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ONE




Henry Danvers Willoughby was an extremely fortunate young man. On a marital eligibility scale he ranked slightly below millionaires and well above promising young doctors. He was aware of his status, but was rather inclined to resent people who described him as lucky, for he felt that he owed his success to his own abilities—intelligence, honesty, hard work, and charm. His family connections had nothing to do with it. Undeniably his branch of the family was not overly endowed with money; it had taken every penny his father could save, borrow, or beg to get Henry through Harvard Law. The question of how he got into Harvard Law was one Henry did not discuss. The other branches of the family were happy to use their influence, so long as it didn’t cost them any hard cash.

At the age of twenty-seven Henry was a junior partner in one of Washington’s dullest and most influential law firms. (It was his uncle’s firm, but Henry did not stress that fact.) In twenty years he could expect to be a senior partner and a very wealthy man. He was already comfortably situated financially; he was healthy, reasonably good-looking, and socially popular. His schedule included a daily workout at the gym, for, as he sometimes said to his fiancée, “Mens sana in corpore sano….” He had forgotten the rest of the quote, if there was any more, but the point was clear.

Henry looked complacently at the aforementioned fiancée, whom he considered another of his assets. He did not entirely approve of her casually bizarre clothes, but that would change when she became his wife, along with several other defects. They were minor flaws; he had selected Ellie because she met his requirements in all major areas. She was extremely pretty—that went without saying. Blond, of course. Blue eyes, widely spaced; a neat, pointed nose; and a mouth with the full lower lip which, Henry believed, indicated a passionate nature. Henry’s smile widened as he contemplated his bride-to-be fondly. Ellie sensed his smile and turned her head to smile back at him. She had excellent teeth—another of Henry’s requirements. Good teeth were hereditary and orthodontists were expensive.

“Don’t take your eyes off the road, darling,” he said.


Ellen turned her gaze to the windshield. Henry had let her drive, although the car was his. Ellie’s driving technique was one of the minor flaws he meant to correct before he put her in charge of his car and his handsome, intelligent, white-toothed children. When they had married and had moved to the suburbs, he would buy a station wagon. Ellie would drive the children to their exclusive private schools, wearing slacks and a tailored shirt, her hair tied back in a ponytail.

At the moment her hair was too short for Henry’s taste. He was working on that point too, but had grown rather fond of the clustering golden curls.

Yes, he had chosen well. One of his criteria had been Ellie’s physical appeal, for he considered sexual attraction important in marriage. Ellie was also intelligent—for a woman—and he certainly didn’t mind that; he was careful not to put her down when she tried to talk about intellectual topics. After all, children inherited intelligence from both parents.

And now to discover that, in addition to Ellie’s other attractions, she had a rich, childless aunt! It was almost enough to make him believe in luck. Sweet, silly little girl, she had been afraid he would be angry when she told him her Aunt Kate wanted her to spend her two-week vacation house-sitting while Kate went off on some jaunt or other. He had agreed to forgo their planned trip with such magnanimity that Ellie had flung her arms around him and kissed him enthusiastically. They were on their way now to Kate’s mansion in Virginia. Henry had offered to come along and on his way back drive Kate to catch her plane at Dulles. As he had explained to Ellie, he wanted to meet the dear old lady. Wasn’t he about to become a member of the family?

Henry had no doubt of his ability to charm the dear old lady. Old ladies loved him. They liked his short hair and honest, candid look, and his championing of the good old-fashioned virtues. And yet…

The faintest of frowns creased his high, tanned brow (a little too high; Henry would be bald as well as wealthy in twenty years) as he remembered the letter Kate had written her niece. He amended his description: dear old eccentric lady. It had been a rather peculiar letter, and he had taken exception to the postscript when Ellie read it to him.

“‘P.S. Are you sleeping together? I need to know because of the sheets.’”

“What does she mean, ‘sheets’?” Henry had demanded.

“Oh, you know. She doesn’t want to put clean sheets on two beds unless it’s necessary.”

“How peculiar.”

“I think it’s funny,” Ellie said defensively.

“Certainly.” Henry smiled. “But for a woman of her generation to speak so casually of—”

“It does go on, you know,” Ellie said seriously.

“Hmmm,” said Henry.


Remembering this letter, Henry’s frown deepened. It might behoove him to learn a little more about Aunt Kate. Eccentric old ladies had to be handled with care.

“Darling,” he said. “No, don’t look at me, sweetheart; how many times have I told you—you must never take your eyes off the road. A simple ‘Yes?’ will suffice.”

“Yes?” said Ellie.

“Your aunt. Is there anything I ought to know about her? Any little foibles or prejudices I should consider? Perhaps we might stop along the way and get some flowers for her.”

“She has masses of flowers,” Elli said. “She’s an enthusiastic gardener.”

“Ah,” Henry said. This hobby was quite in keeping with his idea of sweet little old ladies.

“Anyhow,” Ellie went on, “I bought her a present. It’s from both of us.”

“That old book? I don’t know, Ellie—”

“She collects old books. Among other things.” Ellie was silent, but Henry did not speak, recognizing the silence as one of concentration. Finally Ellie said, “I don’t know how to describe her. She’s rather—er—”

“Eccentric,” Henry suggested.

“Oh, yes, she’s damned eccentric! There are a few things you might—well, you might avoid. She’s somewhat opinionated on certain subjects.”

“Politics?” Henry suggested.

“I don’t know what her political opinions are. I mean, they change a lot. She voted for Wallace once.”

“George?”

“Henry. And she campaigned for Shirley Chisholm.”

“Liberal,” said Henry. “Women’s lib.”

“I wish you wouldn’t do that,” Ellie said.

“Do what?”

“Label people.”

“Darling, I’m not. I’m simply trying to sort her out. I shall be careful not to criticize Shirley Chisholm or Gloria Steinem. What else?”

“Well…I told you about the cats.”

“I can’t believe it,” Henry said, with genuine feeling. “How many does she have?”

“It varies. Between ten and twenty, most of the time. And the last time I heard from her she had four dogs. Plus the raccoon and the Siamese rabbits and the chickens. The ones that look like Ringo Starr.”

“Look like—”

Ellie chuckled. She had a delightful laugh, low and throaty and infectious.

“You know, hair over the eyes and long thin beaks. And she had a lot of hamsters, but I think they got away. And a rat—”

“Never mind,” Henry said resignedly. “She’s an animal lover. Fine, that gives me considerable insight. What about religion?”

“Oh, Henry, she isn’t like that! I mean, religion, politics, and things….”


“I don’t understand.”

“You don’t have to avoid whole categories like religion or politics. She gets excited about specific things. And people. Like Lorenzo the Magnificent.”

“Is she for him or against him?” Henry asked wittily.

“For, definitely, for. She thinks he’s great.”

Henry considered asking who Lorenzo the Magnificent was. But that would have been admitting ignorance. It was not really necessary that he know the man’s identity—some Italian or other, obviously.

“All right,” he said. “No rude remarks about Lorenzo the Magnificent. I doubt that the subject will come up, dearest.”

“Aunt Kate brings up subjects like that,” Ellie said darkly. “Oh! I almost forgot, and it’s very important. Don’t say anything rude about Sonny Jurgensen.”

“Who?” Henry stared.

Ellen stared back. This necessitated her removing her gaze from the road again, to the imminent peril of a pickup truck and two bicyclists. Henry pointed out the peril, somewhat acrimoniously, and Ellie swerved the car back into her own lane.

“I’m sure that was the name,” she said, frowning. “He’s a football player. I thought you knew all about football.”

“I do,” Henry said, without false modesty. “Naturally I know who Jurgensen is—was, insofar as the active sport is concerned. Before he retired he was the Washington Redskins’ quarterback. My exclamation of surprise was prompted by the question as to why your Aunt Kate should care what I say about him. Are they related?”

“No, no, nothing like that. Aunt Kate is a rabid football fan. Most football fans are excitable, and when Aunt Kate gets excited, she…oh, I can’t explain it. All I know is, I never saw her so mad as she was the last time she visited me and one of my friends made a critical remark about Mr. Jurgensen. The next day poor Tony came down with a terrible case of shingles. He had to go to the hospital.”

Henry thought seriously for a moment. Then he said,

“I fail to understand the connection between the argument and the shingles.”

“I think,” Ellie said thoughtfully, “it was what he said about Mr. Jurgensen’s age. Kate seemed to be very sensitive about his age.”

“That’s the craziest thing I ever heard,” Henry said sincerely. “You mean she’s sensitive about her age. How old is she?”

“I’m not sure. But I don’t think she’s sensitive about it. She got mad when Tony said—”

“Wait a minute,” Henry interrupted. “I have told you before, Ellie, that you must learn to concentrate on the thread of a discussion and not wander off into side issues. Let us return to my initial question. Granted that your aunt was annoyed. What is the connection between that fact and the fact that the unfortunate gentleman came down with shingles?”

“She gave them to him,” said Ellie. “I forgot to tell you that. She’s a witch.”

“My dear girl!”

“A white witch, of course,” Ellie said quickly. She frowned. “The shingles were—was?—an exception. She doesn’t do that sort of thing very often, only when she loses her temper, and she’s always very sorry afterwards.”

“You’re joshing me,” Henry said. “I wish you wouldn’t, darling, not when we’re having a serious discussion. It is very important to me to understand your aunt. I wouldn’t offend the dear old lady for the world. How marvelous that she is interested in football! I can help her understand the complexities of the sport. I presume she is a Redskin fan?”

“I suppose so,” Ellie muttered.

Henry regarded her with affectionate amusement. She looked cute when she was sulking, like an irritated kitten or baby chick. (Henry’s figures of speech were not very original.) She would soon learn to accept his gentle corrections gratefully; in the meantime he simply ignored her ill humor until it went away. That was the way to train people, show them that temper tantrums and pouting didn’t have the least effect.

“That gives me a good conversational lead,” he said cheerfully. “I shall praise the Redskins.”


“Why don’t you make a note of it?” Ellie inquired.

“I think I can remember it,” Henry said, chuckling to show that sarcasm did not affect him either. “Is there anyone I can safely criticize? There must be someone she dislikes. I always say nothing makes people friends more quickly than a shared enemy.”

“Oh,” Ellie said, “well, yes. She does dislike quite a few people.”

“For example?”

Ellie took a deep breath.

“Joe Namath and Dr. Joyce Brothers and Roger McGrath—he’s the head of the local schoolboard and he has been trying to censor the high-school library—and All in the Family and TV commercials about deodorants—she adores the cat-food commercials, of course—and Howard Cosell, but I guess that isn’t unusual.”

“No.”

“…and Normal Mailer and Plato—she says he’s a fascist—and Tricia Nixon and Gore Vidal—”

“I’ll go along with that,” Henry said approvingly.

“But probably not for the same reasons,” Ellie said, with a swift sidelong look. “She’s mad at him because she says he is almost a great writer, and he won’t take the trouble to be a great writer because he despises people so much.”

“I see. Who else?”

“Poor Henry,” Ellie said, laughing. “Don’t sound so depressed. I can’t think of anything else at the moment, but I’ll mention subjects as they occur to me. Oh, and, Henry, if you start to say something wrong, I’ll raise my eyebrows, the way Meg did in Little Women. You just watch me.”

“All right,” Henry said morosely. “Damn it, Ellie, this is ridiculous. Are you sure you aren’t joshing me?”

“I wouldn’t josh you, darling,” Ellie said. Her voice had a peculiar note. Henry had heard that tone rather often in the last few months. It did not occur to him to wonder about it, which was perhaps unfortunate for him. On the other hand, things often turn out for the best—another of Henry’s favorite quotations.

“Then she’s joshing you. How serious is she about these things?”

“I’m not sure,” Ellie said. “Sometimes she jokes about things she takes quite seriously; and sometimes she keeps a straight face when she’s joking. It’s hard to tell, with Kate.”

“I wonder that people bother trying,” Henry grumbled.

“People love her,” Ellie said. “I’m afraid I’ve given you the wrong impression of her. She is a little odd, but she is the kindest, most tender-hearted person alive. She is hard on people she considers pompous or snobbish….”

Her voice trailed away and she stared fixedly at the road. Henry was glad to see that she was concentrating on her driving, but he was feeling abused.


“She sounds most peculiar,” he said. “Not at all like your mother. Now there is a splendid woman! Down to earth, competent—”

“No,” Ellie said. “She’s quite different from Mother…. Kate said something to me once. She said she spent the first forty years of her life worrying about what other people thought. She figured half a lifetime was long enough. She is utterly honest in her peculiar way, Henry; no pretense, no living up to the Joneses. Oh, yes, I almost forgot; she’s very critical of Freud just now, so don’t tell her about your shrink. And don’t say anything nice about monotheism.”

There was a short silence.

“What?” said Henry.

“Monotheism,” Ellie said patiently. “Last year she decided that monotheism has caused more trouble than it is worth, what with all the pogroms and persecution and religious wars, and things, she—”

Henry shook his head.

“Darling, she is joshing you.”

From Ellie’s general direction came a soft grating sound. Henry peered under the dashboard.

“I must have the car checked. Something is grinding.”

“It’s not the car,” Ellie said.

 

Ellie’s description of his future aunt-by-marriage disconcerted Henry, but he consoled himself by enumerating her positive qualities: the estate in the Virginia horse country, the antique-jewelry collection, the stock portfolio. However, his rising spirits were dashed when Ellie turned off the highway onto an unpaved side road that deteriorated rapidly into a rutted, boggy trail lined with brambles and poison ivy. His head hit the roof of the car. He complained.

“Aunt Kate likes privacy,” Ellen replied, slowing down a little.

Henry was plunged into gloom. Privacy, for the wealthy, was attained, in his experience, by walls, guards, dogs, and heavy gates. Neglected driveways meant poverty. This driveway went on for over a mile, and by the time they reached the end of it he was prepared for the worst—a tumbledown sharecropper’s shack inhabited by a crazy old crone without teeth or shoes. They came out of the woods and Henry’s eyes literally bulged.

A wide green lawn, smooth as clipped velvet, three or four acres in extent, was dotted with handsome old trees, including two giant, symmetrical magnolias flanking the entrance gates. Henry caught a glimpse of a formal continental garden, with clipped boxwood hedges, behind the house, before Ellie swung the car around the graveled circle and stopped.

The house was originally eighteenth century, but its red brick central core had spread out into innumerable wings. Half a million dollars, Henry thought, taking in the magnificently manicured lawns and the limitless expanse of slate roofs, chimney-crowned. Six hundred and fifty thousand….

A broad, roofed veranda enclosed part of the west wing. It looked like a comfortable place to sit on a warm afternoon, with its wrought-iron furniture, softened by bright cushions; but at the moment it was not as impeccably neat as the other parts of the house and grounds. The furniture had been shoved into a huddle at one end. Henry revised his opinion of his hostess to fit the total image he had received thus far: old and a bit doddering, perhaps, but a delightful old lady…. By this time he would have considered Kate delightful if she had had tentacles and practiced cannibalism.

A door led onto the veranda from the house. It was closed; but as Ellie got out of the car and started toward the steps it burst open and a figure emerged, waving its arms and moving its feet with insane agility. Its movement was so rapid that Henry could not see it clearly, but it seemed to be a child; the diminutive stature, the blowing locks of silver-gold, and the costume—jeans and flapping shirt—suggested late adolescence.

The creature was dancing. A blast of sound issuing from the open door assured Henry of the correctness of this deduction. As he watched, openmouthed, the dancer’s steps took her away from the door, along the length of the veranda; and then a second figure appeared, also dancing. This was presumably a male person, although it wore a short pleated skirt that barely reached its knees, and a sport shirt of violent purple. Silvery hair, lifted by the vigor of his movements, formed a halo around his flushed face.

The music ended, with a blare like the moan of a dying cow. The male figure collapsed onto one of the porch chairs and sat panting, its neatly shod feet extended. The female figure turned and descended the steps.

It was not a child. The hair was more silver than gold, the narrow pointed face was not free of wrinkles—or of freckles. The features were undistinguished, except for a pair of remarkable eyes, somewhat shadowed and sunken, but of a shade of azure so deep as to be almost cobalt—the true, rare sapphire-blue. Glowing like gems, they matched the woman’s sapphire earrings, stones the size of lima beans, framed in small diamonds. The earrings did not match the rest of the costume—jeans, dirty white sneakers, and a man’s blue work shirt.

This, no doubt about it, was Aunt Kate.

Henry got out of the car, mashing his knee on the door handle in his haste. Without breaking stride Kate advanced upon him, her eyes fixed unwinkingly on his face. Henry was suddenly reminded—although there was no physical resemblance—of a schoolteacher he had once had, an outspoken old termagant who had terrified him.

“Henry?” Kate said, extending a small ugly hand—callused, square-fingered, covered with a network of half-healed scratches. The questioning tone in her voice implied that she was hoping against hope the answer would be No.

“And you’re Aunt Kate,” Henry said heartily. “I hope you don’t mind my calling you that; after all, I’m almost one of the family. And I feel I know you, Ellie has spoken so often about you—”

“Lies,” Kate said. “All lies.”

She turned to Ellie. They did not embrace; instead they stood grinning foolishly at one another. For a moment the resemblance was uncanny, and all to Kate’s advantage. Her blue eyes danced and her face looked softer and younger.

“It’s been a long time,” she said, and smiled even more broadly, as if the triteness of the phrase pleased her.

“You’re pretty good,” Ellie said. “Since when have you taken up Scottish dancing?”

“Last month. The reels are not coming too well. Ted is in rotten shape and he won’t exercise.” Kate cast a critical glance at the man in the skirt. Henry still had not accustomed himself to her voice, which was too low and too deep and far too emphatic for her small frame. She couldn’t be five feet tall….

“Leave the luggage for now,” she ordered—most of her remarks sounded like orders, whether they were meant that way or not. “You can unpack later. I need a drink. Ted wears me out; he’s so inept.”

“Delightful suggestion,” Henry said heartily. “You and I are going to be pals, Aunt Kate.”

Kate turned and gave him a long, thoughtful look.

Ted struggled to his feet as they approached, and Kate, without stopping, threw a casual introduction over her shoulder.

“Willoughby, Fraser. You remember Ellie, Ted.”

“Indeed I do,” said Ted. He might have traded voices with Kate, to the benefit of both. His was high-pitched and drawling, with an affected stress on the vowels. He was a tall man, a little flabby around the middle, but otherwise in excellent condition for his apparent age. On closer inspection the garment that covered his lower torso seemed to be a kilt rather than a skirt, but Henry had no doubt as to Ted’s nature. The way he stood, with one hand on his hip…. He nodded coolly to Ted, who nodded back at him without enthusiasm, and followed his hostess into the house.

There he found himself confronting a suit of armor that appeared to be about to topple off its pedestal on top of him. Henry stepped back and stared. The rest of the decor went with the armor. The hall was determinedly medieval, from the flagstone floor to the oak-beamed ceiling. The furniture was scanty, but one piece caught Henry’s calculating eye—a long, low chest, intricately carved. Sixteenth century, at the latest, he thought. It could not be a reproduction. The blackened, satiny surface was the product of centuries of use. It must be worth at least…And the tapestry over the chest looked like one he had seen in a museum somewhere, with unicorns and ladies in pointed hats enveloped in a misty green twilight.

As he followed Kate through room after room, he had the feeling that he had stumbled into a museum. The drawing room was a pleasant relief to the eyes after the gloomy bareness of the hall; long windows let in a flood of sunlight that warmed the Aubusson carpet, the rosewood piano, and the eighteenth-century furniture.

The next room was a library. The decor here was Gothic. A massive stone fireplace occupied one entire end of the room. The other three sides were filled with books. A gallery, with more bookshelves, ran around the upper portion of the room, reached by a curving wrought-iron staircase. The high ceiling was beamed, gilded, carved, and painted to a dizzying degree.

Finally Kate opened a door at the end of a long corridor.

“My workroom.”

The room was enormous—thirty by fifty feet at the least. There was another fireplace, with a white carved mantel, and a wide bay window filled with plants. Some of them were withered. The outstanding quality of the chamber was the incredible litter that filled it. The furniture consisted mainly of chairs and tables; the flat surfaces of both types were covered with objects, many of them cats.

Henry had never seen so many cats. Fat cats and lean cats. Short-haired cats and cats that looked like animated mops. Blue cats. White cats, tabby cats, gray cats. Siamese cats, Persian cats, and cats of indeterminate species. Kittens. Cats with long tails, cats with no tails at all.

Kate had left the room, presumably in search of refreshments, so Henry was able to stare unobserved, which he did. The cats weren’t the only kind of clutter. A long table in the center of the room was heaped with miscellaneous objects, ranging from fabric and tangles of bright-colored wool to tools such as pliers and hammers; scraps of wood, papers (newspapers, carbon paper, sketching paper), pencils, scissors, an orange rind, and four coffee cups, all of them dirty. The chairs and the floor contributed musical instruments (guitar, zither, lute, and a set of trap drums), sporting equipment (a tennis racket, a baseball bat, and a jump rope), several pieces of unfinished embroidery, a quilting frame, with a quilt on it, and two plastic do-it-yourself models of monsters (Dracula and the Wolf Man). The parts of the floor that showed between cats were tiled in a creamy marble pattern. The walls were pale green, but very little of their surface was visible; pictures and posters covered them, as in an overcrowded and bizarre art gallery. The only painting that rated a clear space, above the mantel, was a Japanese water color of cherry trees in bloom. Henry’s superficially educated eye recognized its quality, which made some of the other pictures even more appalling. Many framed photographs depicted cats and kittens, sickeningly maudlin in style. There were several photographs of statue heads, one of a man in a femininely draped hat, and another of a personage with a weird crown on his head and features so exaggeratedly ugly that they verged on caricature.

The posters included a map of Middle Earth, a profanely belligerent piece of propaganda for women’s liberation, and, occupying the center of the longest wall, a near life-sized representation of a large gentleman in the act of throwing a football. The face guard of his helmet obscured his features, but Henry did not need the number 9 stamped across the ample front of his jersey to identify him.

Henry sighed involuntarily and turned to meet the unexpectedly sympathetic eye of the kilted person named Ted.

“It is a bit overpowering,” said Ted, with an engaging smile.

Shaken out of his usual composure, Henry spoke without affectation.

“Is she for real?” he asked.

“That’s very perceptive of you,” said Ted. “How much of Kate is for real? God knows. There’s a germ of truth behind all her peculiarities, but…I’ve often wondered myself.”

“A germ of truth,” Henry repeated. “Including her claim to be a witch?”

“Ah,” said Ted. “Now that is the most interesting question of all.”

Before Henry could decide whether or not he wanted to pursue the subject, the door opened. Kate and Ellie entered, carrying trays. Henry leaped to take Kate’s from her; but as he reached out for it he was paralyzed by an outburst of sound from far down the corridor. It sounded like a pack of wolves approaching.

“Damn it,” Kate said. “I forgot the dogs. Ted, get the door, quick—”

Ted was too slow again. Before he could reach the door, a furry avalanche was upon them.

The intensity of the sound was diabolical; the shouted orders of Ted and Kate mingled with the howls of angry cats and the baying of the dogs. Furry bodies flew in all directions. Henry stood frozen as an animated, fragmentary rug swirled around his feet and battered his ankles. When a huge, liver-colored mastiff launched itself at his throat he closed his eyes, but stood firm.

The crash of his fall stunned him. He could feel the dog’s weight on top of him; the hot, slobbering breath was only an inch from his face. Henry opened his eyes on a vista of white fangs and drooling red tongue. He closed his eyes again. The dog moistened his entire face in one long loving swipe from chin to hairline.

Kate’s voice snapped out a command. The dog slid off Henry and crouched, cowering. Henry didn’t blame it for cowering. The next command was directed at him; it brought him staggering to his feet, although for several reasons he would have preferred to remain prostrate.

Kate looked him over.

“Are you all right?” she asked; and answered her own question. “More surprised than hurt. Here, have a drink.”

Henry took the glass Ted handed him. It was excellent Scotch.

“What an affectionate dog,” he said, glancing at the mastiff. Its teeth were bared in what might or might not have been a canine grin, but when Kate turned cold blue eyes in its direction it sobered immediately and lowered a pensive muzzle onto its paws.

“She is completely undiscriminating in her affection,” Kate said. “And completely fickle. Any new face…”

The rest of the afternoon passed like a horrible dream. Ted took his departure, and although Henry did not care for his type, he was sorry to see him go because Kate was then free to turn her entire attention to him. It began to rain. One of the dogs—a Saint Bernard—was afraid of rain. It wanted to sit on Henry’s lap. Kate finally removed it, but not until it had deposited considerable hair on Henry’s beautifully tailored knees.

Eventually Kate led her guests upstairs and showed them their rooms. She had some regard for the proprieties after all, Henry decided; not only did he and Ellie have separate rooms, but they were separated by the full length of the house. Ellie went off with her aunt to help prepare supper and Henry collapsed onto the bed, where he remained for some time.

He was aware that he had not made a smashing impression, but an interval of peace and quiet restored his natural egotism and he decided he would win the old lady over during the evening. In the handsomely appointed private bathroom he made a finicky toilette and assumed his second-best suit.

Then he set out to find his hostess. It was not an easy job. The house was big and rambling. Henry didn’t mind; it gave him an opportunity to inspect the premises. As he wandered from room to room, counting antiques, he was more and more inclined to overlook Kate’s eccentricities. Even the dogs.

Finally he located the two women in a small cozy parlor in the east wing. The theme here was American primitive. The furniture was eighteenth century and the walls were covered with antique samplers and paintings of puffy-faced children. The cats were modern.

There were three of them—an ageless Siamese, an enormous orange beast with a tail like Cyrano’s plume, and a smaller, long-haired silver tabby with malevolent yellow eyes. Henry leaned over to stroke the Siamese. “Nice kitty,” he said. The Siamese gave him a long, thoughtful look, very much like the look Kate had given him earlier. Then it rose to its feet, stretched, and walked away. Even Henry, who was not sensitive, got the point.

However, he was sensitive enough to realize that he had interrupted a heated discussion between Ellie and her aunt. Ellie was flushed and suspiciously moist around the eyes. Kate looked pensive, and, for her, almost subdued. She greeted Henry and removed a cat from a chair so that he could sit down.

She was wearing a long skirt embroidered in silks of varying shades of blue, a pale-blue silk blouse, and enough jewelry to stock a store. Diamonds blazed and sapphires glowed in the soft light of sunset. There were opals on her small ugly hands.

Ellie’s only ornaments were her engagement ring and a copper-colored pendant that resembled a petrified fried egg. Her long skirt was of faded blue denim, with a ragged fringe around the bottom instead of a hem; her sleeveless T-shirt had a print of an Hawaiian sunset, with palms. She looked absurdly pretty in this ridiculous outfit; Henry made a mental note to help her select more suitable evening attire when they got back to Washington.


“Have a drink, Henry,” Kate said sweetly. “My dear boy, don’t be so abstemious, a big man like you needs a stiffer drink than a woman does. Here, let me…. There you are. Now sit down and tell me all about yourself.”

Henry was still describing his high-school career when the dinner guests arrived. One was Ted, wearing a faultlessly tailored tuxedo and a ruffled shirt. The other guests were a couple named Grant. Mrs. Grant was a slim pseudo-blonde whose type Henry recognized; her daytime attire would consist of slacks and a tailored shirt, and her hair would be tied back with a scarf when she drove the station wagon, taking the children to their private schools. Her evening wear was just as conventional—a long skirt and silk blouse. Henry hardly noticed; he was more interested in greeting her husband, a craggy-faced, broad-shouldered man with streaks of gray in his dark hair.

“Senator,” he exclaimed, extending his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Just call me Al,” Grant said with a practiced smile. “I mustn’t get too accustomed to that title; who knows, I may lose it in November.”

“I admire modesty, Al,” Henry said sincerely. “But everyone is predicting a landslide victory for you.”

“There is one vote I won’t get,” Alan Grant said, turning to his hostess with the same bland smile. “Unless Kate changes her mind about my platform and qualifications.”


Kate returned the smile. Hers was distinctly feline; you could almost see the whiskers vibrating.

“I wouldn’t vote for you for dog catcher,” she purred.

The comment, and the haste with which Grant changed the subject, confirmed Henry’s earlier hunch—politics was not going to be a safe topic. Grant’s platform was conservative, to say the least, so it was not difficult to imagine where Kate’s political sympathies lay. Henry had suspected from the first that she was a left-winger. He was tempted to start a discussion so that he could impress Grant with his knowledgeability. Grant was definitely a comer. Still in his early forties, he would be a national figure by the time he passed the half-century mark. But if he pleased Grant he would alienate Kate, and he didn’t want to do that. Better leave politics alone. He would find an opportunity to make use of the introduction to Grant some other time.

Apparently Grant and Kate were old acquaintances, if not friends, and Grant knew how to get his revenge.

“Have you been meddling with the electricity again?” he demanded, glancing at a coil of wire and pair of pliers that had been shoved not quite out of sight under a chair. “Kate, why the hell don’t you call an electrician?”

“And pay him twenty dollars to rewire a little old plug?” Kate demanded indignantly. “I can manage a simple thing like—”


“The last time you tried it you blew every fuse in the house,” Grant said.

“She fixed that table lamp for me,” Anne Grant said.

Her voice was placid and there was a pleasant smile on her exquisitely made-up face. But Kate glanced sharply at her and then exchanged a quick look with Ted.

“Thanks, Anne,” she said. “Testimonials and recommendations appreciated. I always say—”

“Alan can’t plug in a lamp without blowing a fuse,” Anne said. She was still smiling.

“I’m afraid Alan has a point when he criticizes me, though,” Kate admitted. “I am, of course, an expert in practically everything; but even Leonardo da Vinci had a few failings; and electrical work still baffles me at times. But I’ve got a book, Alan—The Practical Home Electrician. I’ll lick it yet.”

Henry wondered whether he should say something complimentary about Leonardo da Vinci. “What a painter!” or something like that…. No, wait a minute; that wasn’t the name Ellie had mentioned as being a favorite of Kate’s. Lorenzo. Not Leonardo, Lorenzo. Another Italian.

The conversation had become light and casual, following Kate’s lead. Grant kidded her, not without malice, about her enthusiasm for new hobbies and her frequent failures. Kate defended herself vigorously and Ellie and Ted took one side or the other as the spirit moved them. Only Anne Grant sat silent, smiling—a Mona Lisa smile, Henry thought. He knew what Anne’s problem was. Quietly and inconspicuously she had already put away three stiff drinks. She was able to get away with it because they were serving themselves—except when Kate pressed a refill on one guest or another. She had not pressed any on Anne. (Henry was unaware of the fact that he had been favored by Kate more frequently than anyone else, but he undoubtedly would have misinterpreted her attentions even if he had noticed them.) He had already been struck by the absence of servants. Odd, but then everything about Kate was odd. Except for her Scotch. She served excellent Scotch, and she wasn’t stingy about it, either. Henry felt fine. He was having a wonderful time with a lot of swell people. Sweet pretty Ellie, sweet, rich Kate—good old Al—poor Anne, the lush—Ted…Oh, hell, Henry thought tolerantly; it takes all kinds to make a world.

The next time Anne reached for the decanter, Kate rose smoothly to her feet without interrupting her speech:

“…and I also have a new cookbook. Recipes from the Yurts of Turkey. My abgushti will be completely ruined if we don’t eat it now.”

“If abgushti is what it sounds like, I don’t imagine time will make it any worse,” Grant said.

“You’re mistaken.” Ted had also risen. Smiling, he offered Anne his arm. “Abgushti needs all the help it can get.”


Henry, who enjoyed his food and had a delicate stomach, was relieved to learn that the Turkish cookbook was another of Kate’s little jokes. The main course was an excellent pot-au-feu, accompanied by salad and rolls. They served themselves and then took their plates to the long dining table with its magnificent lace cloth. The wine was magnificent too. After taking one sip Grant lifted his eyebrows; the smile he turned on Kate had more genuine warmth than it had held all evening.

“Good Lord, Kate, where did you get this?”

“My little old wine merchant,” said Kate. “Is it any good?”

Henry decided it was time for him to shine. He had not spoken much up to this time; the social chit-chat the others engaged in was too frivolous for him.

“Superb,” he exclaimed, before Grant could answer. “Wonderful bouquet—authority—mellow—uh…”

Kate’s smile became seraphic.

“How lucky that I should have selected it. I didn’t realize you were such a connoisseur, Henry. Have another glass.”

“Thank you. It reminds me,” Henry said, “of a Château Margaux I had once in a tiny restaurant in Paris—not mentioned in Michelin, the best places never are, you know….”

“Is that right?” Ted said.

“Oh, yes. Don’t want the hoi polloi finding out about-’em. Know lots of places like that. This wine—”

Henry went on at some length. He really did know quite a lot about wines; he had spent hours reading up on them. After a while he noticed that Ellie, across the table from him, was making the most extraordinary grimaces. He stopped in the middle of a sentence.

“Is something wrong, darling?” he asked.

“Uh—no. No. What makes you think something is wrong?”

“You were making such funny faces,” Henry said simply. “What was I talking about?”

“Wine. But,” Ellie said, “I think you’ve covered that subject very thoroughly, darling. Let’s talk about something else.”

“Pick a subject,” Henry said cheerfully. “Any subject.”

Ted leaned forward.

“Are you a football fan, by any chance, Henry?”

“Am I a football fan!” Henry eyed the older man’s smiling face owlishly. He winked. “Hey. What about those stories I’ve been hearing? You know what I mean, ol’ boy—you know any of those guys? You know who I mean. Can’t say anything more; ladies present; but you know—”

“Oh, yes,” Ted said. “I know what you mean.”

Henry was feeling no pain, but he was dimly aware of an aura of disapproval emanating strongly from certain quarters. He was relieved when Grant said pleasantly,


“I suppose you’re a Redskin fan, Henry? Season-ticket holder?”

Now it must be explained that season tickets to Washington football games are a prestige symbol. They are jealously guarded, and it is almost necessary to inherit them from a friend. Henry hesitated, but not for long.

“Not that enthusiastic anymore,” he said nonchalantly. “Oh, I enjoy a good game now and then; go with friends when I’m in the mood. Team’s gone downhill lately.”

“How true,” Grant said. “Actually, I’m a Baltimore fan myself. They’re a young team, with a great young quarterback. I think he’ll be as great as Tarkenton one of these days.”

“No.” Henry shook his head. Once he had started shaking it he couldn’t seem to stop. “Tarkenton’s the greatest. Of all time. Broke all the records.”

“Not quite all,” Kate said.

She was sitting with her elbows on the table—uncouth, Henry thought dimly—and her chin propped on her hands. Her eyes were enormous; her hypnotic blue gaze held Henry, so that he was able to stop shaking his head. The eyes seemed to be getting bigger and bigger, and he had the strangest feeling that he was going to be drawn into the blue depths and drowned.

“All the records,” he said firmly. “Used to be Unitas. The greatest. Now it’s Tarkenton. The greatest.”


“Do you really think so?” Kate said flatly.

Grant chuckled.

“No fair, Kate. Poor Henry doesn’t realize he’s treading on sacred ground. You see, Henry, Kate has a favorite—”

“Oh,” Henry said. Now he knew why Ellie was making faces at him again. He had forgotten their conversation in the car. Ellie should have reminded him. But it wasn’t too late. He could still retrieve his near error. He smiled widely at Kate.

“Not quite, not quite. Thought you’d catch me, didn’t you? Oh, no. Not me. Greatest of ’em all. Greatest quarterback the Redskins ever had; any team ever had…uh…Billy Kilmer!”
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