Two


One night two years later, just as her second year at Harvard was beginning, Rita made a phone call.


“Peter the Penguin, please,” she said, keyed up and hopeful.


“This is he,” answered Peter.  “Hi Rita.”


“Peter, I want you back,” she said.


“You can’t have me,” he said.


“Why not, Penguin?  I love you,” she said.


“I know, Rita.  I love you, too.  But don’t call me Penguin anymore.  I’m getting married next month,” he said.


“Really, Penguin—I mean Peter, really?  Are you sure?” she asked.


“Yes, Rita.  I love her now,” he said.


“Really, Peter?  As much as you love me?” she asked.


“I love her more than I love you,” he said.  “It’s incredible.”


Rita started to cry.


“And Peter, did I tell you, my Princeton therapist, Mrs. Sommerheit, died in June.  She died of stomach cancer.  It’s so sad,” she said, tearfully.


“Let me go, Rita,” he said.  “You’ve told me about Mrs. Sommerheit about three times.  Let me go now,” he said.


“We never should have gotten divorced, Peter.  We were happy.  We were too young to appreciate what we had,” she said.


“Rita, don’t forget, the divorce was your idea,” he said.


“I know, Peter, but you could have fought it for more than a few minutes,” she said.


“I didn’t want to.  Now let me go,” said Peter.


“But Peter,” began Rita.


“Goonight,” said Peter.  “Like Eliot says, Goonight.  You see, I still remember.  I remember The Waste Land and all those other modernist poems you taught me about.”


“And I remember all about charitas and cupiditas, honey,” said Rita.  “And now I understand what the medievalists meant about those different kinds of love.”


“It’s too late, Rita,” said Peter.


“Goonight, Peter Penguin,” said Rita.


“That’s just plain Peter from now on, Rita.  Goonight.”


“Goonight, Peter,” she said sadly, and hung up the phone.


Later that night Rita got another bright idea and called Peter again.


“Hello Peter?  Don’t hang up—this is Rita again,” she said in a rush.

“Hi Rita.  I wouldn’t hang up on you, hon” he said, sounding more mellow.  “Why’d you call back?”


“I dunno.  I was wondering what her name is.”


“Joanna.  Jozie for short.”


“Where did you meet her?” she asked.


“Group therapy,” he said.  Rita could almost hear him smiling.


“You’re kidding.  You are in therapy?  And I thought you didn’t believe in it.”


“Yeah, well.  I even brought some of your letters in and read them to the group.  Jozie really liked them.  She feels sorry for you,” he said.


“She sounds nice, Peter.  What does she do?” Rita asked.


“She’s a nurse,” he said.


“Really?  What kind?” asked Rita.


“Psychiatric,” he said.  “And Rita, she thinks you need help.”

Rita didn’t say anything then.


“You’ll meet her someday, kid,” offered Peter.


“When, Peter?  I can’t see coming to your wedding,” said Rita.  Strangely, she now felt more relaxed.  Peter wasn’t so different after all.


“We’re moving back east.  New York.  I want to study acting,” he said, open with her, almost like he used to be.


“Wow,” cried Rita.  “That’s great!”


“Okay, goonight now Rita.  We’ll see you soon,” said Peter.


“Okay, goonight,” said Rita, capitulating.  She finally felt drowsy.


But after she had hung up the phone, she felt painfully alone.
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