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This is Jingui when she was a first-year PhD student in Mathematics. This Easter portrait is the only memento I have of those years. Everything she is wearing or holding is a memory of us together. She is the person I loved the most in my life. And the person I was most foolish about. Let me tell you our story.
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The Best of Times

We met for the first time in the faculty lounge the week before graduate school. There were many of us in our first year there. Among them were three Korean students: Younggu, Sujin, and Jingui. Most everyone else had just graduated from college, but some came with a Master’s. I was the only one who had come from industry. But we all had nowhere else to go so we met there for the free tea, coffee, and conversation.

Sujin and Jingui were hospitable. They taught the rest of us how to greet with “an-nyeong-ha-se-yo.” We pressed them on how to say bad words and after much pleading, we learned that “michinnom” was used to refer to a terrible man. They nicknamed me “pang.” Pang was the Korean word for bread, a common word close enough to my name. Throughout the night Younggu played his part as the protective older brother. But I found some time alone with Jingui. She showed me how to write her name in Korean. For some reason I thought it would be best to play it cool, and I mentioned to Jingui that her friend Sujin was the prettiest student at school. She sucked in her teeth at that remark.
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Jingui and I were in the same courses, Algebra, Real Analysis, and Complex Analysis. I was to teach Calculus, and she was taking English to prepare to teach. She didn’t need to, as she spoke fluently, but it was required by the school for students from non-English-speaking countries. Instead of teaching she would grade for undergraduate courses.

I had a small corner office in the basement with no officemate. Her office was upstairs with another graduate student. When the classes broke themselves up into subgroups for study groups, Jingui and I found ourselves together in all three. The others with us became our close friends: Handsome Rob, Short Chris, Bald-headed Kris, and others. She had nicknames for nearly everyone, and liked to use them. She also liked to make her own words, and use them as well.

Jingui and I would talk at lunch, and walk to class and study groups together. The first weekend I drove all the Korean students to Hosuni Market, which was some 20 minutes away. In return they bought me Korean supper at Hodori. It was the spiciest food I had ever eaten. Beer usually helped me tolerate spicy food, but that day it didn’t. I was forced to wash the pork in the wheat tea just to be able to eat. They thought it was very funny, and Jingui started teasing me with ‘babo’–which was a cute way of saying ‘fool.’

The next day she called me in the afternoon.

“Brad-a, are you busy? Can you take me back to the market?”

“Brad-a?” I asked.

“It's cuter! Cuta,” she laughed.

It was my pleasure. She only wanted what her friends said was best. A rice cooker with an elephant logo. A specific brand of white rice. Small bowls, small glasses, and lunch boxes. Afterward she bought me red bean ice cream from the restaurant across the street. She was excited when she learned it would be my first time trying it. And she was shocked when I could not finish it. She laughed when I suggested red bean ice cream was designed as a punishment for Korean children who demanded treats too loudly.
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School started late in the year, and it was dark and rainy early in the evenings. I started walking Jingui home after study groups. She lived on the other side of campus, in a nice third-floor studio apartment. She had me say goodbye at the gate. She explained that as a single girl from Korea, boys weren’t allowed in her apartment. She said she wasn’t a dirty-girl. Nearly every night I said goodbye at the gate, and would walk the mile back to my apartment smiling in the dark.

My apartment was poor. It was on the ground level of a small studio building. The door opened to the outside. Inside smelled of aftershave that the previous occupant had soaked into the bathroom cabinet. It was dark, and held only my bed, dresser, sofa, a table that barely fit two chairs, and a kitchenette.

October 28 was my birthday. I had invited Jingui over to grade, as she had a large batch of homework in boxes in her office and I was willing to help. She accepted, and we each carried a large box of papers that needed grading across campus.

At my home we chatted and laughed while we worked together. After I finished grading half she had a few more papers left. While I waited for her I mentioned she was very cute.

She looked away from grading. “You said Sujin was more cute.”

“I lied,” I said with a smile. “I tried to make you jealous.”

With a small smile she went back to grading.

Later I mentioned that I had not kissed for one and a half years. She gave me the same small smile. “Maybe you can.” A short pause. “After.”

When she was focused at work she did not like distractions.

[image: Illustration]
As she put the last paper down I sat next to her on the couch. Far enough apart to not touch, but close enough to hear her breathe. We talked for a while and I laid my head in her lap saying it was late and I needed rest. Surprisingly, she bent over and kissed me on the lips. I saw sparks. I had never felt so pleasantly surprised. And then she did it again! I sat up, put my arms around her and we kissed more deeply.

After a few minutes she looked at her chest, then to me and asked, “Do you want to see?”

I quickly nodded and she took off her top. She was beautiful and I carried her to the bed. I held her and said, “Jingui, don’t feel pressured. I just want to kiss.”

Her reply was straightforward, “No Brad-a, I want everything.”

I had rarely been single since the middle of high school. But I was a naive romantic. I had only ever been with one person, and only then in the middle of a long-term relationship years ago. I wasn’t sure what to do. Did I have the wrong idea of this girl who not only wouldn’t let me see her apartment, but who also kept the door of her office open when any boy was in there? I hesitated uncomfortably long. But then I felt it. I wanted to fall in love. And so we held each other tightly, and found we fit together perfectly, and it was joyous.

Afterward she said it was her first time. I remember feeling regret that it wasn’t mine.

We held each other tightly in bed. She asked if I thought we had made a baby. I caressed her stomach and said, “No, I don’t think so. But would that be so bad? We would make a very cute baby.”

I smiled, but she was not amused.

We talked for a long time, her lying on my chest looking up at me. It was comfortable; we fit perfectly this way as well. When she turned to go to sleep, I had my arm across her. She lifted it roughly and dropped it at my side.

“Too heavy.”

I kissed her hair, and we fell asleep.

Early next morning I drove her home, and we met again in the lounge for lunch. She surprised me with a hamburger. She had cooked it in the morning, washed lettuce, sliced tomato and wrapped tightly in cellophane. It was the most precious, but worst-tasting hamburger I had ever had.

This was new. No one had ever made me a lunch before. I couldn’t stop looking at her. I thanked her and ate with a smile, wanting to show appreciation. That was difficult. When she went to class, I secretly placed the rest in the trash, making sure it went to the bottom so she wouldn’t think I was disappointed.

Sitting next to her I whispered, “Jingui, are you okay? With last night?”
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She nodded, and sucked her teeth. “Yes, Babo.”

She gave a slight smile, but then she turned and got ready for class. I felt reassured. I asked if she wanted to come over again. She glared at me with a nervous shush, but nodded slightly. I sat in class dazed.

We saw each other every day from then on, exploring the world as a young couple. We saw movies, went to restaurants, and visited friends’ homes. It was embarrassing that everyone had a nicer apartment than me. But she didn’t mention it. She stayed with me twice that week, then three times a week, and sometimes six. But she didn’t move in. She wouldn’t move in with me. Her clothes and toothbrush and hairbrush stayed at her home, and every morning after we awoke, I would drop her off with a kiss.

But being together at school became difficult for me. There was no public affection. No small kisses, no hugs, no holding hands. But when she would turn and offer a short smile, her black eyes sparkled. Still I complained that I liked affection, but she said it was dirty.

“Brad-a, I like you very much. But I am not a dirty-girl.”

Dirty was her go-to epithet. One day she was annoyed and sucking her teeth after class.

“What’s bothering you, Jingui?”

“Didn’t you see Sujin sitting with her legs open? So dirty! She’s such a dirty-girl.”

Once I asked if she thought one of our friends was handsome. “Oh he’s so dirty. No one will like him, such a dirty-man.”

But I would learn something more.

“Brad-a, I have a secret. In Korea, before I came here I got engaged. I don’t like the man at all. He is so ugly.”

She explained her parents were friends with his parents, and her mom worried she would not marry well. Her mom had pushed, and so she had agreed to the engagement just before school started.

She looked at me while holding my hands in hers.

I was shocked.

“When would you get married?”

“After I return from school.”

“So we would have five years together?” I did not look up.

“Yes, I am happy with you
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