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Dear Stranger readers,
2020 is finally behind us, but our recovery is just beginning. Reader support has ensured that our dedicated and
tenacious team of journalists can continue to bring you important updates as only The Stranger can. Now we're
imploring you to help us survive another year. Ensure that we're here to ring in our upcoming 30th anniversary by
making a one-time or recurring contribution today.
We're so grateful for your support. Thank you.
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MENU 

THEATER

How to Talk to Strangers During a
Pandemic

600 HIGHWAYMEN's new three-part performance involves you, a stranger, a robot,
and a phone call.
by Chase Burns and Jasmyne Keimig • Sep 14, 2020 at 11:45 am
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It's been a little hard to connect lately.

MARIA BARANOVA / 600

HIGHWAYMEN

You don't need a face mask or copious amounts of hand sanitizer to visit the theater this
month. You just need a quiet room with good cell service.
A Thousand Ways, presented by Obie Award-winning theater-makers 600
HIGHWAYMEN and On the Boards, is a three-part, year-long performance designed to
meet participants "where they are and when they are," gradually taking the audience from
isolation to congregation.
The first part, running until the end of September, is a smart piece of auto theater: After
dialing in to a specific phone number, an eerie robotic voice mediates a conversation
between you and a stranger for about an hour. Some aspects of this person's identity are
kept completely anonymous, like their name and profession. But over the course of the
performance, you get a more intimate portrait of the other caller—how they see themselves,
who they love, their family history.
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The second part will take place later this fall, with strangers separated by a pane of glass on
opposite ends of a table, creating a connection using a script and a few objects. And the
final installation will come next summer, with participants convening together to follow a
shared score.
The Stranger's Chase Burns and Jasmyne Keimig phoned in and participated in the
performance last Saturday. Then, in the spirit of the performance, they phoned each other
to debrief:
Jasmyne Keimig: Okay, be honest—wasn’t this a little horny?!?!
Chase Burns: No.
But I’m gay and I was paired with a person who seemed like a straight woman in her late
30s. Were you horny?
I thought it was intimate.
JK: Okay, intimate is the right word.
My germ circle is so insular lately, so meeting strangers in any context seems jarring. And,
uh, due to extenuating circumstances, I had to do the whole performance in a bathroom—
CB: !!!
JK: Not while using the bathroom. Just in the bathroom. It added a whole new layer of
intimacy between myself and a room where I rarely get intimate. Well, a room where I
rarely get emotionally intimate.
CB: So who were you talking to while sitting on your toilet?
JK: He was about twenty years older than me. Partnered. He had a child. I imagined that
he was a homeowner.
CB: Was he also doing it from a cramped bathroom?
JK: No, I don't think so. He also told me he successfully defended a dissertation, so he has
a PhD. And I imagine he's in the arts because he's participating in this play. Weirdly, I
thought I recognized his voice from an interview I did, so I spent some of the call trying to
place him. I guess I'll never know.
Didn't you do this with your boyfriend? Were you guys in different rooms?
CB: Yeah, I was in the kitchen and he was in the bedroom, but we did it at the same time.
He said he did it with a woman who was about 50. At one point, he said he found himself
describing his thighs after one of the robot's prompts, and that got a little horny.
JK: See!
https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2020/09/14/44466768/will-we-forget-how-to-talk-to-strangers
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CB: So maybe, yes, it can get a little horny.
JK: Did you two have similar experiences? Or did you come away with wildly different
experiences?
CB: I think we had personal experiences—we talked about different things with our
strangers—but we still had to follow the same script.
At a certain point, the robot narrator cuts you off and moves you on to the next prompt. I
was polite and followed the narrator’s instructions, and he did too, but I’d love to know
what happens if a participant just really goes off-script. Does the robot force you to start
over?
Regardless, I thought an hour on the phone with someone would be stressful, but it went by
quickly. Do you even like talking on the phone?
JK: I do! I think it's a little romantic. There's no pressure to perform for a camera like
there is with FaceTime. I don't call people all the time, but when I do, it's often for hours—
while lying in bed or cooking or walking around my neighborhood.
CB: Did you want to ask the stranger anything after the performance ended?

Support The Stranger
More than ever, we depend on your support to help fund our coverage. Support local, independent
media with a one-time or recurring contribution. Thank you!

JK: No. At the very beginning of the call I wanted to ask, like, "What's your name? And star
sign?" But that seemed trivial by the end. The questions the play asked gave me a better
portrait of this stranger than a name or sign ever could.
Was the ending too abrupt for you? Did you feel like you needed aftercare?
CB: I guess I wanted to thank the stranger I was with afterward, but maybe the mystery
makes it better? I could run into that person at a grocery store in 2022, and we’d have no
idea that we had an hour-long intimate conversation, just us and a robot, during the
coronavirus pandemic. That’s really weird.
But I actually thought the silence that happened immediately after the performance ended
was the show's strongest moment.
You start to get into a rhythm with your partner, and then it just ends. I think that moment
—when the conversation bursts and you’re just sitting alone in your kitchen or wherever—is
a familiar moment for a lot of us. It’s like the moment after a Zoom call. We hop onto these
https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2020/09/14/44466768/will-we-forget-how-to-talk-to-strangers
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calls, and suddenly we’re in a room with five, ten, forty people, and then—boop! It’s off,
and you’re in your room. Alone. Again. That moment has been unique and unsettling.
I'm gonna remember this time period by those moments.
JK: Yeah. The pandemic has forced us all onto really lonesome journeys. I think once we're
allowed to be together in public like "normal," the way we relate to each other is going to
look different. Maybe more intentional or reflective.
God, maybe this could mean the end of small talk.
CB: I think there will be more small talk. We may even end up liking small talk. Talking to
strangers will become a sort of soothing thing. Maybe. I guess we'll find out.

The first installment of A Thousand Ways, "A Phone Call," runs through September 27.
More info on how to sign up to talk to a stranger and a robot here.

To get this delivered to your inbox, subscribe to The Stranger's Slog AM newsletter.
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The Stranger depends on your continuing support to provide articles like this
one. In return, we pledge our ongoing commitment to truthful, progressive
journalism and serving our community. So if you’re able, please consider a
small recurring contribution. Thank you—you are appreciated!
CONTRIBUTE NOW

Chase Burns
Chase Burns is The Stranger's editor. He's getting through this pandemic by playing a lot of Animal
Crossing.

https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2020/09/14/44466768/will-we-forget-how-to-talk-to-strangers

6/14

2/19/2021



FOLLOW

How to Talk to Strangers During a Pandemic - Slog - The Stranger



EMAIL

MORE ARTICLES

Jasmyne Keimig
Jasmyne Keimig is a staff writer at The Stranger, covering visual arts, music, film,
queer stuff, stickers, and culture. She also writes half of Unstreamable, a weekly
column about films you can’t find on major streaming services. She cries easily at
movies.
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You might also be interested in these:
Democrats Want to Overhaul Recycling Rules for Styrofoam, Straws, Soda
Bottles, and More
by Matt Baume

This Week in Seattle Food News: A YouTuber Ghost Kitchen Arrives, Stoup
Brewing Expands to Kenmore, and Lumen Field's Outdoor Dining Series Begins
by Stranger EverOut Staff

Tariqa Waters and Anthony White Win the 2020 Neddy Awards
by Jasmyne Keimig
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