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The first time I saw a computer in my own house, I stared at it like it was a portal to another world.

It sat on a desk in our living room, a bulky white box about the size of a moving crate, humming softly beneath the monitor. I’d seen computers before: a few at school, some in department stores, plenty in movies. But this one was ours.

I circled it like a curious scientist. I wasn’t interested in engineering, exactly. I was obsessed with how things worked, and this thing made no sense to me. How could a hollow-looking box full of wires know more than my older brother, Fruto?

Fruto always acted like he had the answer to everything, and usually he did. When multiplication tables made me cry or spelling tests threatened my self-esteem, he walked me through them with the patience of someone twice his age. Yet this machine seemed to know even more than he did.

I was nine, and it didn’t take long for curiosity to turn into obsession. I wanted to know where information came from. How websites appeared. Where emails traveled before landing in someone’s inbox. The internet felt less like technology and more like magic.

Back then, I believed nothing in the world could be more exciting. Boy, was I wrong.

By twenty-two, the magic had worn off. Computers were everywhere, and everyone knew how to use one. Wonder fades once something becomes ordinary.

But there was one thing about the internet I still couldn’t figure out: online dating.

The funny part is, I wasn’t even single when I got curious about it. I feel a little guilty saying that, so before you judge me, let me explain.

It was my junior year of college, and the gaps between my classes were slowly killing me.

My favorite place on campus was the six-story Liberal Arts building overlooking the Benjamin Franklin Bridge. It filled an entire city block, and whenever I was stuck between classes, I ended up there. It was my haven. Sometimes I sat on an old green couch near the library with a book open on my lap. Sometimes I stared through the enormous arched windows and watched Philadelphia move around me. And sometimes I did absolutely nothing, which sounds relaxing until you’ve done it for months.

The schedule was my own fault. I’d built those huge gaps myself, and after enough afternoons of pretending to read, I craved something, anything, that wasn’t schoolwork.

That’s how I ended up in the computer lab.

At first it was just a way to pass the time. The lab sat in a newer section of the building, where the old brick gave way to a modern annex: desks lining the walls, more stations arranged down the center, room for thirty students easily. The monitors were recessed beneath the desktops and shielded by black privacy hoods that made it hard for anyone to peek at your screen.

To me, that felt like freedom, because I wasn’t planning to use the internet for schoolwork. Not entirely.

Soon I discovered MSN Messenger. Then chat rooms. Then more chat rooms. What began as harmless entertainment quickly became a hobby. I always kept an Ask Jeeves tab open as a disguise in case anyone wandered too close. It looked academic enough. Respectable enough. Behind it, I was talking to strangers from all over the world.

I could do that without much shame because the internet offered something I’d never had before: anonymity. No expectations. No awkward introductions. No fear of stumbling over my words. Nobody knew who I was, unless I wanted them to.

Oddly, I still chose to be mostly myself. Mostly. I changed my name. Meena became “Nina,” a tiny but strangely mighty adjustment.

In real life, I second-guessed everything. Attractive men made me nervous. I overanalyzed conversations and worried about saying the wrong thing. Online, Nina didn’t care. Nina flirted, teased, and said whatever came to mind. Sometimes I finished a conversation and wondered who that confident woman was, because she certainly didn’t resemble me. Or maybe she did. Maybe she was just the version of me that wasn’t afraid.

One afternoon, a guy I’d been chatting with for a few weeks asked for a different picture of me. That wasn’t unusual. By then I’d met enough weirdos online to know the internet attracted every flavor of creep. Some people lied about their age, others about their looks, and some announced their red flags before saying hello.

But this guy seemed normal, at least by internet standards. His photos looked authentic. He held actual conversations. He claimed to live nearby. He wasn’t handsome, and he wasn’t ugly. Just average, which strangely made him more trustworthy. If he were catfishing, wouldn’t he pretend to be a tanned Italian model with abs and a yacht? Instead, he looked like the kind of guy you’d stand behind in a grocery line and immediately forget.

Still, I hesitated. This can’t be a good idea, I thought, so I didn’t send anything.

At first. Mr. Normal Guy was persistent. Every few days, he asked again. And again.

I hated how much I enjoyed the attention. It didn’t stop me. There was something intoxicating about being wanted, even by a stranger whose opinion shouldn’t matter. Soon I was twirling my hair at a lab terminal, rereading his messages, daydreaming about armies of men fighting for my attention. Ridiculous. Embarrassing. And completely addictive.

Eventually, I gave in and sent a few photos. Nothing scandalous—just me smiling. Standing. Existing. Fully clothed.

“I love your beautiful black eyes,” he wrote.

I smiled despite myself.

“Thanks. They’re brown, though.”

“They look black.”

“Bad lighting.”

“Do you have more pictures?”

I frowned. I’d already sent three. What was he expecting, a documentary?

Still, for reasons I couldn’t explain, I caved.

“I’ll dig some up when I get home tonight,” I wrote.

That seemed to satisfy him. For the moment.

* * *
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Most evenings, my last class ended around 7:45, and before heading home I stopped by the lab one last time to check my email. By then, it was a bad habit.

That night, a new message from Mr. Normal Guy was waiting. My pulse quickened as I clicked. Almost instantly, I wished I hadn’t.

No greeting. No explanation. No subject line. Just a giant photograph of a man proudly holding his penis.

“Jesus Christ.”

I slammed the message shut.

“What?” my friend Gera called from across the room.

I checked that we were alone. “The nerve of this guy,” I whispered. “He just sent me a picture of his dick.”

Gera’s eyes widened. “Seriously?” Then, to my horror, she rolled her chair over. “Let me see.”

“I absolutely do not want to see it again.”

“Fair.”

“I’ll forward it to you later if you’re that curious.”

“Deal.”

I shook my head. Only Gera would react to unsolicited nudity like she’d spotted a rare bird. She’d become one of my closest friends that semester, and unlike me, she wasn’t shocked by much. The internet’s dark corners didn’t faze her. She treated them as part of the landscape.

“You know those chat rooms are full of global creeps,” she said.

“You’re telling me.”

“If you want actual local guys, try a dating site.”

I laughed. “I’m not trying to date anyone.”

“Sure.”

“I’m serious.”

She turned her monitor toward me. Her inbox looked like a digital stampede: messages, winks, spam, unsolicited nudes.

“See? These men are desperate.”

“It’s a zoo.”

“Exactly.” She opened another site. “Someone showed me this yesterday. It’s called iMatchup.”

Before she could explain, a knock echoed through the room. A security guard stood in the doorway.

“It’s eight o’clock, ladies. Lab’s closed.”

We groaned. Time always moved faster online.

“Coming!” I called. “Shit. Just show me tomorrow.”

As I packed up, Gera pointed at me. “Um, no. You’re going home, and you’re going to this site tonight.”

“No.”

“And you’re creating a profile.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

I crossed my arms. “You know I have a boyfriend, right?”

Gera froze. “You do?”

“Yes.”

Her mouth fell open. “Then why are you talking to random dudes online, Meena? What the hell?”

I opened my mouth. Closed it. Shrugged. “I’m bored?”

That sounded terrible even to me. Gera burst out laughing.

“So your solution to boredom is cheating?”

“Talking isn’t cheating!”

“That’s exactly what someone flirting with strangers would say.”

I rolled my eyes. She wasn’t entirely wrong, which made it worse. But then she softened.

“Look, maybe you’re not looking for another guy.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying maybe you’re looking for something.”

That landed harder than I expected, and I had no response. Maybe the chats weren’t about men at all, but about something I was missing. Attention? Excitement? Escape? Maybe I was searching for a version of myself that felt a little less trapped inside her own life.

Gera grabbed her bag and headed for the door. “Don’t worry,” she said with a wink. “It’ll be our dirty little secret.”

“Do you have to put it that way?”

“How?”

“It’s not a secret.”

“So you’re okay with your boyfriend knowing what you’ve been up to?”

I stuttered.

“Exactly.”

“Well, it’s not dirty.”

“Whatever helps you sleep at night.”

I let out a nervous laugh, but as I followed her out, a strange feeling stirred in me. Not shame but the lack of it. As if something buried under years of caution had finally shifted.

“Fine,” I called after her. “I’ll tell you about my findings tomorrow.”

Gera turned, grinning. “That’s what I thought.”
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