
A SENTIMENTAL CORRESPONDENCE

K.

T i m  P e t e r s

I met K. in an Engl ish class Spr ing semester 
of sophomore year.  I t  was 2006.  

The c lass was a seminar on Gothic F ic t ion. 
I t  t ook p lace i n a w indow le s s room deep i n t he 
Engl ish bui lding and was taught by a bearded old 
professor who would ner vous ly c lear h i s t h roat , 
run h is f ingers along the edge of the conference 
table, and then t i l t  backwards in his chair.

The f irs t  t ime I ever saw K., however, was in 
a Formal Logic class that same semester.  She was 
in the course for a day and then dropped i t ,  but 
that f i rs t  Monday I arr ived late and the only open 
seat was next to a pre t ty, s l im, dark -hai red g i r l ,  
who I later learned was K.

I sat next to her and the lecture, which was 
a l so g iven by a bearded o ld pro f es sor and was 
also qui te tedious, made her nod of f  and then fal l  
a s l eep .  She l i gh t l y sno red a t one po in t ,  wh i c h 
caused the professor to glance at her and squint 
with disapproval.  

S e v e r a l w e e k s w e n t b y i n t h i s E n g l i s h 
s em ina r be f o re K . and I we re ab l e t o speak o r 
have any meaningful interact ion.  She always sat 
next to the same quiet,  skinny boy with cur ly hair,  
who I coincidental ly also had a Creat ive Wr i t ing 
class with that semester.

One day, K. and this boy, whose name was 
B.,  approached me together and asked i f  I  wanted 
t o con t r i b u t e t o t h e Eng l i s h and Rhe t o r i c C l ub 
newslet ter,  which they were edit ing.

I  was happy to do so and was also happy to 
have met both K. and B., who seemed much more 
l ive ly, t hought fu l ,  and s ty l i sh ly dressed t han t he 
major i ty of my classmates.

Spr ing Break came and I learned that I  had 
won a sc ho lar sh ip to s tudy abroad in Ch ina fo r 
one month that summer.  I t  was a group program 
led by a professor from the universi ty and al l  the 
chosen students received the same, al l -expenses -
paid award.

T h i s s t u d y a b r o a d p r o g r a m w a s c a l l e d 
“Learning About China” and we were going to meet 
on several Saturdays throughout April and May to 
get to know each other and to prepare for the tr ip.

T h e f i r s t  S a t u r d a y m e e t i n g , I  wa s i n t h e 
c l a s s r o o m t a l k i n g w i t h s o m e o f t h e o t h e r k i d s 
when both K. and B. walked in -  s tanding next to 
e a c h o t h e r a s a l w a y s w i t h a l i t t l e s p a c e 
in -between l ike birds on a power l ine.

B o t h o f t h e m h a d wo n a s c h o l a r s h i p f o r 
Learning About China.

That af ternoon, once the class was over, K., 
B . ,  and I go t lunch a t a Korean res tauran t .   We 
had a n i ce conve r sa t i on and we re on t he same 
wa ve l eng t h w i t h how we f e l t  abou t t he Eng l i s h 
depar tmen t ( no t ve r y h igh l y ) and why we were 
studying abroad (to get away from I l l inois).

I  i n v i t e d b o t h o f t h e m t o a r a t h e r l a r g e 
par ty t ha t was go ing on a t my house t ha t n igh t .   
They came and, whi le we hid out in my bedroom 
most of the t ime, we enjoyed ourselves and drank 
p len ty and l i s tened to a lo t o f mus ic bo th on my 
computer and on my record player.

I  was s exua l l y a t t ra c t ed t o K . , bu t i t  wa s 
hardly just  physical.   She was at the t ime the most 
i n t e re s t i ng and smar t e s t  and w i t t i e s t  g i r l  I  had 
m e t .  S h e l i k e d “ T h e S i m p s o n s . ”  S h e l i k e d t o 
t r a ve l .   S h e l i k e d a r t h o u s e c i n e m a a n d l o n g , 
d e n s e n o v e l s .   A n d y e t s h e d i d n ʼ t  r e s e n t h e r 
feminini ty the way other smar t gir ls  I  knew of ten 
did.

However, he r re la t ionsh ip w i t h B . ba f f l ed 
me.  They were always around each other, always 
d i d e v e r y t h i n g t o g e t h e r , a n d y e t t h e y n e v e r 
showed af fec t ion for each o ther, never touched, 
never kissed.

The wr i t ing class that B. and I had together 
that semester was a very uninspir ing and exasper -
at ing Creat ive Non-F ic t ion workshop taught by a 
grad student.

In t he f i r s t  s tor y he submi t ted, B. revealed 
that his dad had commit ted suicide when he was a 
boy.  In that same essay he mentioned having sex 
in the shower with his gir l fr iend, who I knew had 
to be K.

I l i ked B. qu i te a b i t  and fe l t  l i ke we were 
becoming fr iends.  As such, without real ly having 
t o t r y , I  f o u n d m y s e l f  b e i n g r e s p e c t f u l  o f h i s 
re la t ionsh ip wi t h K . and d idnʼ t  t r y to in t r ude or 
usurp or sneak my way into anything.

* * *

S o , t h e s e m e s t e r e n d e d a n d w e w e r e 
leaving for China in one week.  

I  was re l i eved to be done w i t h t he s c hoo l 
year and to have nice weather again, as I  had fel t  
par t icular ly glum and apathet ic that semester.   

M y c l a s s e s h a d b e e n i n t e r e s t i n g a n d 
c ha l l eng ing . . .bu t t he re j u s t  f e l t  some t h ing ve r y 
e m p t y a n d a b s u rd a b o u t t h e w h o l e p ro c e s s o f 
r e a d i n g b o o k s a n d w r i t i n g p a p e r s a n d t a k i n g 
exams, where i t  fel t  l ike a very codif ied and si l ly 
g a m e a n d n o t s o m e t h i n g i n a n y w a y r e a l o r 
e x c i t i n g .  A s a c o n s e q u e n c e I f e l t  n u m b , 
frustrated, bored, but at the same t ime I was too 
scared to rebel or drop out or do anything but just  
keep going along with i t .

So , t h i s t r i p t o Ch ina was go ing t o be my 
f i r s t  t ime ou t s ide t he Un i t ed S ta tes and t he f i r s t  
t ime travel ing without my family.

Eve r y day was s c hedu led and o rgan ized , 
w i t h c l a s s e s i n t h e m o r n i n g t a u g h t by C h i n e s e 
p r o f e s s o r s a n d t h e n ex c u r s i o n s t o d ow n t ow n 
Shanghai in the af ternoon.

B., K., and I formed sor t of a cl ique and we 
would go for walks together or go to cafes and si t  
and wr i te and chat.

I  remember one day I was in the bathroom 
o f m y h o t e l r o o m -  w e w e r e a l l  s t a y i n g i n a 
campus hotel -  and the bathroom door was open 
and the hal lway door was s l ight ly open, too.

I  was gett ing ready to go out and wanted to 
u s e my e l e c t r i c s h a ve r a n d t r i m t h e t o p o f my 
chest hair that was protruding from my shir t .   

I  ran in to t he ba t h room and was t r imming 
this chest hair when I not iced someone passing by 
in the hal lway, which I  could see in the ref lect ion 
of the mirror.

That person was being a snoop and looked 
i n t o my r o o m a n d t h e n i n t o t h e b a t h ro o m a n d 
made eye con tac t w i t h me as I  was ho ld ing t h i s 
electr ic shaver to my chest.

That person in t he ha l lway was K. , and as 
s h e w a l k e d a w a y a n d I r e a l i z e d w h a t h a d 
happened I s hou t ed an i nd i gnan t and p l a y f u l ,  
“Hey !” and she l aughed and ran i n t o he r room 
and shut the door.

* * *

As the four-week tr ip was coming to an end, 
K., B.,  and I were making plans to meet up in the 
summer.  B. l ived in the suburbs of Chicago l ike I  
did, and K. l ived downstate in the cornf ields.

I  got to s i t  next to K. on the t h i r teen -hour, 
non-s top plane r ide home.  At one point,  B. got up 
and walked by us on his way to the bathroom.  I f  
he ever did think of me as a usurper, or as K. as 
dr i f t ing away from him, he didnʼt  show i t .

K. and I talked and talked and talked, and 
somewhe re i n ou r conve r sa t i on I  s ugge s t ed we 
wr i t e l e t t e r s t o eac h o t her, as a way to keep in 
touch, but also as a reason to wr i te, s ince both of 
us at that t ime had s trong and vague aspirat ions 
to become publ ic intel lectuals someday.

K . a n d I e x c h a n g e d s e ve r a l l e t t e r s t h a t 
summer, and me t up once , a long w i t h B . ,  a t t he 
inaugural Pi tchfork music fest ival in Chicago.

Tha t f a l l  semes ter, K . ,  B . ,  and I con t inued 
spending t ime wi th each other.  Somet imes I  was 
with both of them, sometimes just  with B. or K. 

K. and I went for walks, we had picnics on 
t h e Q u a d , a n d s h e c a m e ove r f o r l u n c h a t my 
f ra t e r n i t y house .  She was a l so my da te f o r t he 
S e m i - F o r m a l d a n c e , d u r i n g w h i c h w e g o t 
ter r i f i ca l l y drunk and had a lo t o f fun and af ter 
which she vomited both on the bus dur ing the r ide 
home and i n t o some bushes a long t he s idewa lk 
af ter gett ing of f  the bus.  
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“ I  wa s  g o in g  t o  su r p r i s e  you  w i th  t h i s  l e t t e r,  bu t  

t o  m y  d i s m a y  I  c o u l d n ’ t  f i n d  y o u r  a d d r e s s  i n  

e i t h e r  t h e  campus  d i r e c t o r y  o r  on  Fac ebook ! ”

“ Th i s  w i l l  b e  my  l a s t  Dea r  T im  fo r  a  wh i l e ,  a s  we  

t a k e  a  p a i n f u l  b u t  n e c e s s a r y  b r e a k  f r o m e a c h  

o th e r. ”

I  convinced her to s leep in my bedroom that 

n i g h t ,  e v e n t h o u g h h e r a p a r t m e n t a n d B . ʼ s 

apar tment were only a couple of blocks away.

I  didnʼ t  have any def ini te sexual intent ions 

t h a t n i g h t w i t h r e g a rd s t o K . , b u t I  h a d s u r e l y  

fantas ized about t h ings, emot ional ly messy as i t  

al l  would have been.

So, not wanting to diminish the possibi l i t ies 

f o r a n y t h i n g , I  l e d K . t o m y r o o m , w h e r e s h e 

promptly l ied down on my couch, fel l  asleep, and 

that was that.

B . ca l l ed me t ha t n i gh t soon a f t e r K . had 

g o n e t o b e d t o s a y t h a t h e h a d h a d a t e r r i b l e 

dream -  a dream about what he d idnʼ t  say -  and 

wanted to make sure that K. was OK.  I  said that 

she was f ine and I went to bed.

* * *

A t t ha t t ime , B . and K . we re bo t h sen io r s 

and I was a junior.  I  was leaving to spend al l  of 

s p r i n g s e m e s t e r s t u d y i n g a b ro a d i n G ra n a d a , 

Spain.

Before I  lef t ,  K. said she wanted to vis i t  me 

for Spr ing Break , which I  readi ly agreed to.

She planned her t r ip and came to Spain in 

late March to spend four days with me.

We h i ke d i n t h e o l i v e g rove s b e h i n d t h e 

Alhambra.  We went to a beach on the Mediterra-

nean.  We went out to clubs and sat in cafes and 

ate picnics in the shade.

I once again had vague sexual hopes wi t h 

regards to K., but didnʼt  get pushy with anything.

As she was gett ing on her bus to go back to 

Madr id and then the U.S., I  got choked up as we 

hugged and said goodbye.  

I  was and s t i l l  am incompe ten t a t showing 

m y e m o t i o n s , a n d a m i n g e n e r a l a c o l d a n d 

abras ive and over ly - c r i t i ca l person, bu t I  rea l l y 

c a r e d f o r K . a n d wa s t o u c h e d t h a t s h e wo u l d 

c o m e t o E u r o p e t o v i s i t  m e , a n d I t h i n k m y 

quiver ing voice gave that away as we depar ted.

* * *

K. and B. graduated and appl ied to teach 

Engl ish in Japan.  K. was accepted but B. was not,  

and instead found a job in South Korea.

I s a w b o t h o f t h e m a c o u p l e o f t i m e s t h e 

summer be fo re t hey l e f t ,  t he summer be fo re my 

senior year.

Soon af ter they moved away, B. wrote me a 

le t ter and said that he and K. had broken up.

I q u i c k l y w r o t e h i m b a c k a l o n g l e t t e r ,  

te l l ing him that I  hoped this wasnʼt  going to be a 

moment of death for h im, but t hat he would pick 

himself  up and star t  something new in Seoul.

B. never responded to that le t ter.   He said 

he was going to, and then I  didnʼt  hear back from 

h i m f o r a ye a r u n t i l  h e r e t u r n e d t o t h e U . S .  I  

found his s i lence to be painful ly disappoint ing.

K . a n d I ,  o n t h e o t h e r h a n d , c o n t i n u e d 

wr i t ing generously lengthy le t ters to each other.

She quickly met and began dat ing a French-

man who, f rom her descr ip t ion, sounded l ike the 

per fect opposi te of B.  

Where B. was shy and bookish, this French-

man was gregar ious and shal low.

I was not dat ing anyone at the t ime and not 

go ing ou t much e i t her and I f e l t  ver y jea lous o f 

K.ʼs new boyfr iend.

F o r Va l e n t i n e ʼ s D a y -  a n d F e b r u a r y i s 

always my most morose and doleful month -  I  sent 

an e labora te va len t ine to K. t ha t was a copy o f 

the valent ine Ralph Wiggum very pathet ical ly and 

d e s p e r a t e l y g a v e t o L i s a S i m p s o n t o t r y a n d 

impress her.

K. cont inued wr i t ing and replying to me but 

did not acknowledge these gestures of mine that 

fel t  to me l ike they were obviously romantic.

T h e s p r i n g o f 2 0 0 8 c a m e t o a n e n d , I  

graduated and won a grant to teach in Argent ina 

for a year, and K. was coming back to the U.S. to 

vis i t  for two weeks.

I  s t i l l  was no t da t ing anyone and now f e l t  

e v e n m o r e d e s i r e f o r K .  A n d I f e l t  t h a t h e r 

relat ionship with the Frenchman was a travesty of 

what kind of person she wanted to become in l i fe, 

o r wha t k i nd o f roman t i c re la t i on sh ip was mos t 

f i t t ing for her.

T h i n k i n g a b o u t K . a n d c o m i n g u p w i t h 

prescr ip t ions of how she should l ive her l i f e and 

coming up with condemnations of what sheʼs done 

wrong was my most frequent and enjoyable hobby 

at the t ime. 

And because I  never ac tual ly saw the real 

K. and d idn ʼ t  t a l k t o he r on t he phone i n t ho se 

days , I  cou ld j u s t  specu la t e and specu la t e and 

specu la t e , and p lay w i t h my idea l hypo t he t i ca l 

ve r s ion o f he r l i f e t he way a c h i l d p lays w i t h a 

dol l .

K. came back to I l l inois and I drove to her 

home downstate and then to Champaign to spend 

a day together.  I t  did not go wel l .

Firs t ,  when I was walking up to her parentsʼ 

h o u s e , h e r l i t t l e b r o t h e r b e g a n s a r c a s t i c a l l y 

s h o u t i n g a t m e f r o m b e h i n d t h e s c r e e n d o o r , 

“Stranger Danger!  S tranger Danger!”

As I  wa s d r i v i ng t o he r home t own , I  kep t 

imagin ing see ing K. again for t he f i r s t  t ime in a 

ye a r a n d e m b r a c i n g h e r a n d h u g g i n g h e r a n d 

air ing out a lot of t ight ly -sealed emotions.

When we did see each o ther again, i t  was 

in her ki tchen, in the presence of her mother.

I  fel t  s t i f led, K. probably fel t  s t i f led, and we 

just  s ter i lely and calmly hugged one another.

A s we we re wa l k i ng down he r f ron t l a wn 

and to my car, I  wanted to do nothing more than 

r e a c h o u t t o h e r , t o p u t m y a r m a r o u n d h e r , 

squeeze her, tel l  her how good i t  was to see her.

A n d s u r e , t h e r e wo u l d h a ve b e e n l a t e n t 

s ex u a l i t y i n s u c h a g e s t u r e , b u t I  wo u l d h a ve 

m e a n t i t  o u t o f g r a t e f u l  f r i e n d s h i p m o r e t h a n 

anything romantic.

B u t I  c o u l d n ʼ t .   I  c o u l d n ʼ t  r e a c h o u t ,  

cou ldnʼ t  say anyth ing, couldnʼ t  ge t a spark wi t h 

which to l ight up any emotion.

We got dinner in Champaign and I became 

cur t  and arrogant wi th K., at one point going on 

and on about “Moby-Dick ,” which I  had just  read 

a n d w h i c h I  c h a s t i s e d K . f o r n o t h a v i n g r e a d 

despi te her having been an Engl ish major.

We d e p a r t e d t h e n ex t d a y, a n d t h e n t h e 

Frenchman came to town.

K . a sked i f  I  wan t ed t o mee t w i t h t hem i n 

Chicago, but I  didnʼt  want to and said no.  I  asked 

he r a coup le o f days l a t e r, and j u s t  be f o re she 

was returning to Japan, i f  she wanted to vis i t  me 

at my parents ʼ house in my hometown.  She said 

she wouldnʼt  have enough t ime. 

I  was devastated by al l  of this,  by how shor t 

and f r u s t ra t ed our v i s i t  was , by t h i s F renc hman 

coming here and taking up some of K.ʼs precious 

t ime back home, by her not put t ing in much ef for t  

to vis i t  me.

She ca l led me once she re turned to Japan 

and said that she knew something was wrong and 

that I  was probably feel ing hur t.

As we ta l ked on t he phone I became ver y 

emotional and upset and told her that I  loved her, 

which I  suppose at the t ime I meant in a somewhat 

P la t on i c way, bu t t ha t was p robab l y t he eas i e r 

i n t e r p re t a t i on f o r bo t h o f u s t o make o f s u c h a 

loaded statement.

K . t r i e d t o c a l m m e d o w n a n d s a i d s h e 

hadnʼ t known how s t rong ly I  f e l t  and t ha t ,  f rom 

t h e n o n , s h e w o u l d k n o w, a n d o u r f r i e n d s h i p 

would be much better.

We cont inued wr i t ing le t ters as I  l ived at my 

paren t s ʼ hou se and saved money f o r my t r i p t o 

South Amer ica.

B. returned home for a few months then and 

w e s p e n t t i m e t o g e t h e r a n d r e s u m e d o u r 

fr iendship.  We never spoke of K.  

B . had begun da t i ng a Sou t h Ko rean g i r l  

and was go ing to re tu r n to Seou l to t eac h once 

again as I  was leaving for Argent ina.

That Chr is tmas of 2008, I  made a gif t  for K.  

I t  was an i l lustrat ion of her s i t t ing on rocks along 

t he ocean, w i t h a book in her lap and s tac ks o f 

other books around her.  

The books were al l  heavy, canonical,  wor ld 

l i t e ra tu re s tu f f  t ha t I  wou ld , i n an idea l l i f e , be 

reading al l  the t ime and that I  assumed K., in my 

version of her ideal l i fe, would also be reading al l  

the t ime.

I based the i l lustrat ion on a photo I  took of 

h e r a l on g t h e Med i t e r ranean , and I ba s ed t h e 

scene of a gir l  surrounded by stacks of books from 

the cover of Roald Dahlʼs “Mati lda.”

I  sent the drawing to K. as a gif t ,  and also 

as an a t tac k a t her Frenchman boyf r iend, who I 

k n e w w a s b u y i n g h e r e x p e n s i v e t h i n g s f o r 

h o l i d a y s a n d w h o I a s s u m e d w a s a p h i l i s t i n e 

i n capab l e o f t h e s en s i t i ve a r t i s t i c s yn t he se s o f 

which I  was capable.

K. received the gif t  and said she loved i t .   I t  

was fol lowed a couple of days later by a le t ter I  

w r o t e h e r i n w h i c h I  a c c u s e d h e r o f b e i n g a n 

indu lgen t and lazy Amer i can , and o f f reer id ing 

the Engl ish language and not adequately par t ic i -

pat ing in the Japanese society she was l iv ing in.

She didnʼt  l ike that at al l ,  and the good wil l  

I  had earned f rom the drawing was immediate ly 

poisoned by what I  wrote in t hat venomous l i t t le 

paragraph.

* * *

Before I  lef t  for Argent ina, I  spent a month 

in Montreal to study French and to travel.   I  wrote 

a l e t t e r t o K . a n d w ro t e p a r t o f i t  i n F r e n c h , a 

language she had studied in col lege.  I  did so to 

show of f what I  was learning and to take another 

s tab at her boyfr iend.

I n t h a t l e t t e r ,  I  s a i d t h a t m a y b e g e t t i n g 

upse t w i t h each o t her some t imes can be a good 

thing and that being competi t ive can br ing out the 

best in us.

K . wro te bac k , a l so par t l y i n F renc h , and 

s a i d t h a t s h e wa n t s t o b e my f r i e n d a n d n o t a 

compet i tor.  When I read t hat I  brushed i t  as ide 

and reassured mysel f  by th inking something l ike, 

“Oh, she doesnʼt  know what she real ly wants.”

* * *

I returned home for a couple weeks in order 

to get ready for Argent ina and for what fe l t  l ike 

the beginning of something momentous in my l i fe.

I  wrote a le t ter to K. the night before I  lef t .   

I t  was sure ly t he f i r s t  t ime in my l i f e t hat I  c r ied 

whi le wr i t ing something.

The le t ter was just  one sheet of paper, front 

and back.  I t  was the shor test  thing I  had wr i t ten 

her but I  wanted i t  to be the most impor tant ,  the 

most s incere.  

In that le t ter I  tr ied to l is ten to what K. had 

been t e l l i ng me , t o hea r he r when she sa id she 

d i d n ʼ t  wa n t t o c o m p e t e w i t h m e , t h a t s h e h a d 

good reasons for the l i fe she was l iv ing in Japan 

with her French boyfr iend, and that i f  I ʼm going to 

be he r f r i end I need t o be a l o t n i ce r and a l o t 

more sympathet ic with her.

I  think for those f i f teen minutes or so whi le 

wr i t i ng t ha t le t t e r,  I  was be ing sympathe t i c and 

considerate and generous, and i t  was very painful  

for me to do so.  I t  fel t  l ike I  was having to jump 

ou t o f my boat -  t he boat be ing my comfor tab le 

l i t t l e d inghy o f ever yday se l f i shness -  and sw im 

ou t i n to t he ocean o f f ee l i ng and openness and 

empathy.  

K. ver y much l iked that le t ter and said she 

fel t  l ike a burden had been l i f ted.  In hindsight,  I  

t h i n k I  i m m e d i a t e l y s w a m r i g h t b a c k f o r m y 

dinghy, c l imbed aboard, and resumed the proud 

and aloof posi t ion from before.  I  wasnʼt  ready to 

be out dr i f t ing in t hose waves of generos i ty and 

sacr i f ice and love.

K. soon moved to France with her boyfr iend 

and we con t inued wr i t ing , o f t en us ing emai l ,  as 

t he mai l  del iver y be tween France and Argent ina 

was s low.

I wa s r ead i ng some Ku r t Vonnegu t a t t h e 

t ime and in one piece about science f ict ion wr i ters 

he said, “They meet of ten, comfor t and praise one 

ano t he r , exc hange s i ng l e - s pa ced l e t t e r s o f 20 

pages and more, booze i t  up af fec t ionate ly and 

one way or ano t her have a m i l l ion hear t - t h robs 

and laughs.”

A l l  I  s a w i n t h a t s e n t e n c e w a s t h e p a r t 

abou t t he “ le t t e r s o f 20 pages and more .”  Jus t  

r e a d i n g a d e s c r i p t i o n o f s u c h a t h i n g m a d e i t  

suddenly a possibi l i ty for me to aspire to.

A t t h e t i m e I wa s a l s o d i s c ove r i n g D a v i d 

Fos ter Wal lace and was ver y caught up wi t h h i s 

wr i t i ng , wh ic h was bo t h abou t t r y ing to e scape 

from the pr ison of oneʼs own mind, and also about 

wr i t i ng i n a fu r ious l y comp lex and long -w inded 

way.

S o I b e g a n w r i t i n g l o n g e r l e t t e r s t o K . , 

par t ly to see i f  I  had i t  in me to do so and to push 

myself  harder, par t ly to cont inue tr ying to impress 

her with how talented I thought myself  to be.

I  did have some romantic luck at the end of 

m y t i m e i n A r g e n t i n a , b u t I  d i d n ʼ t  f o r g e t K .  

Wr i t i ng t o he r made my Argen t i ne g i r l f r i end S . 

jealous, so I  wrote to K. in secret.

Right before I  lef t  Argent ina, I  wrote K. by 

hand an exhaust ive, so-what -did - th is -exper ience-

a l l -mean - to -me le t t e r t ha t was 24 pages long.  I  

kep t i t  h idden ins ide a book so t ha t S . wou ldnʼ t  

see i t  unt i l  I  could mail  i t .

K. and I also began consis tent ly talking on 

Skype and chat t ing in Gmai l .   However, many of 

o u r c h a t s o r c o n v e r s a t i o n s w o u l d d e s c e n d t o 

bicker ing, to tr ying to prove a point or to be r ight 

about something.

And I was of ten just  tr ying to arrogant ly tel l  

her about what interest ing things I  had just  accom-

p l i s h e d d u r i n g m y t r a v e l s t h r o u g h a m o r e 

economica l l y p recar ious par t o f t he wor ld t han 

the prosperous Firs t  Wor ld places she traveled to.

I  know I did care very much for K. and that 

t he re was some t h i ng spec ia l be tween u s , bu t i t  

was l ike the closer I  got to her the more ent i t led I  

fe l t  to jerk her around and make her feel bad in 

o rder t o f ee l be t t e r abou t who I was and how I 

was l iv ing.

I  found myself  confused by our relat ionship.  

A t t h a t p o i n t ,  b e i n g a l m o s t t w o y e a r s o u t o f 

co l l ege , I  had seen seve ra l f r i endsh ip s o f m ine 

wither and fal l  apar t.   

I  wondered t o myse l f  why K . kep t wr i t i ng 

b a c k t o m e , s i n c e s o m a ny o t h e r p e o p l e -  a n d 

o t her peop le who were a l so asp i r i ng wr i t e r s o r 

in te l lec tuals -  jus t  s topped reply ing to my le t ters 

and emails.

K. c laimed she did so out of a sense of duty 

for f r iendsh ip , bu t t ha t reason smel led to me as 

b e i n g o v e r - i d e a l i s t i c a n d a g l o s s o f w h a t s h e 

real ly fel t .

She d idn ʼ t  s eem par t i cu la r l y l oya l t o any 

other fr iends, and there were male fr iends of mine 

who in many ways were very loyal and sacr i f ic ing 

people, but yet just  did not have i t  in them to keep 

up a wr i t ten correspondence.

* * *

I came home from South Amer ica in Decem-

be r o f 2009 .  I  s en t t o K . a so r t  o f i n t e l l e c t ua l 

care package, containing a le t ter,  a few books,

including two by David Foster Wallace, some ar ty 

knick knacks I  picked up in Argent ina, and copies 

of several f i lms Iʼd discovered in the past year.

I t  was funny because I  had the idea for the 

care pac kage bac k in Sep tember or Oc tober o f 

t ha t year, bu t a t t ha t t ime t he pac kage seemed 

o n l y t o c o m e f r o m a v e r y m e a n - s p i r i t e d a n d 

manipulat ive corner of myself ,  as i f  I  was going to 

send the package just  to prove to her how erudite 

and ref ined my taste in things was.

I  ac knowledged t ha t and fe l t  l i ke i t  wou ld 

be better to send nothing than to send something 

spi teful ly, and so I  forgot about i t .

B u t t h e n I  c a m e h o m e , i t  w a s C h r i s t m a s 

t ime, I  was feel ing generous, and I sent the exact 

same pac kage anyway, bu t t h i s t ime seem ing l y 

out of the noble and loving corner of myself .

I  was l eav i ng i n l a t e Janua r y t o t ra ve l t o 

South Afr ica for f ive weeks.  Just  af ter Chr is tmas, 

I  was speak ing to K. on t he phone and she sa id 

she wasnʼ t  doing wel l  and s tar t ing to feel out of 

sor ts.   

I  asked i f  she wanted to come travel with me 

while I  was in South Afr ica.  She said sheʼd think 

about i t .

I  go t t o Cape Town and s he sa i d s he was 

g o i n g t o t r y a n d c o m e .  E xo t i c s ex u a l v i s i o n s 

s p r o u t e d i n t o m y h e a d l i k e w e e d s t h r o u g h a 

parking lot.

Al l  o f a sudden, however, K. began to no t 

reply to my emails about the tr ip.  This s i lence was 

to tal ly unl ike her and I suspected something was 

wrong.

She f inal ly cal led me whi le I  was at a hostel  

in the Karoo deser t and said that she had broken 

up with her boyfr iend, and that she st i l l  would l ike 

to come to Afr ica to spend t ime with me.

I n t he t h ree yea r s I  had known K . a t t ha t 

p o i n t ,  I  h a d n e v e r o n c e b e e n i n h e r p r e s e n c e 

when she was s i ng le , when she wasn ʼ t  roman t i -

cal ly obl igated to someone else.

She was about to buy her plane t icket when 

I r emembe red t h i s r i d i c u l ou s bu reauc ra t i c r u l e 

a b o u t e n t e r i n g S o u t h A f r i c a a n d n e e d i n g t wo 

b l an k , f a c i n g page s i n o n e ʼ s pa s s po r t bo o k i n 

order to be admit ted.

I  urgent ly emailed K. to tel l  her to check her 

passpor t and make sure.

She ca l l ed me a f ew hour s la t e r, a s I  was 

vis i t ing a nat ional park in the deser t  and was at a 

spo t ca l led “The Po in t o f Deso la t ion.”  She sa id 

s h e d i d n ʼ t  h a v e e n o u g h o p e n s p a c e i n h e r 

passpor t book , and she couldnʼt  come.

K. and I spoke on t he phone severa l days 

later and I very unsubt ly asked why she had never 

t hought o f me as a po ten t ia l  boyf r iend and why 

we couldnʼt  date, now that she was s ingle.

She d i dn ʼ t  l i ke t ha t q ue s t i o n and r ep l i ed 

with a cut t ing remark to the ef fect that I  had been 

par t of that large pool of unqual i f ied male losers 

at our universi ty and that whi le I  was “not ugly,” 

I  wasnʼt  much better, sexual at tract ion-wise.

* * *

I re turned to t he suburbs of Chicago more 

obsessed with K. than ever before, and also more 

u n s u r e t h a n e ve r b e f o r e o f w h e r e my l i f e wa s 

going or what I  should be doing with myself .    

K . s e e m e d t o m e l i k e t h e a n s w e r t o t h a t 

que s t i on .  She cou ld be my de s t i na t i on and my 

purpose.

She sent me in t he mai l  a por t ra i t  t hat she 

pa in ted o f me, a l so based o f f  a pho to f rom our 

v i s i t  i n Spa in .  I t  was t he f i r s t  t ime anyone had 

ever depicted me ar t is t ical ly.

S h e w r o t e m e a D a v i d F o s t e r Wa l l a c e -

inspired Pop Quiz about our fr iendship, in which 

she restated how ambivalent she feels about me, 

and how of ten she feels turned of f  and fr ig id by 

the harsh, over ly -cr i t ical things that I  say.

I  wro t e K . bac k a muc h , muc h longer Pop 

Quiz o f my own and bas ica l l y sa id t ha t ,  wh i le I  

d id have my susp i c ions abou t he r mo t i ves -  and 

w a s s o m e w h a t b e g i n n i n g t o r e g a r d h e r a s a  

Barbara S tanwyck f emme fa ta le - type c harac ter, 

as a seductress who sinks her fangs into men and 

extracts what they have to of fer and then disposes 

of their withered husks once sheʼs taken al l  there 

i s  to take -  I  d id also feel l ike there was noth ing 

else so meaningful to me in my l i fe as my relat ion-

ship with K., and that i f  there was one person on 

the planet Ear th I  would be wil l ing to give myself  

t o , t o s a c r i f i c e m y s e l f  f o r , a n d t o g e t i n t o a 

fr ighteningly indef ini te long- term sexual relat ion-

ship with, i t  would be her.

K. seemed to enjoy this confession of mine, 

but her on ly response was t hat she was heading 

of f  to Par is for a vacat ion with a new French boy 

that she had just  met.

This made me want her even more intensely, 

a n d I w r o t e h e r m o r e e m a i l s a n d d r e w m o r e 

p i c t u r e s f o r h e r a n d s e n t h e r a n o t h e r c a r e 

package containing copies of “Let ters to a Young 

Po e t ” a n d a s a m p l e r o f D a v i d F o s t e r Wa l l a c e 

wr i t ings that I  edi ted and bound together.

That summer of 2010, as she began seeing 

t h i s n e w F r e n c h m a n , K . a n d I b e g a n w r i t i n g 

longer and longer emai ls to each other, some of 

them 8, 10, 12 single-spaced pages long.  

There seemed to be some momentum to al l  

of i t .   We were talking on Skype frequent ly.  I  told 

her, once again, that I  loved her.

This t ime she smiled when I said i t ,  and she 

eventual ly responded, “I love you, too.”

When I suggested she not be dat ing anyone 

e l se a t t he momen t and maybe j u s t  spend more 

t i m e i n s o l i t u d e , s h e b e c a m e i n d i g n a n t a n d 

exp la i ned t o me how g rea t and re j u vena t i ng i t  

f ee l s to have an orgasm and t ha t I  shou ldnʼ t  be 

t r ying to control her sex l i fe.

She was going to come back to the U.S. to 

vis i t  in August .   I  hadnʼ t  seen her face - to - face in 

t w o y e a r s , a n d h a d n ʼ t s p e n t m o r e t h a n a f e w 

hours with her in three years.

At the t ime, i t  was unclear i f  she was going 

t o be ab le t o renew he r F renc h v i sa , and i t  f e l t  

l ike t hat s i tuat ion -  hav ing to leave France -  was 

making her more open to consider ing some sor t of 

possibi l i ty with me, but i f  she were to get her visa 

renewed, then she would stay with the new French 

boy.

K . a n d I w e r e m a k i n g a l l  s o r t s o f v a g u e 

plans.  To star t  a magazine together.  To move to 

We s t A f r i c a .  I  wa s b e h o l d e n i n t h o s e d a y s t o 

everything regarding K. and a future with her.

I f  s he i gnored an ema i l  o r came la t e t o a 

Skype date, I  became hyster ical ly upset.   

I  t o l d anyone I c ou l d abou t t h e s i t u a t i o n 

w i t h h e r , a n d I r e c e i ve d o p p o s i t e a d v i c e f r o m 

everybody.  Some people told me to, “Drop i t  l ike 

i t ʼ s  h o t , ” a n d f o r g e t a b o u t h e r i m m e d i a t e l y .  

Other people to ld me to buy a t i c ke t for France 

and pack my bags.

I  d i d c o n s i d e r t h a t s c e n a r i o o f t h e 

t ransa t lan t i c -d rop - i n , bu t I  f e l t  l i ke i t  wou ld no t 

have gone wel l .

* * *

K . c a m e h o m e t o v i s i t  i n l a t e J u l y , j u s t  a 

couple of days af ter my bir thday, which she had 

fo rgo t t en , desp i t e hav ing sen t he r a g i f t  on l y a 

couple weeks before for her bir thday and having 

l a i d on t h e pa t h o f o u r ema i l s s eve ra l obv i ou s 

reminders t ha t my b i r t hday was approach ing.  I  

did that out of the fear that she would forget and 

i t  would be embarrassing for the both of us.

Normally, I  do not care much for bir thdays, 

but only a few weeks ear l ier she had wr i t ten to me 

in an emai l  about how sad i t  i s  when t he person 

y o u m o s t c a r e f o r i g n o r e s o r n e g l e c t s y o u r 

bir thday.

 

So K. vis i ted my hometown.  We talked for 
h o u r s a n d h o u r s a n d h o u r s .  We w e n t o u t f o r 
dinner.  We cooked breakfast .   We played chess 
and I showed her al l  the new Chr is Ware comics I  
had go t t en t ha t summer.  I  made u s wa t c h on a 
laptop “When Harry Met Sal ly.. .” as we l ied on a 
bed together and drank red wine.

A f t e r we f i n i s hed t he mov i e , I  exaspe ra t -
ing ly asked K. what was go ing to happen to us .  
She said she didnʼt  know.

She did say she had been informed that she 
would be able to obtain a teaching job in France 
f o r t h e u p c o m i n g s c h o o l y e a r a n d , t h e r e f o r e , 
renew her visa.

With our last  couple of days, K. and I drove 
to Michigan to vis i t  a professor fr iend of mine that 
I  had spent t ime with in South Afr ica, as wel l  as to 
v i s i t  a n o t h e r f r i e n d o f m i n e t h a t I  h a d m e t i n 
A r g e n t i n a w h o wa s l i v i n g o n a n o r g a n i c f a r m 
outs ide Ann Arbor.

At t he farm, K. and I were forced to s leep 
t o g e t h e r o n a l u m py, c o n c a ve m a t t r e s s o n t h e 
f l o o r o f a r u s t i c c a b i n .  I t  d i d n o t g o we l l  a n d 
i n v o l v e d h u r t f e e l i n g s a n d m e a l m o s t b e i n g 
punched in the face.

The day before, I  had been tel l ing K. about 
this professor fr iend of mine in Ann Arbor, how he 
w a s o n c e a p l a y w r i g h t i n N e w Yo r k C i t y a n d 
w r o t e , “ Te n n e s s e e W i l l i a m s - t y p e p l a y s a b o u t 
p e o p l e a r g u i n g w i t h e a c h o t h e r i n t h e i r 
underwear.”

K . l i ked t ha t de s c r i p t i on and i t  made he r 
laugh and she exc la imed, “ Tha t ʼ s l i f e !  Argu ing 
with people in your underwear!”

T h e m o r n i n g a f t e r t h e l o n g n i g h t o n t h e 
lumpy, concave mat t ress I sa id to K. how we had 
had an argument in our underwear the night before.

“ I wa s n ʼ t  i n my u n d e r we a r , ” s h e r e p l i e d 
(she had been wear ing yoga pants and a t -shir t) .

K. and I then drove to the dunes along Lake 
Michigan and sat on the beach, hiked up the hi l ls ,  
and played more chess.

O u r c o n ve r s a t i o n wa s t e n s e b u t s t i l l ,  a s 
always, interest ing and thoughtful  and honest.

We were bo t h t ak i ng many pho to s o f one 
ano ther, wh ic h to a neu t ra l bys tander probably 
looked l ike we were just  a young couple admir ing 
each o ther.  Bu t i t  was probably more out o f an 
i n s t i n c t t o r e co rd s o m e t h i n g t h a t wa s abo u t t o 
disappear.

As we were dr iving back to the suburbs, K. 
sa id how when she had been da t ing B . -  who a t 
t ha t po i n t i n 2010 was bac k i n Seou l and once 
again out not replying to my emails -  B. had said 
t h a t t h e o n l y g i r l  h e c o u l d e n v i s i o n m e b e i n g 
at tracted to and dat ing was.. .K. hersel f .  

That night I  told myself  i t  was over with her 
and that I  bet ter just  move on with things and le t 
my feel ings dry and harden and crumble away.

T h e n e x t d a y I b r o u g h t K . t o t h e t r a i n 
s ta t ion and as we wai ted on the bench I  t r ied to 
scoot c lose to her and put my arm around her to 
have a nice moment before depar t ing.

She was r epu l s ed and s coo t ed a wa y and 
said that,  no, I  couldnʼt  touch her.

We h a d a q u i c k a n d b i t t e r f i g h t o n t h e 
p la t f o rm as t he t ra i n was com ing .  She t r i ed t o 
hug me and I s tood t here wi t hout reac t ing.  She 
g o t o n - b o a r d , I  t u r n e d a w a y w i t h o u t s a y i n g 
go o dbye , an d I s t r o de t o my ca r.  I  go t i n an d 
cr ied and cr ied and cr ied.

* * *

Af t e r K . l e f t ,  I  was read ing some Wi l l i am 
Blake and one of the “Proverbs of Hel l” real ly fel t  
appropr iate and consol ing.

I t  w a s : “ T h e b u s y b e e h a s n o t i m e f o r 
sorrow.” 

I  f e l t  l i ke i t  was e i t he r move f o r ward and 
work , or s i t  and wr i the and regret and die.

I  had been t r y i ng o f f  and on f o r t he pa s t 
year to publ ish and wr i te professional ly, but I  had 
p u t i t  a s i d e w h i l e w r i t i n g s o m u c h t o K . t h a t 
summer.

I  looked up dif ferent competi t ions and sent 
out pi tches to websi tes and magazines.

I  g o t my f i r s t  b i g b r e a k i n S e p t e m b e r, t o 
w r i t e a co l u m n abo u t be i n g a cadd i e a t a go l f  
cou r se i n t he suburbs , wh i c h was an idea I had 
d e s c r i b e d t o K . a t t h a t d i n n e r w e h a d i n 
C h a m p a i g n d u r i n g w h i c h I  wa s r a n t i n g t o h e r 
about “Moby-Dick.”

K . a n d I a r e s t i l l  f r i e n d s o n F a c e b o o k , 
t hough I d id take her o f f  my Gchat .  I  know she 
wou l d be j ea l ou s t o s ee t ha t I  wa s w r i t i n g t h i s 
c o l u m n a n d t h a t I  h a d w o n a m o d i c u m o f 
professional publ ishing success.  

K . d id wr i t e me one more le t t e r wh i l e she 
was s t i l l  a t home in I l l ino i s ,  jus t  before she f lew 
back to France.

I t  wa s s i n g l e - s p a c e d , h a n d - w r i t t e n , a n d 
seve ra l pages l ong , t r y i ng t o end t h i ng s be t t e r 
than what happened on the train platform and to 
have a last ,  hopeful word about everything.

I  r e a d t h e l e t t e r a c o u p l e o f t i m e s , a n d 
wrote K. an email  saying I got i t  and to please not 
wr i te me again.  That i f  she is in a dire s i tuat ion, 
she can con tac t me, bu t to no t do so o t her wise .  
That I  needed to le t  my des i re for her shr ive l up 
and die, i f  possible, before we could be in touch 
again and resume our fr iendship.

A t t he momen t , a lmos t a year has pas sed 
s ince our last  email .   I t  pains me to see her s tatus 
updates on Facebook , but at the same t ime I feel 
l i t t le urge to be wr i t ing to her and I do not want 
to begin desir ing her again.

At the close of one of the last  le t ters I  wrote 
her, I  asked i f ,  wi th t ime, weʼd end up more l ike 
M rs . D a l l owa y an d Pe t e r Wa l s h , o r H a r r y an d 
Sal ly, or Helo ise and Abelard.  I  sa id, no, weʼd 
just  be T im and K.  That ʼs who weʼd be.

I n “ When Har r y Me t Sa l l y. . . ,” years pass 
be tween the encounters of Har r y and Sal ly, and 
i t ʼ s  no t un t i l  t heyʼre in t he i r t h i r t ies t ha t t heyʼre 
romantical ly ready for one another.

I  canʼt  envis ion my l i fe as a thir y -something 
adul t .   I  of ten grope through each day as i f  in a 
gr im apoca lyp t i c tw i l igh t ,  and I f ee l l i ke I  canʼ t  
look far into the future.  But yet,  most l ikely, I  wi l l  
someday be a middle-aged adult .

I  donʼt  know what wi l l  become of K. and me 
or when, i f  ever, we wil l  wr i te each other again or 
see each other again.  We are probably both st i l l  
too eager ly and sel f ishly clutching to an ideal ized  
sense of who we each are r ight now.

I f  we can become l e s s p i c ky w i t h l i f e and 
m o re m o d e s t w i t h o u r ex p e c t a t i o n s , we wo u l d 
probably get along much better and be wil l ing to 
look past what annoys us about the other.

Even t hough I have had sa t i s f y i ng sexua l 
re lat ionships wi th other women, they have al l  so 
far been ver y br ie f and I never fe l t  such in tense 
feel ings for so long as what I  fel t  for K.

At the moment, I  look back at much of what 
happened and cr inge and think that i t  brought out 
t h e wo r s t i n u s , o r me a t l ea s t me , and w r i t i n g 
l e t t e r s t o he r was j u s t  a p la t f o r m f o r my van i t y 
a n d my c o m p e t i t i v e n e s s , a n d t h a t s h e t o o wa s 
deviously using these le t ters to betray the men she 
was dat ing at the moment.

Bu t t ha t ʼ s t he j aded v i ew o f t h i ng s .  How 
many peop le ever wr i t e le t t e r s by hand to each 
other, much less lengthy and honest and thought -
f u l  l e t t e r s ,  a nd do s o de sp i t e be i ng con t i n en t s 
a p a r t a n d h a r d l y e v e r s e e i n g e a c h o t h e r i n 
person?

Thereʼs something to that,  and as I  said, of 
the dozens of correspondences Iʼve tr ied to star t  
w i t h va r i o u s ma l e s and f ema l e s , K . i s  t h e on l y 
person who kept wr i t ing back to me, and wr i t ing 
back with passion and persis tence.

Though Iʼm reluctant to admit i t  because Iʼm 
st i l l  resentful  about what happened, I  know that I  
was ve r y l uc ky and b le s sed to have me t K . and 
that what we did with al l  those le t ters was special 
and rare and wor th remember ing.

And perhaps, contrary to what I  may feel at 
t he momen t , t ha t ou r f ou r yea r s o f w r i t i ng was 
maybe j u s t  t he f i r s t  c hap t e r i n some t h i ng muc h 
longer and much greater.
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