Six

Hannah Barrister stood listening for a moment on the landing of the dark walnut staircase in the house where she had lived since 1917, the year she was born.  Her parents had bought the house in Cambridge just before they got married in 1910.  She missed her baby sister Lilla.  For a moment she almost thought she had heard her voice, always trembling, always a little nervous.  But no, that must be Rita.  Yes, it was Rita.  But how could they have come down from Gloucester so quickly?  Was there no traffic on Route 1?  Then Hannah remembered the newer highway.  They must have taken 128.  She stood on tiptoe and looked out into the narrow side yard through the round nautical window that had always been there above the landing.  Yes, there was Rita, and there was her lovely friend from Saugus, what was her name, oh yes, Jane, and that must be the young man.  My, he was tall.

I’d better get down to the kitchen, she thought.  Then the oven timer began to buzz.  The cookies are done.  Now I’ve got to be taking them off of the cookie sheet just as the children arrive.  I suppose there has been worse chaos in this house when Rita has come before, with her five brothers and of course Kirsten the oldest girl.

“Hi, Aunt Hannah,” said Rita, opening the screen door like she had been there yesterday and walking over to give her aunt a kiss.  Aunt Hannah was picking cooling cookies off of a rack and putting them into a big yellow and white ceramic cookie jar shaped like a chubby cat.  “No wonder your house always smells like oatmeal raisin cookies, Aunt Hannah.  You are always baking them, that’s why.”

“Yes, deah.  Let me put the last batch in the oven and we’ll have some milk and some cookies in the dining room.”  Hannah twisted the timer to the ten minute setting and then stood up straight as she could, taking a breath.  “My, you’re tall,” she smiled up at Griffin, who extended his hand out for a handshake.  Then he changed his mind, bending over and giving her a kiss on the cheek.  I guess they all wear those glasses so they look like John Lennon, she thought.  Griffin was handsome.  Thank goodness he ties that hair back in a ponytail though.

“You remember Jane, don’t you?” asked Rita, reaching her hand down into the cookie jar.

Jane smiled and gave Aunt Hannah a hug.

“Didn’t I see one of your poems in the Woman’s Day magazine recently?” asked Hannah.

“Yes—that was mine,” said Jane.

“Isn’t that wondahful,” said Hannah, who dropped all her final r’s and broadened those r’s that were inside words.

“Let’s all move into the dining room, Rita,” said Aunt Hannah, unconsciously waving around the wide metal spatula.  “Here—take this in there.  It is a photo album from your mother and father’s wedding.”

The four of them sat at the round and dark and warmly polished mahogany table that had been in the dining room since the house was new.  There the black telephone with the old fashioned round dial still stood on a little table.  There was the stiff backed chair for talking on the phone in the bay window with its lace curtains.  But the television set next to the phone was new.  Oprah was interviewing Paul McCartney.

“Doesn’t he seem nice,” said Aunt Hannah, focusing into her glasses that had lain on her chest on a chain, to gaze sociably at the TV.  Then when she looked at Rita through the spectacles, her mouth dropped.

“I didn’t give you that locket, did I?” she asked her.

Rita felt the locket with her fingers.  Her heart raced.  She wasn’t yet used to answering questions about the expensive piece of jewelry hanging just below the hollow of her neck.

“No—“ began Rita, while Aunt Hannah moved away from the table.  The oven timer was buzzing.

“No—I am shor-uh I didn’t,” said Aunt Hannah.  “Let me get these cookies out of the oven.  This is the last batch.  Then I’ll go have a look in my jewelry box for Mama’s wedding engagement locket.”

Griffin and Jane sat eating cookies, drinking milk, and listening to Paul McCartney talk about marriage.  Rita was fiddling with her locket.  She didn’t yet know how to talk about it, but still she felt wonderfully entitled to it, so for the moment she did not seriously worry about what Aunt Hannah was saying.  Then Rita happened to see her aunt lumbering up the stairs, untying her apron as she went.  One of the old Siamese cats, named Katie, was running up the dark wooden stairs ahead of her.  Rita fumbled with the bulging, fraying, brown cardboard photo album.  And then she said it.

“Aunt Hannah thinks I stole Grandma’s locket.”

“No, don’t worry, Rita,” said Griffin.  “Let’s find Aunt Hannah.”

“She couldn’t have stolen it.  She wouldn’t have stolen Mama’s wedding engagement locket,” Hannah said to herself, talking aloud, as she did more and more these days.

“No, she would not have stolen it,” Griffin said, speaking from the doorway of her bedroom; and she jumped.  “She did not steal it, I know.”

“No, I don’t suppose she would.  But then I have misplaced it.  I can’t seem to find it in this jewelry box.  Wait.  Here it is,” said Hannah, holding it up by its old gold chain, and turning slowly around to show all three of them the identical locket.  “Come in, you guys,” she said as she looked at them standing politely in the doorway.

Griffin laughed.  “I knew you would find it.  We found Rita’s just yesterday,” he said, mysteriously.

Hannah did not react.

“Rita and I might as well tell you now.  This is our wedding engagement locket too.  We plan to be married in the early fall, right around Rita’s birthday.”  He kissed his fiancé, who was as surprised by the news as Hannah and Jane were.

“Well, congratulations to you two deahs.”

Aunt Hannah gave Rita a picture of her mother and she put it in the right side of the locket.  Someday, but not for a long time, a picture of Dad would go in the other side.

Hannah asked Rita and Griffin to stay on for a longer, “thoroughly salubrious” visit, but they decided to continue on their journey with Jane, who had offered to drive them all the way back down to New York.
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