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BEGINNING




CONSENSUS WAS THE WORLD WAS ENDING, OR WOULD BEGIN TO end soon, if not by exponential environmental catastrophe then by some combination of nuclear war, the American two-party system, patriarchy, white supremacy, gentrification, globalization, data breaches, and social media. People looked sad, on the subway, in the bars; decisions were questioned, opinions rearranged. The same grave epiphany was dragged around everywhere: we were transitioning from an only retrospectively easy past to an inarguably more difficult future; we were, it could no longer be denied, unstoppably bad. Although the death of any hope for humanity was surely decades in the making, the result of many intersecting systems described forbiddingly well, it was only that short period, between the election of a new president and his holding up a hand to swear to serve the people’s interests, that made clear what had happened, that we were too late.

I didn’t believe all this, necessarily, though as the news got worse and more bizarre I wavered. I’ve always been drawn to pragmatism, just not exactly a natural at it; as my brain says, “Calm down,” my heart says, also weirdly calmly, “A paradoxical comfort can be found in drama.” It was and still is my official position, if you were to ask me at a party or something, that the popular turn to fatalism could be attributed to self-aggrandizement and an ignorance of history, history being characterized by the population’s quickness to declare apocalypse finally imminent despite its permanently delayed arrival. We don’t want to die, but we also don’t want to do anything challenging, such as what living requires, so the volubility with which certain doom was discussed made a tedious kind of sense: the end of the world would let us have our cake and eat it, too; we would have no choice but to die, our potential conveniently unrealizable due to our collapse. Until such time, the idea that everything was totally pointless now was seductive, particularly as a mantra you could take advantage of when it suited you and abandon when life actually started to feel alarming. I myself was soon using it to indulge some of my naughtier impulses, by which I mean that in the first hours of a morning in early January, when the sky was still dark and the government still inevitably hurtling, I decided to snoop through my boyfriend’s phone while he was asleep.

I’d never really had the urge to go through another person’s things before. After a few disappointing experiences with high school boyfriends’ instant-message histories, I’d learned that poking around the by-products of other people’s thoughts usually yielded the mundane, the predictable, and the unattractive. Even with men I respected intellectually, I never found myself caring enough to breach their trust; before Felix my boyfriends exuded the wholesome, loving, deep-down reliability of hot dads on television shows, despite being, as far as I knew, not hot, nor dads, nor on television. Another way of putting this is that before Felix I had good taste. (With the exception of a water-polo player I once showered with in college, a handful of celebrities, and anyone else I may find myself dazzled by in the future, I avoid obvious physical attractiveness because I believe it presages suffering.) But over the year and a half we’d been together, Felix had revealed himself to be completely unrevealing, insisting over and over as I baited and nagged and implored him to tell me his innermost hopes, fears, and childhood-formed biases either that there was nothing to tell or, conflictingly, that he’d told me everything already and it wasn’t his fault if I didn’t remember. It was humiliating and typical, and per the usual narrative I assumed he was hiding something, probably other women.

He almost always slept with his cell phone under his pillow. At first I’d thought this was just an arbitrary thing he did, or that it was related to some concern about emergencies transpiring in the night or a previous lack of side table, but after he started acting different—not strange, but different—I became certain he did it because he feared I would read his emails and text messages. That his bedtime cell phone habit predated his change in behavior from funny, somewhat reserved guy to slightly less funny, somewhat more reserved guy didn’t matter: regardless of motive, it was weird to sleep with your phone under your pillow, and I’d failed to think about that until his subtle shift in comportment had me examining everything he did in a new light. There wasn’t much to go on, but that didn’t matter, either. Sometimes, lately, when we were texting each other, little ellipses would appear in the chat to indicate Felix was typing to me for an extended period of time, perhaps an entire minute, but then the message would never arrive: he’d have typed whatever it was and deleted it, and instead of sending something less delicate or elaborate in its place he would just stop texting me, as if we were fighting. This seems like a relatively small thing until it happens to you twelve or thirteen times.

His password, numerical, was long and, as far as I could tell, random, and I was only able to figure it out after weeks of surreptitiously watching him tap it out whenever I could, acquiring new numbers out of sequence one by one. He frequently bragged about not being addicted to his phone, so this took longer than it might have otherwise, especially because we didn’t see each other as often as I understood other couples of our status to see each other. (About once a week, when it should have been at least twice.) I was resentful about this—my sense that I was being wronged was more powerful than my growing ambivalence about the relationship, which was surely related to the distance between us he’d created but not entirely—so part of it, the snooping, was also about revenge. I briefly considered trying to place his thumb on the circular recessed fingerprint sensor (which is, as I write this, already becoming obsolete, replaced by facial recognition, which is of course even worse) while he was asleep, but I’m not a reckless person—my risks are calculated, and my dishonesty is dignified.

I’d had a few other opportunities to act before, when he went to the store to buy beer and forgot his phone on the table, when he was in the shower on one of the rare occasions he stayed long enough to want to bathe at my apartment. His phone was always pulling at me, like my own phone did but in a more sinister way. He was private but never thorough, a manner that I guess might have convinced me he wasn’t hiding anything if I hadn’t been so sure he was; instead I considered these lapses either evidence of his incompetence or, more likely, a misdirection strategy. But until that night I’d been hesitant to pick up the phone and confirm my suspicions. Part of it was that I tried to avoid, as much out of elementary-school habit as out of genuine belief in the importance of collective reciprocity, doing things to others that I wouldn’t want done to me. A bigger part of it was that I dreaded getting caught, a tense confrontation in which I’d have to pretend to feel remorse and ask for forgiveness I didn’t really have any use for—the relationship being in my mind already basically over—which is almost certainly what I’d do. I’m not given to screaming fights, especially those that require me to dig in and defend my own questionable honor; I can never come up with any memorable insults, and I tend to come out looking like a shamed child instead of a passionate and self-possessed woman. The righteousness Felix could wield over me if it turned out he wasn’t sleeping with other women—the vindication I’d need for my sneaky actions—was also discouraging. It would hasten the inevitable breakup, which would be a relief, but I would seem totally pathetic.

Serendipity arrived on the wings of the Grey Goose. Felix and I had gotten moderately drunk at a bar down the street from my apartment, and he came over afterward. “I’m tired, I’m tired, I’m very, very tired,” he sang on the way home. “I’m not even going to brush my teeth!” Such goofiness was uncharacteristic; it put me on edge. When I’d nod my head along with the music in a café or put on some minor performance of impromptu joy, he’d often look distraught or even ask me, glancing around, as if truly uncomfortable, to stop. He did brush his teeth, in the end, and then proceeded to my bedroom, humming the “I’m tired” song and doing a cute, contained dance. Where was this coming from? I felt I was being manipulated, but I couldn’t say how. On my way to the bathroom, I saw he’d left his phone on the bookshelf, where it sat all-knowingly next to his keys, wallet, and stray stick of gum. I got a little nervous jolt, like it had just asked me on a date. In the bathroom mirror my face was flushed.

My skincare regimen is more extensive than I’m proud of. I’d recently learned it was important to let each product “fully” absorb before applying the next, and while I did not spend forty-five minutes each night sitting in the bathroom awaiting transcendence, the layering approach I couldn’t unlearn did give me plenty of time to consider my options. After a swipe of special water supposedly popular in France, I thought, I won’t do it. After I cleansed a second time, with cleanser, per the recommendation of Korea, I was pretty sure I wouldn’t. After I used a dropper designed to look scientific to apply serum to my nose to decrease redness and “purify,” I thought, Great social revolutions are impossible without feminine ferment. After a pat of stinging, very expensive foam, the effects of which I was not convinced, I thought, Ha, that’s funny. By the stroke of moisturizer I was dewy and resolved: I had nothing to lose but my chains.

Immediately I began to worry that my chance would slip away, that, though Felix was not on social media through which he could mindlessly scroll in the dark before bed, imperiling his eyesight and disrupting his sleep cycle, he might be overcome with an urge to check tomorrow’s weather or his email or to look up the definition of a word (I don’t know what people without social media use their phones for) and retrieve the phone from the shelf. No. Still there. When I went to the bedroom, quietly past my roommate’s door, he was breathing evenly, his blocky elbow jutting onto my side of the bed. I took off my glasses, got under the blanket, and lay on my back with my arms uncomfortably close to my body to avoid his painful joint. Felix shifted. I stared into the darkness and began to wait, the possessed radiator occasionally scaring me with a shaming clang.

I dozed and woke suddenly, dozed and woke suddenly, until the familiar font said it was 03:12 and I was tapping out his passcode as if in a trance. Bedroom door: I closed it slowly to avoid creaking and did not let it click. Hunched forward on the couch, elbows on knees, the glow of it around me, I noted that it had opened to the home screen, so I should make sure to return to the home screen before going back to bed. At first there was too much information to take anything in; I felt frantic, like I had just entered a Walmart with the whimsical idea that I might get some socks, maybe a magazine, maybe a new kind of frozen burrito, and instead was confronted by the overwhelming vagueness of my desires. I looked to my bedroom door and trusted I would hear the bed creak if he left it. I was so nervous that, though I do not believe there is such a thing as bad people, with the exception of the water-polo player I once showered with in college and a handful of celebrities, I felt a strain, the sense that I must be a bad person, to be willing to feel so awful in order to commit the pretty minor offense I was committing. I suppose my definition of “bad person” might be more self-centered than others’, though, really, worrying about being a bad person is entirely self-centered regardless. Good people do not think in such categorical terms.

It was a normal iPhone, with the pleasant rounded corners that had recently been at the center of a (punted) Supreme Court ruling. Lined up according to his inscrutable personal preferences were the little square icons with more pleasant rounded corners, each featuring a nice image someone was paid a lot of money to develop into something recognizable, if not memorable; all were different colors yet somehow of equal brightness, creating an effect that never allowed the eye to focus but didn’t exactly exhaust it, either, making you feel as if you were seeing too much and nothing at all. The manual camera, the color wheel, the maps, the better version of maps, the clock that displayed a real ticking digital timepiece, two ways to call a taxi, the weather partly cloudy yet always bright blue, the notepad. The apps that came with the phone and couldn’t be deleted: the app store, the upsetting health monitor that tracked how many steps you took per day and how much damage your headphones did to your hearing, the wallet that meant you could skip printing your boarding pass, the internet browser that was a compass but also a safari. His battery was half charged; he was automatically connected to the internet in my apartment. I tapped the messages tab and saw it was open to his conversation with me, trying to arrange a time and place to meet. Since we both had iPhones, like everyone else, to send texts we used the app that comes with the phone, iMessage, in which the phone owner’s text bubbles are bright blue and the correspondent’s are light gray. Seeing our conversation in reverse, the one in which I remembered participating hours before, was jarring. The flair I’d thought I’d infused into my punctuation choices was gone; I was only identifiable because I knew the facts of the exchange, that I too had suggested to Felix that we meet at eight thirty at the dark bar with the fireplace so I would have time to get a slice of pizza beforehand. My name at the top of the message history did not seem like my name; it was as if I were only one of hundreds of people that another person might virtually engage with at any given time, and whatever I’d said or not said was no different from what anyone else would have.

The rest of the messages were unremarkable; over the last few days, Felix had texted his mother, a coworker, a friend I hated, his building superintendent, and a pair of artists he had an ongoing group conversation with. There were girls, but I knew at least broadly who they were, and their exchanges were just wilted attempts at flirting, random instances of either Felix or the girl being reminded of the other by something; they consisted mainly of inert hahas and cools. I tapped back over to our conversation so that when he opened his messages it would show up first, as before, and returned, less nervous and less excited, to the home screen, where I went to his email and did the same thing, searching his ex-girlfriend’s name and looking through the Sent folder and Trash. I was about to abandon the project, disappointed at how boring he was and now very tired, when I saw the single icon containing images of tinier icons, situated in the bottom right-hand corner of his screen, labeled no.

Tapping it expanded the little box into a bigger box containing two messaging apps I’d never heard of and a social media app on which I’d been led to believe Felix maintained no account. He’d deleted them soon after we got together, he’d said, in a display of resolve that impressed me even though he’d never been particularly obsessive about the internet in the first place; I didn’t know why he was bothering. I immediately thought of the obvious: expressions of yearning, photos cut off at the neck or the belly button, meetups arranged in areas of the city I’d never known him to visit. I could imagine him fucking stupid women, young women, women he could easily wriggle out of, and assumed this would be what he was pursuing here, maybe even with a pseudonym. I smiled ridiculously in the glow of the phone, though I was also disturbed by the instant onset of joy.

I tapped one of the icons, Instagram, and a familiar layout expanded to fit the screen. A row of circular user photos along the top indicated accounts that had posted Stories, photos that would disappear within twenty-four hours, images I thought, out of an abundance of caution, I shouldn’t view; if I looked, they would later show up at the end of the row without an ombré ring around them, suggesting that someone else had watched them. A new-message tab said 68. Beneath these was the start of his feed, populated by people he followed. Because reading was not what this app was for, it had always been my instinct to skip over words—captions, usernames, tallies of likes and comments—but as I scrolled down, careful not to tap twice and add Felix’s heart to someone’s post, I found that all the accounts he followed posted images that were dark, fuzzy, and uncultivated, or else they were crude cartoons, their meaning unclear and the user’s purpose in posting them even more so. When I quickly reached a notice from the app—“You’re all caught up! You’ve seen all new posts from the last two days”—I didn’t experience the shame that usually followed when I got the same message while scrolling through my own feed. Instead, it was surprise: Felix must have been looking at Instagram all the time. At the bottom of the screen was a row of understated line drawings, a house, a magnifying glass, an addition symbol, a heart. The rudimentary silhouette of a figure took me to his profile, where I saw I would need to consult the text.

The topics ranged from science to politics to business to national security and were illustrated by images heavy-handed and amateur: crisp blue skies crisscrossed with lines of puffy white; doctored gatherings of Barack Obama with George W. Bush, Bill Clinton, and Jacob Rothschild, one of their arms stuck out at an unnatural angle to point a gun at the viewer; frowning women next to cell phones emitting harmful energies; the blurry Twin Towers in the moments before and after they were struck; all inscribed with warnings in big, artless fonts. The government at fault somehow. The Jews at fault somehow. Incredible, unbelievable facts. I noted the username, tapped out of the app, swiped the app out of the phone’s open queue, locked the phone using the button on its side—thankfully the sound was off—and placed the device back on the bookshelf at precisely the nonchalant angle at which I’d found it. I was overtaken by a sense of purpose unlike anything I could recreate in a workplace environment. My boyfriend was a conspiracy theorist. I could have laughed, but I would have woken him up.

Searching @THIS_ACCOUNT_IS_BUGGED_ from my own phone, I got a sense for how popular he was: tens of thousands of followers, hundreds of comments on each post, immense gratitude for his being one of the rare few to not only admit the truth but also strive to expose it for the benefit of others. Instead of outrage or hurt feelings I felt suddenly, magically free. I wanted the relationship to end. I didn’t want things with Felix to be significantly different, as in better, than they had been for some time, or for the uneasy not-niceness of our relationship to transform through no effort on my part into copacetic peace; I wanted riddance and finality, a cessation of concern. I may have gruesomely hoped he had been cheating on me, but this was more conclusive: operating a popular Instagram account that promoted (and maybe devised) conspiracy theories meant he was no mere betrayer of trust or casual manipulator, but rather a person of impossible complexity whose motivations I was now liberated from trying to untangle. He might make sense, by some twisted logic, but I would not be the one to determine how. Because Felix wasn’t a wayward soul down on his luck, uneducated and left behind, who had turned to conspiracy as a way to explain his pain; he did not believe the government sprayed trails of chemicals from high-flying aircraft for unknown but surely nefarious reasons, causing in the innocent and unsuspecting population below cancer and Alzheimer’s and flu-like symptoms and malaise. He did not believe the world was governed by a small group of highly influential Zionist conspirators or that ambient Wi-Fi eroded miscellaneous but important “cells” that impact sleep and cognitive functioning and immune response. He did not believe that the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, were carried out through internal U.S. government missions aimed at justifying the invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan. I knew these things about Felix as much as I knew anything about Felix, which in retrospect I suppose was not that much. Nevertheless, I’m pretty sure he was Jewish, so it would have been strange for him to be authentically propagating anti-Semitic conspiracies—possible, but strange. He was annoyingly logical, always asking for sources and proof even when shooting the shit after many drinks in the early hours of the morning. He was resistant to health trends aimed at eliminating harmful substances like toxins, which he thought were fabricated to sell things, the only science they appealed to being, he said, the one used to dress up petty feeling. We once got into an argument about organic milk. (I’m in favor.) BUGGED was also not a word true internet conspiracy theorists used—it was a knowing appropriation of the past, a wink, a clue. One of his photos, posted nineteen weeks earlier, was a triptych zooming in on a fuzzy form apparently latched on to the side of an ashy World Trade Center building that, in each image, became progressively hazier; in the last photo the indistinct thing was circled and exposed as a DEMOLITION SQUID. An inside joke masquerading as a relatable typo. He usually slept with his cell phone, as you know, under his pillow.

As I sat on my couch gleeful and frenetic, many options appealed. I could stomp into the bedroom and throw him out, with or without explanation. I could get back on his phone and cause mischief, through the account itself or through his email, text messages, etc. I could do nothing except begin to insert provocative phrasing into our conversations, suggesting but never confirming I knew something he didn’t want me to know. Or I could procrastinate: put off leaving him until I could approach the endeavor with the calm dignity befitting the partner of a person who needs help. I don’t think I would have cared if he got help, really; this was the final straw in a relationship that had always been porous and insecure, and the weightless feeling of righteousness this gave me was something I wanted to enjoy, a secret of my own, and one far more original than your typical “When I say ‘I love you’ I no longer mean it.” I imagined the satisfaction of saying, falsely curious, “I went through your phone and discovered you were operating a popular conspiracy-theory account on Instagram, and I just wanted to know … why?” But I wasn’t sure that was the absolute best way to play my hand, and I wanted to play my hand in the absolute best way. My last boyfriend I had dumped cruelly, clumsily, and nakedly (literally), blurting out that I had something to tell him as he used his underwear to wipe semen off my stomach, a postcoital ritual I now view as sweet. I wanted there to be no question this time of any mishandling or callousness on my part; this was my chance to be purely and entirely the good one. I checked my Twitter account for notifications and decided to wait.

Maybe it seems to you damning that I would go back to bed with someone who could do such a thing, that I would not be repulsed enough to immediately throw him out of my house and life. If he were spreading misinformation in a more usual, deceitfully earnest way, in an editorial published online, say, he would be condemned, and anyone who didn’t condemn him would be questioned, if not condemned themselves. The more ethical alternative—engaging the to-be-condemned person in a frank conversation about what he is doing and why—was also unappealing to me, particularly at the time, when I was feeling nihilistic and base. That said, I understand the reasoning I provided above isn’t quite good enough. I don’t know why I put down the phone, opened the door slowly so as not to wake him, laid myself on my side of the bed, and pretended to unread everything I’d seen. I didn’t have trouble falling asleep. The next day I woke up calm. Now sometimes I fantasize about what might have happened if I’d raged into the bedroom and shaken him awake—he hated being startled during sleep, always acting as if he were personally offended by sudden noises made when he wasn’t conscious—and demanded he tell me what the fuck was going on. In the fantasies, whatever he has to say for himself, half-asleep, worried, mad, doesn’t suffice, and holding his phone in my hand like a love letter from a secret girlfriend I kick him out into the night. Sometimes in the fantasies I throw the phone down the stairs after him; other times I just keep it. I believe the latter would be a more empowering outcome.

Or maybe I’m being misleading. Maybe there were lingering feelings of tenderness toward Felix I’d like in retrospect to obscure, given what my association with him must say about me, and I’d rather say I was strategizing than admit I was conflicted about what to do. I’m sure that’s true, though it doesn’t feel true. And I’m sure some of you might say strategy is immoral. Regardless, a few days later, we went on what would become our last date, to a restaurant on the Lower East Side, a new venture by the owners of another place popular among people in the art world, and the serenity of my upper hand turned me into a gracious conversation partner. Everyone was going to Japan right now, I agreed, looking over the menu and citing the Instagram accounts of a colleague and a friend of my brother. It was too bad, I added, because it meant that now you couldn’t go there without looking like a trend-following dabbler, and I also wanted to go. Felix had been and thought it was exciting but preferred South America, which to him was “grittier.” Mmm, I said, in agreement, though I hated grit and objected to the appropriation of it. He had a thick beard, trimmed neatly, that he pulled at with one of his meaty hands as he made this pronouncement. The music was ambient, the plants were bountiful, the menu was a mix of Spanish, Italian, and French influences, and though the cocktails were egregious the wine was reasonably priced.

I still recommend this restaurant to people; I harbor no complicated feelings about this restaurant. Soon after we sat down, Felix told the waiter, a smooth and beautiful gay man, that we were there to celebrate my acceptance to a PhD program; the waiter, when he heard where I would be studying, raised his eyebrows and said congratulations. Felix smiled across the flickering table at me. This is another reason I knew Felix was not at his core a paranoid misspeller known on the internet as @THIS_ACCOUNT_IS_BUGGED_: I had not been accepted to any PhD program, much less one at Harvard, but Felix liked to tell strangers little, inconsequential lies and build slightly alternate realities out of them, a game with no objective except to delight himself and fluster me. We had once been in on it together, or at least I’d thought we had, and it had felt good-natured and fun, but now it just seemed like a way to assert intellectual authority over un- and never-to-be-witting strangers. Would I have even found out about a PhD acceptance by early January? The timeline seemed ill-considered, though I had no idea. I practiced being alone by flirting with the waiter, whose name I’d learned was Dean, about burrata, such a great cheese, before Felix one-upped me by saying we would have champagne, “to celebrate the genius.” When Dean whisked back I downed the bubbly dramatically as soon as he poured my glass, the kind of social display I knew Felix hated, and smiled a smile I imagined imbued with smug superiority. Dean, shaking his head as if we were old friends and I were simply always adorably like this, declared me “an inspiration!” He refilled my glass as I wiped some liquid from the sides of my mouth. Later he brought us dessert on the house and Felix did not eat any of it.




BACKSTORY




THE STORY OF HOW WE MET IS FUNNY, ENOUGH THAT IT MAY help answer one of the questions you probably have so far: Why was I with him? Keep in mind that right now, at the outset of this paragraph, I don’t completely know the answer—that this writing is as much an effort to better understand myself, the person I can’t help but feel is the most important figure in this narrative (if not, apologies, the most intriguing), as it is an effort to enchant an audience, promote certain principles I feel are lacking in contemporary literature, interpret events both world-historical and interpersonal (perhaps at the same time), etc. Keep in mind, too, that once you get with someone it’s easier to stay with them than to leave them, and that once you dedicate a certain amount of time and effort to a relationship or hobby or whatever, it feels as if that time will have been wasted if you stop. One of the best lessons I ever learned comes from the single lecture of ECON 101 I attended, in which the concept of sunk cost was explained, but this is another thing I’m better at advising other people to take advantage of than utilizing for myself.

Anyway, June 2015: I was on vacation in Berlin, where I’d been followed by a couple of Brazilians I’d met at a hostel in Vienna. They were so happy, repetitively thrilled, to learn that I was not only heading to where they were heading, I was going to be staying down the street. They insisted on taking my phone number and synchronizing our sightseeing plans. Since I hadn’t made any sightseeing plans, the synchronization was pretty easy. I nodded along and expressed interest in their suggestions, most of which had the word underground in their marketing. At first I found the two of them sweet, their accents charming and their enthusiasm fresh; on that trip I’d been trying to open my mind to the beauty of new people and experiences. Is this not what travel is all about? I asked myself, eating a schnitzel. That Berlin is not an uncommon city to be heading to from Vienna only made cuter their excitement at what they considered our fated acquaintance; maybe Prague-to-Berlin is a more common trajectory, but the Brazilians and I had both narrowed down our itineraries to German-speaking countries only, though none of us spoke German. “Prague … it is like Disney,” they said, rolling their eyes. They resented their parents for sending them to an American international school instead of a German one; any asshole can pick up English—everyone speaks it!—but now because of their stupid parents any German they managed to learn would be deficient. Were they trying to learn German? I asked. No—there was no point now. Once we’d all arrived in Berlin, them on an overnight train and me on a plane (the ticket prices were more or less the same—we agreed this was incredible and that they should have researched transport options as thoroughly as they had investigated all the activities that can be partaken in former bunkers), I instantly regretted my friendliness, in this context seeming detrimentally American, and wondered if I would be coerced into clubbing (not the cool kind). I should have let their messages float unanswered. I could have pretended to be a flaky person, someone who just doesn’t check her phone very often—there’s a certain nobility in that—and if I’d run into them in the street I could have made something up to counteract any spur-of-the-moment invitations: meeting an old friend, tickets to a play for which I was about to be late. Don’t usually see plays, but I thought, When in Europe!

Instead they dragged me on a pub crawl sponsored by a tour company, first by disabusing me of my belief that we “don’t really do pub crawls in the U.S.” and then by seeking to frame me as a sleepy Puritan, even going so far as to ask if I was afraid I’d miss my “boat home, the Mayflower.” “It’s only eight ay-or-ohs,” they said, sexily, “and you get all the beer for one hour!” An hour of beer for eight euros sounded like a good deal to me, someone who had never before been to Berlin and so didn’t know how much beer could not cost there. I also felt guilty about the one-sidedness of our mutual cultural awareness—I have no idea what the Brazilian equivalent of the Mayflower is, much less the kind of familiarity with the country’s history that would allow me to use it in a joke at a native’s expense. Finally, my journalistic curiosity—I was a journalist, sort of—pushed me over the edge. I told them all right, I’ll go. I wouldn’t have understood most of the plays on anyway.

The group convened in Mitte and was wrangled by a young but enforcing Polish woman with a clipboard and a tall guy of ambivalent affect who kept putting his hands on his hips and then crossing them and then putting them back on his hips again. He had thick brown hair cut into a normal male shape, a little rectangular with some movement at the top, and was wearing, like his coworker, a red polo shirt embroidered with the tour company’s name, the sleeves hitting him too low on the arm. The sun had only just begun its slow summer descent and reflected orangely on the nearby tram tracks. As other tourists approached the pair to fork over their eight euros, he flirted with each man and woman in turn, responding in a game-yet-contained way to their jokes and questions, like a middle-school teacher with a naughty inner life: when he’s on the clock it’s just a subversive source of confidence to him. They asked about where the Reichstag was in relation to where we were, about the route our tour would take that evening, about which bar was his favorite, about whether he would go to the bars we were going to even if he didn’t work for the pub crawl, about whether where we were standing was in the former East or former West. When it was my turn I looked him in the blurry eyes over the top of my glasses—I am tall but not as tall—and offered a closemouthed smile that I hoped conveyed my skepticism about the experience we were about to undertake together, wagering that he probably hated his job and if he didn’t then it wouldn’t matter if I had expressed skepticism because I would abandon my interest in him and move on to someone who also believed organized pub crawls were but one of innumerable humiliating excesses of desperate post-globalized economies. He gave a closemouthed smile back, not perfunctory but not innuendo either, and because I returned just then to an upsetting experience from college in which I used my twenty seconds at the front of a line to try to banter with a renowned author while he signed my copy of his novel, I retreated without attempting any little comments. When it came time for him to give an introductory spiel, he hopped to the top of some stairs, introduced himself, and outlined the terms of the evening with practiced gestures: four bars on foot, then eastward by S-Bahn to a club, do not bother the Germans, they do not like you. Kasia introduced herself as such and tried to smile. Most of the non-native-English-speaking participants did not seem to really understand his sarcastic comments, which gave him a certain creative freedom that surprised and attracted me, and as we trooped down the street and across a green space I thought miraculously large and empty considering we were in the center of a major city where drinking outside is legal, I found myself, Brazilians at my heels, trying to get closer, not walking exactly next to him but in proximity. He was talking nicely with a couple from Slovakia who, I would later learn, were on their honeymoon, and although that was very depressing it seemed a good sign that he could manage a chat without insulting them. We arrived at a row of empty, hut-like establishments along the river, the Spree; a few casual drinkers, seeing the chattering horde of accents approach, dispersed from their idyllic spots in the grass, forfeiting direct views of the river and the grandly European-looking Museum Island. A keg, flanked by stacks of plastic cups, was set up outside one of the squat, dark bars, and we were instructed to enjoy all the beer for one hour as an unspeaking presumed German watched from the doorway, unmoved.

I took a seat on the ground with the Brazilians and confessed my interest in our guide. It was a strategy I often used with my mother: offer some tidbit of what most people would consider intimate information but which you do not care about sharing with others—anything romantic is what I choose—and the person thinks they are close with you, that they know some essential thing about your character, and you can get whatever you want from them, including to be rid of them at your leisure. The Brazilians cooed and shrieked and said I had to talk to him. I replied, in my gossip-girl voice, I know, but what about? I was not in the habit of hitting on men, I admitted—they usually came on to me, ha ha—but something about him was compelling. They said to ask him what I should do in Berlin. This was a terrible suggestion, I thought, so I told them, Good idea. Though I had no international data plan and so could have received no updates, I looked at my phone out of compulsion, took a sip of beer, and stood up.

If I thought of Kasia as competition it only helped me. She and Felix were talking to three American study-abroad students who were in town from Spain and looked like they must be cheerleaders, an initially daunting but easily surmountable task. As I approached the group I shifted into what my friends in college called “conquest mode,” making my face warm and a little smug, collecting my hair against one shoulder to expose my neck and delicate earring; the latter I assumed he would not notice but the women would. Instead of grandly entering the conversation I integrated myself into the circle, with one person, Kasia, separating me and my target, so I could look at him but not directly, and began nodding along to one of the girls’ descriptions of her host mother, who only allowed showers between 6 and 8 p.m. and inventoried the trash can every day to query any inappropriate disposals. I did not look over to see if he was laughing or seeming bored, hoping to establish that I was a social and fun person who had come over merely to mingle equally with men and women alike, though I don’t know if I have ever intentionally mingled with women in my life. He asked if they had been to Seville, where he had spent a month before moving to Berlin. Etc. Just as another of the Spain girls was beginning to cite her (to me, surprising) enjoyment of Leaving the Atocha Station, Kasia, to my right, smoking a hand-rolled cigarette, turned to Felix and asked, “So what did you think of the exhibition?”

You had to hand it to her. You really did. I was shut out of the conversation, both physically and in that I had no idea what exhibition she was talking about. Having by that point only nodded along to tedious study-abroad stories, I looked like a hanger-on. The back three-quarters of her head had the same uniformly beige quality as her face, plus a tattoo of a treble clef behind her ear, pierced several times, but impressed by her savvy I reassessed the blandness as confident, unconcerned, maybe even elevated, indicative of something like the humility of an excellent classical pianist trying to make ends meet in the gig economy, and myself as perhaps a little Polonophobic. I took a moment to reflect on my biases and then, though Felix had already begun to speak, put one of my long elegant hands out in a sort of questioning gesture over Kasia’s shoulder and asked, “What exhibition?”

An angling of eye told me he received this as obnoxious, even portentous of a dreadfully long night ahead, so I recalibrated my thinking, always better at working with something than nothing: I could prove wrong the idea that I was about to become a pesky drag, and I would ultimately seem even less annoying than I might have if I’d seemed totally not-annoying at the start. In fact, I reasoned, I had made myself an underdog, the best kind of dog a person can be. I could now come back from behind and emerge victorious. As he began to explain the exhibition—something something video something, sounded awful—I moved to refill my beer and in doing so maneuvered to the other side of Kasia, excluding the study-abroad girls, who were now gamely talking to a lone Romanian about internships and didn’t need us, and looked at Felix for the first time from a distance that allows true facial description. His nose was crooked, not with a bump but like the sculptor stuck it on at a slightly off angle, maybe initially as an accident but finding it was actually better this way, and his dark stubble, maybe a day’s worth, covered evenly to his cheekbones, with sharp divots at the tops of his laugh lines. Lips of normal plumpness that seemed, like the rest of the visage, not bloodless but faded, which made him look weary despite the sense that his features might spring into action at any moment. I think it was the eyes, which had a look about them that straddled the line between flirtation and mischief, that suggested independent thought, a challenge for the sort of circuitous ego that makes a woman wonder if it wouldn’t be good for her to have to pursue a man for once. As he was winding down discussion of the work as a cheap imitation of Martha Rosler by someone who had never heard of her—maybe this was what it was, actually, the combination of feminist art knowledge with unapologetic contempt for ahistorical hacks—I began to nod a little more purposefully than I had with the señoritas and asked, flatteringly, in a low, teasing voice, “Are you an artist?”

Kasia departed without fanfare. Here is the information I gathered:

—Yes, painter. Well, self-consciously, “multimedia,” whatever

—Moved to Berlin in 2009

—Lives in [some neighborhood I’d never heard of, indecipherable to virgin ears, I shouldn’t have wasted a question on this]

—Born in Montreal, to American college professors

—Lived in New Haven for some period of time, noncollege

—Italian nanny, unplanned by parents but good because now fluent, lover of Fellini

—Majored in art history (did not ask at what university because I did not want to emphasize that I am American, Americans being the only people who care about that and Americans abroad being the second-worst audience for other Americans abroad, after French people)

—Dropped out, on an exact date he will never forget because “it was the day the first iPhone came out”

—Likes chess

—Vegetarian, including no fish, particularly put out by the ravaging of cod

At this point two men of unannounced national origin had begun to hover as if to ask some questions of their own, and I left to refill my beer. Do these kinds of getting-to-know-you details even matter? I didn’t think to wonder at the time. The creative New Yorker scoffs at them, his performance against the cocktail-party question “So what do you do?” lasting at least three times as long as a normal response would. Don’t ask me what I do; ask me who I am! the New Yorker cries, hoping to make it big as soon as possible so that he can forget about such arbitrary distinctions. I always want to know these things. I say it’s because I like to establish a context, though it may be that I like to talk about myself while imagining the person nodding along is curious enough to want to establish a context for me, and a certain amount of reciprocity is necessary in order to speak freely about oneself without looking like an asshole. He didn’t ask me a single question!—worse than asking the wrong one. I do recognize that biographical information, likes and dislikes, the sort of stuff one puts in an online profile, can also be a red herring. People conform to type but also resist it. Where you’re from and what you do for a job can mean a lot or nothing at all; the measure of any particular tidbit’s significance usually falls somewhere in the middle, depending on how much of the story the person who came up with it has told you. Unfortunately, because of my own biographical information, I tended to be overawed by the kind of glamorous, intellectual upbringing Felix described, as well as impressed by the rejection of institutions implied by the dropping out, the living in Berlin, the working of a terrible job in order to (I assumed) pursue art-making. I didn’t think to question his account, which was just interesting, not unbelievable. I might have been insulted by the flippancy with which he’d discarded a life that a younger me had wished she’d lived, but by that point the majority of people I knew were totally oblivious upper-middle-class types, “I mean we weren’t rich,” so I no longer cared. Besides, he expressed mild shame about it, and not through some falsely penitent acknowledgment of his privilege or “luck” but by seeming genuinely unsure how to present the concomitant summers in the family’s villa, shaking his head at his younger self when he got to the part about dropping out, saying audibly and to himself, “Stupid.” All this was good to know, or would have been if it were true.

There was still a lilac tie-dye look to the sky when we reached the second bar, which was indoors and literally underground, with exposed pipes running along the ceiling and some cavernous aspects; its most obtrusive decor was a silver, possibly papier-mâché sculpture of a human head with a comet’s tail hanging from the ceiling that I assumed was meant to evoke the bug of the bar’s name, Silberfisch, but I couldn’t be sure. The people inside didn’t seem to mind the sudden presence of an international crowd; upon closer inspection they were resoundingly Australian, in soccer jerseys. On the way I’d asked Felix where we were going, and he said, in English, Silverfish, and I said, “Oh, I think I’ve heard of that—isn’t it supposed to be really cool?” and he produced mild noises in response. I was thinking of Silverfuture, a queer bar across town that had appeared on one of the Brazilians’ underground lists, and when I realized my mistake while googling the next day I felt a vibration of embarrassment, thinking he might think I read the kind of publication or spoke to the kind of person who would recommend the kind of place Silverfish turned out to be. The Brazilians handed me a shot and an idiotic dawn rose in my mind: Jägermeister is German.

Eager not to seem eager I tried to talk to other people, keeping an eye on my target as I prowled around the room. I asked the Slovakians what they had seen in Berlin so far, I asked the study-abroad students about preparations of octopus they’d eaten, I asked the Brazilians if they were going to see one of the more famous underground attractions, an abandoned Cold War listening station in the forest. (They said no, because it used to be that you had to sneak in through a hole in the fence and now all the holes in the fence were patched and a tour group charged a fee for entry, so it was no longer special. How they knew this I didn’t ask; they seemed to know everything.) I made no new friends; I was barely paying attention. Kasia was squeezing behind Felix, her arms held wide like goalposts above the crowd, a bottle in one hand and an unlit cigarette in the other, as he looked over his shoulder and made nodding eye contact with her. A friendly see-you-later? Just checking in before we move to the next place? Acknowledgment of untold passions awaiting them after work, when they could finally hang up the just-coworkers routine? During this analysis the Brazilians had somehow disappeared from my side and were now literally if casually samba-ing toward me from the other direction, their heads impossibly level as they cycled their hips and laughed, saying, Watch out! Your boyfriend is flirting! You have to go get him!

But there was no path; he was deep in an impenetrable throng of Antipodeans, apparently regaling. He made a swinging motion like he was telling a baseball story. I decided I could embark on a fact-finding mission until the final inning and hit my head on the overhang above the steps on my way out the door. I emerged embarrassed—Why is hitting your head on unaccommodating structures always embarrassing? Surely an architect somewhere is the one who should be embarrassed—and annoyed. Hi, I said. Can’t you smoke inside here? Kasia said yes “but not quietly.” I laughed and then realized I’d gotten myself into a textbook-awkward situation by not coming out with a conversational game plan. She had smoking to focus on; I was just standing there. I could have asked her for a cigarette but since she rolled her own the request was more burdensome than whether could I merely deplete her supply; there was no hope of me rolling one myself. I
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