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    🪶 Dedication 

To the memories misfiled—and the ghosts still scrolling.

      

    



  	
        
            
            🧭 Epigraphs 

"The feed never forgets.It only repeats until you believe it."— Syndicate Protocol Primer (obsoleted)

 

"My echo is not consent."— Anya Whitman, posthumous phantom-post, recurrence level: unstable
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January 2016 — Whitman Family Home / Leo’s Room / Group Chat “CIVIL(ish)”

Leo’s thumb hovered hesitantly over the retweet button, a digital precipice that seemed to loom larger than ever before. The post he was contemplating wasn’t an outright declaration of war on anyone or anything, nor was it particularly controversial in the grand tapestry of the internet’s daily churn. Rather, it was sharp—keenly articulated, a perfectly distilled two-sentence gut punch that cut straight to the heart of contemporary digital culture. It exposed the insidious nature of algorithms, the performative ethics of tech giants, and the crushing irony that, despite the flurry of opinions that populated social media, no one ever truly clicked through to read the full article. 

This was the kind of tweet that, just a year ago, he would have fired off without a second thought, relishing the concise accuracy of its critique and the sense of belonging that came from sharing a well-formed opinion with his followers. He would have felt a rush, a fleeting high from the engagement it might bring—likes, retweets, comments. But lately, the digital air around him felt thin and suffocating, as if every breath he took was laced with hesitation. Every keystroke, every shared thought seemed to twist into something unintended, something misinterpreted, as though the very act of communicating had transformed into a minefield of potential backlash.

The joy that once accompanied connection in this digital landscape had curdled into a constant, low-grade anxiety about being misunderstood. He could almost feel the weight of each potential misinterpretation pressing down on him, stifling his voice. He tapped “save to drafts,” watching as the phrase hung there—an echo of an action never taken, a testament to the new caution that had settled over him like a heavy fog. It served as a reminder of the complexities of sharing in an age where nuance was often lost, and the risk of being perceived incorrectly loomed large. 

With a deep sigh that sounded almost fragile in the quiet room, he scrolled on, engaging in a habitual, almost unconscious movement through the endless feed that sprawled out before him. It was as if he were searching for an answer among the countless posts and images, hoping to find the clarity that had eluded him. Each swipe felt mechanical, a desperate attempt to find solace in the noise, but all he found was more noise—a cacophony of voices clamoring for attention, each vying for understanding in a world that seemed increasingly unwilling to listen.

At the dinner table, the atmosphere was filled with the soft clinking of forks against ceramic plates, creating a rhythmic symphony that contrasted with the persistent low hum of various devices buzzing and pinging in the background. David, Leo’s father, a man who still nostalgically referred to the internet as "the information superhighway," broke the comfortable silence that had settled over the meal. His voice carried a familiar tone of wistfulness, as though he were reminiscing about a time long lost. “You know, everything used to pause on New Year’s Day,” he mused, pushing a single pea around his plate with the tines of his fork, almost as if he were trying to coax some meaning out of the tiny vegetable. “It felt like a collective breath, a moment when the world would stop and reflect. Now it’s just... reskinned. The same old anxieties and pressures we’ve always had, just dressed up in a fresh coat of digital paint.”

His words hung in the air, and while no one overtly disagreed, the silence that followed was telling. Daniel, Leo’s younger brother, was deeply engrossed in a game on his phone, his eyes glued to the screen where tiny, pixelated creatures engaged in epic battles. He barely glanced up, his silence less an act of agreement and more a reflection of a generation that had been born into this relentless digital current. For Daniel and his peers, the very concept of a "pause" felt alien and outdated, a relic of a bygone era that had little relevance in their fast-paced lives.

Across the table, Emily, Leo’s older sister, a graduate student perpetually teetering on the edge of academic burnout, muttered something under her breath about a “digital reckoning.” The phrase sounded both ominous and oddly comforting, as if it held the promise of an inevitable change that could sweep away the chaos of their current reality. She tapped her fork rhythmically against the table, a nervous habit that betrayed her own unease, a subconscious rhythm that seemed to echo her thoughts about the state of the world around them.

Just then, Leo's phone buzzed to life, and a text from Michael flashed across the screen—a bright beacon from the West Coast, a place where the future seemed to arrive a few hours earlier than it did in their little corner of the world. “My 2016 intention is to speak in hyperlinks,” the message read. Leo couldn’t help but smile at that one; it was so quintessentially Michael—ironic, insightful, and yet strangely resigned to the new vernacular that defined their generation. It felt like a moment of levity amid the weight of the conversation, a reminder that humor could still exist even in the face of overwhelming change.

Finally, Leo decided to reply, thumbing out a message of his own—a small, private declaration of his digital survival strategy in a world that often felt hostile. “Mine is to not get ratio’d,” he typed, the words coming to life on the screen. It was a joke, mostly, but beneath the surface lay a very real fear that gnawed at him: the dread of public shaming, the anxiety of being numerically overwhelmed by dissenting voices, and the constant threat of becoming just another cautionary tale in the endless scroll of social media feeds. As he sent the message, he couldn’t shake the feeling that his small attempt at humor was a reflection of the larger struggles they all faced, a way to navigate a landscape that seemed to shift beneath their feet with every passing moment.

In his ongoing, often futile quest for more nuanced digital spaces, Leo found himself drawn to a new Discord server. This particular server, intriguingly named “The Agora Collective,” held the promise of reasoned debate and intellectual camaraderie, a refreshing alternative to the often hostile environments he had encountered elsewhere online. With a mix of hope and trepidation, he crafted his bio as a statement of intent: “just a guy trying to be right more gently.” It was a sincere declaration of his desire to engage in meaningful discussions, to learn from others, and to contribute thoughtfully, all without succumbing to the usual performative aggression that characterized so much of online discourse.

Initially, the atmosphere within the server was encouraging. The first few messages exchanged were vibrant and stimulating, filled with rich discussions about language and labor, the ethics surrounding open-source code, and the subtle yet profound ways in which technology shapes our thoughts and perceptions. Leo felt a flicker of the old excitement that had first drawn him to online discussions—the thrill of intellectual sparring, the joy of exchanging ideas with others who shared a passion for knowledge. It felt as though he had stumbled upon a sanctuary of reason amidst the chaos of the internet.

However, as the conversation progressed, something familiar began to surface. By the time they reached message 15, the initial warmth of camaraderie started to dissipate, and the familiar heat of conflict began to rise. A misinterpretation of a comment led to a sharp retort from another member, and suddenly, accusations of bad faith were flying across the digital space like arrows in a battlefield. Leo felt his carefully constructed facade of gentleness begin to crumble under the weight of the confrontation. His fingers flew across the keyboard as he typed out a response that veered away from his original intent; it became less about seeking understanding and more about defending himself. He felt cornered, compelled to assert his intelligence and worth in the face of what he perceived as an attack. In that moment, he lost his cool, experiencing a small, internal explosion of frustration that left him momentarily disoriented.

In a fit of exasperation, he abruptly logged off, the screen going dark and leaving the unfinished argument suspended in the digital ether like an unresolved chord in a symphony. The silence of his room felt heavy and oppressive, almost accusatory, as if the walls themselves were judging him for the way the conversation had spiraled out of control. He found himself pacing restlessly, trying to gather his thoughts, grappling with the disappointment that surged within him. After a few minutes of internal struggle, he felt an inexplicable pull, an invisible thread drawing him back to the very space that had caused him so much frustration.

With a reluctant sigh, he logged back into the server, feeling a mix of anxiety and determination. Navigating back to the channel where the argument had unfolded, he took a moment to compose himself before typing out a brief, contrite apology. He hoped to mend the frayed thread of discourse that had come undone during the exchange, yearning to re-establish the connection he had felt just moments before the conflict erupted. But as he pressed ‘send’ and waited for a response, an unsettling silence enveloped him. No one replied. The conversation had swiftly moved on without him, a relentless river that continued to flow, indifferent to apologies or bruised egos. 

Leo was left standing on the metaphorical bank of the river, watching as the currents carried away the dialogue he had once been a part of, feeling the weight of his isolation settle heavily on his shoulders. In that moment, he realized just how fleeting the bonds of online discourse could be, and how easily he could find himself adrift, longing for the connection that seemed just out of reach.

He opened the Notes app on his phone, the stark white screen a blank canvas for his spiraling thoughts. The familiar interface, with its clean lines and minimalist design, felt suddenly oppressive—a perfect metaphor for the digital spaces he inhabited daily. He typed, slowly, deliberately, each keystroke a small act of rebellion against the speed of modern communication. The words appeared in stark black against the white:

"I don't think I want to be a brand. But maybe I already am."

The thought was a cold, uncomfortable truth that had been building for months, crystallizing in quiet moments between notifications. Every post, every like, every curated image, every carefully crafted opinion—it all contributed to a public persona, a marketable identity that had somehow grown beyond his control. He wasn't just Leo anymore; he was Leo, the guy who posted about tech ethics, the guy who tried to be gentle online, the guy who was afraid of getting ratio'd. The Leo who had opinions about everything but felt increasingly hollow about most of them.

He scrolled up through his previous notes, finding fragments of similar thoughts scattered across weeks and months. "Am I performing empathy or feeling it?" from three weeks ago. "Why do I care more about the screenshot than the sunset?" from last month. "I used to have thoughts before I had an audience for them" from sometime in the summer. Each entry was a small confession to himself, a private acknowledgment of the person he was becoming—or perhaps, the person he had already become without realizing it.

The cursor blinked at him, patient and relentless. He added another line:

"When did I start editing my thoughts before I even finished thinking them?"

It was exhausting, this constant self-awareness, this perpetual performance that had seeped into even his most private moments. He found himself crafting tweets in his head during conversations, analyzing his own reactions for their shareability, measuring his experiences against their potential for engagement. The boundary between his authentic self and his online persona had blurred until he wasn't sure where one ended and the other began.

His thumb hovered over the keyboard, then he typed again:

"I miss being boring. I miss having thoughts that didn't need to be content."

The admission surprised him with its honesty. He remembered a time when he could read a book without photographing it, when he could have a meal without considering its aesthetic appeal, when his political opinions weren't performed for an invisible audience of followers who might unfollow him for saying the wrong thing. When had caring about things become indistinguishable from being seen to care about things?

He thought about his last relationship, how Sarah had accused him of "curating their dates" instead of living them. At the time, he'd been hurt and defensive, but now he could see what she meant. He'd been documenting their relationship more than experiencing it, crafting their love story for public consumption rather than private joy. Even their breakup had become content—a carefully worded post about "growing apart" that had garnered sympathetic comments and somehow made him feel worse, not better.

The phone's screen dimmed, threatening to lock, and he tapped it awake. The cursor was still there, still blinking, still waiting. He typed:

"Maybe the real tragedy isn't that I'm becoming a brand. Maybe it's that I can't remember who I was before I started trying to be one."

He didn't cry, though the urge pricked at the back of his eyes like a physical thing, sharp and insistent. The tears felt performative too, as if even his grief was being processed through the lens of how it might appear to others. He wondered if this was what it meant to be chronically online—not just spending too much time on social media, but having the rhythms and expectations of digital spaces colonize your inner life.

The notification sound of a text message broke his concentration. Without thinking, he swiped to read it, then caught himself. Even now, in this moment of supposed self-reflection, he was still reaching for the next hit of external validation, the next interruption, the next opportunity to be something other than alone with his thoughts.

He returned to the Notes app, to the blinking cursor that seemed to pulse in rhythm with his heartbeat. He stared at it until the pattern began to feel hypnotic, until it seemed to him that it was nodding back, a silent affirmation of his quiet despair. The cursor understood, perhaps, what it meant to exist in a state of perpetual waiting—waiting for the next word, the next thought, the next performance in the endless theater of digital existence.

In the growing darkness of his apartment, lit only by the glow of his phone screen, Leo sat with his small confession, wondering if the first step toward becoming human again was simply admitting how much of his humanity he'd already traded away.

Emily left him a voicemail the next day. Her voice, usually so clear and direct, was softer, tinged with a knowing weariness that spoke of her own battles with the digital world. There was background noise—the distant hum of traffic, the muffled sounds of a coffee shop—and Leo could picture her ducking into a quiet corner, phone pressed close to her ear, choosing her words carefully.

"Hey," she began, and even in that single syllable, Leo could hear the weight of everything unsaid. "I've been thinking about what you said yesterday, about feeling like you're always performing, always calculating the cost of your words before you speak them. I wanted to tell you something, and I didn't want to text it because—well, because some things deserve a human voice, you know?"

There was a pause, the sound of her breathing, the distant clatter of coffee cups. Leo found himself holding his breath, waiting.

"You're allowed to believe hard, Leo. You're allowed to feel things intensely. I know the internet makes it seem like passion is naive, like caring deeply about anything makes you a target. But the alternative—that cynical distance, that ironic detachment—it's not actually protecting you. It's just making you smaller."

Her voice caught slightly, and Leo realized she was speaking from experience, from her own journey through the minefield of online discourse. Emily, who had started as a fierce advocate for environmental justice and had slowly watched her own convictions get worn down by the endless cycle of outrage and counter-outrage, until she'd retreated into a carefully curated silence.

"Just remember—no one wins the feed. It's not a game with a scoreboard, or a debate with a clear victor. I spent two years thinking I could win, thinking I could craft the perfect argument, the unassailable position. I thought if I was smart enough, careful enough, nuanced enough, I could somehow transcend the mess of it all. But the feed isn't interested in your nuance. It's interested in your engagement, your attention, your emotional labor. It feeds on the parts of you that care most."

The words resonated, a quiet wisdom cutting through the digital static that had been clouding his thoughts for months. No one wins the feed. It wasn't about victory, but about presence, about how you chose to exist within its endless, shifting currents. The realization felt both liberating and terrifying—if there was no winning, then what was the point of all this careful strategy, all this endless second-guessing?

"We just haunt it differently," Emily continued, and Leo could hear the slight smile in her voice now. "Some with anger, some with curated joy, some with quiet observation. Some people haunt it like poltergeists—all noise and fury, throwing things around, making everyone else jumpy. Others haunt it like spirits in old houses, barely visible, just moving things slightly, leaving traces of their presence. And some—maybe this is you—haunt it like the ghosts in love stories, the ones who can't move on because they still believe in something beautiful."
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