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The Red Pen

The mahogany desk was the first thing Faye noticed. Not the books — though they climbed every wall, floor to ceiling, spines cracked and faded in a way that suggested they’d been read rather than shelved for decoration. Not the leather couch pushed against the far wall, or the single window that framed the October campus in amber and rust. The desk.

It dominated the room the way an altar dominates a chapel. Dark, heavy, polished to a dull shine that caught the late-afternoon light. Papers spread across its surface in a pattern that looked chaotic but probably wasn’t. A crystal tumbler sat at one corner, empty, with a whiskey residue still catching gold at the bottom.

Faye pushed her reading glasses up her nose and clutched her thesis proposal tighter against her chest.

“Sit.”

Dr. Renata Kessler didn’t look up from the page she was marking. Red pen. The nib moved in sharp, decisive strokes — a slash through one line, a check beside another, a note in the margin too small for Faye to read from the doorway. The pen was the only thing moving. Kessler herself was perfectly still, silver-streaked dark hair falling loose around her face, the collar of a charcoal blazer turned up against the back of her neck in a way that looked accidental and wasn’t.

Faye sat. The chair across from the desk was lower than she’d expected — an old trick, she knew, from her undergraduate psychology elective. Place the visitor’s eyeline below your own. She wondered if Kessler had chosen it deliberately, then decided it didn’t matter. The effect was the same.

“You’re Faye Okpara.” Not a question. Kessler still hadn’t looked up. “First year. Comparative Literature. You submitted a writing sample on Barthes and the erotics of reading.” A pause. The red pen stopped. “It was interesting.”

“Thank you, Dr. Kessler.”

“That wasn’t a compliment.” Now she looked up. The rectangular glasses came off — a slow, deliberate motion, folded and set beside the tumbler like a tool being put away. Without them, her face changed. The academic armor dropped, and what remained was sharper. Pale blue eyes, cheekbones that could have been carved, a mouth set in a line that wasn’t quite a smile and wasn’t quite anything else.

Faye’s fingers tightened on the thesis proposal. She could feel the sweat starting at the edges of the pages.

“Interesting means I noticed it,” Kessler said. “Most writing samples are competent. Yours was interesting. Those are very different things.”

“I worked on it for three months.”

“I can tell. Some of it reads like three months of effort. Some of it reads like you wrote it at two in the morning with a point to prove.” She leaned back in her chair. The leather creaked. “May I?”

She extended her hand — long fingers, a silver ring on the right one that caught the light — and Faye realized she wanted the thesis proposal. The pages Faye had been holding to her chest like a shield.

She handed them over.

Kessler didn’t glance at the proposal. She set it aside, face down, on the corner of the desk. Instead, she picked up a different sheaf of papers — Faye’s writing sample, already printed, already marked. Red ink everywhere. The pages looked like they were bleeding.

“I want to read you a passage.” Kessler’s voice had changed. Lower. The Austrian accent that barely registered in lectures surfaced now, just at the consonants, just enough to make each word land with weight. She found a passage and read aloud.

“‘Barthes argues that the text seduces not through revelation but through the promise of revelation — the gap between what is shown and what is withheld, which is the precise architecture of desire.’” She looked up. “That sentence is brilliant.”

Faye’s chest expanded. Three months of work, and someone — this woman, this mind — had called a sentence of hers brilliant.

“Thank you —”

“I’m not finished.” Kessler turned to another page. More red ink. She read again. “‘The implications of this framework are interesting and suggest that Barthes’s theory of the text can be applied to broader cultural phenomena, including the dynamics of pedagogy itself.’”

Silence. Kessler set the pages down.

“That sentence is lazy.”

The expansion in Faye’s chest collapsed. She pushed her glasses up again, an old reflex, buying half a second to assemble her expression into neutral academic interest.

“Which one are you?” Kessler asked. She said it the way someone might ask about the weather — mild, curious, already suspecting the answer. “The brilliant one or the lazy one?”

“I’d like to be the brilliant one.”

“Everyone would like to be the brilliant one. That’s not what I asked.” Kessler picked up the red pen and tapped it once against the desk. The sound was sharp, like a metronome setting tempo. “I asked which one you are. Right now. Today. Walking into my office with a thesis proposal you’ve been holding against your body like you’re afraid I’ll take it.”

Faye’s hands were in her lap now, empty. She realized she’d been gripping the chair arms. She let go.

“I don’t know yet,” she said. “That’s why I’m here.”

Recognition shifted behind Kessler’s eyes. Not warmth — Faye didn’t think this woman did warmth. The kind of look a chess player gives a board when an unexpected move appears.

“Good answer.” Kessler stood. She was taller than Faye had expected — heeled boots adding an inch to an already lean frame. She moved around the desk, and as she passed, Faye caught it: sandalwood, leather underneath, and the faint ghost of whiskey. The scent of the room was the scent of the woman. They’d merged.

Kessler crossed to the bookshelves behind Faye and pulled a volume without looking — she knew exactly where it lived. She set it on the desk between them, spine up. Her own name on the cover. The Lover’s Syntax: Power and Submission in the Western Canon.

“Have you read this?”

“Parts of it. The chapter on Sade and the chapter on Story of O.”

“Which parts did you skip?”

Faye hesitated. The honest answer was embarrassing, and a dishonest one would be caught immediately. “The introduction. And the conclusion.”

Kessler’s mouth twitched — it might have been a smile on a different face. “The introduction is where I tell you what I’m going to argue. The conclusion is where I tell you what I argued. You skipped the frame and went straight to the body.”

“I usually do.”

“I know. Your writing sample does the same thing. You open in the middle of an argument as if the reader should already be running to keep up.” Kessler tapped the book with one finger. “It’s a good instinct. It’s also a crutch. You use velocity to avoid vulnerability. If you’re always moving forward, nobody notices you haven’t said what you actually think.”

The words landed somewhere behind Faye’s ribs. She wanted to argue — she’d built a career on her ability to argue — but the accuracy of it disarmed her. Kessler hadn’t just read her writing. She’d read through it.

“Read the whole book this time,” Kessler said. “We’ll discuss it Thursday.”

“You’re taking me on?”

“Did I say that?”

“You said Thursday.”

Kessler regarded her for a beat that lasted three seconds too long. Long enough for Faye to become aware of the quiet in the room — no students in the hallway, the building emptying out for the evening. Long enough to notice the lock on the office door. A deadbolt, brass, old-fashioned. It was unlocked. She noticed that too.

“Office hours are Tuesdays and Thursdays,” Kessler said. She picked up the red pen again, sat back behind the desk, and slid her glasses on. The armor returned. “Don’t be late.”

Faye gathered her thesis proposal — still face down where Kessler had placed it, untouched — and stood. Her legs felt strange, as if she’d been sitting for much longer than twenty minutes. At the door, she turned back.

“Dr. Kessler?”

“Mm.”

“The lazy sentence. What’s wrong with it?”

Kessler didn’t look up. The red pen kept moving across someone else’s paper, cutting and marking and bleeding. “It says ‘interesting.’ Twice. If a sentence can only describe itself as interesting, it isn’t.” A beat. “Close the door on your way out.”

Faye closed the door. Stood in the hallway with her back against the oak and her thesis proposal pressed to her chest again. The third floor of the Humanities building was empty. Down the corridor, a window showed the campus sinking into October dusk — the elms going copper, the stone paths darkening, the library lit up across the quad like a lantern.

She looked down at the thesis proposal. On the back of the last page, in red ink she hadn’t seen Kessler write, a single line:

Promising. Prove it.



The library smelled like Faye’s childhood — old paper, binding glue, the particular staleness of air that had been circulating through those ancient vents since the building was constructed in 1924. She’d spent her undergraduate years in a library like this one, and her body still associated the smell with safety. With the hours between midnight and four a.m. when the world contracted to the size of a carrel and a reading lamp and whatever text she was cracking open like a walnut.

She’d found a table in the back corner of the fourth floor, behind the comparative literature stacks, where nobody went after nine p.m. Her laptop was open. Her notes for the week’s seminar reading were pulled up, half-finished. She wasn’t looking at them.

She was looking at Kessler’s book.

The Lover’s Syntax. She’d bought her own copy as an undergraduate — used, the cover creased, someone else’s annotations in the margins. She’d read the chapters on Sade and Pauline Réage the way she read everything: fast, hungrily, pulling the arguments apart to find the wiring underneath. She’d written a paper on it for a junior seminar. Got an A. Moved on.

Now she turned to the introduction she’d skipped.

Kessler’s prose was different from her lectures. In the classroom — Faye had audited one session before deciding on her PhD program — she was precise, controlled, each sentence arriving fully formed like a verdict. On the page, she was looser. The sentences ran longer. They circled back on themselves, picked up dropped threads, built arguments the way a river builds a canyon — not through force but through persistence, through the slow erosion of the reader’s resistance until the conclusion felt inevitable.

Faye read the introduction. Then the first chapter. Then the second.

She pulled her oversized sweater tighter around her shoulders. The library was cold at this hour — they turned the heat down after ten — and her coffee had gone lukewarm in its paper cup. She didn’t notice.

At eleven-thirty, she found the passage.

It was in Chapter 4, which she’d read before, or thought she had. But her undergraduate copy hadn’t been marked here. This was her own copy, the text unmarked. She read it once, then again, then a third time with her finger tracing the line.

All education is seduction. The only question is who surrenders first.

Faye stared at the sentence until the words blurred.

Kessler’s office. The mahogany desk. The red pen moving in sharp strokes. The glasses removed. Which one are you?

Kessler had read her writing aloud — not paraphrasing, not summarizing, but reading the actual sentences, giving Faye’s words back to her in that voice, with that accent curling around the consonants. The brilliant sentence and the lazy one, held up side by side like evidence.

The lock on the door.

It was brass. Old-fashioned. A deadbolt. She’d noticed it because it didn’t match the rest of the hardware — the doorknob was modern, institutional, probably replaced when the building was renovated. But the deadbolt was original. Someone had chosen to keep it.

She didn’t know why she was still thinking about it.

Her phone buzzed. A text from Georgia, her cohort-mate, the only other first-year in Comparative Literature she’d connected with in orientation week.

How did the meeting go? Is she terrifying up close?

Faye typed back: She’s fine. Smart. I have to read her entire book by Thursday.

Georgia: The whole thing?? It’s like 400 pages

Faye: 312. And I’ve already read half. Going to finish tonight.

Georgia: You’re insane. Get some sleep. First seminar tomorrow.

Faye put the phone face down on the table and went back to the book. She turned the page. Then another. The library was silent except for the ventilation system breathing through the walls and the soft tick of the clock above the circulation desk four floors below.

She read until two in the morning. She read as she always read — fast, hungry, pulling the arguments apart. But this time, underneath the analysis, underneath the intellectual machinery she’d trained herself to deploy like a weapon, a different current was running. One she didn’t have a framework for yet.

She was reading the book the way the book described being read. As seduction. As surrender. As a negotiation of power conducted in syntax and argument, where the real transaction was happening beneath the words, in the white space, in the gaps between what was said and what was meant.

She closed the book at two-fifteen and walked home across the dark campus. Her boots were loud on the stone path. She was the only person moving.

In her apartment — a studio above a bookshop on Elm Street, small enough that the bed and the desk were essentially one piece of furniture — she brushed her teeth, stripped down to a t-shirt, and got into bed with the book on the nightstand.

She lay there in the dark.

Which one are you?

She didn’t know yet. That was the truth she’d given Kessler, and it was the truth she gave herself now, staring at the ceiling. She didn’t know which one she was.

But she knew she was going to find out on Thursday.

She was not going to be late.





Methodology

Six Thursdays.

That’s how long it took for Faye to understand that Dr. Renata Kessler didn’t teach — she dismantled. Every meeting in that third-floor office was an excavation. Kessler would take whatever Faye had written, hold it up to the light, and show her all the places where she’d been hiding behind jargon, behind theory, behind academic performance that earned praise from lesser minds but that Kessler treated like counterfeit currency.

“You’re citing Derrida here,” Kessler said during their third meeting, tapping the page with her red pen. She was standing behind Faye’s chair, reading over her shoulder. Too close. Close enough that Faye could smell the sandalwood and the bite of ink, or the ghost of the whiskey she’d seen in that crystal tumbler. “Why?”

“Because he’s relevant to the argument.”

“He’s relevant to every argument. That’s his problem and yours. You cite him the way undergraduates cite him — as a shield. You hold him up and say, ‘Look, Derrida agrees with me,’ as if that settles the matter.” She reached past Faye and drew a line through the citation. Red ink on white paper. The pen was so close to Faye’s hand that she could feel the pressure of the stroke through the desk. “What do you think? Not Derrida. You.”

Faye pushed her glasses up. “I think the binary between author and reader collapses under the weight of —”

“Stop.” Kessler walked back around the desk. Sat down. Removed her glasses with that slow, deliberate motion that Faye had begun to anticipate the way a musician anticipates a key change — the signal that the register was shifting. “You’re performing again. I can hear the seminar voice. You have a different voice underneath it, and it’s the one that wrote that brilliant sentence in your writing sample, and you keep burying it under academic theater.”

Faye said nothing. Her hands were in her lap, fingers interlaced, knuckles pressing against each other.

“Come back Tuesday,” Kessler said. “Rewrite the section without citing anyone. I want to hear you think.”



She rewrote it that night. Then again at four a.m. Then a third time on Tuesday morning, sitting in the library with her coffee going cold and Georgia across the table asking if she was okay.

“You look like you haven’t slept,” Georgia said. Georgia Chen was practical, observant, the kind of person who noticed things and filed them away without comment. She had dark hair cut in a severe bob and a wardrobe composed entirely of black. She was studying trauma narratives in postcolonial fiction, and she approached friendship with the same analytical precision she applied to her research. “Is Kessler working you too hard?”

“She’s pushing me.” Faye didn’t look up from the page. “There’s a difference.”

“Is there?”

Faye stopped typing. Looked at Georgia. “Yes.”

Georgia held her gaze for a moment, then shrugged and went back to her own work. But the pause held weight — a question not asked, a concern not voiced — that stayed with Faye as she walked to the Humanities building that afternoon.



The fourth meeting was different.

Kessler read Faye’s rewritten section — the one stripped of citations, the one that was just Faye’s voice, raw and argumentative and, she feared, transparent — and said nothing for a long time. She read it twice. Then she set the pages down, aligned them with the edge of her desk — a compulsive gesture, everything in its place — and looked at Faye.

“Better.”

One word. Faye’s entire body responded to it — a flush that started at her throat and climbed. She could feel it, hot and obvious, and she couldn’t stop it. Her fingers tightened in her lap.

“But,” Kessler continued, and Faye’s stomach dropped, “you’re still performing for me instead of writing for yourself.”

“I don’t understand the difference.”

Kessler stood and moved to the bookshelves. She pulled a slim volume — not her own this time, older, a cloth binding gone soft with age — and returned to the desk. She set it down and opened it to a marked page. Her fingers found the passage without searching.

“Hélène Cixous. The Laugh of the Medusa. ‘Write your self. Your body must be heard.’” She looked up. “Cixous is saying that the authentic text emerges when the writer stops mediating through received frameworks and writes from the body. From the physical, the sensory, the pre-linguistic.” She tapped the page. “Your writing is all neck-up. It’s brilliant neck-up. But it has no body.”

Faye opened her mouth. Closed it. The flush was still there, worse now, because Kessler had said the word body and the room had changed temperature.

“You row,” Kessler said.

“How did you —”

“Your shoulders. Your hands.” Kessler gestured with the red pen, drawing a line in the air from Faye’s collarbone to her fingertips. “Rowers develop a specific musculature. It’s in the way you hold a pen. The calluses.” A beat. “You know what your body can do. But your writing doesn’t.”

The pen traced an idle circle on the desk. The ring on Kessler’s right hand caught the light — silver, plain, almost masculine. Faye’s gaze snagged on it and stayed.

“Read Cixous this week,” Kessler said. “Not the usual excerpts. The whole essay. Then rewrite your introduction. And this time, Faye —” She said the name differently now. Not brisk and professional, not a seminar roll-call. Slower. The vowel open, the consonant soft. “— try to mean it.”
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