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Chapter
1



THE HOUSE TALKED.

The objects in it talked, toochairs, tables, couches, a big, squashy hassock that squatted obscenely in a corner of the bedroom. But the voice of the house was loudest. It was a thin, high voice, like that of an old woman. Hunched on its hill, like a fat old woman crouching on her haunches, its wings spread out like the folds of a ragged skirt, its wide terrace apronlike, its tower a thin neck, wattled and scaled with lichen, the house talked. Sometimes it said, Run awayleave himif you can. Sometimes it wailed, I wish hed die.

Sometimes its suggestion was more direct.

II

Gordon didnt tell her that there would be a guest until just before dinner. Linda was sitting at her dressing table, elbows carelessly asprawl on the polished glass top. In the tall triple mirrors, her bedroom looked strangenot like a reflection of reality, but like another room, all the more disturbing because it contained the same furniture as her room, in the same positions, and yet looked subtly wrong. Like hers, it was decorated in shades of blue and whitecool, virginal colors, restful and remote. The drapes framing the tall windows were the deep, rich blue of the sky at late evening; their heavy velvet did not reflect light, but drank it in and absorbed it, so that the hoarded gold gave the blue a glowing luster. Because she had expressed a dislike for wall-to-wall carpeting, Gordon had had the floors redone; they were stained dark, unvarnished but shining like black glass with repeated applications of wax. Glass, or black water. The scattered rugs lay like little icebergs on a dark sea. Now, reflected, the ragged white islands seemed to move, rocking slightly as if shifted by the dark, shimmery surface on which they lay.

When Gordon came in, she didnt look up. Behind her mirrored image his face floated into view like something conjured up into a crystal ballbut familiar, wearing its old look of fond anxiety.

He was a very handsome man, Gordon. Hed be forty on his next birthday; and he was as alarmed, and as amused at his own alarm, as any pretty woman would be at the onset of that ominous day. The years had only added to his good looksa brush of white at the temples, stark and distinctive against his thick black hair, a deepening of the lines of laughter that fanned out from the corners of his eyes. A man with eyes like that oughtnt to look so masculine; they were big and dark and luminous, fringed with lashes so long and thick they looked artificial. But there was nothing in the least effeminate about Gordons faceor mind, or body.

Next to his, her own face was wraithlike. Too pale, too thin, with suggestive dark circles under the eyes and an undue prominence of certain muscles. Those long tendons in the throat especiallythe throat he had admired, had compared with that of the lovely statue of Nefertiti

She turned her head, watching the effect, and her pale mouth, as yet unpainted for public appearance, writhed distastefully as the lines tightened and drew. Gordons mouth moved. She raised her eyes to meet his mirrored eyes, and felt herself frowning.

What?

I said, he repeated patiently, that we have a guest for dinner, and the weekend. So look your loveliest, wont you? If you are to be immortalized, I want it to be as you really are.

He was always so patient. It was almost the most maddening thing about him.

Then the meaning of what he had said finally penetrated, and she turned her head to stare at him.

He had retreated to the hassock, the one she particularly loathed, and was sitting with a grace a twenty-year-old might have envied, one knee bent, his long brown hands curled around it.

Immortalized? she repeated, articulating carefully.

But, darling, I told you last week. He stopped. That was one of the things he must never do, remind her that she kept forgetting things. He started all over again, as if she had never heard the subject mentioned; only the straight vertical line between his brows showed his perturbation.

Our guests name is Michael Collins. Hes the young man Manhattan magazine has commissioned to do a series of profiles on me. Im very flattered, you know; usually they select important people as subjects.

Youre important, she said. It was not a compliment. It was simply a statement.

Maybe I was, once. But you know I dont give a damn about being what the idiot world calls important.

Linda shrugged and turned back to the mirror. The top of her dressing table was covered with bottles and jars, with creams and lotions and cosmetics, all the expensive playthings of a woman of wealth and fashion. They were in perfect order, their shining caps free of the slightest speck of dust. Anna, her maid, straightened them every day.

She reached out at random and took a lipstick out of a jeweled holder that held a dozen of them. Applying it to her mouth, she said, I suppose you want me to get dressed up.

What about that robe I got you last week? The one with the gold threads?

Its too big. She tipped her head, studying her mouth. My lipsticks on crooked.

As a mere male its not up to me to comment, said Gordon drily. But if you will insist on talking while you apply the stuff

He broke off at the sound of a knock on the door. In some big houses servants werent supposed to knock; so Linda had read. But Gordon insisted on his privacy. She watched, in the mirror, as the door of that other room opened, and the reflected image of her maid, Anna, sidled in. The girl looked even sillier in the glass. She was a silly-looking creature at best, with her teased blond wig and adenoidal, half-witted gape; and the mirror distorted her face as it warped every other object it reflected. The sidelong glance she gave Gordon had a sly, conspiratorial gleam. Of course, she had a crush on him; all the women in the house had, from the fat Bavarian cook to the gardeners ten-year-old daughter.

Even in the foul mirror Gordons face remained unchanged. She couldnt accuse him of leering at the maids. But he had better taste than that. Annas figure was good, and was adequately displayed; Gordon insisted on uniforms, but he went along, good-humoredly, with the shorter skirts, and Annas black dress verged on a musical-comedy maids outfit. She had good legs. But that staring, vacant face

Linda whirled around.

I dont want you, she said. Get out.

Now, honey. Gordon rose; coming up behind her, he lifted the heavy masses of her black hair between his hands. Let the poor girl fix your hair, at any rate. I told you, I want you to look beautiful. Anna, Mrs. Randolph will wear that gold thingI dont know what you women call it

The Persian brocade hostess gown, Anna said promptly. If you mean the dress you bought last week, Mr. Randolph.

Thats the one. Hostess gown? Youre right; thats what the salesgirl called it. He grinned at Anna, who, without moving a muscle, managed to suggest a puppy wriggling happily at a caress. Well, Ill get out of the way and leave you to it.

Linda wiped off the crooked outline on her upper lip and sat with lipstick poised, watching Anna trot over to the long closet and take out the dress. As the girl laid it carefully across the bed her hands lingered, smoothing the heavy fabric. It was a beautiful thing; heaven only knew what treasured antique the dressmaker had cut up in order to make it. It didnt look like modern fabric; the muted blues and pinks and golds might have formed part of a sultans regalia a century before. Linda reapplied her lipstick. It was a bright orange-red. The color would clash horribly with the dress. She ought to use another shade.

She dropped the carved gold case on the table top and reached down into the lowest drawer of the dressing table.

Get me a glass, she ordered, taking the top off the bottle. The contents, half gone, swam amber gold with the movement of her hands.

Anna hesitated, her eyes bulging as they focused on the bottle.

Didnt you hear me? Linda asked gently. Hurry up. You lazy little fool.

Anna jumped, and then ran into the bathroom. Linda took the glass without looking at it or the girl who held it. She poured it half full. Her elbows on the table, she sipped, and watched Anna in the mirror; and Anna stared back with her big, bulging, watery-blue eyes.



Cocktails in the den before dinner. Very classy, Linda thought, for a cops daughter from Cleveland. She came down the stairs carefully, holding up her heavy skirts with one hand. The other hand, beringed and graceful, trailed nonchalantly along the curved mahogany rail. She didnt need to hold on. A couple of drinksor even three or fourdidnt affect her at all, physically, except to dull the sharpness of her hearing. With a couple of drinksor maybe three or fourshe could hardly hear the voice of the house.

There was no one in the marble-floored foyer to appreciate her entrance, so she turned to the right and went along the hall, past the drawing room, past the morning room, past the dining room; her skirts rustling stiffly, her head high. Why not the drawing room for cocktails? she wondered. Why the study? That was Gordons room, as the dainty-chintz morning room was supposed to be hers. Usually he didnt allow casual visitors into his sanctum. Oh, but this man was not a casual visitor. He wassomething about a biography. That explained the study. Michael Whats-is-name was going to get the full effectthe rows on rows of learned volumes, the windows opening onto the beauty of the countryside. And in the midst of it all, Gordon himself, the sage, the scholar, who had abandoned the hollow sham of the world for a life of contemplation.

The door was open. She could hear their voices as she approached: Gordons mellow baritone, the softer, higher voice of Jack Briggs, Gordons secretary, and another voicedeeper even than Gordons, slower, drawling. For no reason at all, a shiver ran through her and she stopped, knees waxy-soft, and put one hand out blindly for support against the satiny surface of the paneled wall.

The spasm lasted only a second. She shook herself and went on, wondering. Something was going to happen. Good or bad? Were there such categories, or were thingshappenings, peopleamoral, to be judged only by their effects on others? There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so.

She came to the door and stood there, looking at them.

Amid the bustle of their rising, she caught two swift impressions. One was the barely perceptible relief in Gordons face as he took in her appearance: exquisitely gowned, coiffed, and made up, poised and calm. The other impression was simply that of a man, a stranger, and never, afterward, could she reduce it to details. He was there; his presence was enough.

Yet he was not, on second glance, a particularly good-looking man. A few inches taller even than Gordons respectable height, he seemed to be strung together with old elastic, so that his movements looked gawky and abrupt beside Gordons disciplined grace. His hair was mousy brown, combed carelessly back from a side parting; his mouth was too wide and his face had a lopsided look, as if one jaw were longer than the other. The only feature that might be called handsome were his eyes, and their beauty lay in their expression rather than their color, which was a brown slightly darker than his hair.

How do you do, she said, and gave him her hand. With the touch of his hard, square fingers, the flash of empathy faded. He was just another man, and this was just another normal social occasion.

She sat down in one of the big, soft leather chairs and watched with amusement as Collins tried to get his long arms and legs folded back into a sitting position. Gordon was hovering. He looked pathetically pleased, and it was significant, she knew, that he nodded at Briggs without making her ask for a drink.

Briggs bustled over to the bar and began fussing with ice cubes, bottles, and glasses. Lindas nerves tightened as she watched him. She detested him even more than she did the other servantsalthough, as Gordons secretary, he was not to be regarded, or treated, as a servant. He was a pale, puffy man; the texture of his skin suggested clay or bread dough, some substance that would not rebound elastically from the prod of a finger, but would retain the impression. Gordon claimed that he was a very efficient secretary. She found that hard to believe. His movements, when away from the typewriter, were fussy, slow, and inept. Finally he came back with her drink, and she tried not to touch his hand as she took it. His fingers were always damp.

We were just discussing Michaels last book, Linda, Gordon said. I think you read it; I know I recommended it to you.

So they were on first-name terms already.

Oh, yes, she said, and sipped her drink. I read it. It was very good.

She saw Michael flush a little at the coldness of the compliment, and added smoothly, I particularly liked the chapter on the relationship between Emily and Bramwell. You caught something there which no other biographer has understood.

His wide mouth curved up, bringing out a line in one cheek, a line too long to be called a dimple.

What was that?

Linda looked at him in surprise. So Michael Collins wasnt quite the gauche young fool he looked. A compliment was meaningless to him unless it was genuine.

The fact that, though he loved her desperately, he resented her talent. Oh, I know the points been made; but you seemed to comprehend so fully the effect on the frustrated male ego, and the conflict between her feeling of feminine inferiority and the inevitable awareness of her own genius. Very few men can look at that problem dispassionately, with sympathy for both points of view.

He settled back in his chair, nursing his glass between his hands and smiling. His eyes were remarkable, Linda thought; they mirrored his feelings candidly, without evasion or concealment.

And, she added, you did it without resorting to the psychological jargon thats so popular today.

Its hard to avoid, Michael said. It has become part of our unconscious thinking.

Gordon said interestedly, A person untrained in psychologywhich includes most of us, I supposedoesnt even use the jargon accurately. If a psychiatrist speaks of paranoia, he is trying to pinpoint a specific syndrome. Whereas a writer, and the majority of his readers, get a much more generalized, and probably wildly inaccurate, picture of behavior.

Thats true, Michael agreed. But I was thinking more in terms of the way vocabulary reflects changing cultural patterns. Words dont convey a single specific image; they suggest a vast complex of ideas, emotions, and states of knowledge. When we speak of guilt, for instance, were using the same word that occurs inoh, St. Augustine, lets say, and Sophocles. But for each of them the word had implications which a modern jurist no longer considers.

A better example might be the word mad.

The voice was soft and gentle. There was no reason why it should have startled Linda so badly that the glass almost fell from her hand. She drained its contents. Briggs, rising to refill it, continued in the same mellifluous voice.

The medieval world, assured of the reality of God and the devil, regarded madness as possession by an evil spirit. We have murdered God by reason; we try to deny the powers of evil by inventing new terms to explain the aberrant behavior that men of the Middle Ages attributed to demons.

Yes, thats exactly what I meant, Michael said. Vocabulary reflects the accepted world view of the period. Psychological terminology, however badly used, indicates our rejection of the cruder superstitions of the past.

There was silence when he stopped speaking. Linda sat upright in her chair, feeling, but not responding to, the intense anxiety of Gordons regard. Belatedly, Michael seemed to sense the change in the atmosphere.

I try to avoid jargon of all kinds in my writing, he said awkwardly. Just as I try to avoid strained interpretations of human relationships based on the standard perversions.

Well, Im glad to hear that, Gordon said heartily, and Michael laughed. Lindas hand clenched around the glass Briggs handed her. The secretary went to refill the other glasses.

Gordons dying to know what youll say about him, Linda said. But of course hes too smart to ask outright.

Gordon started to speak, but Michael anticipated him, so smoothly that perhaps no one except Linda noticed how he used the words like a barrier, to shield Gordon from the malice of the speech.

I dont know myself, yet. What Im doing now is soaking up atmosphere, if youll pardon the expression. And very pleasant it isthank you.

He lifted his glass with a slight bow that was aimed, impartially, at a spot midway between his host and hostess.

Were trying to prejudice you, Gordon said, smiling.

Im always prejudiced right from the first. Im in favor of people.

How nice of you, Linda murmured.

This time it was Gordon who came to the aid of his guest. The two of them, Linda thought irritably, worked together as smoothly as Laurel and Hardy. The flush on Michaels face subsided as Gordon talked, blandly and inconsequentially, of words and their meanings, of books and authors and libraries.

I covet your library, Michael said, looking appreciatively around the room. When I was an impractical college student I dreamed of having a place like this.

Its copied from a library in an English country house, Linda said. She smiled sweetly at Gordon. Volume for volume.

She finished her drink, and Briggs waddled over to take the empty glass.

I dont think we have time for another, do we?

The pause, before Gordon spoke, was just long enough to underline the fact that the mistress of the house should have made this comment. Didnt you order dinner at eight, darling? Ah, yesheres Haworth.

The butlers quiet Dinner is served brought the men to their feet. Linda rose more slowly.

Ill take my drink with medarling, she said.

Taking the glass Briggs handed her, she led the way to the dining room.

 III

It was a good many years before Michael could think of his first dinner with the Randolphs without a reminiscent shudder. His host was too nervous to eat, his hostess steadily drank herself, not into a coma but into sharp-tongued virulence, and the pallid secretary stealthily gobbled enormous quantities of food.

When Linda Randolph first entered the library, he realized that she had been drinking; but that fact seemed irrelevant in the presence of such unusual beauty. Her hair was the rare, true black, with a sheen like that of silk; its heavy masses framed a face modeled with a precise delicacy that he had, up till now, seen only in a few masterpieces of sculpture. It was not a conventional type of beauty; many people would think it flawed by the character which gave the features their final definitiona character too strong, too individual for a womans face. She would never get past the semifinals in a Miss Wheat Cereal contest. But the Wheat Cereal queens didnt have the kind of face that launched ships or burned towers. Linda Randolph did. Helen and Cleopatra probably hadnt been conventional beauties either.

He knew why he had thought of Cleopatra. Lindawhat an insipid name for that dark, exotic girl. The heavy, gold-trimmed dress emphasized the Egyptian look, but it didnt suit her; stiff with embroidery and gold thread, it stood away from her body and made her look like a well-dressed doll. Her shoulders seemed bowed under the weight of it. She was too thin.

How thin he didnt realize until she came nearer and sat down in a chair only a few feet away. The contrast between the splendid, remote figure in the doorway and the same woman at close range was a little shocking. Michael assumed she was painted and powdered, as all women were, but the best cosmetics in the world could not conceal the underlying pallor and tension of her face. Her hands, dwarfed by the wide sleeves of the robe, looked like little white claws.

He had known a lot of people who drank too much, and some who were genuine alcoholics. Linda Randolph wasnt an alcoholic yet. Not quite.

She held her liquor well, he had to admit that. Shed probably had a few before she came down, but her conversation in the library had been reasonably coherent, even bright. Those digs at her husbandWell, married couples did that, especially after a few drinks. In vino veritasand, apparently, the closer the relationship, the nastier the truth. Parents and children, husbands and wivesMaybe that was why hed chosen to remain a bachelor.

During the meal she finished her drink and then started on the winea superb Montrachet, too good to be swallowed down like water. The silent butler kept her glass filled. Well, Michael thought, what else can he do? She spoke to the man sharply once, when he was a little slow. Gordon, who would probably behave like a gentleman on his way to be hanged, couldnt object without risking a scene. But his conversational abilities declined noticeably. Finally, in desperation, Michael broke the rule he had made, about discussing business during social hours, and started asking questions.

Athletic career? Gordon smiled, and shrugged. I quit while I was ahead. Never had the necessary motivation to become a professional. That takes concentration. I was interested in too many other things.

He broke off, to sample the wine that was being served with the next course, and Michael brooded. Motivation? Lack of interest? That was the obvious answer to the enigma of Gordon Randolphathlete, writer, politician, teacherwho had abandoned, of his own choice, each of the professions in which he was expected to excel. The man who had everythingand who wanted nothing. But lack of ambition was too facile an answer.

Anyhow, Randolph went on, with a nod at the butler, I was never an all-round athletic type.

Tennis and swimming, Michael said. You know, Id have thought youd be a good quarterback. You have the build for it, and the coordination.

Gordon grinned.

Im a coward, he said amiably. Didnt care for the prospect of being jumped on by all those big, booted feet.

No contact sports, Michael said thoughtfully. And no team sports.

Thats rather perceptive. Even if it does make me sound like a cowardly snob. Or a snobbish coward.

Maybe just a man of sense, Michael said, smiling. I can see why those activities might have bored you eventually. What a lot of people hold against you is your failure to write another book.

Again, I stopped while I was ahead. They say, dont they, that everyone has one good book in him? But how many people have two?

Most people dont even have one. And very few have a book as good as The Smoke of Her Burning. Its a good title.

Rather unsubtle, Im afraid.

The allusion is to Revelations?

Yes. The destruction of the whore of Babylon. Very theatrical.

The conversation had degenerated into a dialogue. Michael preferred it that way. Briggs never had his mouth empty long enough to frame an intelligible comment, and Linda had relapsed into a silence so profound that she might not have been there at all. Only the dress, holding its own shape, sitting empty at the foot of the tableIt was a gruesomely vivid image, and when his hostess spoke, Michael flinched.

You havent read Gordons masterpiece?

Not yet.

Dear, dear. How inefficient of you. Her voice wasnt slurred; only the extra precision of her enunciation betrayed her condition.

Well, you see, I have a theory. This is the first time Ive tried a biography of a living person. I thought Id get a personal, over-all impression first, like a quick outline sketch. Then Ill start filling in details.

But you already knew some of the details. Like the tennis.

Unfortunately, I cant start with a clean slate in the case of a man like Gordon. I knew most of the basic facts; a lot of people know them. He is a well-known figure.

Was, Gordon corrected.

At the same moment, his wife said, The famous, brilliant Gordon Randolph.

Most wives could have said that, in the right tone and with the right kind of smile, and made it sound like an affectionate little joke. Michael thought he had never heard an obscenity that sounded quite as vicious. He said quickly, Thats quite true. Of course I have a certain personal interest. You were one of my fathers students in college, werent you, Gordon?

Yes. And going back to that word brilliant, which we use so freely these days, your father was one of the few teachers who really merited the adjective.

Thank you. I was an uncouth high school brat at that time, but I seem to recall his speaking of you.

Then you cant claim to have approached me without prejudice, Gordon said pleasantly.

Yes, I can. I was only interested in two things thenone of them was basketballand Im afraid I didnt pay much attention to the conversation of the over-thirty crowd.

Over thirty or under thirty, they were all the same, Linda said. Her voice had become a little thick. Members of the fan club. The St. Gordon fan club.

Gordon gave his wife an anguished look, and Michael burst into speech.

Speaking of my father reminds me of something Ive been wondering about. Call it idle curiosity. But I know you havent permitted an interview for many years. What I wondered waswhy me? Sam Cohen, my agent, said youd specifically mentioned my name. Im not the most modest member of the Authors Guild, but neither am I the most famous. Was it because of Dad?

He had meant to insinuate that question at some point, but it came out sounding a good deal more gauche than it might have under other circumstances. He could feel his face getting red as Gordons quizzical eyes studied him, and he was painfully aware of Lindas unconcealed amusement. She wasnt too drunk to be unaware of his embarrassment.

What are you doing, fishing for an insult? Gordon asked with a smile. Naturally I followed your career with more interest than I would have done, because of your father. But that career itself impressed me with your ability. I like the way you approach your subjects; Linda summed up my feelings exactly. Theres warmth and sympathy in your interpretations, and you always see both sides. And, lest your vanity get too swollen, I might add that I mentioned several names. Yours was one.

Michael hadnt gotten that impression; but then, he thought, a good agentand Sam was one of the bestautomatically administered periodic doses of ego booster. Writers needed compliments. The ones who said they welcomed criticism were liars; what they wanted was praisethe more effusive, the better. But then, he thought, who didnt? Probe deeply enough, under the slickest faade of confidence, and you tapped a vein of self-doubt or a hidden fear. Irrational fears and baseless doubts, many of them, but that was precisely why constant reassurance was necessary to the human animal. Maybe, if you reduced the thing to its simplest terms, that was the secret of his success as a biographer. Find the Hidden Fear. Well, at least he didnt sneer at other peoples weaknesses, even if they were not his own.

With an effort Michael brought his mind back from one of the peripheral, fascinating side tracks in which it was only too prone to get lost. He was neglecting his duties as guest. With his withdrawal from the conversation, a heavy silence had fallen. Gordon had turned to look at his wife, and the expression on his face, momentarily unguarded, was a graphic and pitiful example of what Michael had been thinking about. He knew what Gordon Randolphs hidden weakness was. Linda was as unresponsive as a Sphinx. (That Egyptian motif again!) She had withdrawn into her own thoughts (and what a hell that world must be), and again Michael had the grisly impression that the far end of the table was occupied by an empty gold-trimmed dress.

He stared blankly down at his empty plate. What the hell had he been eating? The others were finished, except for Briggs, who was methodically chasing down a last fragment of meat. What a pig the man was. Not a fat, healthy, pink pig; a dead pig, already soft with incipient corruption

Michael made a voiceless movement of disgust and protest; and Briggs, having captured and subdued the last bite, looked up.

Dear me, he said mildly. Im afraid Im keeping you. Gordons cook is marvelous. And gluttony is, I fear, my abiding sin.

He passed the tip of his tongue over his pale lips, and Michael forced a stiff smile. Taking his secretarys words as a sign that he had finished, Gordon pushed back his chair. Michael understood his need for haste. The man wanted to get his wife into the drawing room, and some coffee into his wife, while she could still walk. His eyes on his hostesss blank, perspiring face, Michael suspected that Gordon had waited too long.

Briggs was closer; he reached Linda first, moving with a scuttling speed that brought another unpleasant zoological comparison to Michaels mind. There was a sly violence in the way he jerked at her chair; and the readiness with which his pudgy hands caught at her, as she staggered, filled Michael with distaste. She turned on him like a cat, her lips drawn back in a snarl, and struck at his hands. Briggs retreated; and Gordon, reaching the foot of the table in two long strides, caught his wife just as she toppled ungracefully forward toward the plates and silverware. His face was a mask of controlled tragedy; but even in that moment of supreme humiliation he had grace enough left to throw a mechanical apology in Michaels direction:

not feeling well.

He carried his wife out; and Michael closed his hanging jaw and looked at Briggs. The little man spread his hands and gave Michael a wistful smile.

She doesnt like me. It hurts me so much. I have such enormous admiration for the dear lady. And I do try to spare Mr. Randolph all I can.

Im sure you do, Michael said.

You can find your way to the drawing room, cant you? Ill just run along and see if I can be of any help.

Making his way down the interminable corridor, Michael wondered whether Randolph really meant to reappear that evening, much less sit and talk calmly about the projected story of his life. What a life! Didnt the poor devil have any friends, any associates who were comparatively decent and normal? Michael found himself, on that first evening of his visit, filled with a profound pity for the man who had everything.









Chapter
2



MICHAEL CAME DOWN LATE THE NEXT MORNING TO find the breakfast room unoccupied. Gordon had explained that they followed English country-house habits in the morning; he considered it a tyranny to demand that his guests appear at a specified hour for a meal as trying as breakfast.

One of the servants, a well-stacked blonde with skirts so short they took Michaels mind off coffee for several minutes, had shown him the way to the small dining room. It was a sunny, pleasant room with a table in a circular bay window and silver chafing dishes set out along a sideboard. Michael surveyed the effect approvingly. He wished he knew more about furniture, and all that sort of thing. This stuff was what they called Provincial, he supposedlight in design and color, with flowered drapes and blue-and-white delft pots filled with blooming branches standing around. It was very different from the somber large dining room, with its heavy dark furniture and velvet hangings and family portraits. He wondered how much Linda had had to do with the decoration of the house, and which, if either, of the two styles represented her taste.

He forgot Linda as he foraged happily among the chafing dishes. The butler, bringing fresh coffee and toast, informed him that Mr. Randolph and his secretary had already breakfasted and gone to work; Randolph had said that they would meet for lunch, and suggested that in the meantime Michael explore the grounds. Mrs. Randolph? The butlers face was impassive. Mrs. Randolph always breakfasted in her room.

Along with one hell of a hangover, Michael thought. He finished his coffee and decided he might as well follow Gordons suggestion of a walk. The view from the window was beautiful; it reminded him of Devon, where he had spent a memorable month slogging through the mud and declaiming the inevitable lines of Browning with the ardor of an eighteen-year-old. Illumined by sunshine, the spring colors of flowers and new leaves were as bright as if they had been freshly painted.

He had to ask directions again to get out of the house. Finally he found his way onto the terrace, an immense flagstoned expanse with half a dozen low steps leading down to a lawn like apple-green velvet. Tulips, one of the few flowers Michael knew by name, made swatches of crimson and yellow along a graveled path. There were other flowers: pink ones and blue ones and spotted ones. The air effervesced like champagne when he breathed it in; he felt dizzy with it. Something smelled good. Must be the pink and blue flowers. As an expert on tulips, he recalled that they didnt smell.

Breathing in and out with self-conscious virtue, he went down the steps, heading for a copse of trees that looked like a pale-pink, low-hanging cloud. Cherry trees, maybe. Or apple. There had been apple trees on his grandmothers farmhow many years ago? He was just old enough to revel in nostalgia, instead of finding it hurtful, and his mood was pleasantly self-reproachful as he wandered along the path. Something wrong with people who gave up this kind of life for a foul den in a smoggy hive of sterile buildings and packed humanity. Maybe he would buy himself a cottage someplace. If this book was a success

Midway along the path he turned for a backward look, and stopped short. The night before, he had got only the vaguest impression of the house, which was approached by a long drive through a grove of pines. It had been twilight when he arrived; he had seen a vast, dark bulk, which in the tricky dusk had loomed larger than it was. Or so he had thought. The place was big. Built of gray stone, it had three stories and a roof with dormers that might conceal attics or servants quarters. The wings stretched out on either side of the terrace and the garden. The towerSomething wrong with the tower. Michael studied it, frowning. The same gray stone, a handsome slate roofThe shape, that was what was wrong. It was too tall, too thin to harmonize with the bulk of the house. And the stairway that wound up, around the exterior, didnt harmonize either. It looked like an afterthought.

Still, the overall effect was impressive. It was a good-looking house. But the impression foremost in his mind was not so much aesthetic as financial. Money. What a hunk of dough this place must have cost, even in the laissez-faire days of Randolphs grandfather. And what it must cost, now, to maintain.

He wandered on, while another long-forgotten memory worked its way to the surface. His mother, in an enormous floppy straw hat and a shapeless skirtwomen didnt wear slacks in those days, at least his mother didntkneeling on the ground, wielding a busy trowel. She had been an enthusiastic gardener. Maybe, if she had lived longer, she might have been able to impart knowledge about some other plants than tulips. He had been eight when she died. He had hated her for dying. But still there was that undefined feeling of pleasure and content when he saw flowers pink and blue and sweet-smelling.

Rounding the end of the left wing, he saw a bank of flowering bushes and struck off at a tangent to investigate them. With the sunlight full upon them they blazed like fireorange and purplish red and pinka brighter shade of pink than the fat flowers in the beds. It was not until he got close that he saw the kneeling figure; and because of his odd mood of reminiscence and receptivity he was struck suddenly breathless. A familiar figure, in a big floppy straw hat, kneeling, the bright flash of a trowel twinkling in its gloved hands

But the straw hat was circled by a strip of figured chiffon, and he had seen its like in shop windows along Fifth Avenue. The kneeling figure wore tight slacks, not a shapeless cotton skirt; and the face that looked up at him, shaded by the brim, had the wide tilted eyes of an Egyptian court lady.

It was reassuring to know that he was not facing a revenant, however fragrant her memory; but the girl who was digging in the dirt was almost as much unlike his hostess of the previous night as she was unlike his mother. If she had a hangover, it didnt show. The lock of hair hanging down over one cheek shone in the sunlight like a black-birds wing; she brushed it back with a gloved hand and left a smudge of dirt along the exquisite cheekbone.

Good morning, she said coolly. I hope Ha-worth gave you something decent for breakfast.

More than decent. How was yours?

She dismissed the inanity with the shrug it deserved.

Are you soaking up atmosphere or just taking a walk?

The latter, Michael said shortly.

Then allow me to be the perfect hostess. Ill give you the guided tour.

Dont let me interrupt you.

This is therapy, not productive labor. There are four gardeners, and they regard me as a necessary nuisance.

She got to her feet, in a movement so smooth that Michaels incipient offer of a helping hand was left dangling. In her flat shoes she came up to his chin. The brim of the hat brushed his nose, and she swept it off, tilting her head back and laughing.

She wore a yellow sweater over her white blouse, with dark-brown slacks. He had thought of her as thin, the night before; now he searched for other adjectives. Slim; wiry; slenderNo, not slender, that suggested a delicacy, a yielding grace; and the alert tension of her pose was the reverse of graceful. Michael damned his incurable writers tendency to wallow in words, and smiled back at her.

The place is beautiful. Are you the genius who planned all this?

Heavens, no. Its been like this for a hundred years. Roughly.

But surely plants and flowers, even trees, need replacing from time to time.

Gordon does that. There was a slight pause; he had a feeling that she was considering, not what she should say, but how to say it. His taste is impeccable, she went on. In everything.

Hm, Michael thought. Probably true. And spoken, if not with enthusiasm, at least with a courteous approval.

I wish I knew more about these things, he said, indicating the bank of flowering bushes by which they stood. Descriptions of inanimate objectswhich, to him, included landscapewere his weak point; he always had to labor over background. But now he found himself searching for color words: Salmon? Fuchsia? (What color was fuchsia, anyhow?) White, of course. That pink wasnt just pink, it was sort of rose-colored and sort of

Theyre azaleas, said his guide, with amusement. Very common plants.

Oh. Michael stared blankly at the bushes. Azaleas. It does sound familiar. Ive never seen so many colors.

Some of the varieties are rare. That group over there is rhododendron.

Oh.

You dont have to pretend to be interested. She was laughing, openly; the expression changed her face, robbed it of its oriental elusiveness.

I am, I am. Keep it up. Ill work it into some book or other and get gushing comments from lady reviewers.

More likely theyll think youre a woman in disguiseor a bit odd. Men arent supposed to be interested in flowers.

Or cats, Michael agreed. Or birds?

Definitely not. You know the stereotype of the male bird watcher.

Skinny, bespectacled, lispingInterior decoration?

Effete, she agreed gravely. Fashions?

Times have changed. Ive seen mens boutiques.

The tone of disgust made her laugh again, and after a moment he joined in.

Sorry, I guess Im more conventional than I thought. This last century is one of the few eras in history when men werent concerned with looking like butterflies, when you come to think of it.

Thats right. And you cant think that dandies like Charles the Second and Francis the First werent one hundred percent male.

Not if the historical novelists are accurate. Okay. When I get back to town, Ill buy myself a flowered tie and a velvet jacket.

And flaunt them publicly?

Certainly. When I take up a cause, I go all the way.

She looked up at him, with the laughter fading from her face.

I think you would, she said slowly.

Michael found himself looking, not at her mouth or her chin or her nose, as people ordinarily do when they look at someone, but directly into her eyes. They were extraordinary eyesso dark that they looked permanently dilated, with the pupils drowned and lost, luminous, shining.

But, she added, you wouldnt be easy to convince.

Michael knew he ought to say something, but he couldnt think what. He couldnt even remember what they had been talking about.

Linda broke the spell by turning away.

You get a good view of the house from here, she said.

Michael shook himself, like a dog coming out of the water, and turned. The view was impressiveand relaxing, after what he had just been looking at. The gray stone of the house was mellowed by sunlight, which sparkled off innumerable windows. Surrounded by a haze of newly leafed trees, with a backdrop of darker green firs, the lovely lines of the house had the appeal of a Constable painting. Except for that damned tower

Its beautiful, he said.

Linda consulted her watch.

We can walk down to the grove, and then wed better turn back. I think Gordon planned to work with you this afternoon, didnt he?

He said something about meeting at lunch.

Well make it a quick walk, then. You must see the meadow. Gordons latest scheme, that is; he had it grass planted with daffodils and narcissi, like the meadow at Hampton Court; its really gorgeous. And the grove is all flowering treescherry and apple and plum and almond.

Oh.

Youd better take notes, she advised. Or the lady reviewers will scold you for your errors instead of gushing.

I have an excellent memory. What are those stout pink and blue things?

Hyacinths.

She went on chatting lightly about flowers, pointing out different varieties, explaining that Gordons rose garden was one of the sights of the neighborhood, and inviting him to come back in June, when it was at its best. The initial mood of their meeting, which had been shaken briefly by that odd exchange of words and glances, was back in full force. Making light conversation, Michael felt bewildered. It was impossible to reconcile this girl, composed and gracious, with the bitter-tongued drunk of the night before. He began to wonder whether he had misinterpreted the incident. Maybe something had happened the day before, something that set her off into behavior that was not a pattern, but an isolated outburst. Maybe he was starting to read too much into looks and expressions. Maybe

Theres one thing I miss, he said casually, as they passed under the hanging boughs of white blossom.

Whats that?

The dogs.

He had gone several steps before he realized she was no longer beside him. Turning, in surprise, he saw her framed in apple blossoms, with a shaft of sunlight polishing the green leaves and spotlighting a face gone whiter than the petals.

Whats the matter? Are you ill?

Dogs, she said, in a breathy whisper. Whatdogs?

Michael was so shocked by her sudden pallor that it took him a second or two to
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