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      I need the absolute control over my optic blasts that my ruby quartz visor affords me.




      – Scott ‘Cyclops’ Summers, X-Men 136


    


	


	  


	


  




  It’s important to choose the right moment to arrive at a party. You want to get there after the vertiginous first hour, when the early

  arrivals stand awkwardly around the kitchen, but in time for the next phase, when the noise level reaches some threshold and triggers a feedback loop and everyone starts raising their voices to be

  heard. At such a moment it’s possible to imagine that this party will live up to the promise inherent in the notion of a party.




  But as I step through the door of Cynthia’s apartment at 10:32, it’s clear that tonight that promise will go unfulfilled. A voice barely carries down the empty corridor from the

  kitchen, mingling with the faint jangle of a boom box. In the nearest room a few sad coats are piled on the bed. Tonight people will stand around drinking beer from plastic cups, talking about

  their bosses or their dissertations, before going home to masturbate.




  I add my jacket to the heap and proceed to the kitchen, carrying a gift wrapped in brown paper and a six-pack of bottled beer. With so few guests it will be harder to hide, to lean against the

  wall as if waiting for someone. At a crowded party you can make three slow circuits of the premises, turning sideways to slip past the people in line for the bathroom, and then leave without

  self-reproach. The fewer guests, the more you’re implicated in the event’s success or failure.




  Cynthia emerges from the kitchen at the sound of my footsteps. “You made it!” she says, as though I’d done something more hazardous than ride in a taxi.




  To extend the moment alone with her before the introductions, I steer her into her bedroom and present the wrapped box. I have been rich for a little less than five months. She peels the tape

  off, then unfolds the paper as though preserving it for later use. When she sees that it’s a camera she makes an enthusiastic noise, but it takes her a second to recognize the brand and

  assimilate the specs and understand that it’s a better camera than she’d first thought. “Wait, this is too much,” she says.




  After all of Cynthia’s benevolent interventions into my life, an expensive piece of consumer electronics is not an extravagance. But nothing about being rich is as simple as you might

  imagine.




  “Hey, I can afford it now,” I say.




  She frowns and then, reading my face, takes on the appearance of a woman seized by inspiration. “Oh my God, I know what I’m going to do,” she says. “I had this idea at

  work: I’m going to start a photo series of the pills my clients have to take. Like, one shot for each dose, which is five or six a day, and then at the end the patient’s face. But the

  pills in super-close-up, so you can see the textures, because some of them are capsules so they’re smooth and red and blue like rockets and others are tablets so they’ll have this

  grainy organic texture like a sand sculpture.” This hypothetical project began as a scheme to justify the gift, but now she’s caught up in it.




  Cynthia decided she was a lesbian about six months ago. It wasn’t without foreshadowing: she has pictures of Claire Danes up on her wall, and she’s told me about jokey little crushes

  on women, and once she said she regretted sitting out the dorm-room experiments of sophomore year, which made me sorrier than ever that I didn’t go to college. And now, even though

  she’s turning twenty-five and it’s embarrassingly late, she’s coming out. A shorter haircut seems imminent, as does sex with a woman. A week ago she made out with a

  twenty-one-year-old named Ayelet.




  “So is she here?” I say.




  “I don’t think she’s coming,” Cynthia says, setting the camera on the bed. “It’s pretty mellow so far. A lot of people are out of town.”




  “That’s what you get for being born in December.”




  In the kitchen I can identify two of eight people. Cynthia’s roommate Gretchen, who is thin and pretty and not interested in me, is talking to a bald man in suspenders. And standing by the

  fridge with two women is Justin. Justin is a firefighter; he rides in the truck and everything. He went to college with Cynthia, then moved out here to go to grad school in urban planning, and then

  right after the terrorist attacks last year, when America was going through its little love affair with firefighters, he quit school and signed up with the SFFD and now he walks with the quiet

  confidence that comes when you stare death in the face every day and save innocent lives and think of yourself without hesitation as a man. Justin is also taller than I am. He greets me as I put

  the beer in the fridge, and then he introduces me to the women he’s talking to, and I make the first in a series of mistakes that will lead me, standing in a taqueria some weeks hence, to

  pray that I have not been recognized.




  I shake hands with them from right to left, calibrating my grip to coed handshake strength. The one on the right is Lauren: nice curly blond hair, a big bulbous nose, bad khaki pants that she

  probably wore to work. Sweet, shy, works in some kind of helping-people job, a little insecure about her weight, a couple of flowy Deadhead skirts in the back of her closet. And on the left is

  Maya. Small body, small features, chestnut hair in a shaggy bob, neolibrarian glasses. A subtle smile at the corners of her eyes that says I see through you entirely and find you benign but

  a bit ridiculous. Girls spend years working on that look without reaching Maya’s level. Anything I might say to such a woman would be a line, and would hang curdling in the air on

  leaving my mouth, so I open a conversation with Lauren.




  “How do you know Justin?” I say.




  “We used to volunteer at the something something Homeless something together,” she says as I calculate a follow-up question.




  “Used to?” I say. “What, did you decide to stop wasting your time helping homeless people?”




  A smile. “No, I went to Latin America for a year.”




  “Oh yeah? Where in Latin America?” I ask, because it would be rude to say what I’m really thinking, which is What is it with you white girls and Latin America?

  The Latin America phase that Bay Area girls go through in their early twenties, their attempts to transcend their whiteness via Frida Kahlo and salsa dancing, has always puzzled me. As Lauren

  begins the familiar litany – Ecuador, Costa Rica, “the D.R.” – Maya and Justin head out the door to go have sex in the bathroom or something.




  “How do you know Cynthia?” she asks me.




  “We went to high school together,” I tell her. “I knew her when her name was Cindy and she was dating boys.” I should mitigate the joke about wasting her time. “So

  do you work in homeless services?”




  “I work at a nonprofit, but it’s mostly policy around housing issues,” she says. “What about you? What do you do?”




  This is a difficult one, because right now I don’t do anything, and what I used to do was a combination of computer programming and business, which Lauren would find arcane and distasteful

  respectively. There are women who would be interested to learn that you’ve made a lot of money, but they don’t live in San Francisco, work at nonprofits, and travel around Latin

  America. So I say, “Oh, I started an Internet company,” and shrug to acknowledge the fact that, in the Bay Area in 2002, this is a cliché.




  She asks about the company. “It’s a consumer profiling system,” I tell her, hoping this dry phrase will prompt a subject change, but she’s tenacious.




  “Assume you’re talking to a fourth-grader,” she says.




  “We give you special offers, like a discount at an online store or something,” I say. “And in exchange, everything you do on the Internet – everything you read,

  everything you click, everything you buy – is tracked and stored and put in a database. Not your email, obviously, or your banking, but all your public activities online. All that data could

  be compared with the data for millions of other people, and from there you can be categorized as, let’s say, Espresso Granola, or, uh, DIY PYT.”




  “Whoa,” she says with a theatrical shudder. Now I seem slightly scary. That’s not a bad thing, necessarily, especially when you factor in the acronymic compliment, but I should

  balance it with some self-deprecation.




  “So I built a program to gather and keep track of all that stuff,” I say. “And then I sold it to a bigger company, and now I bore unsuspecting women at parties who have the

  misfortune to ask me what I do.”




  I’m watching her responses closely throughout. Visibly paying attention is crucial, especially when you’re talking about yourself and thus at risk of appearing not to pay

  attention. When I was maybe thirteen I heard my mother on the phone with her friend Stacey, talking about the latest of her post-divorce near-boyfriends, each of whom had some insurmountable flaw

  (no job, drank too much, participated in Civil War reenactments). My mom, defending this guy, said, “I know, I know, but … he pays attention to me.” I remember hearing Stacey

  say, “That can go a long way” (although obviously that part is an invention of memory; they were on the phone), and my mother saying, “Exactly.”




  But I’d like to check on Maya in case there’s an opening, and I can’t just look over Lauren’s shoulder, or I’ll be one of those guys who look over your shoulder

  while you’re talking. I’m getting worried, because this conversation is going pretty well, and if it lasts much longer Maya will be off-limits. (I’m assuming their friendship

  contains a tacit noncompete clause.) “I’m going to get a drink,” I say. “Do you need anything?” She’s hardly touched her vodka and cranberry, so I’m free

  to head to the other end of the kitchen and glance at the people milling in the hall. The population has increased, but not to the Malthusian degree it would take to make the party memorable.

  Gretchen is leaning against the sink talking to two women with their arms around each other’s waists. They look like some complicated riff on butch/femme stereotypes: one wears a slip dress

  and too much makeup, the other a baseball cap and low-slung jeans, but the former is large and hirsute while her partner is waifish and delicate and kind of stunning. It’s hard to tell if the

  arrangement is deliberate irony or just an unusual intersection of body type and sexual self-identification. Of the new arrivals, the only one I recognize is a coworker of Cynthia’s who once

  started a conversation with me about hip-hop. (He liked certain kinds of hip-hop but not other kinds.) I’m standing at the little bottle-crammed table pouring Coke into whiskey when Maya is

  suddenly next to me.




  “Could you fix me a gin and tonic?” she asks. The proximity of her body is overpowering.




  “Sure,” I say. There must be more to say than that, although I can’t think of what it could be.




  Maya says, “Thanks,” rotates 180 degrees, and goes back to talking to Justin. When I hand her the drink a minute later she takes it without even interrupting her conversation to say

  thank you – a kind of antiflirting and hence a kind of flirting, an effortless triangulation, arousing hope and jealousy in us both. Well played, Maya.




  And I’m still left with no one to talk to except Lauren, and every minute I spend talking to Lauren takes me further out of the game vis-à-vis Maya. I scan the room as if I’m

  looking for someone specific who was here a minute ago. Lauren is examining the Magnetic Poetry set on the fridge, the special Lesbian Pride edition, half words like dyke and cunt and

  partner and dog and the other half prepositions. Gretchen is smashing a bag of ice against the counter to break it up. Maya is laughing at Justin, who appears to be doing an

  impression of Lenny from Of Mice and Men. Cynthia’s voice comes from down the hall, and something characteristically trusty about its timbre makes me regret getting her the camera. It

  is at this moment, as I stand alone in my friend’s kitchen, my right hand fingering a little Ziploc bag in my pocket, that I conceive my ill-fated plan.




  Inhale, exhale, commit.




  I return to Lauren and pick up where we left off. See, I just went to get a drink. I break out some intermediate-level tactics: Asking a Question That Refers to Something I Learned About

  Her Earlier; Suggesting We Continue the Conversation Sitting Down. We move to the grubby couch in the living room, which is not as comfortable as it looks because the cushions are fifteen years old

  and have had the buoyancy squashed out of them. The party has finally overspilled the kitchen, and guests stand in clusters around the swept-out room. Lauren and I sit at forty-five-degree angles

  and turn our heads the rest of the way to face each other. I don’t do anything sexually assertive like holding eye contact or casually touching her arm. I watch closely for signs that her

  interest is waning. I tell her the How I Was Unfairly Accused of Making Obscene Phone Calls story, probably my #1 anecdote: funny, raunchy but not dirty, unbraggadocious. I wait for her

  post-anecdotal No way! Really?s to dry up, and then I pull the trigger.




  “Hey, I don’t know if this is something you’re up for,” I say, “but I’ve got some Ecstasy with me.” That’s bold enough, and I pause to let it

  register, but it’s only step one. “And I was wondering if you guys” – I incline my head toward the kitchen to indicate Maya and Justin – “would be up for doing

  some.”




  “Oh my God, I don’t know,” she says. “I mean, I haven’t done it in a really long time.”




  “All the more reason,” I say. Do I sound like I’m pressuring her? Pull back. “Listen, if this isn’t a good night for it, that’s cool. But if you guys feel

  like it, we can hang out and do it here, or we can go back to someone’s house, or whatever.” Like a salesman I stop talking and let her dismiss her remaining objections herself.




  “I think I want to do it,” she says, and how could she not? Everyone loves Ecstasy. “But I have to talk to Maya.”




  “I’ve totally got enough for those guys,” I say. It would be great if there were a way to exclude Justin from the invitation, but I can’t see one that doesn’t push

  the sleaze factor, already dangerously high, into the red. “Go talk them into it.”




  I stay on the couch and watch through the kitchen doorway as she engages Maya and Justin in a little huddle. I’m hoping to see a flash of excitement on Maya’s face; what I see

  instead is Lauren explaining something and Maya touching her arm and nodding. “It’s fine,” Maya says twice. Justin looks over at me with a vaguely cynical expression.




  And now Lauren is heading back toward me with a nervous grin, alone, and five minutes later the two of us are in a taxi, hurtling up to the Richmond, where she apparently lives, and I’m

  leaving the party with a girl but it’s the wrong girl, and I’m unsure whether I should be feeling remorse or triumph.




  ***




  There’s a right way to do these things. At the corner store I purchase two large packs of sugar-free gum and two large bottles of Gatorade. We sit at her kitchen table,

  clink glasses of water, down these little aspirinlike tablets. Lauren lives alone, so there’s a cat, which is going to set off my allergies in about forty-five minutes. On the walls are

  paintings by talentless friends; black-and-white photos, presumably by Lauren herself; Kodachrome snapshots of her parents in their youth. I conceive the idea of an exhibition of parental photos

  from the walls of girls’ apartments, a show that would be situated somewhere between found art and ethnography. Maya does not appear in any of the pictures. I am trying hard not to get hung

  up on Maya and how she’s occurring without me right now. If the world would just freeze whenever I’m not around, I’d be less worried about missing something important.




  We make a kind of prelapsarian small talk.




  “Do you do this kind of thing a lot?” she asks me.




  “What kind of thing are you referring to?” I have my teasing face on.




  “Oh, going home with strange girls and taking Ecstasy,” she says.




  “Are you a strange girl, then?” It’s almost too easy.




  “I’ve done it three times,” she says. “And the first time I only took half, so it doesn’t count.”




  “So tonight you’ll have to take two to make up for it.”




  She laughs, like that’s preposterous. “No, to make up for it I’d only have to take one and a half.”




  “You’re not adjusting for inflation.”




  I’d be more anxious if we were about to have sex. It’s certain that the next few hours, at least, will be very pleasant. I’m greedy for it already, smiling hard and getting an

  anticipatory buzz, even though it’s only been five minutes and the drug has barely made it to my stomach lining. But I’m impatient, and I don’t want to be sitting in this wooden

  chair anymore. The apartment is tiny; I leave the kitchen and I’m in the bedroom. Sometimes you just have to accept these things.




  In the cab I had worried about her CD collection, and a close examination bears out my fears. It’s frustrating, because I’ve got my iPod right here, and if I had a Y-cable I could

  hook it into her little bookshelf stereo. (Then I’d have to reposition the speakers to achieve a proper left-right spread.) For the fiftieth time I consider carrying a Y-cable around with me,

  and for the fiftieth time I realize how lame that would be, and I am momentarily paralyzed, stretched across the gulf between my life’s twin goals: experiencing uncompromised happiness and

  not being a loser. I sneeze.




  At some point I have become aware of my heart beating and my blood pumping, and I feel a twinge of admiration for my body, which somehow keeps functioning through everything, although I so

  rarely stop to enjoy it. And I realize I’m really glad the evening is going this way: I can’t think of a better outcome than making a new friend, a really nice girl, and getting to hang

  out with her and do Ecstasy.




  “You know what we should do?” I tell her. “We should take our shoes off.”




  “My shoes aren’t bothering me at all,” she says.




  “And yet once you take them off you will be astonished at how much comfort is available simply by removing your shoes.” I am sitting on the bed, hungrily removing my shoes.




  She is playing. “What if I’m more comfortable with my shoes on?”




  “I suppose there is the remote possibility that you are more comfortable with your shoes on,” I say, “although I don’t believe it for a second. But I seem to have

  acquired some kind of neurotic fixation on you experiencing the state of shoelessness right now, and so it wouldn’t be inaccurate to say that your shoes are making me

  uncomfortable.”




  “What a terrible situation!” she says, and for a moment it looks as if she really does think it’s a terrible situation. “Incompatible desires! What should we

  do?”




  “I will propose a solution,” I tell her. “It requires that you do me a small favor. You remove your shoes – no, you don’t even have to put in the legwork –

  legwork, ha! Anyway: I will remove your shoes for you. You will spend thirty seconds assessing the resultant sensation. If at the end of that trial period you wish to return to your previous

  shoe-clad state, I will gently replace the shoes, and my mind will rest easy in the knowledge that you are enjoying your personal optimum comfort state as regards footwear. If, on the other hand,

  you decide that you prefer to go without shoes, I will do a little dance of vindication.”




  “That could work,” she says, sitting down next to me on the bed.




  “This way, neither of us will have to sacrifice comfort, physical or psychogenic, for more than an instant.”




  “That’s a great plan,” she says.




  I get up off the bed (just standing is extremely enjoyable, and I sit back down and stand up again so I can experience it for a second time) and crouch at her feet. She’s wearing some kind

  of black dress shoe. I cradle her foot by the ankle, fiddle with the buckle, slip the shoe off. I repeat the process with the other shoe. I place the shoes carefully next to the bed, side by side,

  then stand up.




  “Oh wow,” she says. “That’s really comfortable.”




  Lauren reclines, moving all of her limbs at once as if swimming through some viscous medium. Something is happening. She opens her eyes and sees me smiling down at her and she smiles back. She

  looks lovely. I lie down next to her and start stroking her neck. It’s awesome to be stroking her neck. I’m seeing her hair with a kind of hyperclarity that reminds me of something I

  can’t place. I look at her face, and suddenly the Ecstasy is doing what we pay it to do. We kiss for a while, gently, like deer. The part of my brain that compares whatever’s going on

  in real life to whatever might simultaneously be going on in some parallel universe has shut up. And now we’re naked, and there’s these breasts right in front of me, these things that

  have no purpose but human comfort, and the skin of her neck is so soft, and her pubic hair grazes my leg. Thanks to the Ecstasy my penis is resolutely flaccid, but I know she understands this. She

  gives it a tender look, as though it’s her newborn baby. It feels like we’re both bouncing now, like we’re moving up and down in giant arcs, like we’re floating in space. We

  lie there awhile.




  “God, it’s been such a long time since I’ve felt close to anyone,” she says.




  “I know,” I say. “I’m so glad you were up for this.”




  “I almost didn’t, you know. I was like, Who is this guy, I’ve never met him, Justin hardly knows him, I shouldn’t go and do drugs with

  him.”




  “You were just being sensible.”




  “I was being scared. I go around being scared all the time. I’m usually scared to be naked with boys.”




  “Everybody is.”




  “Really?” She seems surprised by this, as though it’s never occurred to her before.




  “Absolutely. Everybody is.” This seems true as I say it. “We spend all this energy hiding ourselves, and then when we’re having sex or whatever, we’re supposed to

  be naked with each other, but we get so scared, and then we’re more wrapped up and guarded and closed off than ever.”




  “I’m so scared that I make it like I’m not even there at all,” she says. “I just remove myself, mentally. But that’s what sex should be about. It’s

  about being close to each other.” She’s running her fingers through my hair.




  “It’s not about having an orgasm,” I say.




  “Orgasms are nice, though.”




  “They certainly are. But it’s – do you want to have an orgasm right now?”




  “No.” She’s beaming.




  “Can I tell you something about having orgasms?”




  “Yeah.”




  “I’ve never told anyone this in my entire life.” It’s true. I haven’t. Why not?




  “Tell me.” She nods rhythmically. She really wants to know.




  “Every time I have an orgasm with another person, every time, it doesn’t matter who she is, right before I come I hear these words in my head.”




  “What are the words?”




  “I love you, Mom. Every time, just like that. I love you, Mom.”




  She looks like she’s just been given a Christmas present. “Really?”




  “I spend my whole life being ashamed of that.”




  “There’s no reason to be ashamed!”




  “I know! I know!”




  “Because it’s a good thing in you! It’s a good feeling!”




  “It’s love!” I tell her, and I’ve figured it out for the first time. “It’s just love! It’s all the same thing!” And I get up and start dancing,

  naked, while she stares at me, her pupils wide as saucers.




  ***




  Four hours later the tide is going out. I’m pacing the room and starting to narrate.




  “So I’m getting a little cold, so I’m going to put on my T-shirt and my boxers now, if that’s all right with you. Wait, where did they … oh, here’s my

  T-shirt, it got lost under the comforter. And I’ll bet – yup, here’s the boxers, right next to it. There we go. You know, until I was about twenty I bought all my T-shirts in

  extra-large because on some unconscious level I think I thought I was going to grow into them.”




  “God,” she says, “my stomach really hurts.”




  “That sucks. Do you have any Pepto-Bismol? I don’t really get stomachaches. There’s stomach people and head people, apparently, and I’m a head person. I feel stuff in my

  head. Maybe I should put my pants on too. I feel weird walking around your apartment in my underwear.”




  We spend another hour waiting out the symptoms – her stomach, my jaw, my monologue – and then I make well-I-should-get-going noises, patting my pockets for my keys and wallet and

  phone. We hug goodbye at the door, a quick chest press, a take-care-of-yourself hug. Neither of us mentions seeing each other again.




  It’s just after dawn and everything looks weirdly bleached out, as if the color saturation hasn’t caught up to the brightness. I have chemical energy to burn off, so I start walking

  home through the unfamiliar neighborhood, past stuccoed seventies houses and Chinese seafood restaurants. I feel like shit but I’m glad to be alone, in a place I have no reason to be, at a

  time when I shouldn’t even be awake. The cold feels good, and I’ve got my coat. I shouldn’t have told her about the thing.




  I’m in no shape to think about this. I’m just going to walk off the rest of this buzz, go home, get some sleep. Tomorrow I’ll do the math, figure out what happened, what to do

  next.




  I shouldn’t have told her about the thing.




  ***




  I get home circa 6:40 a.m. and crawl into bed and put a mask over my eyes. The mask is made of soft foam lined with sateen, and its eyepieces bulge convexly to prevent eyelid

  contact, which can disturb REM. The mask usually helps me sleep, but this morning there is no sleeping because of the adrenaline racing up and down my spine. My friend Danny claims to have consumed

  pure MDMA, uncut with amphetamines, manufactured by a CU-Boulder chemistry Ph.D. If I’d taken that I’d be asleep now, although it wouldn’t have kept me from humiliating myself

  with a stranger. Responsibility for that error lies with the Ecstasy itself, which suppresses faculties of self-consciousness and shame that, although harsh at times, serve a vital regulatory

  function and shouldn’t be artificially disabled for the sake of some momentary intimacy with a girl who isn’t even the girl I was pursuing. Is Maya going to hear about what happened?

  Are Lauren and Maya on the phone together right now? By turning my head hard to the left and peering out through the narrow gap between the mask’s edge and the right side of my nose, I can

  see the bedside clock, according to which it’s only 7:33. They’re not on the phone. Lauren is lying in bed, trying to lower her heart rate by force of will, thinking about the weird guy

  she brought home who seemed sort of charming at first and gave her drugs and got her naked and then instead of fucking her took the opportunity to unburden himself of his infantile peccadillo.




  Lying here is bringing me no closer to sleep. I should get up, pass a few hours in vigorous exercise, flush the speed from my bloodstream, return to bed around ten, sleep through the day, wake

  up in the evening and get some breakfast and then stay on a nocturnal schedule, eating lunch at three in the morning, taking vitamin D supplements to substitute for sunlight, never seeing another

  human being except the clerks working the night shift at the twenty-four-hour Safeway, until one night I run into Maya in the cereal aisle – I’m holding Honey Bunches of Oats,

  she’s holding Special K – and the two of us leave the supermarket together and drive to the top of Twin Peaks to hold hands and watch the sunrise.




  Giving up, I remove the mask and emerge from the bedroom into my apartment’s vast living room/kitchen/dining area. The light through the casement windows is lurid and exhausting, and when

  I reach the couch I collapse on it and gaze out at the skyline. When I bought this place the view of downtown seemed a thrilling prospect, but four months later it looks like something off a

  postcard. I’m wearing the same underwear and T-shirt I had on last night, now sour-smelling and soft, and the couch’s coarse fabric is slightly rough against my bare legs. I’m

  aware that there’s something I’m trying to forget, and the awareness prompts me to investigate, and then I remember last night’s indiscretion and my brain winces and tries to

  vomit. I go to the fridge for a Gatorade, and keeping my balance requires more concentration than usual. I drink half the Gatorade standing by the fridge with the door open so the cool air prickles

  the hair on my legs. Is there a way to ensure that I never see Lauren again? She’s probably just as embarrassed as I am. Obviously she’s nowhere near as embarrassed as I am. She’s

  probably embarrassed, although not as embarrassed as I am, and wants to forget the whole thing. Or else: over the next few days our five-hour artificially instigated love affair will tug at the

  back of her mind, and she’ll decide the only way to scratch the itch is for the two of us to meet for coffee and review our feelings about the events in question and start erecting a

  mandatory friendship. She could get my email address pretty easily. I shut the refrigerator door and flip open my laptop, which is sitting on the granite surface of the kitchen island. Once it

  wakes up and finds the wireless connection I refresh my email, but of course there’s nothing from her, only an invitation to speak on a couple of panels at the Digital Future Conference in

  March. She won’t email today – she’ll give me a few days to contact her first. I set the email client to alert me when a new message arrives and wonder if there will be any girls

  at the Digital Future Conference. Where is Maya right now? It’s 8:12 on Saturday. She’s asleep in Justin’s bed, her head on his shoulder in the morning-after composition familiar

  from American cinema, a sheet draped over her to hide her nipples from the camera. I can’t remember the specifics of her face, just hair and glasses and an expression of compassionate

  skepticism. The newspapers are waiting downstairs, and the crossword would occupy me for half an hour. I put on the pants I wore last night and then ride barefoot down to the lobby in the nearly

  silent elevator. When I bought the apartment I decided I’d take the stairs every time, to build some exercise into my routine, but I’m always in a hurry or tired in a way that justifies

  taking the elevator, or else I’ve just done something noble and thus deserve to take the elevator as a reward. I am aware that these are excuses that prevent me from gaining the health

  benefits of taking the stairs, and I’ve started trying to tell myself I should take the stairs anyway, even when I’m feeling rushed or exhausted or virtuous, but this particular unslept

  serotonin-starved humiliated morning is clearly not the morning to abjure the elevator at last. The newspapers are just outside the building’s frosted-glass front door, the Times in

  its blue bag, the Chronicle in yellow. As I stoop to pick them up I wonder if Maya is sending me an email asking if I want to hang out sometime. I recognize the absurdity of this thought and

  try to dismiss it, but I nevertheless return to the elevator at a faster pace and am disappointed when the doors don’t open as soon as I press the call button. I shuffle from foot to foot on

  the cold painted concrete, waiting.




  Eventually the metal doors part and reveal the family from the third floor, a young couple with a two-year-old and an infant and a big Akita. I’m standing closer to the elevator doors than

  is customary, and I must look pretty bad. The mother flinches protectively toward the boy’s stroller.




  “Papers,” I say, displaying them, and try to smile reassuringly.




  When I get back to the apartment I drop the papers on the island and glance unstoppably at the laptop’s screen, where nothing has changed.




  In the bathroom I clean up, gargle, assess the situation. Looking in the mirror is always disappointing – it’s strange that something can be always disappointing; you’d

  imagine that eventually you’d adjust your expectations downward to the point where they’re congruent with reality – but today it’s even more disappointing than usual. My

  skin is ghastly pale, and my hair has flattened and swollen in random whorls and eddies. The real problem, though, is not these contingent features but the face itself. When we say someone has a

  big nose, we’re usually talking about the third dimension, the degree to which the nose protrudes into the outside world. My nose, in contrast, is big in the first two dimensions, the x- and

  y-coordinates. (This corresponds to greater negative space in the nostril area as well.) But my nose is just the most dramatic symptom of a deeper problem: there isn’t enough room on my face.

  When I was a boy my features could coexist in peace, but as I emerged from puberty they began to manifest expansionist aims and struck out into the neutral territory between them. I am surveying

  the battlefield when a chime sounds in the other room, and hope spikes into my heart, and I defer the brushing of my teeth and exit the bathroom to check my email.




  I haven’t spoken to my father since I left Denver more than three years ago, and I thought we were both committed to falling out of touch. But there it is:

  B_Muller@spencercollege.edu.




  

    

	  

    

    

      Eric, Im going to be in San Fran next month. Thought we might get together if your free. Got something BIG to spring on you. I’ll be the the 7 to the 16, hope

      that’s good for you. Barry (dad).


    


	


	


	


  




  Sic passim. His signature takes up seven lines and lists his job title, employer, mailing address, and phone number, none of which has changed in a decade.




  ***




  I spend most of the following weeks surfing the Internet to no purpose. I wake in the early afternoons with no memory of any dreams. I compose a brief reply to my father,

  suggesting that he call me when he arrives. The program coordinator for the Digital Future Conference emails again, and this time I accept the invitation. In the evenings I rotate my three most

  reliable culinary options: the hamburger place, the burrito place, and spaghetti. Christmas and New Year’s occur without me.




  I’m not sure exactly how much time has passed since my last unwise attempt at social contact, but the number of days modulo three must equal two because I’m getting a burrito. The

  taqueria is painted in kindergarten shades of red and yellow, and the jukebox plays Mexican pop music at an excruciating volume, and the lighting makes everyone more animated than usual. I walk up

  the aisle toward the counter and there, at a table on the left, is Maya, and my heart is suddenly audible to the entire restaurant. She’s listening intently to a pale, pierced girl who is

  talking loudly and gesturing with her hands. Does Maya see me? I lock my eyes on the far wall and walk past her, trying to maintain a natural pace and gait. The possibilities start branching:

  Either she saw me or she didn’t. If she saw me, did she see me see her? If she saw me see her, does she think I didn’t recognize her? Is it possible she doesn’t recognize me? And

  this: What does she know about me?




  The guy taking the orders calls me amigo, which he only started doing a month ago and which usually makes me feel good but not today.




  I’ve never been able to figure out how much girls tell each other. I used to assume that information is a status symbol in GirlWorld, and so anything you tell a girl will be displayed like

  a piece of jewelry. But I’ve come to think it works more like money, something to be judiciously invested for maximum returns. If I’m right, Maya doesn’t necessarily know about

  my, what, my Oedipal thing. Let’s say she doesn’t. Let’s say she thinks I’m just some guy she met at a party, and I sit down and eat a burrito with her and her

  friend. The next time Maya sees Lauren she says, Guess who I ran into at El Submarino the other night? and when Lauren hears this she smiles cryptically and says, Oh, what was that

  like? in a funny tone of voice that prompts Maya to start saying What? What? until, after demurring for a suitable interval, Lauren tells Maya what I told her about ejaculating and

  the voice in my head and I love you, Mom, and first shock and disgust ensue, and then eventually hilarity, and by the end of the conversation I have become an anecdote to them, a strange,

  sad boy-man they once met who disguises his creepy little perversion behind reflexive flirting, and just imagining that makes me want to kill myself.




  So while I wait for the line cook to assemble the burrito I stare fixedly at the refrigerators full of soda and beer. The sodas are imported from Mexico; they are made with cane sugar rather

  than corn syrup and bear stickers warning that they’re not to be sold in the U.S. Finally the cook calls out, “Forty-four, cuarenta y cuatro!” and I’m clutching my

  burrito and chips and heading for the door. And then there’s that business of pretending you haven’t seen the person without making it look like you’re ignoring her. It’s

  impossible to know how successful this deception ever is. You don’t know if she genuinely doesn’t know you’re there, or if she sees you but thinks you don’t see her and

  prefers not to announce herself, or if the two of you are collaborating on a little play in which you pretend not to notice each other. Accurate data is almost impossible to come by, and in its

  absence I have the feeling of flying blind into a whirlwind. Of course, I could just talk to her. Even if she knows. I could say hello and introduce myself to her friend and start talking to her

  and see what happens, and if she gives me a knowing look and says, I heard you and Lauren had quite a time the other week, I could smile and say, Yeah, we had a time. My eyes

  are fixed dead ahead and I’m standing too straight, in a way that feels unnatural and probably looks stupid. I could just sit down next to her. Instead I walk past her, through the door, out

  to the sidewalk, and think, I’ve made it.




  





  2




  

  

    

  

    

      If they’re so smart, why don’t they figure out how popularity works and beat the system, just as they do for standardized tests?




      – Paul Graham, “Why Nerds Are Unpopular”


    


	


	    


	


  




  Nicky Boont and I were making an adventure game: lines of text on the screen that said things like You are in a dungeon filled with

  skulls. There is a door to the north and one to the east. Together we made elaborate maps of underground architecture, wrote adjective-studded descriptions of caverns and weapons and monsters,

  cultivated the pseudomythological backstory. Every school day we met at lunch in the computer room, an L-shaped cubicle that had been freed up when the office supplies were moved to larger

  quarters. There we catalogued each object the player might find in the dungeon – weapons, keys, potions – and every action he might perform.




  When I walked in, Nicky’s chair was turned away from the Commodore 128 toward the door, his legs crossed professorially. His pale hair was cut in a perfect bowl that made him look like a

  mushroom. “We need a hide command,” he said by way of a greeting. Theoretically we’d finished the actions two weeks earlier.




  “You mean like hide yourself, or hide an object?” I asked. It’s hard to develop an entire syntax when you don’t know words like transitive and intransitive,

  but that was the project we had assigned ourselves.




  “Both, obviously,” Nicky said, in a way that suggested he had only been thinking of one or the other. “It has to be hiding in a specific place. Like, you can’t hide in an

  empty room.”
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