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Virtual Love
Meghan Daum

Meghan Daurm graduated from Vassar College and earned an M.FA. at
Columbia University- Her essays and articles bave appeared in The
New Yorker, The New York Times Book Review, GQ, Vogue and
Self, among others, and bave been collected in My Misspent Youth
(2001). “Virtual Love” first appeared in The New Yorker. Her first
novel, The Quality of Life Report, appeared in 2003.

On Writing: Asked sbout ber writing, Daum commented: “The
subjects that I find most fascinating concern ideas or events that have not
only affected me personally but seem t0 resonate with the culture 4t large.
Though I am often called a ‘confessional’ writer, 1 am less interested in
confessing’ than in using specific experiences 45 & tool for looking at more
general or abstract phenomena in the world. The key to writing about
yourself without falling mto solipsism 15 10 explore 1ssues that transcend
the merely personal and shed anew light on the experiences that many of
us share. It also belps 10 have a sense of bumor and respect for the ab-
surdity of life by not taking yourself 100 serioushy.”

Before Reading

Connecting: Do you think that it is possible to “fall in love” with
someone that you have never met face to face?

Anticipating: What is it about this “virtual” relationship that at-
tracts Daum? ‘

1 It was last November; fall was drifting away into an intolerable chill. Twas
at the end of my twenty-sixth year, and was living in New York City, trying
to support myself as a writer, and taking part in the kind of urban life that

might be construed as glamorous were it to appear in 2 memoir in the dis-
cant futute. At the tdme, however, my days felt more Jike a grind than like
an adventure: hours of work strung between the motions of waking up, get-
ting the mail, watching TV with my roommates, and going to bed. One
morning, I logged on to my America Online account to find a message un-
der the heading “is this the real meghan daum?” Tt came from someone with
the screen name PESlider. The body of the message consisted of five sen-
tences, written entirely in lower-caseé letters, of perfectly turned flattery:
something about PFSlider’s admiration of some newspaper and magazine
articles T had published over the last year and 2 half, something about his

TEACHING STRATEGY

You might want to start simply by laying
out the experience that Daum has had.
She responds to an e-mail message from
an “admirer” and slowly gets deeply and
completely involved in a “virtual”
relationship. Once she meets the real
Pete, the “virtual” relationship is
destroyed—the real Pete cannot live up
to the virtual Pete. There is plenty of
evidence that people in our society “fall
in love” with others whom they have
never met—witness the news stories about
relationships that begin on the Internet
(often with disastrous consequences) or
people who fall in love with prisoners
serving life sentences. Why do these
things happen? For that mattex, why do
people sornetimes assume an identity on
the Tnternet that is purely fictional—
men pretend to be women, women
pretend to be men, older men pretend to
be younger men? Such a discussion will
help students to see the central contrast
¢hat underlies Daum’s essay-

What was the nature of the Internet
relationship that Daum and Pete had?
Did they, for example, pretend t0 be
someone other than their real selves?
Was there any deception involved? No.
Notice how Daum characterizes the
relationship in paragraph 12—“more
authentic,” «undivided” attention. 1f the
“quality” of the relationship was sO high,
what then went wrong?

What is wrong with the “rea)” Pete?
That's a provocative discussion starter.
Students might say that he talks to0
much, for example, but that is also one
of the things that attracted Daum to him
in the first place—he was capable of
writing interesting and frequent e-mails.
After students have wrestied with this,
you might then ask if any “real” Pete
could have lived up to the “virtual” Pete.
The essay suggests that the answer is
probably no. Daum comments: “1 was
Lorrified by the realization that I had
invested so heavily in 2 made-up
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character—a character in whose creation
Id had a greater hand than even Pete
himself’ (21). She adds, “PESlider was
otherworldly, more a concept than a
person” (23). If students think that idea
is strange, you might ask them if they
have ever been in a relationship only to
realize that their “idea” of that person
was wrong, that they were trying to
make the person be someone he or she
really wasn’t. .

Was the failure of Daum’s
relationship with Pete unique or does it
somehow suggest a larger issue—about
our relationships, about our society?
Students might react variously to this
question. Depending on their responses,
you could rephrase the question: Does
Daum see in the failure anything that
has larger implications? Daum
comments: “The Internet was not
responsible for our remote, fragmented
lives. The problem was life itself” 31).
Later, she adds, “The world had proved
to be too cluttered and too fast for us,
too polluted to allow the thing we'd
attempted through technology ever to
grow in the earth” (34).

CLASS ACTIVITY

What are we looking for in a significant
other? How in turn do we portray our-
selves? Photocopy a page of personal
want ads from a newspaper and have the
students analyze what qualities seem to
be in demand in a mate, how people
choose verbally to portray themselves,
and how people attempt to attract atten-
tion by the personal advertisements that
they write. '

CRITICAL READING ACTIVITY

The essay falls immediately into two
sections—the virtual relationship
(paragraphs 1-18) and then the encounter
with the real Pete (beginning with 19)-
However, Daum subdivides the second
half of the essay into three parts indicated
by additional white space that separates

N
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resulting infatuation with me, and something about his being a sportswriter
in California.

_ I was engaged for the thirty seconds that it took me to read the message
and fashion a reply. Though it felt strange to be in the position of confirming
that I was indeed “the real meghan daum,” I managed to say, “Yes, its me.
Thank you for writing.” I clicked the “Send Now” icon, shot my words into
the void, and forgot about PFSlider antil the next day, when I received another
message, this one headed “eureka.” '

“wow, it is you,” he wrote, still in lower case. He chronicled the various
conditions under which he’d read my few-and-far-between articles—a board-
walk in Laguna Beach, the spring-training pressroom for a baseball team that
he covered for a Los Angeles newspaper. He confessed to having a crush on
me. He referred to me as “princess daum.” He said he wanted to have lunch
with me during one of his two annual trips to New York.

The letter was outrageous and endearingly pathetic, possibly the practi-
cal joke of a friend trying to rouse me out of a temporary writer’s block. But
the kindness pouring forth from my computer screen was bizarrely exhilarat-
ing, and I logged off and thought about it for a few hours before writing back
to express how flattered and “touched”—this was probably the first time T had
ever used that word in earnest—I was by his message.

I am not what most people would call a cornputer person. T have no interest -
in chat rooms, newsgroups, or most Websites. I derive a palpable thrill from stick-
ing a letter in the United States thail. But I have a constant low-grade fear of the
telephone, and T often call people with the intention of getting their answering
machines. There is something about the Jive voice that I have come to find un-
nervingly organic, as volatile as live television. E-mail provides a useful antidote
for my particular communication anxieties. Though T generally send and receive
only a few messages 2 week, T take comfort in their silence and their boundaries.

PFSlider and I tossed a few innocuous, smart-assed notes back and forth
over the week following his first message. Let’s say his name was Pete. He was -
twenty-nine, and single. T revealed very little about myself, relying instead on
the ironic commentary and forced witticisms that are the conceit of so many
E-mail messages. But I quickly developed an oblique affection for PFSlider. I
was excited when there was a message from him, mildly depressed when there
wasn't. After a few weeks, he gave me his phone rumber. I did not give him
mine, but he looked it up and called me one Friday night. Twas home. I picked
up the phone. His voice was jarring, yet not unpleasant. He held up more than
his end of the conversation for an hour, and when he asked permission to call
me again I granted it, as though we were of an earlier era.

Pete—I could never wrap my mind around his name, privately thinking
of him as PFSlider, “E-mail guy,” or even “baseball boy”—began phoning me
two or three times a week. He asked if he could meet me, and 1 said that that
would be O.K. Christmas was a few weeks away, and he told me that he would
be coming back East to see his family. From there, he would take a short flight
to New York and have lunch with me. .

“It is my off-season mission to meet you,” he said.
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“There will probably be a snowstorm,” I said.

«P']] take a team of sled dogs,” he answered.

We talked about our work and our families, about baseball and Bill Clin-
ton and Howard Stern and sex, about his hatred for Los Angeles and how
much he wanted a new job. Sometimes we’d find each other logged on simul-
taneously and type back and forth for hours.

I had previously considered cyber-communication an oXymoron, 2 fast
road to the breakdown of humanity. But, curiously, the Internet—at least in the
limited form in which I was using jt—felt anything but dehumanizing. My in-
teraction with PESlider seemed more authentic than much of what I experi-
enced in the daylight realm of living beings. I was certainly putting more
energy into the relationship than T had put into many others. I also was giving
Pete attention that was by definition andivided, and relishing the safety of the
distance between us by opting to be truthfal instead of doling out the white lies
that have become the staple of real life. The outside world—the place where 1
walked around avoiding people I didn’t want to deal with, peppering my casual
conversations with half-truths, and applying my motto “Let the machine take
it” to almost any scenario—was sliding into the periphery of my mind.

For me, the time on-line with Pete was far superior to the phone. There

- were no background noises, no interruptions from “call waiting,” no long-distance
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charges. Through typos and misspellings, he flirted maniacally. “I have an absurd
crush on you,” he said. “If 1 like you in person, you must promise to marry me.”
T was coy and conceited, telling him to get a life, baiting him into compliment-
ing me further, teasing him in a way I would never have dared to do in person,
or even on the phone. I would stay up until 3 A.M. typing with him, smiling at
the screen, getting so giddy that when I quit I couldn’t fall asleep. Twas having
difficulty recalling whatI used to do at night. Tewas as if he and I lived together
in our own quiet space-—a space made all the more intimate because of our
conscious decision to block everyone else out. My phone was tied up for hours
at a time. No one in the real world could reach me, and I didn’t really care.

Since my last serious relationship, T'd had the requisite number of false
starts and five-night stands, dates that I wasn’t sure were dates, and emphati-
cally casual affairs that buckled under their own inertia. With PFSlider, on the
other hand, T may not have known my suitor, but, for the first time in my life,
T knew the deal: T was a desired person, the object of a blind man’s gaze. He
called not only when he said he would call but unexpectedly, just to say hello.
He was protected by the shield of the Internet; his guard was not merely down
but nonexistent. He let his phone bill grow to towering proportions. He told
me that he thought about me all the time, though we both knew that the “me”
i his mind consisted largely of himself. He talked about me to his friends, and
admitted it. He arranged his holiday schedule around our impending date. He
managed to charm me with sports analogies. He didn’t hesitate. He was un-
blinking and unapologetic, all nerviness and balls to the wall.

And so PESlider became my everyday life. All the tangible stuff fell away.
My body did not exist. I had no skin, no hair, no bones. All desire had converted
itself into a cerebral current that reached nothing but my frontal lobe. There

.
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paragraphs (before 24, before 31). Ask
students to suggest reasons why Daum
subdivides the second part of the essay.
How do those subdivisions mark distinc-
tive sections of the essay?

ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS:
SUBJECT AND PURPOSE

1. In cyberspace, a “virtual” environment
or event is a simulation of a real one.

2. The Internet romance was conducted
through words and it followed defined
rules: “I was involved in 2 well-defined
courtship, a neat little space in which he
and I were both safe to express the panic
and the fascination of our mutual affec-
tion” (paragraph 18).

3. Daum seems to imply toward the end
of the essay that modern life, maybe
especially modern urban life, makes rela-
tionships difficult. She notes: “The world
had proved too cluttered and too fast for
us, too polluted to allow the thing we’d
attempted through technology to grow
in the earth. PFSlider and I had joined
the angry and exhausted living” (34).

ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS:
STRATEGY AND AUDIENCE

1. The contrast is between the relation-
ships that Daum has with the “virtual”
Pete and with the “real” Pete.

2. The second half begins with para-
graph 19; the event is Daum’s meeting
with the real Pete.

3. Daum’s audience is potentially quite
Jarge. Every human being is potentially
involved in trying to establish a rela-
tionship with another, and many of us
fail often.

ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS:
VOCABULARY AND STYLE

1. An oxymoron is a figure of speech in
which opposite or contradictory ideas
are combined. Daum can’t imagine how
communication—one person really talk-
ing to another—could take place in such
a medium.
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2. To be cynical is to expect or believe
the worst, to doubt the sincerity of others.
3. Word definitions:

construed v. interpreted

palpable adj. noticeable

volatile adj. quickly changing or
disappearing _

innocuous adj. harmless

conceit . a witty or clever figure of
speech

periphery . outer part, edge
unfettered v. freed from any restraints
archaic adj. old-fashioned

epistolary dj. conducted through
letters

berated v. criticized heavily
imbued v. filled
demise 7. death, end

vagaries 7. odd or unexpected
occurrences

WRITING SUGGESTION

Daum suggests that courtship in today’s
world is quite different than courtship in
the past. How has courtship changed?
Using your parents or your grandparents
as sources (or simply relying on second-
ary sources or even courtships as they are
depicted in stories, films, or television
shows), contrast courtship today with
courtship at some period in the past. You
could also contrast courtship in conterm-
porary American society with courtship in
another, quite different society elsewhere
in the world.
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was no outdoors, no social life, no weather. There was only the computer
screen and the phone, my chair, and maybe a glass of water. Most mornings, I
would wake up to find a message from PFSlider, composed in Pacific time
while I slept in the wee hours. “I had a date last night,” he wrote. “And I am not
ashamed to say it was doomed from the start because I couldn’t stop thinking
about you.” : :

I fired back a message slapping his hand. “We must be careful-where we
tread,” I said. This was true but not sincere. I wanted it, all of it. I wanted un-
fettered affection, soul-mating, true romance. In the weeks that had elapsed
since I picked up “is this the real meghan daum?” the real me had undergone
some kind of meltdown—a systemic rejection of all the savvy and independ-
ence I had worn for years, like a grownup Girl Scout badge.

Pete knew nothing of my scattered, juvenile self, and I did my best to keep
it that way. Even though I was heading into my late twenties, I was still a child,
ignorant of dance steps and health insurance, a prisoner of credit-card debt and
stadent loans and the nagging feeling that I didn’t want anyone to find me un-
il T had pulled myself into some semblance of an adult. The fact that Pete had
literally seemed to discover me, as if by turning over a rock, lent us an aura of
fate which I actually took half-seriously. Though skepticism seemed like the ob-
vious choice in this strange situation, I discarded it precisely because it was the
obvious choice, because I wanted a more interesting narrative than cynicism
would ever allow. T was a true believer in the urban dream: the dream of years of
struggle, of getting a break, of making it. Like most of my friends, T wanted
someone to love me, but I wasn’t supposed to need it. To admit to loneliness was
to smack the face of progress, to betray the times in which we lived. But PFS-
lider derailed me. He gave me all of what I'd never even realized T wanted.

My addiction to PFSlider’s messages indicated a monstrous narcissism,
but it also revealed a subtler desire, which I didn’t fully understand at that time.
My need to experience an old-fashioned kind of courtship was stronger than I
had ever imagined. And the fact that technology was providing an avenue for
such archaic discourse was a paradox that both fascinated and repelled me. Our
relationship had an epistolary quality that put our communication closer to the -
eighteenth century than to the impending millennium. Thanks to the computer,
I was involved in a well-defined courtship, a neat litde space in which he and I
were both safe to express the panic and the fascination of our mutual affection.
Our interaction was refreshingly orderly, noble in its vigor, dignified despite its
shamelessness. It was far removed from the randomness of real-life relation-
ships. We had an intimacy that seemed custom-made for our strange, lonely
times. It seemed custom-made for me. ' '

The day 6f our date, a week before Christmas, was frigid and sunny. Pete
was sitting at the bar of the restaurant when I arrived. We shook hands. For a
splitsecond, he leaned toward me with his chin, as if to kiss me. He was shorter
than T had pictured, though he was not short. He struck me as clean-cut. He
had very nice hands. He wore a very nice shirt. We were seated at a very nice
table. I scanned the restaurant for people I knew, saw none, and couldn’t de-

cide how I felt about that.
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He talked, and T heard nothing he said. I stared at his profile and tried to
figure out whether I liked him. He seemed to be saying nothing in particular,
but he went on forever. Later, we went to the Museum of Natural History and
watched a science film about storm chasers. We walked around looking for the
dinosaurs, and he talked so much that I wanted to cry. Outside, walking along
Central Park West at dusk, through the Jeaves, past the yellow cabs and the
splendid lights of Manhattan at Christmas, he grabbed my hand to kiss me and
Tdidn’t let him. I felt as if my brain had been stuffed with cotton. Then, for some
reason, I invited him back to my apartment. I gave him a few beers and finally
et him kiss me on the lumpy futon in my bedroom. The radiator clanked. The
phone rang and the machine picked up. A car alarm blared outside. A key turned
in the door as one of my roommates came home. 1 had no sensation at all—only
a clear conviction that [ wanted Pete out of my apartment. I wanted to hand him
his coat, close the door behind him, and fight the ensuing emptiness by turning
on the computer and taking comfort in PFSlider.

When Pete finally did leave, I berated myself from every angle: for not
kissing him on Central Part West, for letting him kiss me at all, for not liking
him, for wanting to like him more than I had wanted anything in such a long
dme. T was horrified by the realization that Thad invested so heavily in a made-
up character—a character in whose creation I'd had a greater hand than even
Pete himself. How could I, a person so self-congratulatingly reasonable, have
been sucked into a scenario that was more akin to a teleyision talk show than
to the relatively full and sophisticated life I was so convinced I led? How could
I have received a fan letter and allowed it to go this far?

The next day, a huge bouquet of FTD flowers arrived from him. No one
had ever sent me flowers before. I forgave him. As human beings with actual
flesh and hand gestures and Gap clothing, Pete and I were utterly incompati-
ble, but I decided to pretend otherwise. He returned home and we fell back
into the computer and the phone, and T continued to keep the real world safely
away from the desk that held them. Tnstead of blaming him for my disap-
pointment, I blamed the earth itself, the invasion of roommates and ringing
phones into the immaculate communication that PESlider and T had created.

When I pictured him in the weeks that followed, I saw the image of a
plane lifting off over an overcast city. PFSlider was otherworldly, more a con-
cept than a person. His romance Jay in the notion of flight, the physics of grav-
ity defiance. So when he offered to send me a plane ticket to spend the
weekend with him in Los Angeles I took it as an extension of our blissful re-
moteness, a three-dimensional E-mail message lasting an entire weekend.

The temperature of the runway at J.EXK. was seven degrees Fahrenheit.
Our DC-10 sat for three hours waiting for deicing. Finally, it took off over the
frozen city, and the ground below shrank into a drawing of itself. Phone calls
were made, laptop computers were plopped onto tray tables. The recirculat-
ing air dried out my contact lenses. I watched movies without the sound and
told myself that they were probably better that way. Something about the plas-
tic interior of the fuselage and the plastic forks and the din of the air and the
engines was soothing and strangely sexy.

317
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Then we descended into LAX. We hit the tarmac, and the seat-belt signs
blinked off. T hadn’t moved my body in eight hours, and now I was walking
through the tunnel to the gate, my clothes wrinkled, my hair matted, my hands
shaking. When I saw Pete in the terminal, his face seemed to me just as blank and
easy to miss as it had the first ime I’d met him. He kissed me chastely. On the
way out to the parking lot, he told me that he was being seriously considered for
ajob in New York. He was flying back there next week. If he got the job, he’d be
moving within the month. Ilooked at him in astonishment. Something silentand
invisible seemed to fall on us. Outside, the wind was warm, and the Avis and
Hertz buses ambled alongside the curb of Terminal $. The palm trees shook, and
the air seemed as heavy and palpable as Pete’s hand, which held mine for a few

" seconds before dropping it to get his car keys out of his pocket. He stood before
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me, all flesh and preoccupation, and for this I could not forgive him.

Gone were the computer, the erotic darkness of the telephone, the clean,
single dimension of Pete’s voice at 1 A.M. It was nighttime, yet the combina-
tion of sight and sound was blinding. It scared me. It tarned'me off. We went
to a restaurant and ate outside on the sidewalk. We strained for conversation,
and T tried nof to care that we had to. We drove to his apartment and stocd
under the ceiling light not really looking at each other. Something was hap-
pening that we needed to snap out of. Any moment now, I thought. Any mo-
ment and we’ll be all right. These moments were crowded with elements, with
carpet fibers and automobiles and the smells of everything that had a smell. kt
was all wrong. The physical world had invaded our space.

For three days, we crawled along the ground and tried to pull ourselves up.
We talked about things that I can no longer remember. We read the Los Angeles
Times over breakfast. We drove north past Santa Barbara to tour the wine coun-
try. I felt like an object that could not be lifted, something that secretly weighed
more than the world itself. Everything and everyone around us seemed imbued
with a California lightness. I stomped around the countryside, an idiot New
Yorker in my clunky shoes and black leather jacket. Not until I studied myself in
the bathroom mirror of a highway rest stop did I fully realize the preposterous-
ness of my uniform. T was dressed for war. I was dressed for my regular life.

That night, in a tiny town called Solvang, we ate an expensive dinner. We
checked into a Marriott and watched television. Pete talked at me and through
me and past me. I tried to listen. I tried to talk. But I bored myself and irritated
him. Our conversation was a needle that could not be threaded. Still, we played
nice. We tried to care, and pretended to keep trying long after we had given up.
In the car on the way home, he told me that I was cynical, and T didn’t have the
presence of mind to ask him just how many cynics he had met who would travel
three thousand miles to see someone they barely knew.

Pete drove me to the airport at 7 A.M. so I could make my eight-o’clock
flight home. He kissed me goodbye—another chaste peck that I recognized
from countless dinner parties and dud dates. He said that he’d call me in a few
days when he got to New York for his job interview, which we had discussed
only in passing and with no reference to the fact that New York was where I
happened to live. I returned home to frozen January. A few days later, he came

30
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to New York, and we didn’t see each other. He called me from the plane tak-
ing him back to Los Angeles to tell me, through the static, that he had got the
job. He was moving to my city.

PFSlider was dead. There would be no meeting him in distant hotel lob-

30 bies during the baseball season. There would be no more phone calls or

E-mail messages. In a single moment, Pete had completed his journey out of
our mating dance and officially stepped into the regular world—the world that
gnawed at me daily, the world that fostered those five-night stands, the world
where romance could not be sustained, because so many of us simply did not
know how to do it. Instead, we were all chitchat and leather jackets, bold pro-
claimers of all that we did not need. But what struck me most about this affair
was the unpredictable nature of our demise. Unlike most cyberromances,
which seem to come fully equipped with the inevitable set of misrepresenta-
tions and false expectations, PFSlider and I had played it fairly straight. Nei-
cher of us had lied. We’d done the best we could. Our affair had died from
natural causes rather than virtual ones.

31 Within a two-week period after I returned from Los Angeles, at least
seven people confessed to me the vagaries of their own E-mail affairs. This
topic arose, unprompted, in the course of normal conversation. I heard most
of these stories in the close confines of smoky bars and crowded restaurants,
and we all shook our heads in bewilderment as we told our tales, our eyes fo-
cussed on some point in the distance. Four of these people had met their
correspondents, by travelling from New Haven o Baltimore, from New
York to Montana, from Texas to Virginia, and from New York to Johannes-
burg. These were normal people, writers and lawyers and scientists. They
were all smart, attractive, and more than a little sheepish about admitting
just how deeply they had been sucked in. Mostly, it was the courtship ritual
that had seduced us. E-mail had become an electronic epistle, a yearned-for
rule book. It allowed us to do what was necessary to experience love. The
Internet was not responsible for our remote, fragmented lives. The problem
was life itself. : '

32 The story of PFSlider still makes me sad, not so much because we no
longer have anything to do with each other but because it forces me to see
the limits and the perils of daily life with more clarity than I used to. After I
realized that our relationship would never transcend the screen and the
phone-—that, in fact, our face-to-face knowledge of each other had perma-

nently contaminated the screen and the phone—T hit the pavement again,
went through the motions of everyday life, said hello and goodbye to people
in the regular way. If Pete and I had met at a party, we probably wouldn’t have
spoken to each other for more than ten minutes, and that would have made
life easier but also less interesting. At the same time, it terrifies me to admit
to a firsthand understanding of the way the heart and the ego are snarled and
entwined like diseased trees that have folded in on each other. Our need to
worship somehow fuses with our need to be worshipped. Tt upsets me still
further to see how inaccessibility can make this entanglement so much more
intoxicating. But P'm also thankful that I was forced to unpack the raw truth
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of my need and stare atitfora while. It was a dare I wouldn’t have taken in three

dimensions.
The last time I saw Pete, he was in New York, three thousand miles away

from what had been his home, and a million miles away from PFSlider. In a

final gesture of decency, in what I later realized was the most ordinary kind of ‘

closure, he took me out to dinner. As the few remaining traces of affection
rarned into embarrassed regret, we talked about nothing. He paid the bill. He
drove me home in a rental car that felt as arbitrary and impersonal as what we
now were to each other.

Pete had known how to get me where I lived until he came to where I
lived: then he became as unmysterious as anyone next door. The world had
proved to be too cluttered and too fast for us, too polluted to allow the thing
we'd attempted through technology ever to grow in the earth. PFSlider and I
had joined the angry and exhausted living. Even if we met on the street, we
wouldn’t recognize each other, our particular version of intimacy now obscured
by the branches and bodies and falling debris that make up the physical world.

Questions on Subject and Purpose

1. Whatis a “virtual” love?
In paragraph 18, Daum writes, “My need to experience an old-fashioned kind
of courtship was stronger than I had ever imagined.” How could an Internet
romance be old-fashioned?” ™

3. What is Daum saying or implying about “real” relationships in our society?

Questions on Strategy and Audience

1. What is the central contrast in Daum’s essay?
2. The essay can be roughly divided into half. Where does the second half of the
essay begin? What is the event that begins the second half?
3. Realistically, how large is Daum’s audience? That is, to whom is she writing?
' How did you react to her essay?

Questions on Vocabulary and Style

1. Inparagraph 12, Daum writes: “T had previously considered cyber-communication
an oxymoron.” What is an oxymoron? What does she mean by that sentence?
Pete accuses Daum of being “cynical” (paragraph 28). What does that mean?

3. Be prepared to define the following words: construed (paragraph 1), palpable (5),
volatile (5), inmocuous (6), conceit (6), periphery (12), unfettered (16), archaic (18),
epistolary (18), berated (21), imbued (27), demise (30), vagaries (31).

Writing Suggestions

1. For Your Journal or Blog. Think about the times in your relationships—with
a family member, a close friend, someone you were dating, someone to whom
you might have been engaged or even married—when you suddenly realized

N

W
D N S I W

—




