrival. The decision, long gestating, was finally born, fully formed and breathing on its own.

My hand lay on the bedspread, still. There was no twitch, no muscle-memory urge to reach for the phone on the nightstand. The little black monolith sat there, inert and powerless, its potential to deluge my consciousness with news of distant disasters, curated joys, and manufactured outrages completely neutered. I saw it not as a tool, but as a Trojan horse I had willingly wheeled into my own citadel for years. It promised connection but delivered comparison. It promised information but delivered distraction. It promised convenience but demanded fealty. Today, it was just a piece of glass and plastic, a paperweight for a life I was no longer living. Today, I would not consult it. Today, it would not consult me. Today, I would simply be.

The floorboards were cool and solid beneath my bare feet, a grounding sensation. My morning routine is a ritual, a moving meditation that has become the bedrock of my days. It is not about efficiency; it is about intention. I started with the coffee. My little kitchen is an analog haven. There are no digital displays, no programmable timers. My grinder is a burr grinder, and I operate it with a hand crank. Not from a pod, not from a pre-ground brick, but from whole beans I buy from a local roaster, a man with ink on his arms and coffee dust permanently under his fingernails. This week’s beans were Ethiopian, with a scent of blueberry and dark chocolate. The whir of the grinder was the first real sound of my day, a clean, mechanical noise that cut through the quiet. I measured the grounds with a simple copper scoop, heated the water in a gooseneck kettle on the stove until the first wisps of steam appeared, and began the slow, circular pour over the filter. The bloom of the grounds, the release of the gases, was a living thing. The aroma filled the kitchen, rich and earthy, a smell that spoke of potential and wakefulness. It was a process that took ten minutes, ten minutes that could be saved with a button, but I would never trade them. This was not about getting coffee. This was about making it. It was the first creative act of my day.

With the warm ceramic mug in my hands, a heavy, handmade thing with a slightly imperfect glaze, I moved to the living room. The sun was now a sliver of molten gold on the horizon, painting the edges of the opposing buildings, making the grimy windows of my neighbours gleam like treasure. I began my stretches, slow and deliberate movements designed to unkink the body from its nocturnal stillness. A forward fold, a spinal twist, a deep lunge. Each stretch was a conversation with my muscles, a quiet negotiation with the stiffness of age. I could feel the tightness in my lower back, a souvenir from a long session at my desk two days ago, and I breathed into it, not forcing it, but inviting it to release. I focused on my breath, the simple, miraculous in-and-out that we so often ignore. In. Out. The city’s distant, chaotic symphony—a siren’s wail, the rumble of a subway deep underground, the hiss of bus brakes—was the soundtrack. But here, inside, there was only rhythm.

Finally, I sat down at my art desk. It is the altar of my home, a large wooden slab scarred with old ink stains and faint X-Acto knife cuts, each one a memory of a past project. It was cleared of everything but the essentials: a pristine sheet of heavy-stock paper, a row of pens and pencils arranged by size, and a single lamp that cast a pool of clean, white light. This was my sanctuary. But I didn’t pick up a pen. Not yet. I just sat, sipping my coffee, and let my mind drift back to the moment the final piece of my resolution had clicked into place, the catalyst for this morning’s quiet revolution.

It was three weeks ago, at a dinner party. The apartment was owned by Marcus, a successful architect, and it was exactly the kind of place you’d expect: vast, white, and so aggressively minimalist it felt less like a home and more like a statement against the very concept of possessions. The furniture was beautiful but looked uncomfortable, the art on the walls was large and abstract, and the background music was some kind of ambient, beatless electronica that sounded like a refrigerator dreaming. The wine was expensive, the food was exquisite, and the conversation was utterly, soul-crushingly pointless.

Marcus, a good man whose enthusiasm often outpaced his social awareness, had made the fatal error of bringing up politics. Instantly, the carefully curated atmosphere of polite sophistication curdled. Two of the guests, a banker named David and a university lecturer named Helen, squared off like prizefighters.

David was a man who wore his success like a suit of armour—expensive watch, perfectly tailored shirt, a booming voice that was accustomed to being listened to. His face flushed with conviction as he launched into a tirade about a new tax policy, using phrases like “fiscal responsibility” and “market forces” with the unshakeable certainty of a zealot. It was a performance I’d seen a hundred times, a word-perfect recitation of opinions he’d downloaded from his preferred cable news channel.

Helen, equally armored in her academic tweed and aura of intellectual superiority, countered with an equally passionate, equally rehearsed argument from the opposite end of the spectrum. She spoke of “systemic inequality” and “late-stage capitalism,” her voice rising with an indignation that felt both genuine and well-practiced. It wasn’t a discussion. It was a verbal tennis match where each player was hitting their own ball, with no intention of returning their opponent’s serve. They spoke over each other, gesticulated wildly—David with sharp, stabbing gestures, Helen with flowing, dismissive waves of her hand—and repeated the same points in slightly different language, their voices growing louder with each volley.

I watched them, a piece of perfectly seared tuna forgotten on my fork. I saw the tension in their shoulders, the tight set of their jaws. They weren't trying to understand each other; they were trying to win. But what was the prize? A momentary feeling of intellectual superiority? The silent, weary agreement of the other guests, who were now all studiously examining their wine glasses? It was a clash of egos, not ideas.

Someone, inevitably, tried to drag me in. It was Marcus’s wife, Anna. “Joe, you’re quiet. What do you think?”

I looked at their expectant faces, David’s smug and challenging, Helen’s sharp and questioning. I could have played the game. I could have offered a carefully neutral opinion, or sided with one to curry favour, or played devil’s advocate to prolong the agony. I had the words. I had the social conditioning. But in that moment, a strange sense of temporal mathematics took hold of me. I glanced at the sleek, numberless clock on the wall. They had been arguing for forty-five minutes. Forty-five minutes of my life, gone, vanished into a black hole of pointless rhetoric.

In forty-five minutes, I could have filled a sketchbook page with new ideas. I could have read a chapter of the novel on my nightstand. I could have listened to side A of Talking Heads’ Remain in Light and felt my brain rewired by its polyrhythmic genius. I could have taken a walk and noticed the way the streetlights cast halos on the damp pavement. I could have done anything that would have nourished my soul, anything that would have added to the sum of my life. Instead, I had sat there, a passive audience to a torrent of impotent rage. This wasn't life. This was a leakage of it. The slow, steady draining of my most finite resource: time.

A profound weariness washed over me, a fatigue that went all the way to my bones. It wasn't about the politics. It was about the sheer, unadulterated waste. The profound arrogance of believing that your shouting into an indifferent void was a worthwhile use of your brief, beautiful existence.

I smiled, a small, tired thing. “You both make some incredibly compelling points,” I said, my voice calm and even. “It’s a complex issue.” And then, before anyone could press me further, I turned to Anna and gestured to the mantelpiece. “That vase is fascinating. The glaze is incredible. Is it raku ware?”

The argument sputtered and died, the combatants looking vaguely unsatisfied, like they’d been robbed of a final, knockout blow. Anna, grateful for the change of subject, launched into a story about finding the vase in a small studio on a trip to Japan. It was an object made by hand, unique and imperfect, a testament to quiet dedication—the absolute antithesis of the conversation it had just replaced. I left soon after, pleading an early morning.

The walk home through the cool night air felt like a cleansing, a rinsing of my mind from the filth of pointless conflict. The city streets were alive with their own dramas, but from a distance, they felt manageable, even beautiful. That was the moment. That was the breaking point. I would no longer let my life be a vessel for other people’s noise.

The memory dissolved, leaving me back at my desk, the coffee now cool enough to drink in larger swallows. The sun was fully up now, and the city was bathed in the unforgiving light of a new day. On my computer, sleeping on the floor beside the desk, an invisible counter was ticking up. Emails from clients, notifications from project management software, automated reminders. The world of obligations. I could feel its pull, a phantom tug. An email from a client, marked URGENT, about a minor change to a colour palette. A reminder from my accounting software that invoices were due. A notification from a group chat about a project, a conversation that would likely involve five people debating something that could be solved in a two-minute phone call. The old Joe, the Joe of yesterday, would have powered it on first thing. He would have let the priorities of others dictate the first hour of his day. He would have answered the bell.

I looked from the dark screen of the computer to the clean, white expanse of the paper on my desk. Beside it lay a personal project, a series of illustrations I was creating for a story I was writing for myself. No client. No deadline. No commercial application. It was an intricate drawing of a mythical beast, a sort of feathered leviathan, cresting a wave of swirling clouds. It was an idea that had come to me in a dream, a creature that was both immense and weightless, powerful and serene. It was difficult, detailed work that required absolute focus. It was an act of pure, unadulterated creation. An act of joy.

The choice was so clear it was almost laughable. Obligation versus joy. The noise versus the signal. The world’s demands versus my own desires. I picked up my finest pen, a beautiful fountain pen with a custom-ground nib that fit my hand as if it had grown there. The weight of it was familiar and comforting. I unscrewed the cap, the threads making a soft, satisfying whisper. And then, I touched the nib to the paper. The black ink flowed onto the page, a perfect, clean line that became the beginning of a single, intricate feather on the creature’s wing.

A feeling of profound peace settled over me. This was it. This was the first action of a new life. It wasn’t a grand gesture. I hadn’t sold my possessions or moved to a monastery. I had simply chosen to draw a feather instead of reading an email. But it felt like the most radical act of my life.

As I worked, the metaphor of the driver and the passenger solidified in my mind. For most of my life, I had been a passenger in my own existence. Society was the driver, an erratic chauffeur who was constantly changing the destination based on the latest trends and loudest voices. My clients had their hands on the wheel, pointing towards deadlines and deliverables. My own anxieties were in the back seat, giving terrible directions, pointing out every potential pothole and dead end. I was just along for the ride, occasionally making a fuss about the music on the radio, but ultimately, I was just going where I was taken. I had convinced myself that this was normal. I called it being responsible. I called it being an adult. I called it being content.

But contentment is a trap. It’s the absence of misery, not the presence of joy. It’s the beige waiting room of life. It’s accepting the ride because you’re afraid to ask where you’re going, or worse, because you’ve forgotten you even have a destination of your own. Happiness isn’t a destination you arrive at. It’s the act of driving. It’s the feel of your own hands on the wheel, the choice of the road, the freedom to turn, to stop, to explore a side street just because it looks interesting. I had just kicked all the other drivers out of my car. It was a little terrifying, but it was mostly exhilarating.

I drew for an hour, then two, completely lost in the intricate cross-hatching of the feathers, the sweeping curve of the leviathan’s back. The city outside could have burned to the ground, and I wouldn’t have known. My world had shrunk to the space between my eyes and the page, and in that small space, I was completely and utterly free. This was the state of flow, the deep, timeless immersion that I, as an artist, chased constantly. It was the place where the self disappears, where there is only the work, the hand, the ink, the paper. It was the opposite of the dinner party; it was the ultimate state of being.
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