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For Lance






AUTHOR’S NOTE

In the early days of Russia’s brutal invasion, a Ukrainian friend would send me videos of missiles hitting apartment buildings. I would toggle between rage, grief, and deep worry for all the friends and colleagues who had chosen to stay. But the day before Orthodox Easter, this friend sent a tutorial on cleaning your windows in preparation for the holiday. The video opens with a shot of a Ukrainian man holding up cleaning supplies. A breezy Earth, Wind, and Fire song plays in the background. Then the video cuts to the man’s bombed-out window frame. End of tutorial.

As the war continued, my friend and I would try to Skype every few weeks. On August 24, we had arranged to Skype to celebrate Ukrainian Independence Day, but he had to cancel, since Russia was hammering Ukraine with rockets to ruin the holiday. When we were finally able to talk, he told me how, after several hours stuck in the bomb shelter with the air raid sirens blaring, the man next to him said, “What are they doing—bringing that rocket in on a bicycle?”

“The Ukrainian sense of humor originated from all the troubles that preceded our people for centuries,” my friend said. The choice, he explained, was to give up and cry, or fight and laugh at the enemy. “We chose the latter!”

I wrote Calling Ukraine before Russia launched its full-scale invasion. The story takes place in 2018–19, during the period between the Maidan Revolution and the Russian invasion—a time of great hope from the changes happening in Ukraine, coupled with resignation at the things that would likely never change. Also: a time of political upheaval, as a popular actor announced his candidacy for president.

But after February 24, 2022, I felt compelled to change the novel. The humor now felt inappropriate. Any ambivalence the characters felt toward the presidential candidate, Zelensky, now read, to me, like Kremlin propaganda. When I’d written the novel, most Americans couldn’t name the president of Ukraine. Now Zelensky was an international symbol of heroism—why point out the criticisms that had preceded his election?

The problem was that the more I tried to rewrite the book, the less true it felt. Humor was a defining feature of the time I spent in Ukraine. And the fact that many were skeptical of Zelensky does not lessen his accomplishments. As another friend wrote to me from Lutsk, “A year ago, none of us Ukrainians could have thought we would be so proud of our president.” Ukraine has a heroic president who is also a comedian; that must say something about the country.

In the end, I left the novel almost completely intact. (Though I did take out a few mini-rants about Russian disinformation’s influence on Western media in the post-Maidan period, since that disinformation had now been effectively countered.) But I left in the jokes, and I left in the Zelensky skepticism. I hope that this was the right decision. Even if it wasn’t, I take comfort in knowing that most Americans are already well aware of the bravery and suffering of Ukrainians and don’t need a novel to explain it to them. My hope, now that everything has changed, is that this book may, if nothing else, give a tiny glimpse at what life in Ukraine looked like before the invasion, and why it’s so worth fighting for.

Johannes Lichtman
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DAVEY HAD A PROPOSAL. WE’D met in college and though we had almost nothing in common, he liked me and thought I was smarter than I was, which it turned out was enough to sustain over a decade of friendship. Since graduation, he’d email me once or twice a year to tell me, for example, about a dream he had that he wanted to turn into a screenplay—did I want to write it for him?—or to pitch a start-up that allowed members to rent books for a low monthly fee. This time, he wanted to know if I’d be interested in heading up support ops at the Ukrainian office of his short-term rental start-up. Apparently, he’d come across an article I wrote a few years earlier on the booming Airbnb scene in Tbilisi, which was enough to make him believe that I was an expert on short-term rentals and former Soviet republics.

His message arrived on a rainy Monday, which was my Saturday, and I found myself reluctant to get out of bed, dreading the two empty days ahead of me, despite having looked forward to them all week. I was lying on a knock-off bed frame from China that looked almost identical to the more expensive American version, which I’d ordered a few months earlier, when Maureen and I broke up, but which had only just arrived. After so many notifications about back orders and delays, my anticipation had built to the point where the bed frame’s arrival had come to symbolize the end of my old life and the beginning of something new and exciting. But then I assembled it, slept on it, woke up, and remembered that it was just a bed frame.

When I looked up Davey’s new venture, I found that it wasn’t just a half-baked idea with a sleekly designed website, but instead a real company doing real business, featured in articles in real-sounding publications.

“In less than a year, we’ve become the sixth-largest short-term-rental provider in the US,” Davey told me over the phone later that day, quoting himself from the articles. He said they were already making huge inroads in New York, San Francisco, and other cities that had been hostile to Airbnb, by working with private apartment buildings that already had hotel licenses. These buildings partnered with Davey’s company instead of Airbnb because they were self-policing, Davey explained. They ran background checks and set up noise monitors in their apartments, and if the noise passed a certain level the tenant would get a text warning. If they didn’t comply, they were evicted.

“Good neighbors,” he said as I read along with the slogan bannered across the top of the site, “make the world a better place.”

A major part of their philosophy, he told me, was innovative technology, fearlessly implemented—which meant smart-sourcing software developers.

“The average Ukrainian salary is three hundred dollars a month. Which means that if I offer developers there twenty-five hundred dollars per month, it’s a crazy amount of money. We can hire absolutely top-end, cream-of-the-crop Ukrainian developers to do the coding for what I’d pay a cashier at a Seattle McDonald’s. The Ukrainian developers are almost as good as the American ones, they cost a fraction of the price, and they never, ever demand a better kombucha station.”

I pointed out that I didn’t know anything about coding. When people mentioned “coding” I flashed to lines of green text sprawling across a black background of a nineties computer screen, an image I was pretty sure came from the movie Hackers.

“Patience, Turner.” Davey laughed like this was an old joke between us. “I’m getting to that.”

He said that the next step was optimizing the Ukrainian software developers’ offices to double as call centers. That’s where I came in. They were in the early stages of the first such project: a small center with five agents, run out of the already-established developers’ office in Lutsk, an “up-and-coming city” near the Polish border in western Ukraine. The problem, he said, was that, while the Ukrainian call center agents meticulously followed instructions, they were struggling to acclimate to American conversational styles. In particular: small talk, friendliness, and not scaring the shit out of customers.

“They sound less like they want to help you with your booking and more like they want to harvest your data to find and then kill you.”

He said they’d hired a local English professor, a Ukrainian, to supervise, but that she was just teaching them grammar instead of anything useful.

“When they’re not scaring the customers, they’re too quiet. They just type and wait for the pages to load. We told them to fill the gap with light conversation, so they started saying, ‘How old are you? You have children? Why not?’ We need an American to show them how to sound natural. And to knock the classroom British out of them. Get them to stop saying ‘fortnight,’ ‘flat,’ ‘lorry,’ and whatever.”

“Why are they talking about lorries?”

“I don’t know, man.” There was a pause, and the silence had the distinct shape of Davey reading another message. “Customer service is improvisation. That’s why I need someone like you.”

“X is improvisation” was a statement that could be made about pretty much anything, but I was still a little flattered. “What exactly is it that you want me to do?”

“I want you to take the five-thousand-dollar relocation bonus I’m going to send you as soon as we get off the phone and buy a plane ticket. I want you to send me an invoice for whatever it costs to break your lease. I want you to move to Ukraine in two weeks. I want you to live there for the next year—at least. I want you to teach the agents how to provide the level of customer support that Americans are accustomed to. After you’ve shown them how to master that on the phone, I want you to teach them to do it on email, SMS, and chat support so they can handle all our tickets. We’re currently getting about seventy thousand tickets a year, and that’s only going to go up. We need them to be more efficient. More natural. More conversational.” He laughed. “And I want you to have the fucking time of your life in Ukraine.”

The problem with people like Davey was that they would rather hire someone they know, who might be qualified, than find someone they didn’t know, who was certifiably qualified. The problem with people like me was that I didn’t have a good reason to say no to people like Davey.

“The pay is thirty-six thousand dollars a year, which I know isn’t much in the US—but in Ukraine? You can live like a king. You can rent a nice apartment with a maid, a cook, and even a live-in hooker.”

I ignored the part about pressing the locals into servitude as a perk of the job and repeated the salary offer out loud a few times as if I was thinking about it. Then I started thinking about it. When a shift manager position had opened up at my restaurant, I’d turned it down—manager was a vocation, whereas I was just working there to support my journalism. But after nearly eight years of freelance magazine writing, I was thirty years old and hardly any closer to breaking through. And my apartment was so ugly.

I had imagined this apartment, a studio in Southeast Portland, as a place of freedom. After my dad died, I started feeling so lonely with Maureen that I decided that it would be better to just be alone, since at least then the loneliness would make sense. I had imagined that being single—relieved of the burden of another person’s presence, attention, and disappointment—would make me freer to feel whatever I was feeling, and that what I was feeling would, eventually, be happiness. The first month or two of singledom had been exciting—there were dating apps now, and on these apps were women who wanted to meet me!—but soon the anxiety of dating overtook the excitement. No matter how these dates went, they would leave me feeling guilty and lonely. If there was no chemistry, I would feel like I’d let my date down, and if we ended up sleeping together, I would feel as if I’d tricked her into it, even if she was the one who’d initiated the sex. If she wanted to meet again and I didn’t, I would feel guilty for hurting her, and if I wanted to meet again, but she didn’t respond, I would feel very lonely. I wasn’t happier than I’d been with Maureen—but neither was I sadder, which made me think I’d made the right decision.

And now I found myself surrounded by these custard-colored walls, which were just as bare as the day I signed the lease, struggling to think of a single thing keeping me in Portland.

“Okay,” I said to Davey. “I’m in.”


I LANDED IN KYIV, BUT my suitcases didn’t, so I spent four days exploring the capital and waiting for my bags. On the first day, I established that it was a terrifying city that made no sense. There was less smiling and fewer English speakers than anywhere I’d visited. The boulevards were oceanic, built as if some optimistic dictator was planning for the day when everyone had a car. I couldn’t find anywhere to cross the street until I realized that the crosswalks were underground—that what I’d thought were stairs to the metro actually led across the street. The calm chaos of the traffic suggested everyone was expertly marching to a beat I couldn’t hear, and I kept bracing for a crash that never came. The golden onion church domes had something sinister in their glow. The brutalist housing blocs looked like collective punishment. Even the four- and five-story Old World apartment buildings—the pretty kind that you’d see in any European capital, with their light colors, hundred-year-old bones, and little balconies hanging off the edge, cramped with iron patio furniture facing the sun—looked like they’d just been in a fight. But I calmed myself with the knowledge that this could all be material. Even though I wasn’t a journalist anymore, I wasn’t ready to stop seeing the world as if I was going to write about it.

So when I struggled to find food that first day, it wasn’t just a frustrating morning—it was a story. The absence of English speakers was an impediment, as were the handwritten chalkboard menus, since handwritten Cyrillic was a different species from the typed characters I’d studied before leaving Portland. After much searching, I eventually bought what I thought was a croissant from a street vendor. It was not a croissant but a cold hot dog wrapped in puff pastry, which, despite my hunger, was inedible. I threw it away, looked out at the Dnipro River—which, like all urban rivers, resembled a big dirty bathtub draining to nowhere—and almost buckled under a wave of jet lag that made it feel like I didn’t live on this planet. I eventually found what looked like a hamburger chain with a digital menu on the wall.

In the afternoon, feeling a little better after my food, I walked through a lush park in central Kyiv with deeply dipping hills, tall trees, and packs of teenagers drinking and laughing and posing for pictures around every corner. Each couple strolling through the park that day consisted of a very good-looking woman—often holding flowers or a teddy bear or some other gendered gift—with a not-so-good-looking man. Before coming to Ukraine, I’d tried to do my research to prepare me, but there was a limited amount of English-language information available for the prospective traveler. I’d found, uncomfortably, that the best sources of basic information about where you could use credit cards, which banks had reliable ATMs, and how Ukrainian rental contracts worked were not tourism sites, travel blogs, or Ukraine guides, but message boards maintained by American, British, and Canadian men sharing notes on how to sleep with and/or marry Ukrainian women.

When I went to the message boards to check if I could pay by card on the Kyiv metro, I learned: The Kyiv metro is an old-fashioned system that uses tokens. You’ll have to pay cash to buy tokens, so bring exact change if you don’t want to be scolded by the lady at the window. The fare is cheap (roughly 20 cents), the trains run on time, the system is relatively safe, and the metro can take you to all the best districts for nightclubs and cafés (see my post in “Kyiv Nightlife”). But be aware that a lot of Ukrainian women are criminals who will charge you for an “interpreter” during your date, and even the ones who aren’t criminals are cock teases.

The men on the message boards believed that Ukraine was a great country for foreigners to meet a nice girl with “traditional values,” which was shorthand for an attractive woman who will gratefully sleep with and/or marry an unattractive man. What bothered me about the men wasn’t just their sexism—the internet, and world for that matter, was full of sexists I rarely gave much thought to. It bothered me that this was the image Ukrainians would have when they thought of an American man: the entitled and aggressive losers who’d been arriving since the fall of the Soviet Union under the belief that they deserved to have sex with women far better looking than they were.

When I’d gone through passport control at Boryspil, the officer behind the glass had asked me where I was going in Ukraine. When I answered, “Lutsk,” she’d looked up from my passport.

“Girl?” she’d said, in the same tone you might say, Business or pleasure?

I’d spent the rest of my time at the airport trying hard to avoid even glancing at any women. But walking through the park that day in Kyiv, I couldn’t help but notice the gender inequality at play in real-life Ukrainian couples. Maybe a scarcity of supply meant that okay-looking guys here could date supermodels. Maybe a century of oppression, conscription, and mass murder—first by the Soviets, then by the Nazis, then by the Soviets again, and then, after the fall of the Soviet Union, by gangster-businessmen who had seized most of the country’s wealth in the nineties—had depleted the Ukrainian male population. Or maybe it was just an anomaly. I couldn’t assume that a dozen couples in a Kyiv park on a sunny day represented all of Ukraine. By that measure, the Ukrainians who saw me walking around in my luggage-less state would think all American men wore Adidas sweatpants with running shoes and Levi’s jeans jackets—and didn’t shave.

But after a few days in Kyiv, I decided that the park had not been an aberration and that this was a country with a disparity in physical attractiveness between the genders. It occurred to me that someone like me—a tall and rich, at least by Ukrainian standards, foreigner, who, once his clothes arrived, would be well-dressed—might do well with women here. I indulged the fantasy of dipping my toe into a dating pool of Ukrainian women with sharp cheekbones and expectations set low enough that I might be a catch. But if the anxiety of dating in America was bad, it would be much worse in a country where I didn’t speak the language or understand the customs. If the guilt of transactional sex was bad in America, I imagined it would be terrible in a country that Americans had been exploiting for decades. Besides, I was not here to meet women.

I had made the decision before leaving Portland that I would take a year off dating. Being abstinent at home would have felt kind of pathetic, but doing it abroad made it more like a journey of personal discovery—something you might pitch as a longform article or even a book one day. It made me feel good, too, to know that while most American men were coming here for sex, I was doing the opposite.

By my last day in Kyiv, I started to see how the city could’ve actually been the beautiful metropolis I’d read about online had I been a different person there under different circumstances. The constellations of golden domes shining in the sunlight. The metro stations with their barrel-vaulted ceilings and real-life chandeliers dangling overhead. The Dnipro River, which at night transformed from a big dirty bathtub to a sheet of glass sparkling with city lights. But even so, Kyiv was only a layover, and by the time my luggage finally arrived I was ready to go.

When the driver I’d hired pulled into Lutsk, a city of about two hundred thousand six hours west of the capital where I was to live for the next year, I felt immediately at home. I was calmed by the normal width of the boulevards and crosswalks luxuriously placed almost every block. Nobody smiled or spoke English here either, but they seemed less personally angry at me than the pedestrians in Kyiv had. The architecture wasn’t exactly pretty, but neither was it intimidating: two-story storefronts with rounded facades that looked a little bit like false fronts and blocky functionalist concrete that made me think of bell-bottoms. Little yellow buses scuttled in and out of traffic in the city center, and people drank tea and coffee at sidewalk cafés late into the evening. Had I landed first in Lutsk, I would’ve probably had the same reaction as when I landed in Kyiv: This is the most different place that I’ve ever been. But after Kyiv, the little town felt safe.

The next day, I walked fifteen minutes from my apartment to Davey’s call center, which was housed on the second floor of a boxy new building by the river. I knocked on the door and a handsome man in his mid-twenties opened. He was dressed in designer jeans and a black T-shirt, with dark hair cropped close on the sides and a little longer on top. He wore a look on his face that just a few days earlier I would have thought was disdain but now recognized as the resting neutral expression of Ukrainians.

“Hi, I’m Turner. I’m here to head up support ops.”

“Yes, we are expecting you. Nice to meet you.” The man shook my hand, introduced himself as Dima, and said he was a senior associate software developer. “But tell me please, Turner, don’t Americans go by their first names? Or by ‘Mister’ and then the family name?”

“Yes. You’re correct, Dima. But—” But what? I was a thirty-year-old manager. Why was I introducing myself by my last name? “I was under the impression that Ukrainians had difficulty pronouncing ‘John.’ I thought ‘Turner’ would be easier.”

“Yes, you’re correct, John.” Dima’s “John” was somewhere between “gin” and “June.” “But if you only say the words we know, maybe we won’t learn so much?” Dima laughed, and I joined in. At first it was a polite laugh, but soon I felt my face breaking into a real smile. It was the first time someone had laughed with me in Ukraine.

Dima showed me around the office, which looked like the set from a movie about the 2000s American tech boom: beanbag chairs, a gaming console, and desk pods filled an open single room, built under the idea that employees wouldn’t hate their coworkers enough to need walls or doors. At the center of the room were eight software developers’ desks with big monitors, but my domain was the five call center desks near the door. The agents were just settling in for their 4:00 p.m.–to–midnight shift. Two of the agents were boys who couldn’t have been more than twenty-one, and two were women in their late twenties to early thirties. One of the desks was empty, but no sooner had I noticed its vacancy than the door opened and a woman walked in. She was about my age, with long brown hair that crested over her forehead in a wave. She was fair, slim without being bony, and her washed-out jeans with white sneakers and a beige corduroy jacket struck me as the perfect outfit for the day. I had worked for many managers but had never been a manager myself, and I was determined to be a good, bland boss, who made my employees’ jobs easier without having any effect on their personal lives. So it was with dismay that I found myself so immediately attracted to her.

I introduced myself to all the agents, and when I got to her and she said her name was Natalie I tried to banish the thought that we had known each other in a previous life—which, despite my not believing in past lives, was a thought that often hit me when I saw a woman to whom I was very attracted.

“It’s nice to meet you,” I said when I shook her hand, feeling the surprising length of her fingers, then immediately releasing them.

“But how could you possibly know?” Natalie said, in a not-so-harsh but definitely still noticeable accent.

“How could I know what?”

“That it’s nice to meet me.”

“It’s an American expression!” said a woman I assumed was Oksana, the English teacher, who had appeared from nowhere and was now in front of me, wearing bright red lipstick, a knee-length red skirt, black leather boots, a black top, and a red blazer. Her hair was blond, her fingernails were painted red, and while I couldn’t tell if she was in her thirties, forties, or fifties, she had the vibe of someone who would never die. “You know this.”

Natalie shrugged at Oksana in a way that could have meant anything.

I shook Oksana’s hand and told her that it was nice to meet her, too.

“Frankly speaking,” she said, “it is my pleasure,” while wordlessly conveying that it was very much not. I assumed that my hiring was a demotion for her, which meant that there was no reason for her to like me. But there was something in me that believed that everyone should like me, and it unnerved me that she didn’t.

When I turned to address the room, I found my mouth was dry. My shirt—a designer white button-up recently returned from the airline, which just an hour earlier had fit perfectly—was now too tight in the shoulders, bunched up at the waist, and sticking to my armpits from the sweat. I hadn’t expected to be nervous. I was teaching them how to speak English like an American, one of the few topics on which I could be called an expert.

“Good afternoon, everyone. My name is John Turner, and I’m really looking forward to working with you.” I apologized for being late—explained why I’d been stranded in Kyiv—then regretted the apology, as it probably made me look weak. I felt the dryness spreading across my tongue and looked up at the clock on the wall, which read 3:54. “We only have a few minutes before the lines open, but let’s do a little warm-up. How is everyone doing today?”

There was silence. Which I’d expected from Davey’s warning.

“Kyle,” I said to a boy with a blond crewcut who looked like he was years away from growing facial hair. “How are you doing today?”

“So far, so good,” said Kyle, monotone. His accent was apparent, but his words didn’t come from as far back in his throat as most Ukrainians I’d met, making his English sound a little less, though still very, bassy.

“Very good. And what’s your real name, Kyle?”

“Kyle.”

“Great,” I said. I didn’t know whether it was more insulting to call the agents by their American names or insist that they give their Ukrainian names, but I decided to push this question back to another day. “And what would you ask me, Kyle, if I were a customer and we were going to make small talk?”

“How is your day going, sir?”

“It’s going pretty well. I’m loving this weather we’re having.”

There was silence for a while.

“My father doesn’t like the heat,” said Andy, who had a small bun knotted tightly behind gelled-back hair and wore a green T-shirt that said Sacramento Clothing Company in deliberately faded letters. “But he has been very morose since my mother became ill.”

I paused. “This is what we call a good teaching moment. Andy, I’m very sorry to hear about your mother. And ‘morose’ is a high-level word in English. So well done there. But your mother’s illness is not something you want to talk to the customers about. It might make them uncomfortable.”

“When they ask how you’re doing,” Oksana said, “they don’t really want to know how you are doing. They are lying.”

“While Oksana is correct, sort of,” I said, “I wouldn’t say they’re lying. It’s just that they want a very limited answer to the question. It’s not a lie so much as a euphemism. Does anyone know what a euphemism is?”

“It’s when you use one word or phrase to disguise another word or phrase that might be unpleasing to the listener,” Oksana said. “Like ‘water closet’ for ‘toilet.’ ”

“Yes, that’s correct, Oksana, but I was hoping that the agents could answer—”

“But, tell me please, how is ‘How are you doing?’ a euphemism? What unpleasing word or phrase are you attempting to disguise?”

The heat ran into my face with the realization that it was not a euphemism. I should have prepared better. Davey had said that the Ukrainians were so quiet. But Oksana was not quiet. I panicked and tried to remember what a preposition was, just in case she brought up prepositions.

“Very good point, Oksana. In this example, they’re trying to disguise the fact that, as you said, they don’t care how you’re doing. They’re checking the box of being polite while—”

“Tell me please, what do you mean by ‘checking the box’?” Oksana said.

My objectives, as Davey had laid them out, were to guide the agents through the art of small talk, improve their ability to sound natural and conversational, and reduce the average call time from twelve to eight minutes so that the agents could start taking on email and chat tickets as well. It was only now that I was realizing that I had no idea how I was supposed to accomplish any of this. Luckily, we were out of time.

“That’s a great question! But it’s almost four o’clock, which means it’s almost nine a.m. in New York—we’ll have to put a pin in this,” I said, rushing forward as I realized I’d used another euphemism. “But I’m really looking forward to picking it up tomorrow!”

I retreated to my desk, marked by an A4 sheet of printer paper in a translucent binder page with my name written in blue Comic Sans font, by the back wall of the office. Davey had somehow convinced me that I would be useful here just by virtue of my presence, and I felt very stupid for having believed him. I took out my laptop and spent the rest of the shift doing what I should have been doing since I accepted the job offer: researching how to run quality control for customer support.


ONCE I REALIZED HOW UNPREPARED for the job I was, I spent days researching and outlining a comprehensive plan of attack. Step one, as I wrote to Davey, was to start recording all our calls. Step two was to analyze the ones with the longest call times and the ones with repeat callers. Davey probably didn’t read the next eighteen steps of my plan before writing back that he loved the enthusiasm. But he reminded me that this wasn’t Apple—it was a call center with five agents. He suggested I just grab some headphones and start listening in.

Once I did so, it didn’t take too many calls to notice that a major problem was, in fact, a struggle to improvise and still sound American. The agents seemed to revert to an un-American directness whenever they had to go off script.

“No, we cannot do this,” Andy would say to a customer, without an “unfortunately” at the beginning. And then Oksana would be right over Andy’s shoulder, whisper-yelling his mistake before I could even consider how to turn the mistake into a teaching moment.

This directness, I’d come to notice, wasn’t rude in Ukrainian. My Ukrainian was still very limited, but I’d noticed that in a Ukrainian restaurant you wouldn’t say, Could I get the bill? You would say, Bring me the bill. I wasn’t sure how to convince the agents that the thing they’d always thought was polite—saying directly and imperatively what they meant—was actually very rude.

The bigger challenge than directness—which, though counterintuitive, was at least concrete—was small talk. Or, more generally, building rapport. Rapport building could be accomplished without small talk, through things like active listening and showing care on a person-to-person level. But we had a system that was prone to lag. Whenever an agent had to look something up, there was a long lull. The agents could ask the table-setting questions from the script, but once they had to improvise, it wasn’t just a question of forgetting the right way to do it, but of not understanding how to do it in the first place.

When I listened in with Angie—who was probably thirty or so and wore sequins stitched to her jeans and T-shirts with pink text that spelled out things like “rock and roll girl”—I found that she knew how to ask a customer about the weather in Fort Worth this time of year. But when the customer said that it broke a hundred again yesterday, she would answer, “Okay.” In Ukrainian, “okay” was apparently a versatile word that could mean, “good,” “yes,” “I understand,” “okay,” or “okay!” But in English, “okay” meant: “This is the conclusion of this line of conversation.” Just like she was wearing American clothes in a way that probably made sense in a Ukrainian context but was confusing in an American one, she was also speaking English from a Ukrainian perspective. But I couldn’t explain that any more than I could explain that her jeans were designed for a twelve-year-old.

I learned that asking, “How are you doing today?” made the agents particularly uncomfortable. Apparently, in Ukraine, you would never ask a customer how they were doing. This was an incredibly personal and not-at-all casual question, reserved for friends and family. Which wasn’t to say that Ukrainians didn’t talk about trivial things—I assumed they did—but they didn’t seem to do it in the same way as Americans, and they didn’t do it with strangers.

I came up with simple examples and exercises, but no matter how well they appeared to go over, they proved to have no application beyond the specific situations we practiced. After two weeks of trying to pool common mistakes into learning exercises, I instead decided to try sitting in on the best agents to see what they were doing right.

“So far, so good, cannot complain, thank you for asking,” Kyle told a customer while I listened in. “And how is your day going?… Very good. Let me check that for you. The unit is currently occupied, and the tenants will check out by eleven. Which means we will have the unit cleaned then and try to get it ready for you as soon as possible.… No. We cannot guarantee that it will be ready early. But if it is ready before your four o’clock check-in, I will contact you personally to let you know.”

His English was still clipped and formal, but he didn’t seem uncomfortable transitioning between small talk and business, and he clearly yet politely expressed the pertinent information. I made notes on everything he was doing right. He said “very good” instead of “okay” in response to the customer’s response. He had said “no” when the customer asked if they should plan on the place being ready early, which wasn’t great, but followed it up with, “We cannot guarantee,” and said he would contact them if the situation changed. After the call, I took out my earbud and asked Kyle how he’d gotten so comfortable in the language. He said that he was used to speaking English from playing video games. I knew that Andy also played video games and he was easily the worst agent, so video game experience alone did not make an effective agent. But I didn’t know what question to ask to learn how Kyle brought his video game experience to the phones.
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