Four


“I’ll flirt with Jane!” Griffin exclaimed.


“Go right ahead.  Be my guest.  See if I care,” said Rita, quietly.


“You’ll care, all right,” he said, his eyes narrowed.


“I won’t care.  She’s a lesbian, anyway.  She won’t flirt back,” she said.


“Yes, she will.  She’s a woman, isn’t she?” he asked.


Rita didn’t respond.  She shifted in the overstuffed couch at the Alt café.  The canvas upholstery was scratchy.  She settled back into half lotus position, while Griffin extracted a piece of Nicorette gum from its plastic wrapper and placed it delicately between his front teeth.


He broke the silence.


“I don’t understand why you didn’t tell me you had agreed that we would meet your ex-husband and his wife for ice cream,” implored Griffin, while making a show of rationality.


“But you love Ben and Jerry’s.  Come, come, we all had a good time,” said Rita.  “It slipped my mind until after dinner.  Then it was too late to change plans.”


“He was making goo-goo eyes at you.  And you weren’t looking away!” said Griffin, exasperated.  “It was embarrassing to me.”


“No, he wasn’t.  That’s just how his eyes look,” said Rita.  “You don’t know him.  He’s a penguin.  Penguins are like that.”


“You are so kooky, Rita!”


“You know I have mental illness, Griffin,” she said.


“That’s no excuse,” said Griffin.  He went on.  “And what is all this mushy stuff on the phone?  ‘Love you’ and all that kowtowing you do?  He’s your ex-husband, for God’s sake.  It should be a Christmas card relationship, at best.”


“Griffin, you’re just jealous,” she said, looking into her iced mochaccino with gusto rather than at him.


“You don’t know what jealousy is, Rita.  I can’t wait to meet Jane,” he said, getting up.  “I’m going.”


“Wait, Griffin, I’ll come too.  Let’s go to the park,” said Rita.


They walked out of the wedge wood blue building housing Alt.coffee into the noise and squalor of Avenue A.  A man in a torn felt hat and a dark blue hooded sweatshirt with metallic gray stains gestured to them with a cup, tinkling a few pennies in it as his bloated red and pockmarked face broke into a toothless grin.  Rita rifled through her mahogany colored leather backpack for some change.  They walked past a white haired hippie gluing slivers of mirror to a lamppost by the entrance to Tompkins Square Park.  As the path curved by the parti-colored children’s playground, Griffin talked rapidly.


“It’s not only the way you flirt with your ex-husband, Rita.  You live in a fantasy world where all these men in your life take the place of your Weedodi delusion.  You think Dr. O’Connor, for example, is God’s gift to psychiatry.  I am so tired of hearing every loving detail of your meetings with him.  And this Tom character is definitely a delusion, just like Weedodi,” he said.


“No, he isn’t,” she said, without getting angry.  “You’ll see tomorrow.  I’m going to hunt for a locket he buried near his summer home ages ago.”


“You won’t find it.  Then I’ll have to deal with your disappointment—as well as the jealousy you’re going to feel about me and Jane,” he said.


“I won’t be jealous, Griffin.  You’ll see.  And I’ll hunt for that locket until I do find it,” she said.


“Ha!  If you find that locket I’ll marry you—and before the year is out.  That’s a promise.  Lordy!  Looking for buried treasure like a five year old!  Grow up!” he shouted, spitting his flavorless gum into a wire trashcan.


This hurt Rita but she was too excited about the upcoming trip to get lost in her pain.


“If you do find that locket, it will just be one of your peculiar psychic coincidences,” said Griffin.


“I’m not psychic, Griffin.  I’m just intelligent,” she said, venturing a smile his way.


“And one more thing.  Who is this Professor Kevin Finnegan?  I saw his name on the manilla envelope you stuffed into your backpack after you checked the mail this afternoon,” said Peter, accusingly.


“He sent my poems back to me.  What’s wrong with that?” she asked.  “You knew I had sent a friend some of my work to review.


Don’t be so jealous.  My love for you is something higher than all these trivial complaints of yours.  It’s beyond this box of your thinking.  It’s mystical.  It’s magical.


Listen, you convinced me to take medication, when Dr. O’Connor hadn’t been able to get me even to consider it.  You talked me into quitting smoking, even though Tom encouraged me to smoke so much that I thought I’d always smoke and dream of him—in a platonic way,” she hastened to add.


“Yeah right, platonic!” he said, but more softly.  He was not inhuman tonight, and Rita’s avowal of her love for him had softened his heart.


“Are you trying to talk me into abstaining from friendship?” accused Rita, in spite of her proclamations.


“No, Rita,” he said, shaking his head and gesturing toward a green park bench where they sat down.  He put his arm around her, lightly stroking her shoulder.  “I don’t mind if you have these friendships with men.  You can have all the friendships you want.  But do they have to inspire such fantasy in you?  Even now, I can see by the light in your eyes that you’re dreaming about this character Tom, and he’s not even real.”


“I’ve got that light in my eyes looking at you, sweetheart.”  She spoke earnestly.  She inhaled bubbles around the ice left in her clear plastic mochachino glass.  “And I’m excited about our trip to Massachusetts.”  She said.  “I’m as excited to see Jane as I am to go to Tom’s house.”


“Call him T.S. Eliot.  He’s a historical figure.  He actually lived in the house we’re visiting tomorrow, I guess,” he said.  “I’ve read ‘The Lovesong of J. Alfred Prufrock.’  It’s a good poem.”


Jane was relieved to hear him change the subject to poetry.  He must have talked out his frustration with her.  The tension between them seemed to have lifted.  The sky was turning navy, and there were a couple of stars high overhead.


“I just can’t wait to meet Jane.  Ooh-la-la!” chortled Griffin.


Rita rolled her eyes, pretending exasperation.  She stole a kiss on his lips faster than he could turn away, and they strolled down Saint Mark’s Place west toward Third Avenue.
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