One


Ambient light filtered through giant silver maples outside McCosh 2, into the lecture hall.  Late summer warmth drifted in.  The sea of faces before her suddenly seemed quite literally aqueous and Rita felt seasick.  She continued speaking, but her words seemed to vanish as she said them.  She couldn’t hear her own words.  It sounded like she was speaking from far away, and in too high a tone.  But the students kept sitting there, waiting upon her every remark.


Princeton students were attentive.  She knew: she had been one just two weeks ago, before her final dissertation defense, when she had clinched the doctorate she had been working toward for the last six years.  She knew she had done well when Professor Finnegan had asked her afterwards to give this guest lecture on Wallace Stevens for his course on modern American poetry.  But now she faltered in the middle of a sentence.


“Stevens wrote ‘The Poems of Our Climate’ out of a sense of his own neediness, but he wrote too of pain at once universal and uniquely American.  The ‘pink and white carnations,’ particularly barren in their beauty, recall the troubles of our Puritan ancestors in New England—“


She couldn’t breathe.  Professor Finnegan rushed from the back of the classroom up to the lectern.  Rita looked beautiful even now, when she seemed about to keel over.  Her Nordic blue eyes were all the bluer as the color was draining out of her heart-shaped face.  They bore a look of fierce determination, but she appeared as stumped as he was by this unsteadiness.


“I don’t know what’s wrong, Professor Finnegan.  I can’t hear myself speak—“


“Here, Rita, come over to the window and get some air.”  The professor gave her his elbow.


Now her tall, handsome, Italian husband Peter was there too, mopping up perspiration underneath Rita’s thick strawberry blonde bangs with a white handkerchief.


“Take some deep breaths, Rita,” he said.


Then she saw Finnegan repossess the podium. 


“No!” she shouted.  “I’ll be all right.  My heart was racing, that’s all.  Just nervous.” She stumbled a little as she walked back over to the front of the class.


But she continued as if the air at the tall window had been a draught of energizing elixir.


“So in this poem and others like it, Stevens wrote about us, the inheritors of the American conscience, as he experienced it in his native land…”  She was winging it.  She had definitely regained her confidence.

Students swarmed around Rita at the podium as soon as the bell rang.  Professor Finnegan came up and extended his hand. 


“That last half hour you were an experienced lecturer.  I knew you could do it, Rita.”  He was beaming at her.


As they walked out into the vestibule Peter asked her if she wanted to have lunch at the Annex on Nassau Street, the main drag in town, where most of the Princeton English department would be surprised to see them together, since abundant rumors foretold their divorce.  The general consensus was that this was tragic, since Peter the medievalist and Rita the modernist were considered bright and beautiful young people.  They were taken seriously as they were about to converge on the academy at large, respectable representatives of this venerable university when they went off to their jobs next fall.  But Colorado College was interested in Peter, and Rita was thinking of staying on the east coast, hoping for a post at Harvard Business School, where she would teach writing, her favorite subject.  Everyone had thought they were so happy.  But could two married assistant professors possibly get positions teaching at the same college, in the abysmal job market of the eighties?  Would they sacrifice their marriage, or their careers?  Clearly, they were faced with a brutal choice.


Professor Finnegan shouldered them and blended into their conversation from behind.  “Or the two of you could come with me to have lunch at Prospect.  You’ve both got faculty appointments this year, so you would be welcome there, I assure you,” he offered, exuberantly.  Finnegan was relieved that Rita had completely recovered, by the look of things.  He had never expected a breakdown when he had asked her to lecture for him.  She had always appeared perky, competent, and bubbly.  The upset shocked him.  It was so out of character.  He wondered if the impending divorce was troubling her, though today these two graduate students seemed to be in love.  What could be wrong this morning?  Best not to speak of it at lunch though.  


Peter kissed Rita’s head as they skirted McCosh on the way over to Prospect House, the gorgeous old amber mansion where Princeton presidents, including Woodrow Wilson, had lived before it was converted to a faculty club in the 1960s.


“You know, I think you’ve got brains,” he said, flirtatiously.  Rita smiled up at his sedate brown eyes, her snub nose acquiring an even more pert angle as she grinned.


“And Rita, I’ve got something for you.”  He was awkwardly dragging a manilla envelope out of his black and orange canvas book bag.  She stopped.  It was a SASE with her name and address on it in her own handwriting.

“Is that from American Literature?” she asked, opening both palms outward and almost losing her balance.

“Yes.”

He handed her the envelope.

“I opened it yesterday when you were engrossed in writing this morning’s lecture.  They accepted your article!”

Rita looked stunned.

“You’re kidding!” she cried, fumbling with the letter and manuscript as she tore the envelope further open.  “Peter, American Literature is the best journal in my field.  I can’t believe they liked my article.  I sent it there as a goof, almost.”

“I know, kid.  But you see, it’s true.”  He read over her shoulder.  “We are delighted to inform you that your article on Wallace Stevens is acceptable, pending a few slight revisions…”

“Oh, Peter!”

“Congratulations, hon!”

“And now, what would you like for lunch?” she asked then precipitously, suddenly remembering who and where she was.
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