Five

Low clouds hung like white moss over the ocean.  Its surface glassy as drunken eyes, you could hear the echoless cries of the gulls from a long way off the flat, empty plane of water.  Among the smell of the seaweed and fish bones and crab shells strewn about the beach, Griffin, Jane, and Rita hung out on some wet, blackened rocks by the vapid sea.  Their happiness was not bleared by its merciless reflection of a sky without a sun.  They were having fun.

Griffin was showing Jane how to skip rocks.

“My brother tried to teach me how to skip rocks when I was about four years old,” she laughed.

“He must have been one of the great pedagogues,” he said.  “A direct descendent of Socrates, no doubt.”

Rita watched them.  She found it relaxing to sit by the water and listen silently to their banter.  She was in no hurry to get to the Eliot house.  All in good time.  Clearly, she was away from New York.

“Let’s move on toward the Gloucester Library,” said Jane.

“Bookfish,” sneered Griffin.

“That’s bookworm, please,” said Jane.

“Okay, worm, then, if you prefer,” he said, grabbing her hand so that they both nearly toppled over the wet rocks.

“I think the sea looks like your hair today, Rita,” said Griffin, trying to pull her into their play.

Rita smiled wistfully, uninvolved.

When they drove into the center of town Griffin sat with Jane in the front of the car and Rita rode in the back seat.  They found the library and looked through the papers in the Eliot archives.  There was a map that showed the way to the family summer home and after a few false starts they found the big white house set in from the road looking over the bay.  Rita had seen pictures of the house in The Letters of T. S. Eliot, Volume I.  It looked just like it did in the photographs, except that the boulders the house was built above were now covered with scrubby trees.  Now their branches obscured the view of the bay.  The house was still closed up for the winter, but Rita found it easy to imagine it as the scene of summery life with all its credences, remembering how her beloved Wallace Stevens articulated them in the poem she had read so long ago.

The door of the car shut with a thud and she got out of the car and walked down the long curving sandy driveway by herself.  The ocean gave off its salty smell and there were late afternoon breezes coming off the bay.  She hugged her blue jean jacket tightly to herself and boldly headed for the corner under the veranda where she would look for the box.  Griffin and Jane walked a few yards behind Rita, whom they feared would have her faith terribly disappointed.  They saw her kneeling and stretching her arm between the wide lattices under the porch, and then her mouth opened wide and she screamed.

Griffin was beside her in a flash.  With one arm around Rita’s shaky shoulders, he was kneeling and scooping up a dark green snake with the free hand.

“Look, it’s just a little garter snake,” he said, holding it up by the neck.

The snake was hissing harmlessly.

Rita laughed musically.

“This is so silly,” said Rita.  “The snake seems to be laughing at us.”

Griffin let the snake go free.  Jane sat next to Rita on a rough gray boulder and Griffin was lying down stretching his arm under the lattice and feeling around in the damp sandy leaves in the dark corner.

“Oh my God,” he shouted.

“What?” cried Jane and Rita in unison.

“I found a small cardboard box,” he said.

He drew his arm out from under the lattice and in his hand was a little box caving in from wetness and wear, about the size of a plum.

“Jordan Marsh,” said Rita, visibly awestruck, when Griffin gave her the box.  “See, it says ‘Jordan Marsh’ in little old fashioned black lettering.”

Rita took the lid off of the box and lifted a yellowing cotton square out of it.  A dull gold oval shaped locket and chain sat in the box heavy and mystical as an ancient scarabaeus.

“Oh my God,” cried Rita, grasping the antique jewelry in her palm, clutching it to her heart without realizing it.

“Open it,” said Griffin.

When Rita snapped the delicate gold latch open, a purple moth with wings like organdy flew out of it.  The locket then was empty.

Jane watched the moth fly away toward the bleak colorless sky, her mouth agape, while Griffin watched a tear slither out of the corner of Rita’s eye.

“Oh, thank you, Tom,” she said.

Only the cry of a lone seagull sounded in response.

Together they walked back down the driveway to Jane’s white Toyota.  Rita had never felt more fulfilled, or more hopeful, though these words did not occur to her.  She was not thinking.  Griffin sighed, unconsciously.

“Let’s go to that restaurant on the water where they serve the big pieces of cornbread,” he said.

“Okey dokey,” said Jane.

Now Rita held the locket out in front of her, like a flashlight.  She climbed into the back seat silently.

“Mmmm, yeah, am I ever hungry,” she mumbled.

They drove down the road, past the kiosk at the turnaround, nodding to the lean Yankee face behind the window.  Its owner had given them directions just half an hour ago.  They had definitely found their way.
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