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Chapter 1

Jim Qwilleran slumped in a chair in the Press Club dining room, his six-feet-two
telescoped into a picture of dejection and his morose expression intensified by the
droop of his oversized mustache.

His depression had nothing to do with the price of mixed drinks, which had
gone up ten cents. It had nothing to do with the dismal lighting, or the gloomy
wood paneling, or the Monday mustiness that blended Friday's fish and
Saturday's beer with the body odor of an old building that had once been the
county jail. Qwilleran had been stunned by bad news of a more vital nature.

The prize-winning feature writer of the Daily Fluxion and the newspaper's
foremost connoisseur of sixteen-ounce steaks and apple pie a la mode was
reading—with horror and dismay—a list printed on a bilious shade of green paper.

Across the table Arch Riker, the Fluxion's feature editor, said: "What's everybody
going to eat today? I see they've got potato pancakes on the menu."

Qwilleran continued to stare at the sheet of green paper, adjusting his new
reading glasses on his nose as if he couldn't believe they were telling him the
truth.

Odd Bunsen, Fluxion photographer, lit a cigar. "I'm having pea soup and short
ribs and an order of hash browns. But first [ want a double martini."

In silence Qwilleran finished reading his incredible document and started again
at the top of the list

NO POTATOES

NO BREAD

NO CREAM SOUPS
NO FRIED FOODS

Riker, who had the comfortably upholstered contours of a newspaper deskman,
said: "l want something light. Chicken and dumplings, I guess, and coleslaw with
sour cream. What are you having, Qwill?"

NO GRAVY
NO SOUR CREAM

Qwilleran squirmed in his chair and gave his fellow staffers a vinegary smirk.
"I'm having cottage cheese and half a radish."

"You must be sick," Bunsen said.

"Doc Beane told me to lose thirty pounds."

"Well, you're reaching that flaky age," the photographer said cheerfully. He was
younger and thinner and could afford to be philosophical.



In a defensive gesture Qwilleran stroked his large black mustache, now
noticeably flecked with gray. He folded his glasses and put them in his breast
pocket, handling them gingerly.

Riker, buttering a roll, looked concerned. "How come you went to the doctor,
Qwill?"

"I was referred by a veterinarian." Qwilleran fumbled for his tobacco pouch and
started to fill his voluptuously curved pipe. "You see, I took Koko and Yum Yum to
the vet to have their teeth cleaned. Did you ever try to pry open the mouth of a
Siamese cat? They think it's an outrageous invasion of privacy."

"Wish I'd been there with a movie camera," Bunsen said.

"When Koko realized what we had in mind, he turned into something like a fur
tornado. The vet got him around the neck, an assistant grabbed his legs, and I
hung on to his tail, but Koko turned inside out. Next thing we knew, he was off the
table and headed for the kennel room, with two vets and a kennel boy chasing him
around the cages. Dogs barking—cats having fits—people yelling! Koko landed on
top of the air conditioner, eight feet off the floor, and looked down and gave us a
piece of his mind. And if you've never been cussed out by a Siamese, you don't
know what profanity is all about!"

"I know!" said Bunsen. "That cat's got a voice like an ambulance siren."

"After that episode I was bushed, and the vet said I needed a physical checkup
more than the cats needed a dental prophylaxis. I've been short of breath lately, so
I took his advice and went to Doc Beane."

"How'd you get the cat down?"

"We walked away and left him there, and soon he came sauntering into the
examination room, hopped on the table, and yawned."

"Score another one for Koko," said Riker. "What was the female doing all this
time?"

"Yum Yum was sitting in the traveling box waiting her turn."

"And probably laughing like hell," said Bunsen.

"So that's the story,” Qwilleran summed up. "And that's why I'm on this
miserable diet."

"You'll never stick with it."

"Oh, yes I will! I even bought a bathroom scale with some of my prize money—
an antique from a country doctor's office in Ohio."

Qwilleran had won $1,000 in a Daily Fluxion writing contest, and the entire staff
was waiting to see how the frugal bachelor would spend it.

"What did you do with the rest of the dough?" Riker asked with gentle sarcasm.
"Send it to your ex-wife?"

"I sent Miriam a couple of hundred, that's all."

"You chump!"

"She's sick."

"And your in-laws are rich," Arch reminded him. "You should be buying a car for
yourself—or some furniture so you can get a decent place to live."

"There's nothing wrong with my apartment in Junktown."

"I mean you should get married again—start buying a house in the suburbs—
settle down."



Qwilleran cringed at the suggestion. After lunch, when the three men walked
back to the office, he continued to cringe inwardly—for several reasons. In the first
place, he loathed cottage cheese. Also, Riker had been goading him gently
throughout the lunch hour, and Qwilleran had let him get away with it because
they were old friends. The third reason for his discomfort was a summons from the
managing editor to attend an afternoon meeting. An invitation from the boss was
usually bad news, and the man himself riled Qwilleran; he had a synthetic
camaraderie that he turned on and off to suit his purpose at the moment.

Qwilleran reported to the front office at the appointed time, accompanied by
Riker, his immediate superior.

"Come in, Arch. Come in, Qwill," said the editor—in the syrupy voice he reserved
for certain occasions. "Did you fellows have a good lunch? I saw you at the club
living it up."

Qwilleran grunted.

The boss motioned them to seats and settled into his high-backed executive
chair, beaming with magnanimity. "Qwill, we've got a new assignment for you," he
said, "and I think you're going to like it."

Qwilleran's face remained impassive. He would believe it when he heard the
details.

"Qwill, everyone seems to think you're the champion trencherman on the staff,
and that fact per se qualifies you for a job we're creating. In addition, we know you
can give us the meaty writing we're constantly striving for on this paper. We're
assigning you, my friend, to the new gourmet beat."

"What's that all about?" The question came out gruffly.

"We want you to write a regular column on the enjoyment of good food and
wine. We want you to dine at all the outstanding restaurants—on an expense
account, of course. The Fluxion will pay expenses for two. You can take a guest."
The editor paused and waited for some expression of joy.

Qwilleran merely swallowed and stared at him.

"Well, how does it sound, Qwill?"

"I don't know," Qwilleran replied slowly. "You know I've been on the wagon for
two years... and today I started a low-calorie diet. Doc Beane wants me to lose
thirty pounds."

The boss was nonplussed for only the fraction of a second. "Naturally there's no
need to eat everything," he said. "Just sample this and that, and use your
imagination. You know the tricks of the trade. Our cooking editor can't boil an egg,
but she puts out the best recipe page in the country."

"Well..."

"I see no reason why you can't handle it." The managing editor's brief show of
goodwill was fading into his usual expression of preoccupation. "We plan to start
next Monday and give the column a send-off in Sunday's paper—with your
photograph and a biography. Arch tells me you've eaten all over Europe."

Qwilleran turned to his friend. "Did you know about this, Arch?"

The feature editor nodded guiltily. He said, "Better get that mustache trimmed
and have a new picture taken. In your old photo you look as if you have bleeding
ulcers."



The boss rose and consulted his watch. "Well, that's the story. Congratulations,
Qwill!"

On the way back to the feature department Riker said, "Can't you defer that diet
a few weeks? This bright idea of Percy's will blow over like all the rest of them.
We're only doing it because we found out the Morning Rampage is starting a
gourmet column in two weeks. Meanwhile, you can live like a king—entertain a
different date every night—and it won't cost you a cent. That should appeal to your
thrifty nature. You're Scotch, aren't you?"

"Scottish," Qwilleran grumbled. "Scotch comes in bottles."

He went first to the barber and then to the photo lab to have his picture taken
and to complain to Odd Bunsen about the new assignment.

"If you need company, I'm available," the photographer volunteered. "I'll eat, and
you can take notes." He seated Qwilleran on a stool in a backbreaking position
and tilted his head at an unnatural angle.

"Riker says you should make me look like a bon vivant," Qwilleran said with a
frown.

Bunsen squinted through the viewfinder of the portrait camera. "With that
upside-down mustache you'll never look like anything but a hound dog with a
bellyache. Let's have a little smile."

Qwilleran twitched a muscle in one cheek.

"Why don't you start by eating at the Toledo Tombs? That's the most expensive
joint. Then you can do all the roadhouses." Bunsen stopped to twist Qwilleran's
shoulders to the left and his chin to the right. "And you ought to write a column
on the Heavenly Hash Houses and tell people how rotten they are."

"Who's running the gourmet column? You or me?"

"Okay, now. A little smile."

The muscle twitched again.

"You moved! We'll have to try another... Say, wait till your crazy cats hear about
the new assignment! Think about all the doggie bags you can take home to those
brats."

"I never thought of that," Qwilleran murmured. His face brightened, and Bunsen
snapped the picture.

The Fluxion's new gourmet reporter had every intention of starting his tour of
duty at the exclusive Toledo Tombs—although not with Odd Bunsen. He
telephoned Mary Duckworth, the most glamorous name in his address book.

"I'm so sorry," she said. "I'm leaving for the Caribbean, and ['ve already declined
an invitation to attend a Gourmet Club dinner tonight. Would you like to go in my
place? You could write a column on it."

"Where's the dinner?"

"At Maus Haus. Do you know the place?"

"Mouse House?" Qwilleran repeated. "Not a very appetizing name for a
restaurant.”

"It's not a restaurant,” Mary Duckworth explained. "It's the home of Robert
Maus, the attorney. M-a-u-s, but he uses the German pronunciation. He's a superb
cook—the kind who locks up his French knives every night, and whips up a sauce
with thirty-seven ingredients from memory, and grows his own parsley. They say
he can tell the right wing from the left wing of the chicken by its taste."



"Where is... Maus Haus?"

"On River Road. It's a weird building that's connected with a famous suicide
mystery. Maybe you can solve it. Wouldn't that be a scoop for the Daily Fluxion?"

"When did the incident happen?"

"Oh, before I was born."

Qwilleran huffed into his mustache. "Not exactly hot news."

"Don't discuss it at the dinner table," Mary warned. "Robert is thoroughly weary
of the subject. I'll phone and tell him you'll be there."

Qwilleran went home early that afternoon to change into his good suit and to
feed the cats, first stopping at the grocery to buy them some fresh meat. With their
catly perception they knew he was coming even before he climbed the stairs.
Waiting for him, they looked like two loaves of homemade bread. They sat facing
the door—two bundles of pale toasty fur with brown legs tucked out of sight. But
the brown ears were alert, and two pairs of blue eyes questioned the man who
walked into the apartment.

"Greetings," he said. "I'm early tonight. And wait till you kids see what I've
brought you!"

The two cats rose as one. "Yow!" said Koko in a chesty baritone. "Mmmm!" said
Yum Yum in a soprano squeal of rapture.

She leaped on the unabridged dictionary and started scratching its tattered
cover for joy, while Koko sailed onto the desk in a demonstration of effortless
levitation and stepped on the tabulator key of the typewriter, making the carriage
jump.

Qwilleran stroked each cat in turn, massaging Koko's silky back with a heavy
hand and caressing Yum Yum's paler fur with tenderness. "How's the little
sweetheart?" He spoke to Yum Yum with an unabashed gentleness that his
cronies at the Press Club would not have believed and that no woman in his life
had ever heard.

"Chicken livers tonight," he told the cats, and Koko expressed his approval by
resetting the left-hand margin on the typewriter. His mechanical ability was a
newfound talent. He could operate wall switches and open doors, but most of all
he was fascinated by the typewriter with its abundance of levers, knobs, and keys.

Qwilleran had mentioned this development to the veterinarian, who had said,
"Animals go through phases of interest, like children. How old are the cats?"

"I have no idea. They were both full-grown when I adopted them."

"Koko is probably three or four. Very healthy. And he seems highly intelligent."

At this comment Qwilleran had smoothed his mustache discreetly and refrained
from mentioning Koko's outstanding faculty. The truth was that the precocious
Siamese seemed to possess uncanny skills of detection. Qwilleran had recently
uncovered a crime that baffled the police, and only his close friends knew that
Koko was largely responsible for solving the case.

Qwilleran chopped chicken livers for the cats, warmed them in a little broth,
and arranged the delicacy on a plate the way they liked it, with juices puddling in
the center and bite-size morsels of meat around the rim.

"Lucky beggars!" he said. They could eat all they wanted without gaining an
ounce. Under their sleek fawn-colored fur they were lean and muscular. Although



they moved with grace and feather-light tread, there was strength in their hind
legs that carried them to the top of the refrigerator in a single effortless leap.

Qwilleran watched them for a while and then turned his attention to his new
assignment, sitting down at the typewriter to make a list of restaurants. He always
left a fresh sheet of paper in position around the platen, ready for action—a
writer's trick that made it easier to get started—and as he glanced at this paper,
his fingers halted over the keys. He put on his new glasses and had a closer look.
There was a single letter typed at the top of the page.

"By golly, I knew you'd learn to operate this machine sooner or later," he said
over his shoulder, and there was a gargled response from the kitchen, as Koko
simultaneously swallowed a bit of liver and made an offhand comment.

It was a capital T. The keyboard was locked in upper case. Koko had apparently
stepped on the shift lock with his left paw and on the letter key with his right.

Qwilleran added, "oledo Tombs" to Koko's T and then listed the Golden Lamb
Chop, the Medium Rare Room at the Stilton Hotel, and several roadhouses, ethnic
restaurants, and underground bistros.

Then he dressed for dinner, shedding the tweed sports coat, the red plaid tie,
the gray button-down shirt, and the dust-colored slacks that constituted his
uniform at the Daily Fluxion. In doing so, he caught a glimpse of himself in the
full-length mirror, and what he saw he did not like. His face was fleshed out; his
upper arms were flabby; where he should have been concave, he was convex.

Hopefully but not confidently he stepped on the antique scale in the bathroom.
It was a rusty contraption with weights and a balance arm, and the arm went up
with a sharp clunk. He held his breath and moved the weight along the arm,
hesitantly adding a quarter-pound, a half-pound, then one, two, three pounds
before the scale was in balance. Three pounds! He had eaten nothing but
grapefruit for breakfast and cottage cheese for lunch and he was three pounds
heavier than he had been that morning.

Qwilleran was appalled—then discouraged—then angry. "Dammit!" he said
aloud. "I'm not going to turn into a fat slob for the sake of a lousy assignment!"

"Yow!" said Koko by way of encouragement.

Qwilleran stepped off the scale to take another critical look in the mirror, and
the sight sent a wave of determination surging through his flabby flesh. He
expanded his chest, sucked in his waistline, and felt a new strength of character.

"I'll write that damn column," he announced to the cats, "and I'll stay on that
dumb diet if it kills me!"

"Yow-wow!" said Koko.

"Three pounds heavier! I can't believe it!"

While weighing himself, Qwilleran had failed to notice Koko standing behind
him with front paws planted solidly on the platform of the scale.

Chapter 2

As Jim Qwilleran dressed for dinner Monday evening, he was feeling his age. He
now needed reading glasses for the first time in his life; his mustache and good



head of hair had now reached the pepper-and-salt stage; and his beefy waistline
was another reminder of his forty-six years. But before the evening was over, he
was a young man again.

He took a taxi to the River Road residence of Robert Maus—out beyond a
sprawling shopping center, beyond Joe Pike's Seafood Hut with its acres of
parking, beyond a roller rink and lumberyard. Between a marina and a tennis club
stood a monstrous pile of stone. Qwilleran had seen it before and guessed it to be
the lodge hall of some eccentric cult. It stood back from the highway, aloof and
mysterious behind its iron fence and two acres of neglected lawn, resembling an
Egyptian temple that had been damaged in transit and ineptly repaired.

Pylons framed a massive door that might have been excavated on the Nile, but
other architectural features were absurdly out of character: Georgian chimneys,
large factory windows in the upper story, an attached garage on one side and a
modern carport on the other, and numerous fire escapes, ledges, and eaves
troughs in all the wrong places.

Qwilleran found a door knocker and let it fall with a resounding clang. Then he
waited—with an air of resignation, his stomach growling its hunger—until the
heavy door opened on creaking hinges.

For the next half-hour very little made sense. Qwilleran was greeted by a slender
young man with impudent eyes and ridiculous sideburns, long and -curly.
Although he wore the white duck coat of a servant, he was carrying a half-empty
champagne glass in one hand and a cigarette in the other, and he was grinning
like a cat in a tree. "Welcome to Maus Haus," he said. "You must be the guy from
the newspaper."

Qwilleran stepped into the dim cavern that was the foyer.

"Mickey Maus is in the kitchen," said the official greeter. "I'm William." He lipped
his cigarette in order to thrust his right hand forward.

Qwilleran shook hands with the amiable houseboy or butler or whatever he was.
"Just William?"

"William Vitello."

The newsman looked sharply at the young-old leprechaun face. "Vitello? I could
swear you were Irish."

"Irish mother, Italian father. My whole family is a goulash," William explained
with an ear-to-ear smile. "Come on in. Everybody's in the Great Hall, getting
crocked. I'll introduce you around."

He led the way into a vast hall so dark that scores of lamps and candles on
torchéres and in sconces succeeded in lighting it only dimly, but Qwilleran could
distinguish a balcony supported by Egyptian columns and a grand staircase
guarded by sphinxes. The floor and walls were inlaid with ceramic tiles in
chocolate brown, and voices bounced off the slick surfaces, resounding with eerie
distortions.

"Spooky place, if you don't mind my saying so," said Qwilleran.

"You don't know the half of it," William informed him. "It's a real turkey."

In the center of the hall, under the lofty ceiling, a long table was laid for dinner,
but the guests were cocktailing under the balcony, where there was some degree of
coziness.



"Champagne or sherry?" William asked. "The sherry's a bomb, I ought to warn
you."

"You can skip the drink," Qwilleran said, reaching in his pocket for tobacco and
pipe and hoping that a smoke would curb his hunger pangs.

"It's just a small party tonight. Most of the people live here. Want to meet some
of the girls?" William jerked his head in the direction of two brunettes.

"Live here! What kind of establishment is Maus running?"

The houseboy hooted with delight. "Didn't you know? This is a sort of weird
boardinghouse. It used to be a real art center—studios on the balcony and a big
pottery operation in the back—but that was before Mickey Maus took it over. I'm a
charity case myself. I go to art school and get room and board in exchange for
several kinds of menial and backbreaking labor."

"Of which grass-cutting is not one," Qwilleran said with a nod toward the
shaggy front lawn.

William launched another explosive laugh and slapped the newsman on the
back. "Come and meet Hixie and Rosemary. But look out for Hixie; she's a
husband-hunter."

The two women were standing near a sideboard that held platters of hors
d'oeuvres. Rosemary Whiting was a nice-looking woman of indefinite age and quiet
manner. Hixie Rice was younger, plumper, louder, and had longer eyelashes.

Hixie was intently busy with her champagne-sipping and canape-nibbling, all
the while chattering in a high-pitched monotone: "I'm rabid for chocolate!
Chocolate butter creams, chocolate chip cookies, brownies, black-bottom pie,
devil's food cake—anything that's made with chocolate and three cups of sugar
and a pound of butter." She stopped to pop a bacon-wrapped oyster into her
mouth.

There was quite a lot of Hixie, Qwilleran noted. Her figure ballooned out
wherever her tightly fitted orange dress would permit, and her hair puffed like a
chocolate soufflé above her dimpled dumpling face.

"Caviar?" Rosemary murmured to Qwilleran, offering a platter.

He took a deep breath and resolutely declined.

"It's rich in vitamin D," she added.

"Thanks just the same."

"Mickey Maus," William was saying, "is a nut about butter. The only time he
ever lost his cool was when we were having a small brunch and we were down to
our last three pounds of butter. He panicked."

"Unfortunately, animal fats—" Rosemary began in a soft voice, but she was
interrupted by Hixie.

"l eat a lot because I'm frustrated, but I'd rather be fat and jolly than thin and
crabby. You have to admit that I have a delightful disposition." She batted her
eyelashes and reached for another canapé. "What's on the menu tonight, Willie?"

"Not much. Just cream of watercress soup, jellied clams, stuffed breast of
chicken baked in a crust, braised endive—I hate endive—broiled curried tomatoes,
romaine salad, and crépes suzette."

"That's what Charlotte would call just a little bite to eat," Hixie observed.



William explained to Qwilleran: "Charlotte never has a meal. Only what she calls
a bite to eat. That's Charlotte over there—the old gal with the white hair and five
pounds of jewelry."

The woman with hair like spun sugar was talking vehemently to two paunchy
gentlemen who were listening with more politeness than interest. Qwilleran
recognized them as the Penniman brothers, members of the Civic Arts
Commission. It was Penniman money that had founded the Morning Rampage,
endowed the art school, and financed the city park system.

Moving nervously about the Great Hall was another man who looked vaguely
familiar. He had a handsome face and a brooding expression that changed to a
dazzling smile whenever a woman glanced his way; the startling feature of his
appearance was a shaven head.

Qwilleran, studying the other guests, noted an attractive redhead in an olive
green pantsuit... and a young man with a goatee... and then he saw her. For a
moment he forgot to breathe.

Impossible! he told himself. And yet there was no mistaking that tiny figure,
that heavy chestnut hair, that provocative one-sided smile.

At the same time, she turned in his direction and stared in disbelief. He felt a
crawling sensation on his upper lip, and he touched his mustache. She started to
move toward him across the tile floor—gliding the way she used to do, her dress
fluttering the way it used to do, her melodic voice calling. "Jim Qwilleran! Is it
really you?"

"Joy! Joy Wheatley!"

"I can't believe it!" She stared at him and then rushed into his arms.

"Let me look at you, Joy... You haven't changed a bit."

"Oh, yes, I have."

"How many years has it been?"

"Please don't add them up... I like your mustache, Jim, and you're huskier than
you were."

"You mean stouter. You're being kind. You were always kind."

She pulled away. "Not always. I'm ashamed of what I did."

He looked at her closely and felt his collar tighten. "I never thought I'd see you
again, Joy. What are you doing here?"

"We've been living here since January. My husband and I operate the pottery at
the back of the building."

"You're married?" Qwilleran's rising hopes leveled off.

"My name is Graham now. What are you doing here, Jim?"

"No one calls me Jim anymore. ['ve been Qwill for the last twenty years."

"Do you still spell Qwilleran with a .?"

"Yes, and it still gives typesetters and proofreaders ulcers."

"Married?"

"Not at the moment."

"Are you still writing?"

"I've been with the Daily Fluxion for more than a year. Haven't you noticed my
byline?"

"I'm not much of a reader—don't you remember? And my husband is mad at the
Fluxion art critic, so he buys the Morning Rampage."



"Tell me, Joy—where have you been all these years?"

"Mostly in California—until Mr. Maus invited us to come here and take charge of
the pottery... There's so much to talk about! We'll have to—when can we—""

"Joy," Qwilleran said, lowering his voice, "why did you run away?"

She sighed and looked first to one side and then the other. "I'll explain later, but
first I think you should meet my husband... before the terrible-tempered Mr. G.
throws a tantrum," she added with a wry smile.

Qwilleran looked across the hall and saw a tall, angular man watching them.
Dan Graham had faded carrot hair, a prominent Adam's apple, and freckled skin
stretched taut across prominent bones in his face and hands. His worn corduroy
jacket, unpressed shirt, and barefoot sandals evidently were intended to express
the free artistic spirit, Qwilleran thought, but instead they made the man look
seedy and forlorn. But terrible-tempered? ... No, Graham's nod of acknowledgment
was curt when Joy introduced Qwilleran as "an old flame." There was something
pointed about the way she said it— not with mischief but with spite—and
Qwilleran thought, All is not well between these two. And he felt guilty about
feeling glad.

He said to Dan Graham, "I knew your wife in Chicago when we were kids I was
the boy next door. I'm with the Daily Fluxion now."

Graham mumbled something. He spoke rapidly and swallowed his words.

"Beg your pardon?" Qwilleran said.

"Gettingreadyforanexhibition. Maybeyoucangetmesomepublicity."

Joy said, "It's going to be a husband-and-wife show. We work in quite different
styles. I hope you'll attend the opening, Jim."

"Don'tthinkmuchofyourartcritic,” her husband mumbled.
"Hisreviewsaren'tworthahillofbeans."

"Nobody loves an art critic," Qwilleran said "That's one newspaper job I wouldn't
want. Otherwise, how do you like it here in the Midwest, Mr Graham?"

"Wouldn't give you two cents for this town," said the potter. Qwilleran's ear was
becoming attuned to his rapid delivery and his liberal use of outdated expressions
and clichés. "Expect to work in New York eventually—maybe Europe."

"Well, I like this part of the country very much," Joy said defiantly. "I'd like to
stay here." She had always liked everything very much. Qwilleran remembered her
boundless enthusiasm.

Graham glanced testily at the dinner table "Jeepers creepers! When do we get
some chow? I could eat a horse." He waved an empty champagne glass. "This stuff
gives you an appetite and no buzz."

"Do you realize," Qwilleran asked, "that I haven't met our host?"

Joy seized his hand. "You haven't? I'll take you to the kitchen. Robert Maus is a
real lamb pie."

She led him through a low-ceilinged corridor at the rear of the Great Hall,
gripping his fingers and staying closer to him than was necessary. They walked in
self-conscious silence.

The kitchen was a large picturesque room, fragrant with herbs and cooking
wine. With its ceramic tile floor, beamed ceiling, and walk-in fireplace, it reminded
Qwilleran of kitchens he had seen in Normandy. Copper pots and clusters of dried
dill and rosemary hung from an overhead rack, while knives and cleavers were



lined up in an oak knife block. On open shelves stood omelet pans, soufflé dishes,
copper bowls, a fish poacher, salad baskets, and a few culinary objects that
remained a mystery to the uninitiated.

Dominating the scene was a towering, well-built man of middle age, immaculate
in white shirt, conservative tie, and gold cuff links. He had the dignity of a
Supreme Court justice, plus a slight stoop that gave the effect of a gracious bow. A
towel was tied around his waist, and he was kneading dough.

When Joy Graham made the introduction, Robert Maus exhibited his floured
hands in apology and said in measured tones, after some consideration, "How... do
you do."

He was assisted by a woman in a white uniform, to whom he gave brief orders in
a deferential tone: "Refrigerate, if you please... Prepare the sauteuse, if you will...
And now the chicken, Mrs. Marron. Thank you."

He started boning chicken breasts with deft slashes of a murderous knife.

Qwilleran said, "You handle that weapon with a vengeance."

Maus breathed heavily before replying. "I find it most... satisfying." He whipped
the knife through the flesh, then gave the quivering beast a whack with the flat of
the blade. "Shallots, if you please, Mrs. Marron."

"This is an extraordinary building," Qwilleran remarked. "I've never seen
anything like it."

The attorney considered the comment at length before rendering his verdict. "It
would not be unreasonable to describe it... as an architectural horror," he said.
"With all due respect to the patron of the arts who built it, one must concede...
that his enthusiasm and resources outweighed his... aesthetic awareness."

"But the apartments upstairs are adorable," Joy said. "May I take Jim to the
balcony, Mr. Maus?"

He nodded graciously. "If it is your pleasure. I am inclined to believe... that the
door to Number Six... is unlocked."

Qwilleran had never seen anything to equal Number Six. The studio apartment
they entered was a full two stories high, and half the outer wall was window,
composed of many small panes. The orange glow from a spring sunset was
flooding the room with color, and three small leaded-glass windows above the desk
were making their own rainbows.

Qwilleran blew into his mustache. "I like this furniture!" It was massive, almost
medieval in appearance—heavily carved and reinforced with wrought iron.

"It belongs to Ham Hamilton," Joy told him. "Sexy, isn't it? He'll be sending for it
as soon as he knows where he's going to be situated."

"You mean he's moved out?"

"He was transferred to Florida. He's a food buyer for a grocery chain."

Qwilleran eyed the apartment avidly—particularly the big loungy chair in bold
black-and-white plaid, the row of built-in bookcases, and—wonder of wonder—a
white bearskin rug. "Is this place for rent?" he asked.

The question made Joy's eyes dance. "Oh, Jim! Are you interested? Would you
like to live here?"

"It would depend on the rent—and a couple of other things." He was thinking
about Koko and Yum Yum.

"Let's ask Mr. Maus right away."



That was the Joy he remembered—all instant decision and breathless action.

"No, let's wait until after dinner. Let me think about it."

"Oh, Jim," she cried, throwing her arms around him. "I've thought about you so
much—throughout the years."

He felt her heart beating, and he whispered, "Why did you disappear? Why did
you leave me like that? Why didn't you ever write and explain?"

She drew away. "It's a long story. We'd better go down to dinner now." And she
gave him the half-smile that never failed to make his heart somersault.

The table was laid with heavy ceramic plates and pewter serving pieces on the
bare oak boards, and it was lighted by candles in massive wrought-iron
candelabra. Qwilleran found his place card between Hixie Rice and the white-
haired woman, who introduced herself as Charlotte Roop. Joy sat at the far end of
the table between Basil and Bayley Penniman, and the only way she could
communicate with Qwilleran was with her eyes.

Opposite him sat the bald brute with the facile smile. The man half rose and
bowed across the table with his right hand over his heart. "I'm Max Sorrel."

"Jim Qwilleran of the Daily Fluxion. Haven't I met you somewhere?"

"I have a restaurant. The Golden Lamb Chop."

"Yes, I had dinner there once."

"Did you order our rack of lamb? That's our specialty. We lose money on every
one we serve." As the restaurateur spoke, he was industriously polishing his
silverware with his napkin.

Spoons were raised. Qwilleran tasted the watercress soup and found it
delicately delicious, yet he had no overwhelming desire to finish it. A sense of
elation had banished his appetite. His thoughts, and his eyes, kept turning to Joy.
Now he knew why he had always been attracted to women with translucent skin
and long hair Tonight Joy's luxuriant brown hair was braided and coiled around
her head like a crown. Her dress had the same filmy quality he used to tease her
about when she bought curtain remnants and made them into romantic,
impractical clothes. What a crazy kid she had been!

William removed the soup bowls from the right, served the clams from the left,
and poured a white wine, while whistling a tune off-key. When he had finished
serving, he joined the guests at the table, white coat and all, and monopolized the
conversation in his immediate vicinity.

"Unorthodox arrangement," Qwilleran mentioned to Hixie.

"Robert is very permissive," she said. "He seems stuffy, but he's a doll, really.
May I have some more butter, please?"

"How do you happen to be living here?"

"I'm a copywriter at an agency that handles food accounts. You have to have
some special interest in food or Robert won't rent to you. Miss Roop manages a
restaurant.”

"Yes, I manage one of the Heavenly Hash Houses," said the woman on
Qwilleran's left, twisting her several bracelets. She was a small, sprightly woman,
probably nearing retirement age, and she wore an abundance of nondescript
costume jewelry. "I went to work for Mr. Hashman almost forty years ago. Before
that I was secretary to the late Mr. Penniman, so I know something about the
newspaper business. I admire newspaper people! They're so clever with words...



Maybe you can help me." She drew a crossword puzzle from the outer pocket of
her enormous handbag. "Do you know a five letter word for love that begins with
a?"

"Try a-g-a-p-e," Qwilleran suggested.

Miss Roop frowned. "Agape?"

"It's a Greek word, pronounced ag-a-pe."

"Oh, my!" she said. "You are brilliant!" Delightedly she penciled the word in the
vertical squares.

The chicken was served, and again Qwilleran found it easy to abstain. He toyed
with his food and listened to the voices around him.

"Do you realize truffles are selling for seventy-five dollars a pound?" Sorrel
remarked.

The redhead was saying, "Mountclemens was a fraud, you know. His celebrated
lobster bisque was a quickie made with canned ingredients."

"I'm having so much fun in the attic of this building. I've found some old letters
and notebooks stuffed away in a dusty jardiniére," Joy told Basil Penniman.

Rosemary Whiting said, "You can put a sprinkle of wheat germ in almost
anything, and it's so good for you."

"Everyone knows shrimp cocktail is déclassé!" Hixie announced.

The redhead went on talking: "l know of one cassoulet that cooked for thirty
years."

And Joy added, "You'd be surprised what I've found in the attic. It would upset
quite a few people."

The man with the goatee was revealing a cooking secret: "I always grate cheese
by hand; a little grated knuckle in the Asiago improves the flavor."

Maus himself, at the head of the table, was speechless in a world of his own
making, as he tasted each dish critically, gazing into space and savoring with lips
and tongue. Once he spoke: "The crolite, in my opinion, is a trifle too short."

"On the contrary, it's exquisite," Miss Roop assured him. She turned to
Qwilleran. "Mr. Maus is a brilliant cook. He's discovered a way to roast a suckling
pig without removing the eyeballs. Imagine!"

"Are you people aware," Qwilleran asked, raising his voice to attract general
attention, "that Mrs. Graham also is an excellent cook? She invented a banana
split cake when she was seventeen and won a statewide baking contest."

Joy blushed attractively. "It was an adolescent's delight, I'm afraid—with
bananas, coconut, strawberries, chocolate, walnuts, marshmallows, and whipped
cream."

"I don't know about her cooking," said Max Sorrel, "but she's a helluva good
potter. She made this dinner service." He tapped his plate with his fork.

"It was very generous of Mr. Maus to give me such a wonderful commission,"
Joy said.

Qwilleran looked at the thick-textured plates of silvery gray, flecked and rimmed
with brown. "You mean you made all these dishes? By hand? How many?"

"A complete service for twenty-four."

Sorrel flashed his winning smile at her. "They're terrific, honey. If I were a
millionaire, I'd let you make all the dishes for my restaurant.”

"You're very sweet, Max."



"How long did the job take?" Qwilleran asked.

"Hmmm... it's hard to say—" Joy began.

"That's nothing,"” Dan Graham interrupted in a voice that was suddenly loud.
"Out on the Coast I did a six-hundred-piece set for one of the movie big shots."

His pronouncement had a dampening effect on the conversation. All heads
immediately bent over salads. Suddenly everyone was intent on spearing romaine.

"Tell you something else,” Graham persisted. "Wedgwood made nine hundred
and sixty-two pieces for Catherine of Russia!"

There was silence at the table until William said, "Anyone for bridge after
dinner? It'll take your mind off your heartburn."

Chapter 3

When Qwilleran went home and told his widowed landlady he was moving, she
cried a little, and when he gave her a month's rent in lieu of notice, Mrs. Cobb
shed a few more tears.

The rent at Maus Haus was higher than he had been paying on Zwinger Street,
but he told himself that the sophisticated cuisine was appropriate to his new
assignment and that the cats would enjoy the bearskin rug. Yet he was fully aware
of his real reason for moving.

The cats were asleep on the daybed when he went into his old apartment, and
he waked them with stroking. Koko, without opening his eyes, licked Yum Yum's
nose; Yum Yum licked Koko's right ear; Koko licked a paw, which happened to be
his own; and Yum Yum licked Qwilleran's hand with her sandpaper tongue. He
gave them some jellied clams from Maus Haus, and then he phoned Arch Riker at
home.

"Arch, I hope I didn't get you out of bed," he said. "You'll never guess who
walked back into my life again tonight... Joy!"

There was an incredulous pause at the other end of the line. "Not Joy Wheatley!"

"She's Joy Graham now. She's married."

"What's she—? Where did you see—?"

"She and her husband are artists, and they've come here from California."

"Joy's an artist?"

"They do ceramics. They live in a pottery on River Road, and I'm taking an
apartment in the same building."

"Careful," Arch warned.

"Don't jump to conclusions. It's all over as far as I'm concerned."

"How does she look?"

"Fine! Cute as ever. And she's the same impetuous girl. Act now, think later."

"Did she explain what—or why—?"

"We didn't have that much time to talk."

"Well, that's a bombshell! Wait till I wake up Rosie and tell her!"

"See you tomorrow around noon," Qwilleran said. "l want to stop at Kipper and
Fine on my way to the office and look at their spring suits. I could use some new
clothes."



He whipped off his tie and sank into an easy chair and dredged up whimsical
memories: Joy baking bread in her aunt's kitchen and losing a Band-Aid in the
dough; Joy getting her long hair caught in the sewing machine. As a boy he had
written poems about her: Joy... coy... alloy. Qwilleran shook his head. It was
incredible.

On Tuesday morning—a day that smelled joyously of spring—he spent some of
his prize money on a new pair of shoes and a suit in a cut more fashionable than
he had owned for some time. At noon he lunched with Arch Riker, reminiscing
about old times in Chicago when they were both cub reporters, double-dating Joy
and Rosie. In the afternoon he borrowed a station wagon from an antique dealer
and moved his belongings to Maus Haus.

Koko and Yum Yum traveled in a canned soup carton with air holes punched in
the sides, and all during the journey the box rocked and thumped and resounded
with the growls and hisses of feline mayhem. Koko, a master of strategy, went
through the motions of murdering Yum Yum whenever he wanted to attract urgent
attention, and the little female was a willing accomplice, but Qwilleran knew their
act and was no longer deceived.

Mrs. Marron, the housekeeper, admitted Qwilleran and the soup carton to Maus
Haus. She was a sad-faced woman with dull eyes and a sallow complexion. With
weary step she led the way across the Great Hall, now flooded with daylight from a
skylight three stories overhead.

"I gave Number Six a good cleaning," she said. "William washed the walls last
week. He'll bring your things up when he comes home from school."

The afternoon sun was streaming through the huge studio window as if to prove
the spotlessness of the premises. The floor of brown ceramic tile gleamed with an
iridescent patina; the dark oak furniture was polished; the windowpanes sparkled.
Mrs. Marron lowered the Roman shade—a contraption of pleated canvas favored
by artists in earlier days—and said, "Mr. Maus didn't tell me what meals you'd be
taking. Everybody works different hours. They come and they go. They eat or they
don't eat."

"T'll have breakfast and notify you from day to day about the other meals,"
Qwilleran said. "Count me in for dinner tonight... How about this telephone? Is it
connected?"

"T'll tell the phone company to start service." She suddenly jumped back. "Oh!
What's in that box?"

The soup carton, which Qwilleran had placed on the desk, had gone into
convulsions, quaking and rocking and emitting unearthly sounds.

"l have two Siamese cats," the newsman explained, "and I want to be sure they
don't get out of the apartment, Mrs. Marron."

"Are they expensive?"

"They're extremely important to me, and I don't want anything to happen to
them. Please be careful when you come in to clean."

When the housekeeper left, Qwilleran closed the door, first testing the lock and
the latch. He also investigated the catches on the three small casement windows
over the desk. He checked the bathroom window, heat registers, air vents, and
anything else that might serve as an escape hatch for a determined cat. Only then
did he open the soup carton.



The cats emerged cautiously, swinging their heads from side to side. Then with
one accord they crept toward the white bear rug, stalking it with tails dipped and
bellies close to the floor. When the beast made no move to attack or retreat, Koko
bravely put his head inside the gaping jaws. He sniffed the teeth and stared into
the glass eyes. Yum Yum stepped daintily on the pelt, and soon she was rolling
over and over on the white fur in apparent ecstasy.

Qwilleran's practiced eye perused the apartment for trouble spots and found it
catproof. His inquisitive roommates would not be able to burrow into the box
spring; the bed was a captain's bunk, built in between two large wardrobes. There
were no plants for Yum Yum to chew. The lamp on the desk was weighty enough
to remain upright during a cat chase.

For entertainment there were pigeons on the ledge outside the windows, and an
oak dining table in a sunny spot would hold the cats' blue cushion.

"I think this place will do," Qwilleran said to the cats. "Don't you?"

The answer came from the bathroom, where Koko was crowing in exultation,
enjoying the extra resonance that tile walls gave to his normally loud and
penetrating voice.

The man felt exhilarated, too. In fact, his elation had acted as a substitute for
calories at lunchtime. Since meeting Joy the night before, his hunger pangs had
vanished, and already he felt thinner. He wondered whether Joy was in the
pottery—and whether it would be discreet to go looking for her—and whether he
would see her at the dinner table.

Then he remembered the can of boned chicken in his topcoat pocket. He found
a can opener in the tiny kitchenette and was arranging morsels of chicken on a
handmade stoneware plate when he heard a knock at the door. It was a playful
knock. Was it Joy? Hastily he placed the dish on the bathroom floor, summoned
the cats, and closed the door on them. Before answering the knock, he took time
to glance in the bathroom mirror, straighten his tie, and run a hand over his hair.
With his face pleasantly composed, he flung open the door.

"Hil" said William, who stood there grinning and carrying a suitcase and a
carton of books.

"Oh, it's you," said Qwilleran, his face relaxing into its usual sober lines.
"Thanks. Just drop them anywhere."

"You've got the best setup in the whole building," the houseboy said, walking
around the room with a proprietary swagger. "How much rent is Mickey Maus
charging you?"

"There are some more boxes in the wagon," Qwilleran told him. "And a scale,
and a big wrought-iron coat of arms. Do you mind bringing them up?" He started
unpacking books, stacking them in the row of built-in bookcases at one end of the
room.

William walked to the window. "You've got a good view. You'll be able to watch
all the wild parties down at the marina... Do you play bridge?"

"I'm no asset to the game," Qwilleran mumbled.

"Hey, do you really read all this heavy stuff?" The houseboy had picked up a
volume of Toynbee that Qwilleran had bought for a dime at a flea market. "All I
ever read is whodunits . . . Jeez! What's that?"

An earsplitting shriek came from the bathroom.
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"One of the cats. Their litter pan is in the car, too, and a sack of gravel. Better
bring those up first."

"Mind if I take a look at them?" William moved toward the bathroom.

"Let's wait till everything's moved in," Qwilleran said with a touch of impatience.
"They might dart out into the hall. They're edgy in a strange place."

"It must be great—working for a newspaper. Do you cover murder trials?"

"Not anymore. That's not my beat."

"What do you do, then?"

Qwilleran was half irritated, half amused. The houseboy's curiosity and
persistence reminded him of his own early days as a copyboy. "Look, I'll tell you
the story of my life tomorrow," he said. "First let's get my things moved in. Then I'd
like to visit the pottery."

"They don't like visitors," William said. "Not when they're working. Of course, if
you don't mind getting thrown out on your ear..."

Qwilleran did not see Joy until dinnertime. The meal was served at a big round
table in a corner of the kitchen, because there were only six sitting down to
dinner. Robert Maus was absent, and Miss Roop and Max Sorrel were on duty at
their restaurants.

The room was heady with aromas: roast beef, cheese, logs burning in the
fireplace, and Joy's spicy perfume. She looked more appealing than ever, having
rouged her cheeks and darkened her eyelids.

Qwilleran merely sampled the corn chowder, ate half of his portion of roast beef
and broccoli parmigiana, declined a Parker House roll, and ignored a glob of mush
flecked with green.

"Everything's good," he assured Mrs. Marron, who had prepared the meal, "but
I'm trying to lose weight."

Rosemary, the quiet one, glanced at the untouched glob on Qwilleran's salad
plate. "You should eat the bulgur. It's highly nutritious."

"Do you cook, Mr. Qwilleran?" Hixie asked.

"Only a few gourmet dishes for my cats."

The conversation at the table was lagging; the Grahams were moody, and
William was eating as if he might never have another meal. Qwilleran tried to
entertain the group with tales about Koko and Yum Yum. "They can smell through
the refrigerator door," he said. "If there's lobster in there, they won't eat chicken,
and if there's chicken, they won't eat beef. Salmon has to be a nationally
advertised brand; don't ask me how they know. In the morning Koko rings for his
breakfast; he steps on the tabulator key of the typewriter, which jerks the carriage
and rings the bell. One of these days I think he'll learn to type."

With Joy in the audience he was feeling at his best, and yet the more he talked,
the more he sensed her melancholy.

Finally she said, "I had a cat, but he disappeared a couple of weeks ago. I miss
him terribly. His name was Raku."

Her husband spoke for the first time that evening. "Somebody probably stole the
Blimp. That's what I called him. The Blimp." He looked pleased with himself.

"What kind of cat?" Qwilleran asked Joy. "Did you let him go out?"

"No, but cats have a way of sneaking out. He was a big smoky brown longhair."



Her husband said, "People steal cats and sell them to labs for experiments."

Joy gritted her teeth. "For God's sake, Dan, must you bring that subject up
again?"

"It's getting to be big business," he said. "Kitnapping." Dan looked hopefully
around the table for appreciation of his bon mot.

"That's not funny!" Joy had put down her fork and was sitting with clenched
fists. "It's not funny at all."

Qwilleran turned to her husband. "By the way, I'd like to have a tour of the
pottery when you have time."

"Not before the exhibition," said the potter, shaking his head gravely.

"Why not?" his wife snapped.

"Gripes, you know it's nerve-racking to have somebody around when you're
working." To Qwilleran he said, "Can't afford any interruptions. Busy as a one-
armed paperhanger with the itch, if you know what I mean."

Joy turned to Qwilleran, her voice icy. "Anytime you want to see the pottery, let
me know. I'd love to show you my latest work." She shot a venomous glance at her
husband.

To cover the embarrassed silence that followed, the newsman addressed
Graham again. "You were telling me you didn't like the Fluxion critic. What's your
complaint?"

"He doesn't know beans about pottery, if you know what I mean."

"He was a museum curator before he started writing for us."

Graham snorted. "Doesn't mean a thing. He may know Flemish painting and
African sculpture, but what he doesn't know about contemporary pots would fill a
book, if you know what I mean. When I had my last one-man show in L.A., the
leading critic said my textures were a treat for the eye and a thrill for the
fingertips. And I quote."

Joy said to Qwilleran with a disdainful edge to her voice, "Dan put a couple of
old pots in a group show when we first came here, and your critic was unkind."

"I don't expect a critic to be kind," her husband said, his Adam's apple moving
rapidly. "I expect him to know his business."

William spoke up. "He calls 'em the way he sees 'em. That's all any critic can do.
I think he's pretty perceptive."

"Oh, William, shut up,” Joy snapped. "You don't know anything about pots
either."

"I beg your pardon!" said the houseboy with mock indignation.

"Anyone who gets the cones mixed up and puts cracked biscuit shelves away
with the good ones is a lousy potter," she said curtly.

"Well, Dan told me to—"

"Don't listen to Dan. He's as sloppy as you are. What do they teach you at
Penniman Art School? How to make paper flowers?"

Qwilleran had never seen that side of Joy's nature. She had been moody as a
girl but never sharp-tongued.

Hixie said to the houseboy in a bantering tone, "Don't let it burn you, Willie
dear. Your personal charm makes up for your stupidity."

"Gee, thanks."

"This bickering," Rosemary murmured, "is not very good for the digestion."



"Don't blame it on me," said William. "She started it."

Dan stood up and threw his napkin on the table. "I've had it up to the ears! Lost
my appetite." He strode away from the table.

"The big baby!" his wife muttered. "I noticed he finished his apple pie before he
made his temperamental exit."

"I don't blame him," said Hixie. "You were picking on him."

"Why don't you mind your own business and concentrate on stuffing your face,
dear? You do it so well!"

"See?" Hixie said, batting her eyelids. "The skinny ones always have miserable
dispositions."

"Really!" Rosemary protested in her gentle voice. "Do we have to talk like this in
front of Mr. Qwilleran?"

Joy put her face in her hands. "I'm sorry, Jim. My nerves are tied in knots. I've
been... working too hard. Excuse me." She left the table hurriedly.

The meal ended with stilted scraps of conversation. Hixie talked about the
cookbook she was writing. Rosemary extolled the healthful properties of
blackstrap molasses. William wondered who had won the ball game in Milwaukee.

After dinner Qwilleran called Arch Riker at home, using the public telephone in
the foyer. "I've sure walked into something at Maus Haus," he said, speaking in a
low voice. "The tenants are all one big scrappy family, and Joy is definitely upset.
She says she's overworked, but it looks like domestic trouble to me. I wish I could
get her away for a visit with you and Rosie. It might do her some good."

"Don't take any chances until you know the score," Riker warned him. "If it's
marital trouble, she might be using you."

"She wouldn't do that. Poor kid! I still think of her as twenty years old."

"How do you size up her husband?"

"He's a conceited ass."

"Ever meet an artist who wasn't? They all overrate themselves."

"But there's something pitiful about the guy. For all | know, he may have talent.
I haven't seen his work. Someone said he was a slob potter, whatever that means."

"It doesn't sound good... How about your new column? Are you going to do a
story on Maus?"

"If I can pin him down. He's gone to an MSG meeting tonight."

"What's that?"

"Meritorious Society of Gastronomes. A bunch of food snobs."

"Qwill," said Riker in a serious voice, "watch your step, will you? About Joy, I
mean."

"I'm no kid, Arch."

"Well, it's spring, you know."

Chapter 4

When Qwilleran returned to Number Six, he found Koko and Yum Yum locked
in mortal combat with the bearskin rug, which they had chased into a corner. The
poor beast, powerless against two determined Siamese, had skidded across the



glossy tile floor and was cowering, with back humped and jaws gaping, under the
massive carved desk.

Qwilleran was haranguing the cats and dragging the rug back to its rightful
position in front of the captain's bed when there was a knock on the door, and—
despite a promise he had made to himself—his heart flipped when he saw Joy
standing there. Her hair was hanging down to her waist, and she was wearing
something filmy and apple green. Although her eyes looked puffed, her composure
had returned.

She smiled her funny little smile and peeked into the apartment hesitantly. "Do
you have company? I thought I heard you talking to someone."

"Just the cats," Qwilleran said. "When you live alone, it's sometimes necessary
to hear the sound of your own voice, and they're good listeners."

"May I come in? I tried to call you, but your phone isn't connected."

"Mrs. Marron said she'd call the phone company."

"Better do it yourself," Joy said. "There's been a tragedy in her family, and she's
still in a daze. Forgets to put potatoes in the potato pancakes. Puts detergent in
the soup. She may poison us all before she gets back to normal."

She and her gauzy gown fluttered into the apartment, accompanied by a zephyr
of perfume, suggesting cinnamon.

"Look at those beautiful cats!" She gathered Koko in her arms, and he permitted
it, much to Qwilleran's surprise and pleasure. Koko was a man's cat and not used
to being cuddled. Joy scratched the sensitive zone behind his ears and massaged
the top of his head with her chin, while Koko purred, crossed his eyes, and turned
his ears inside out.

"Look at him! The old lecher!" Qwilleran said. "I think he likes your green
dress... So do I!"

"Cats can't distinguish colors," Joy said. "Did you know that? Raku's vet told
me." She sighed and hugged Koko tightly, burying her face in the ruff around his
neck. "Koko's fur smells like something good to eat."

"That's the aroma of the old house we just moved out of. It always smelled like
baked potatoes when the furnace was on. Cats' fur seems to pick up house odors."

"I know. Raku's fur used to smell like wet clay." Joy squeezed her eyes shut and
gulped. "He was such a wonderful little friend. It kills me not to know what's
happened to him."

"Did you advertise?"

"In both papers. I didn't get a single call—except from one crackpot—some
fellow trying to disguise his voice... Be sure to keep your cats indoors, won't you?"

"Don't worry about that. I keep them under lock and key. They mean a lot to
me."

Joy looked out the window. The river flowed black between two lighted
shorelines, and she shuddered. "I hate water. | was in a boat accident a few years
ago, and I still have nightmares of drowning."

"It used to be a beautiful river, they tell me. It's polluted now."

"In our apartment I'm always dropping the blinds to shut out the river, and
Dan's always raising them."

Qwilleran took the hint and lowered the Roman shades.



Still carrying Koko over her shoulder, Joy moved about the apartment as if
looking for clues to Qwilleran's personal life. She touched his red plaid bathrobe
draped over one of the carved Spanish dining chairs. She admired the Mackintosh
coat of arms propped on top of the bookcase. She glanced at titles on the shelves.
"Have you read all these books? You're such a brain!" At the desk she examined
the antique ebony book rack, the ragged dictionary, the typewriter, and the sheet
of paper in the machine. "What does this mean? These initials—BW."

"That's Koko's typing. He's ordering his breakfast, I think. Beef Wellington."

Joy laughed—a long, musical trill. "Oh, Jim, you've got a wild imagination."

"It's good to hear your laughter again, Joy."

"It's good to laugh, believe me. I haven't done it for so long... Listen! What's the
matter with the other cat?"

Yum Yum had retreated to a far corner and was calling in a piteous voice, until
Koko jumped from Joy's arms and went to comfort her.

"Jealous," Qwilleran said.

The cats exchanged sympathetic licks. Yum Yum squeezed her eyes shut while
Koko passed a long pink tongue over her eyes, nose, and whiskers, and then she
returned the compliment.

Joy stopped circling the apartment and draped herself over the arm of the big
plaid chair.

"Where's Dan tonight?" Qwilleran inquired.

"Out. As usual! ... Would you like a tour of the pottery?"

"I don't want to cause trouble. If he doesn't want—"

"He's being ridiculous! Ever since we arrived here, Dan's been mysteriously
secretive about our new work. You'd think we were surrounded by spies, trying to
steal our ideas!" Joy jumped off the arm of the chair impulsively. "Come on. Our
exhibition pots are locked up, and Dan's got the key, but I can show you the clay
room and the wheel and the kilns."

They went downstairs to the Great Hall and along the kitchen corridor to the
pottery. A heavy steel door opened into a low-ceilinged room filmed with dust. Like
a veil, the fine dust covered the floor, work-tables, shelves, plaster molds,
scrapbooks, broken pots, and rows of crocks with cryptic labels. Dust gave the
room a ghostly pallor.

"What's the old suicide mystery connected with this place?" Qwilleran asked.

"An artist was drowned—a long time ago—and some people thought it was
murder. Remind me to tell you about it later. I have an interesting new angle on
it." She led the way into a large, dismal area that smelled damp and earthy.
Everything seemed to be caked with mud. "This is the clay room, and the
mechanical equipment is all very old and primitive. That big cylinder is the
blunger that mixes the clay. Then it's stored in a tank under the floor and
eventually formed into big pancakes on the filter press over there... after which it's
chewed up by the pug mill and formed into loaves, which are stored in those big
bins."

"There must be an easier way," Qwilleran ventured.

"Every step has its purpose. This used to be a big operation fifty years ago. Now
we do a few tiles for architects and some garden sculpture for landscape
designers—plus our own creative work." Joy walked into a smaller room. "This is



our studio. And this is my kick-wheel." She sat on a bench at the clay-coated
machine and activated a shaft with a kick-bar, spinning the wheel. "You throw a
lump of clay on the wheel and shape it as it spins."

"Looks pretty crude."

"They had wheels of this type in ancient Egypt," Joy said. "We also have a
couple of electric wheels, but the kick-wheel is more intimate, I think."

"Did you make that square vase with the blobs of clay on it?"

"No, that's one of Dan's glop pots that your critic didn't like. Wish I could show
you my latest, but they're locked up. Maybe it's just as well. Hixie came in here
one day and broke a combed pitcher I'd just finished. I could have killed her! She's
such a clumsy ox!"

The next room was dry and warm—a large, lofty space with windows just under
the ceiling and an Egyptian-style mural running around the top of all four walls.
Otherwise, it looked like a bakery. Several ovens stood around the room, and
tables held trays of dun-colored tiles, like cookies waiting to be baked.

"These tiles are bone dry and ready for firing," said Joy. "The others are bisque,
waiting to be glazed. They'll be used in the chapel that the Pennimans are
donating to the university . . . And now you've seen the whole operation. We live in
the loft over the clay room. I'd invite you up, only it's a mess. I'm a terrible
housekeeper. You should be glad you didn't marry me, Jim." She squeezed
Qwilleran's hand. "Shall we have a drink? I've got some bourbon, and we can drink
in your apartment, if you don't mind. Is bourbon still your favorite?"

"I'm not drinking. I've signed off the hard stuff,” he told her. "But you go and get
your bottle, and I'll have a lemon and seltzer with you."

Qwilleran returned to Number Six and found the cats lounging on top of the
bookcase. "Well, what do you think of her?" he asked them.

"Yow!" said Koko, squeezing his eyes shut.

When Joy arrived with her bourbon, she said, "You can make yourself very
popular in this house by keeping a bottle handy. Mr. Maus doesn't approve of hard
liquor—it paralyzes the taste buds—but most of us like to sneak a cocktail now
and then."

"How does anyone live here and stay thin?"

"Mr. Maus says a true gourmet never stuffs himself."

Qwilleran poured the drinks. "You were a great cook, Joy. I still remember your
homemade raisin bread with honey and lemon frosting."

"Potting is not far removed from baking," she said, curling up comfortably on
the built-in bunk. "Wedging clay is like kneading dough. Applying a glaze is like
frosting a cake."

"How did you happen to take up potting?"

Joy gazed wistfully into the past. "When I left Chicago so suddenly, Jim, it had
nothing to do with you. I adored you—I really did. But I wasn't satisfied with my
life... and I didn't know what I wanted."

"If you had only explained—"

"I didn't know how. It was easier just to... disappear. Besides, I was afraid you'd
change my mind."

"Where did you go?"



"San Francisco. I worked in restaurants for a while and then supervised the
kitchen on a large ranch. It was operated as a pottery school, and eventually they
let me handle some clay. I learned fast, won prizes, and I've been potting ever
since."

Qwilleran, relaxing in the big plaid arm chair, took time to light his pipe. "Is that
how you met Dan?"

She nodded. "Dan said there was too much competition in California, so we
moved to Florida, but I hated that state! I couldn't create. I felt a hundred years
old in Florida, so we went back to the Coast until we got the offer to come here."

"No kids?"

Joy took a long, slow sip of her drink. "Dan didn't—that is, he wanted to be free
to be poor. And I had my work, which was time-consuming and fulfilling. Did you
ever marry, Jim?"

"I gave it a try. ['ve been divorced for several years."

"Tell me about her."

"She was an advertising woman—very successful."

"But what did she look like?"

"You." Qwilleran allowed himself to look at Joy fondly. "Why are we talking in
the past tense? She's still alive—though not well and not happy."

"Are you happy, Jim?"

"I have good days and bad days."

"You look marvelous! You're the type that improves with age. And that
mustache makes you look so romantic. Jim—I've never forgotten you—not for a
single day." She slid off the bunk and sat on the arm of his chair, leaning toward
him and letting her hair fall around them in a thick brown curtain. "You were my
first," she whispered, close to his lips.

"And you were my first," he replied softly.

" Yow! " said an imperious voice from the top of the bookcase. A book crashed to
the floor. Cats flew in all directions, and the spell was broken.

Joy sat up and sighed deeply. "Forgive me for that silly outburst at dinner
tonight. I'm not like that— really I'm not. I'm beginning to hate myself."

"Everyone flies off the handle once in a while."

"Jim," she said abruptly. "I'm going to get a divorce."

"Joy, you shouldn't— I mean, you must think it through carefully. You know
how impulsive you are."

"I've been thinking about it for a long time."

"What's the trouble between you and Dan? Or don't you want to talk about it?"

She glanced around the room, as if searching for the words. "I don't know. It's
just because... well, I'm me and he's himself. I won't bore you with details. It may
be selfish of me, but I know I could do better on my own. He's dragging me down,
Jim."

"Is he jealous of your work?" Qwilleran was thinking of the six-hundred-piece
table service.

"I'm sure of it, although I try to keep a low profile. Dan has never been really
successful. I've had better reviews and bigger sales—and without even trying very
hard." Joy hesitated. "No one knows it, but I have fantastic ideas for glazes that
I've been holding back. They'd be a sensation, I guarantee."



"Why have you held them back?"

She shrugged. "Trying to play the good wife, trying not to surpass my husband.
I know that's old-fashioned. The only way I can shake loose and be honest with
myself as an artist is to get out of this marriage. I tell you, Jim, I'm wasting my
life! You know how old I am. I'm beginning to want comforts. I'm tired of making
my own clothes out of remnants and driving an ancient Renault without a
heater... Well, it does have a heater, but there's this big hole in the floor—"

"You'd better get some legal advice," Qwilleran suggested. "Why don't you
discuss it with Maus?"

"I did. His firm doesn't handle divorces—only very dignified corporate stuff—but
he referred me to another attorney. And now I'm stymied."

"Why?"

She smiled her pathetic smile. "No money."

"The eternal problem," Qwilleran agreed.

"I had a little money of my own before we were married, but Dan has it tied up
somehow. You know I was always bored with financial matters, so I didn't
question him about it. Wasn't that dumb? I was too busy making pots. It's an
obsession. I can't keep my hands out of clay." She pondered awhile and then
added in a low voice, "But I know where I could raise some cash... with a little
polite blackmail."

"Joy!" Qwilleran exploded. "I hope you're kidding."

"I'd be discreet," she said coolly. "I've found some documents in the attic of the
pottery that would embarrass a few people... Don't look so horrified, Jim. There's
nothing sinister about it—simply a business transaction."

"Don't you dare! You could get into serious trouble." Qwilleran stroked his
mustache reflectively "What, uh... how much money would you need?"

"Probably—I don't know—maybe a thousand, to begin with... Oh, Jim, I've got to
get out of this suffocating situation. Sometimes [ just want to jump into that
horrid river!"

Joy was still sitting on the arm of his chair, but she was straight-backed and
tense now. The lamplight, hitting her face in a certain way, revealed wrinkles
around her eyes and mouth. The sight of his childhood sweetheart with signs of
age in her face filled Qwilleran with sadness and affection, and after a moment's
silence he said, "I could lend you something."

Joy showed genuine surprise. "Would you really, Jim? I don't know what to say.
It would save my life! I'd sign a note, of course."

"I don't have much savings," he said. "I've had some rough sledding in recent
years, but I won a cash prize at the Fluxion in January, and I could let you have—
about seven hundred and fifty."

"Oh, Jim! How can I thank you?" She swooped down to kiss him, then jumped
up, grabbed Koko from his blue cushion, and whirled around the room with the
surprised cat.

Qwilleran went to the desk to write a check, automatically reaching for his
glasses, then changing his mind out of sheer vanity.

Joy leaned over his shoulder to watch and gave his temple another kiss, while
Koko struggled to get out of her enthusiastic embrace.



"Why don't you pour yourself another drink—for good luck," Qwilleran
suggested, fumbling with the checkbook and concealing the figure that
represented his meager balance. He was lending this money against his better
judgment, and yet he knew he could not have done otherwise.

After Joy had gone back to her own apartment, he deducted the amount of the
check and wished he had not bought the new suit or the antique scale. He looked
at the note she had signed, written in the absurd hand he remembered so well—all
s and .'s.

I oww Juu Qwwww $750, it read, and it was signed Jww Gwww. She had never
been willing to take time to cross .'s and loop .'s. Funny, lovable, exhilarating,
capricious Joy, Qwilleran thought. What would the future hold for both of them?

The cats had behaved themselves, more or less; that was not always the case
when Qwilleran had a woman visiting his living quarters. Koko was a self-
appointed chaperon with his own ideas of social decorum.

"Good cat!" said Qwilleran, and in his mood of reckless indulgence he gave them
their second dinner. He opened a can of lobster—the last of their Christmas
present from the affluent Mary Duckworth. Koko went wild, racing around the
apartment and singing in a falsetto interspersed with chesty growls.

"Do you think I did the right thing tonight?" Qwilleran asked him. "It leaves me
right back where | was before. Broke!" And the man was so preoccupied with his
own wonderment that he failed to notice Koko's sudden silence.

After their feast, the cats went to sleep in the big chair, and Qwilleran spent his
first night in the new bed. Lying on his side and staring out of the studio window,
he had a full view of the navy-blue sky and a string of lights marking the opposite
bank of the river. For several hours sleep evaded him. This time it was not his past
that kept him awake but his future.

He heard and identified all the sounds of a new habitat: the hum of traffic on
River Road, a lonely boat whistle, a radio or stereo somewhere in the building, and
eventually the crunch of tires on the crushed stone of the driveway. He guessed it
would be Maus returning from his gourmet meeting, or Max Sorrel coming home
from his restaurant, or Dan Graham in the old Renault, returning from some
rendezvous. The garage door creaked, and soon there were footsteps tapping on
the tiles of the Great Hall. Somewhere a door closed After that there was the
distant rumble of an approaching storm, and occasionally the sky flashed
lavender.

Qwilleran had no idea at what hour he fell asleep—or how long he had slept
when he was startled awake by a scream. Whether it was the real thing or a
fragment of his dream, it was impossible to say. He had been dreaming intensely—
a silly dream about mountain climbing. He was standing triumphantly on the
summit of a snow-white mountain of mashed potatoes, gazing across a sea of
brown gravy. Someone shouted a warning, and there was a scream, and he waked.

He raised his head and listened sharply. Silence. The scream, Qwilleran
decided, had been part of the sound effects of his dream. He switched on the bed
lamp to check the time, and that was when he noticed the cats. They had raised
their heads and were listening, too. Their ears were pointed forward. Both heads
rotated slowly as they scanned the soundscape in every direction. The cats had
heard something. It had not been a dream.



Still, the man told himself, it could have been squealing tires on River Road, or
the garage door creaking again. Noises magnified themselves on the threshold of
waking. At that moment he heard the sound of creaking hinges quite plainly,
followed by the rumble of a car engine, and he jumped out of bed in time to see a
light-colored convertible pulling away from the building. He glanced at his watch.
It was three twenty-five.

The cats laid their ears back and their chins on their paws and settled down to
sleep, and Qwilleran closed the ventilating panes in the big studio window as the
first drops of ram splashed on the glass like enormous tears.

Chapter 5

When Qwilleran awoke Wednesday morning, it took him a few seconds to get his
bearings in the strange apartment. He looked at the sky through the studio
window—a vast panorama of blue, broken only by a single soaring pigeon. He
stared up at the beamed ceiling two stories overhead, noted the big plaid chair,
remembered the white bearskin rug. Then the events of the previous day came
rushing into his mind: his new home in a pottery... the nearness of Joy after all
the years of separation... her marital trouble... the $750 loan... and the sound he
had heard in the night. In daylight the recollection of it seemed considerably less
alarming. He stretched and yawned, disturbing Yum Yum, who was huddled in his
armpit, and then he heard a bell ring. Koko was standing on the desk with one
paw on the typewriter.

"Coming right up!" Qwilleran said, hoisting himself out of bed. He put on his red
plaid bathrobe and went to the tiny kitchen to open a can of food for the cats. "I
know you ordered beef Wellington," he told Koko, "but you'll have to settle for red
salmon. This is two dollars a can. Bon appétit!"

The prospect of breakfast touched off a joyous scuffle. Yum Yum kicked Koko
with her hind leg like a mule, and he gave her a push. They went into a clinch,
pummeling each other until Koko played too rough. Then Yum Yum sprang back
and started to circle, lashing her tail. Suddenly she pounced and grabbed him by
the throat, but Koko got a hug-hold, and they rolled over and over, locked
together. By secret signal both cats quit the fight at the same instant and licked
each other's imaginary wounds.

When Qwilleran dressed and went downstairs, he followed the aroma of bacon
and coffee into the kitchen. At the big round table Robert Maus was solemnly
breakfasting on croissants and marmalade and French chocolate, while Hixie
waited for Mrs. Marron to make French toast.

Qwilleran helped himself to orange juice. "Where's everybody this morning?"

"Max never gets up for breakfast," Hixie reported promptly, as she spooned sour
cream into her coffee.

"William's gone to an early class. Rosemary always has wheat germ in her
apartment. Charlotte came early and had a bit to eat big enough to choke a horse,
and now she's gone to the Red Cross to roll bandages, or whatever she does there
on Wednesday mornings. "



"Miss Roop," Maus explained in his pedantic manner, "devotes a generous
amount of time to... volunteer clerical work at the blood bank, for which she must
be . .. admired."

"Do you suppose she's atoning for something wicked in her past?" Hixie asked.

The attorney turned to her in solemn disapproval. "You are, to all appearances,
a nasty young lady. Furthermore I find the use of... sour cream in coffee an
extremely... revolting habit."

"Hurry up with the toast, Marron baby," said Hixie. "I'm starving."

"Do the Grahams come down to breakfast?" Qwilleran asked.

"They haven't shown up this morning." She was heaping gooseberry jam on a
crusty French roll. "I wish I had a job like theirs, so I could be my own boss and
set my own hours."

"My dear young woman," Maus told her gravely, "you would be bankrupt within
six months. You are entirely without... self-discipline." Then he turned to
Qwilleran. "I trust you are sufficiently... comfortable in Number Six?"

As he spoke, Qwilleran noticed for the first time a slight discoloration around
the attorney's left eye.

"Everything's fine," the newsman said, after a barely perceptible pause, "but I
heard something strange in the night. Did anyone else hear an outcry about three-
thirty this morning? It sounded like a woman's scream."

There was no reply at the table. Hixie opened her eyes wide and shook her head.
Maus calmly went on chewing with the kind of concentration he always gave to the
process.

It was characteristic of members of the legal profession never to show surprise,
Qwilleran reminded himself. "Maybe it was the garage door that I heard," he
suggested.

Maus said, "Mrs. Marron, kindly ask William to... lubricate the garage doors
when he returns."

"By the way," said the newsman, pouring himself a cup of the excellent coffee,
"I'd like to write a column on your cooking philosophy, Mr. Maus, if you're
agreeable." He waited patiently for the attorney's response.

After a while it came, accompanied by a gracious nod. "I cannot, at this time,
see any... objection."

"Perhaps you could have dinner with me tonight at the Toledo Tombs—as the
guest of the Daily Fluxion."

At the mention of the epicurean restaurant Maus brightened noticeably. "By all
means! We shall have their... eels in green sauce. They also prepare a superb veal
dish with tarragon and Japanese mushrooms. You must allow me to order."

They set a time and place to meet, and Maus left for his office, carrying an
attaché case. Qwilleran had seen Mrs. Marron stock it with some small cartons, a
thermos bottle, and a cold artichoke. Hixie left soon afterward, having finished a
plate of bacon and French toast, swimming in melted butter and maple syrup and
sprinkled with chopped pecans. Qwilleran remained alone, wondering about his
landlord's black eye.

When Mrs. Marron came to the table to remove the plates, she said, "You should
eat something, Mr. Qwilleran—something to stick to the ribs."

"There's too much sticking to my ribs already."



The housekeeper lingered at the table, slowly piling dishes on a tray and slowly
rearranging them. "Mr. Qwilleran," she said, "l heard something last night, and it
wasn't the garage door."

"What time did you hear it?"

"It was after three o'clock. I know that much. My room is in the back, and I
don't sleep very good lately, so I watched television in bed. I use the earphone, so I
don't disturb anybody."

"Exactly what did you hear?"

"I thought it was tomcats scrapping down at the boat docks, but it could've been
somebody screaming."

"I hope everyone in the house is all right," Qwilleran said. "Why don't you check
on Mrs. Whiting and the Grahams?"

"Do you think I should?"

"Under the circumstances, Mrs. Marron, I think it would be advisable."

I'm beginning to sound like Robert Maus, he told himself as he sipped black
coffee and waited for the housekeeper's return.

"Mrs. Whiting is all right; she's doing her exercises," Mrs. Marron reported. "But
I couldn't get ahold of the Grahams. The door to the pottery is locked. I knocked
three, four times, but nobody answered. If they're upstairs in their apartment,
they can't hear."

"You don't have a key to the pottery?" He glanced at a key rack on the kitchen
wall.

The housekeeper shook her head. "Those are only the apartment keys, so I can
clean. Shall I go around the backyard and up the fire escape?"

"Let's try telephoning," Qwilleran suggested. "Do you know the Graham's
number?"

"What shall I say to them?"

"I'll do the talking."

Mrs. Marron dialed a number on the kitchen phone and handed the receiver to
Qwilleran. A man's voice answered.

"Mr. Graham? Good morning! This is Jim Qwilleran, your new neighbor. Is
everything under control at your end of the building? We thought we smelled
smoke... That's good. Just playing safe. By the way, you're missing a fine
breakfast. Mrs. Marron is making French toast... Can't tempt you? Too bad. I
really wanted to discuss the pottery operation. The Fluxion might run a feature
story to tie in with your exhibition... You will? Good! I'll wait."

"Smoke?" said Mrs. Marron when Qwilleran had handed back the receiver. "I
didn't smell any smoke."

A few minutes later Dan Graham walked into the kitchen, looking thinner and
more forlorn than ever. He dropped gracelessly into a chair and said he would
have coffee and a roll, that's all.

Mrs. Marron said, "I can make some of those cornmeal johnnycakes you like."

"Just a roll."

"Or a stack of wheat cakes. It will only take a minute."

The potter scowled at her, and she went back to the sink and started stacking
plates in the dishwasher.



Qwilleran resisted an impulse to ask the man about his wife. Instead he hinted
at vast possibilities for free publicity, and Dan warmed up.

"The newspapers ought to print some more articles like that," he said, "instead
of tearing us down all the time. Hell, they don't pan the new model cars or those
stupid clothes they design in Paris. Why do they pick on artists? The papers hire
some nincompoop as a critic and let him air his private beefs and chase people
away from the exhibitions. A lot of people would like contemporary art if the local
newspapers didn't keep telling them how bad it is. They should be explaining to
the public how to appreciate what they see."

"I'll speak to our feature editor," Qwilleran said. "It's not my beat and I can't
make the decision, but I'm sure Arch Riker will send a photographer over here.
He'll probably want to take some shots of you and your wife, as well as your new
pottery. A good human interest story might make a spread in the Sunday
supplement. In color!"

Dan hung his head and looked deep into his coffee cup. "There's the hitch," he
said finally. "I know you fellows on the paper like cheesecake and all that kind of
stuff, but you'll have to settle for a broken-down he-potter with freckles." He said it
with a twisted smile.

"Why? Doesn't Mrs. Graham like to be photographed? She's very attractive."

Dan glanced toward the sink, where Mrs. Marron was peeling apples, and
lowered his voice. "The old girl's cleared out."

"She's what? She's left you?" Qwilleran had not expected anything to happen so
soon, and yet he should have known that Joy would fly into action.

"Yes, she's decamped—vamoosed—flown the coop, if you know what I mean. It's
not the first time, either." Again there was the brave one-sided smile, and
Qwilleran realized—partly with pity and partly with scorn—that the grimace was
an unconscious imitation of Joy's appealing mannerism.

"Once when we were in Florida," the potter went on, "she ran off. No
explanation, no note, no nothing. She really left me standing on my ear that time,
but she came back, and everything straightened out. Women don't know what
they want... So I'll just sit tight like a bug in a rug and wait for her to have her
fling and get over what's eating her. She'll be back, don't worry. Too bad she had
to go right before the exhibition, that's all."

Qwilleran, who was seldom at a loss for words, hardly knew what to say. It was
obvious he knew more than the husband about Joy's intentions. "When did you
first realize she'd gone?" he asked, trying to appear sympathetic but not personally
involved.

"Woke up this morning and couldn't find hide nor hair of the woman! Might as
well tell you that we had a little argument last night, but I didn't think it was
anything serious." Dan stroked his unshaven jaw thoughtfully and looked hurt
and dejected.

Qwilleran noticed that the potter's right thumb was missing up to the first joint,
and for a moment his loyalties were divided. A hand injury would be the worst
thing that could happen to a potter; was that the reason for his declining success?
He could also sympathize with a husband deserted by an ambitious wife; he had
gone through the same humiliating experience.

"Did she take the car?" Qwilleran asked.



"No, she left it here. I'd be in a fix if she'd run off with the old jalopy. It's not
much, but it gets me there and back."

"Then what did she use for transportation in the middle of the night?"

Dan's mouth fell open. "The bus, I reckon. They run up and down Rover Road
all night."

Or, thought Qwilleran, did she drive away with the owner of the light-colored
convertible at three in the morning? ... Then the dismal possibility flashed into his
mind. It could be that his $750 had financed Joy's elopement with another man.

No! He refused to believe that! Still, his face felt hot and cold by turns, and he
ran a hand over his forehead. Was he an accomplice or a victim, or both? He was a
fool, he decided, either way. His first impulse was to stop payment on the check.
As a newsman and a professional cynic he suspected he had been duped, but a
better instinct told him to have faith in Joy—if he loved her, and he privately
admitted it now: He had never really stopped loving Joy Wheatley.

I know Joy, he told himself. No matter how desperate she was, she would never
do that to me. Then he remembered the scream.

"l don't want to alarm you, Dan," he said in a calm voice that belied his
confusion, "but are you sure she left the premises voluntarily?"

Dan, who had been staring gloomily into his coffee cup, looked up sharply. "How
do you mean?"

"I mean... I thought I heard a woman scream last night, and shortly after that, I
heard a car drive away."

The potter gave a short, bitter laugh. "Did you hear that ruckus? Crazy woman!
Tell you what happened. When I came home last night, it was sort of late. I know
these guys downtown—all artists, more or less—we play poker, drink a few beers.
Well, it was sort of late, and Joy was sitting up waiting. Miffed, I guess. There she
was—sitting at the wheel and throwing a pot and looking daggers at me when I
came in. And you know what? She was working at the wheel with her hair hanging
down a mile! I've warned her about that, but she's cocky and never pays any
attention to what I say."

Dan brooded over the situation, staring into his empty coffee cup until
Qwilleran poured a refill and said, "Well, what happened?"

"Oh, we had the usual scrap about this and that, and she started tossing her
head around—the way she does when she gets on her high horse. And then—
dammit if she didn't get her hair caught in the wheel, just as I was afraid. Could've
scalped her! Could've broken her neck if I hadn't been there to throw the switch
and stop the thing. Crazy woman!"

"And you say she screamed?"

"Woke up the whole house, probably. I tell you it gave me a holy scare, too. I
don't know what I'd do if anything happened to that old girl."

Qwilleran wore a frown that passed for sympathy, although it stemmed from his
own dilemma.

"I'm not worried. She'll be back," Dan said. He pushed his chair away from the
table and stood up, stretching and patting his diaphragm. "Gotta get to work now.
Gotta start setting up the exhibition. See if you can do anything for me at the
paper, will you?" He reached in his hip pocket and found his wallet, from which he
carefully withdrew a folded clipping. He handed it to Qwilleran with poorly



concealed pride. "Here's what the top-drawer critic in L.A. said about my one-man
show. This guy really knew his onions, I'm not kidding."

It was a very old clipping, the newsprint yellow and disintegrating where it had
been folded.

After Dan had left, patting the rear pocket where he had stowed the wallet and
the worn clipping, Qwilleran asked the housekeeper, "Who drives a light-colored
convertible around here?"

"Mr. Sorrel has a light car. Kind of—baby blue," she added with a catch in her
voice.

"Have you seen him this morning?"

"No, he never gets up early. He works late every night."

"I think I'll take a stroll around the grounds," Qwilleran told her. "I want to put
my cat on a leash and give him a little exercise. And if you'll tell me where to find
the oilcan, I'll fix that garage door."

"You don't have to do that, Mr. Qwilleran. William is supposed to—"

"No trouble, Mrs. Marron. I'll oil the hinges, and William can cut the grass. It
needs it."

"If you walk down to the river," she said in a shaking voice, "be careful of the
boardwalk. There might be some loose boards."

Back in his apartment Qwilleran found the cats bedded down for their morning
nap on the bunk, their legs and tails interwoven to make a single brown fur mat
between them. He lifted the sleeping Koko, whose body had the limp weight of a
sack of flour, and coaxed his yawning head through the collar of a blue leather
harness. Then, using a piece of nylon cord as a leash, he led the reluctant cat out
the door—still yawning, stretching and staggering.

They circled the balcony before going downstairs. Qwilleran wanted to read the
nameplates on the doors. Adjoining his own was Rosemary Whiting's apartment
from which he could hear the sound of music—then that of Max Sorrel, where
guttural snoring could be heard behind the closed door. On the opposite side of
the balcony were the nameplates of Hixie Rice, Charlotte Roop, and Robert Maus.
Why nameplates? Qwilleran started to wonder, but he dropped the question; there
were too many other things on his mind.

He led Koko down the stairs, across the slick brown tiles of the Great Hall, and
out into the side yard of Maus Haus. For Koko, an apartment dweller all his life,
grass was a rare treat. On the lawn, still wet from the night's rain, he tried to
inspect each blade personally, rejecting one and snapping his jaws on the next,
with a selectivity understood only by his species. After each moist step through the
grass he shook his paws fastidiously.

There was an open carport on the east side of the building, obviously a new
addition. It sheltered a dark blue compact and an old dust-colored Renault. The
latter did indeed have a hole in the floor, large enough for a size 12 shoe, the
newsman estimated.

From there a gravel path led down to the river, where two weathered benches
stood on a rotting boardwalk. The water—brown as gravy in daylight and with an
indefinable stench—riffled sluggishly against the old piling.

Koko did not care for it. He wanted nothing to do with the river. He pulled away
from the boardwalk and stayed on the wet grass until they started back up the



path. Once he stopped to sniff a bright blue-green object on the edge of the gravel,
and Qwilleran picked it up—a small glazed ceramic piece the size and shape of a
beetle. Scratched on the underside were the initials J.G. He dropped it in his
pocket, tugged on the leash, and led Koko back toward the house.

From the rear, the misshapen building looked like a grotesque bird with a
topknot of chimneys, its carport and garage like awkward wings, its fire escapes
and ledges like ruffled feathers. For eyes there were the two large staring windows
of the Grahams' loft, and as Qwilleran looked up at them, he saw a figure inside
move hastily away.

Coming to the three-stall garage, he opened the lift doors. Only one of them
creaked, and only one of the stalls was occupied. The car was a light blue
convertible. Closing the garage door, Qwilleran examined the car carefully, inside
and out—the floor, the upholstery, the instrument panel. It was very clean.

"What about this, Koko?" he muttered. "[t's almost too clean."

Koko was busy sniffing oil stains on the concrete floor.

When the two returned to Number Six, Koko allowed Yum Yum to wash his face
and ears, and Qwilleran paced the floor, wondering where Joy had gone, whether
she had gone alone, when (if ever) she would get in touch with him, and whether
he would ever see his money again. He had been unemployed for so long, before
being hired by the Daily Fluxion, that $750 was a small fortune.

He wondered if Kipper & Fine had started alterations on his new suit, and he
was tempted to call them and cancel the order. Today he felt no desire for a new
suit. It had been a short spring. And now— added to his mental discomforts—he
realized that he was desperately hungry.

There was a sudden disturbance on the desk—a shuffling of papers, a clicking
of typewriter keys, some skidding of pencils and pens, and then a light clatter as
Qwilleran's new reading glasses fell to the floor.

Qwilleran sprang to the desk as Koko made a headlong dive into the big chair.
"Bad cat!" The man shouted at him. Fortunately the glasses had been saved by
their heavy frames. But Qwilleran felt a tremor in the roots of his mustache when
he noticed the sheet of paper in the typewriter. He put on his glasses and looked
more closely.

Koko had discovered the top row of keys. He had put one paw on the numeral
three and the other on zero.

Chapter 6

Shortly after noon Qwilleran hurried into the Press Club and joined Arch Riker
at a table for two, where the feature editor was passing the time with a martini.

"Sorry to be late," Qwilleran said. "l had to rush Koko to the vet."

"What happened?"

"I had him out in the backyard at Maus Haus, and he ate a lot of grass. When
we got back to the apartment, he threw up, and I thought he'd eaten something
poisonous."



"All cats eat grass and throw up," said Riker. "That's how they get rid of hair
balls."

"Now I know. They told me at the pet hospital. But I wasn't taking any chances.
Too bad he had to select my new shoes as a receptacle. Both shoes!"

"You should brush the cats. The kids brush ours every day, and we never have
any trouble."

"Why don't people tell me these things? I just paid fifteen dollars for an office
call." Qwilleran lighted a pipeful of tobacco and signaled the waitress for coffee.

"Well, what's the big news you mentioned on the phone?" Riker asked.

Qwilleran puffed his pipe intently and took his time about answering. "History
repeats itself. Joy has disappeared—again."

"You're kidding!"

"I'm not kidding."

"So she's up to her old tricks."

"I don't know what to believe," Qwilleran said. He told Riker about Joy's visit to
his apartment and her plans for a divorce, but not about the $750 check.

Riker said: "Rosie was going to call her up and invite her over for some girl talk.
She thought it might help."

"Too late now."

"What does her husband say about it?"

"He says she's done it before. He says she always comes back. But he doesn't
know what I know."

"What does he look like, anyway? Rosie told me to find out. You know how
women are."

"He looks and talks like a hayseed. Not Joy's type at all. Tall and gangling.
Washed-out red hair and freckles. Talks like a hayseed, too. He thinks he's got
such a colorful vocabulary, but his clichés are pathetic, and his slang is out of
date by about thirty years. If you ask me, he's a guy who wants desperately to be
somebody and never will."

"The man who loses the girl never thinks highly of the winner, I might point
out," said Riker, looking smug and enjoying his own trenchant observation.

"Joy said it herself. She said he's no crashing success as a potter."

"Why would a classy girl like Joy pick someone like that?"

"Who knows? She always liked tall men. Maybe he's a great lover. Maybe his
freckles appealed to her maternal instinct."

Riker ordered another martini, and Qwilleran went on: "Now that you've had a
drink, I'll tell you the rest of the story. I lent Joy some money just before she
vanished."

The editor choked on an olive. "Oh, no! How much?"

"Seven-fifty."

"Seven hundred and fifty? Your prize money?"

Qwilleran nodded sheepishly.

"What a pushover! Cash?"

"I wrote a check."

"Stop payment, Qwill."



"She may need it—badly—wherever she is. On the other hand," he said
reluctantly, "she may have run off with another guy. Or... something may have
happened to her."

"Like what? Where did you get that idea?" Riker was familiar with Qwilleran's
hunches; they were always totally correct—or totally unfounded.

"Last night I heard a scream—a woman's scream—and shortly afterward a car
pulled out of the garage." He tamped his mustache nervously.

Riker recognized the gesture. It meant that his friend was on the scent of
another misdeed, great or small, real or imagined. Qwilleran's early years on the
police beat had given him a sixth sense about crime. What Riker did not know—
and would not have believed—was the unique sensitivity in that oversized
mustache. Qwilleran's hunches were wusually accompanied by a prickling
sensation on the upper lip, and when this happened he was never wrong.

Riker said, "Got any theories?"

Qwilleran shook his head. He said nothing about the numbers that Koko had
typed, although the recollection made his hair stand on end. "I told Dan about
hearing the scream, and he had an explanation. He said Joy got her long hair
caught in the wheel."

"What wheel?"

"The potter's wheel. They use it to throw pots. Dan says she screamed and he
came to the rescue. I don't know whether to believe it or not."

"I think you're worrying without any cause. She's probably on her way to
Chicago to see her aunt, if the old lady's still living."

Qwilleran persisted. "At dinner last night Joy was snapping at everyone. There
was something in the air."

"Who else lives in that weird establishment?"

"There's Robert Maus, the lawyer, who owns the place. He can't make a
statement on any subject, including the weather, without first considering the
pros, cons, legal implications, and tax advantages. Very dignified gent. But here's
a curious development: This morning he was nursing a black eye... Then there's
Max Sorrel, who owns the Golden Lamb Chop. He comes on strong as a ladies'
man, and it was his car that drove out of the garage shortly after I heard the
scream."

"But you aren't positive he was in it," Riker said. "Joy may have been driving."

"If she was, she gave the car a pat on the rump and sent it home again: it was
back in the garage this morning. Dan said she probably went on the River Road
bus. If so, she picked a fine time; it was pouring rain."

"Who else lives there?"

"Three women. And a houseboy who's nosy but likable. And a housekeeper."
Qwilleran leaned his elbows on the table and massaged his mustache. He
remembered Joy's remark about a "discreet" extortion scheme and decided not to
mention it.

Riker said, "You're letting your imagination run away with you, Qwill. Nothing's
happened to Joy. You wait and see."

"I wish I could believe it."

"Well, anyway, I've got to eat and get back to the office. A syndicate salesman's
coming in with some comic strips at two o'clock." He hailed a waitress. "Bowl of



bean soup, meatballs and noodles, salad with Roquefort, and let's have some more
butter at this table."

"And what'll you have, Skinny?" she asked Qwilleran. "You want cottage cheese
again?"

"I'm starving. Quips are not appreciated."

"You want a cheeseburger with french fries? Macaroni and cheese? Ham and
sweets?"

"No, I'll have a poached egg," he decided with firm resolve, "and all the celery
they've got in the kitchen. I can burn up more calories chewing celery than I get
from eating the damn stuff."

"Where are you eating tonight?" Riker asked.

"I've invited Maus to go with me to the Toledo Tombs, and it's going to be a
heroic test of willpower on my part. I hear the food's the best in town."

"That's the place where you get a fresh napkin every five minutes. Rosie and I
went there for our anniversary, and the waiters made me nervous. After they
brought the seventeenth clean ashtray, I started flicking my ashes on the floor
under the table."

That afternoon Qwilleran went to the public library to get a book on French
food. He also picked up a book on the art of ceramics, without knowing exactly
why. At the liquor store he bought a bottle of sherry and some bourbon in
preparation for possible visitors to his apartment. He bought a brush at the pet
shop. Finally he stopped at a supermarket to buy food for the cats. Goaded by his
own unsatisfied appetite and his financial setback, he was hardly in a generous
mood.

They're spoiled brats, he told himself. Lobster— red salmon—boned chicken!
Other cats eat cat food, and it's about time they faced reality.

He bought a can of Kitty Delight (on sale), some Pussy Paté (two for the price of
one), and a jumbo-size box of Fishy Fritters (with a free offer on the back).

When he arrived home, Koko and Yum Yum were sitting in compact bundles on
the windowsill, and their behavior indicated that they sensed the nature of the
situation. Instead of chirping and crowing a welcome, they sat motionless and
gazed through Qwilleran as if he were invisible.

"Soup's on!" he announced, after smearing a dime's worth of Pussy Paté on a
plate and placing it on the floor.

Neither of the cats moved a whisker.

"Try it! The label says it's delicious."

They seemed totally deaf. There was not even the flicker of an ear. Qwilleran
picked Koko up bodily and plumped him down in front of the paté, and Koko stood
there with legs splayed, frozen in the position in which he had landed, glaring at
the evil-looking purple smear on the plate. Then he shuddered exquisitely and
walked away.

Later that evening Qwilleran described the incident to Robert Maus. "I'm
convinced they can read price tags," he said, "but they'll eat the stuff if they get
hungry enough."

Maus deliberated a few seconds. "A béarnaise sauce might make it more
palatable," he suggested, "or a sprinkling of freshly grated Romano."



The two men had met in the lobby of a downtown building, where an elevator
descended to unknown depths and deposited them in a cellar. The subterranean
restaurant consisted of a series of cavernous rooms, long and narrow, vaulted in
somber black masonry. It had been a sewer before the city installed the new
disposal system.

The attorney was greeted with deference, and the two men were conducted to a
table resplendent with white napery. Seven wineglasses and fourteen pieces of flat
silver glittered at each plate. Two waiters draped napkins, lightly scented with
orange flower water, across the guests' knees. A captain presented menus bound
in gold-tooled Florentine leather, and three busboys officiated at the filling of two
water glasses.

Maus waved the chlorinated product away with an imperious gesture. "We drink
only bottled water," he said, "and we wish to consult the sommelier."

The wine steward arrived, wearing chains and keys and a properly pompous air,
and Maus selected a champagne. Then the two diners perused the menu, which
was only slightly smaller than the Sunday edition of the Fluxion, offering
everything from aquavit to zabaglione, and from avocado supréme rémoulade to
zucchini sauté avec hollandaise.

"I might note, in passing," said the attorney sadly, "that the late Mrs. Maus
inevitably ordered chopped sirloin when we dined here."

Qwilleran had not realized that Maus was widowed. "Didn't your wife share your
interest in haute cuisine?"'

After some studied breathing Maus replied: "Not that I can, with any good
conscience, admit. She once used my best omelet pan for, I regret to say, liver and
onions."

Qwilleran clucked his sympathy.

"I suggest we start, if it meets with your approval, Mr. Qwilleran, with the
'French bunion soup,' as it was called in our ménage. Mrs. Maus, as it happened,
was a chiropodist by profession, and she had the... unfortunate habit of
discussing her practice at the dinner table."

Onion soup was served, crusted with melted cheese, and Qwilleran manfully
limited himself to three sips. "How did you happen to buy the pottery?" he
inquired.

Maus considered his answer carefully. "It was an inheritance," he said at length.
"The building was a bequest from my wife's uncle, Hugh Penniman, a patron of the
arts and collector of ceramics in particular, who conceived the building as an art
center... in which capacity it functioned—at great expense to the philanthropist
himself—until his death... after which it passed to his two sons, who declined the
bequest, considering it a white elephant (under the terms imposed by the will)...
whereupon it fell to my wife and subsequently to me "

"What were the terms of the will?"

"The old gentleman stipulated that the building must continue to serve the arts,
as it were—a proviso synonymous with economic folly in the opinion of my wife's
cousins, and not without reason, artists being largely insolvent, as you must be
aware. However, I devised the... not uninspired expedient of renting the studios to
gourmets (since gastronomy is viewed, in the eyes of its practitioners, as an art).
At the same time I chose to... reactivate the pottery operation, which—I



surmised—would prove to be a financial liability with favorable tax consequences,
if you follow me."

This recital of facts was terminated by the arrival of the eels in green sauce.

"I've been hearing about a drowning scandal in connection with the pottery,"
Qwilleran remarked. "When did it happen?"

The attorney drew a slow breath of exasperation. "That unhappy incident is, I
assure you, ancient history. Yet time and time again your newspaper—a
publication for which I entertain only limited admiration, if you will pardon my
candor—your newspaper disinters the episode and publishes unsavory headlines
designed, one can only infer, to titillate a readership of less than average intellect.
Now that the building has fallen under my aegis, it is to be hoped there will be no
further publicity on the subject. If you are in a position to exert any influence to
this end, I shall be indeed... rateful.”

"By the way," Qwilleran said, "I don't think you should lock the door between
the pottery and the apartments. The fire marshal would take a dim view of that."

"The fire door has not, to my knowledge, been locked at any time."

"It was locked this morning—from the inside "

Maus, intent on savoring a morsel of eel, made no reply.

"Is Graham considered a good potter?" Qwilleran asked.

"He is, I am inclined to believe, an excellent technician, with a thorough
knowledge of materials, equipment, and the operation of a pottery The creative
talent belongs chiefly, it appears to me, on the distaff side of the family."

"You may not have heard the news," Qwilleran said, "but Mrs. Graham has left
her husband. I believe she consulted you about getting a divorce. Well, last night—
in the small hours—she cleared out."

Maus continued chewing thoughtfully and then said, "Unfortunate, to say the
least "

Qwilleran searched the attorney's face for some revealing reaction but saw only
an imperturbable countenance and preoccupied eyes, one of them ringed with a
bruise, now turning purple.

The distinguished epicure was engrossed in evaluating the green sauce. He said,
"The parsley, it is safe to say, was added a trifle too soon... although, as you must
know, much controversy can be generated on the subject of herbs. At the
Meritorious Society of Gastronomes last evening we enjoyed a stimulating
symposium on oregano. The discussion, it eventuated, grew quite... stormy."

"Is that how you got that mouse?" Qwilleran asked.

The attorney tenderly touched his left eye. "In the heat of argument, I regret to
report, one of our members—an impetuous individual—thrust his fist in my
direction at an inopportune time."

The main course and a bottle of white wine were now served in a flurry of
excitement by seven members of the restaurant staff. Maus tasted the wine and
sent it back, complained about a cigar at the next table, and detected a soupcon
too much tarragon in the sauce.

Qwilleran viewed with mounting hunger the dish of veal and mushrooms, aswim
in delicate juices. He determined, however, to adhere to his regimen: three bites
and quit. After the first bite he said to Maus, "Do you think Max Sorrel would
make a good personality story for my column?"



The attorney sagely nodded approval. "His restaurant is experiencing certain—
shall we say?—difficulties at this time, and it is undoubtedly true that some
manner of... favorable comment in the press would not go unappreciated. I deem it
inadvisable to elucidate, but Mr. Sorrel, I am sure, will be happy to discuss the
matter with you, if you so... desire."

"And what about Charlotte Roop?"

Maus laid down his knife and fork, which he was manipulating in the European
manner. "Ah, there is a jewell Do not allow yourself to be misled by the fluttering
spinster facade. Miss Roop is a successful career woman with remarkable
executive ability and integrity of the highest order. If she suffers from certain
character defects, it behooves us to leave them unmentioned."

Qwilleran took his second bite. "Rosemary Whiting seems to be very nice. A
perfect lady."

"A Canadian," Maus said. His face was beatific as he savored the veal, having
come to terms with the excess of tarragon.

"What's her special interest in food?"

"Mrs. Whiting, it pains me to say, is a purveyor of health foods. You may have
heard her panegyrics to soybeans and sunflower seeds."

"And Hixie Rice, I understand, is a food writer."

Maus raised his hands in a dignified gesture of resignation. "The young lady
writes, in the course of duty, those appalling menus for third-rate restaurants:
'"Today's special—a delectable ragout blending tender tidbits of succulent baby
lamb with garden-sweet carrots, pristine cubes of choice Michigan potato, and
jewellike peas—all in a tasty sauce redolent of the Far East." That effusion of
baroque prose indicates, as you may be aware, yesterday's leftovers drowning in
canned gravy... with sufficient curry powder to camouflage the rancidity."

Qwilleran took his third bite. "William is an interesting character, too."

"He prattles to excess, alas, and boasts no useful skills, but he is congenial, and
his bridge game is not without merit."

The captain and the waiters had been observing, with increasing alarm,
Qwilleran's dilatory attitude toward the food, and now there was a stir among the
staff as the head chef came storming from the kitchen.

He walked directly toward Qwilleran and demanded, "You no like my cooking?"

"A true gourmet never stuffs himself," the newsman replied calmly. "The food is
excellent, rest assured. I'd like to take the rest of this veal home to my cats."

"Gatti! Santa Maria! So now I cook for gatti!" The chef threw up his hands and
charged back to the kitchen.

After the braised fennel amandine and the tossed salad with nasturtium seeds,
and the chestnut puree in meringue nests, and the demitasse, Qwilleran reached
in his pocket for his pipe and drew forth the turquoise beetle that Koko had found
near the waterfront. "Ever see that before?"

Maus nodded. "Mrs. Graham had the charm to present to each of us a scarab—
as a token, so to speak, of good fortune. Mine has, unhappily, disappeared—an
omen that bodes no good, one would imagine."

Qwilleran paid the check, thankful that the Fluxion was footing the bill; he could
have lived for a week on the tip alone. And now he was eager to go home. He had
made no notes during the dinner interview, as Maus expounded his culinary



tenets. The newsman knew that cautious subjects speak more freely when their
words are not being recorded. But he had accumulated plenty of material for a
column on Robert Maus, and now it was necessary to collect the piquant quotes
from the corners of his mind and get them down on paper before they faded from
memory. As soon as the waiters brought the cats' veal to the table, wrapped in a
linen napkin, the two men departed—Maus radiating gustatory satisfaction and
Qwilleran feeling vaguely hungry and a trifle sorry for himself.

When they arrived at Maus Haus, the attorney took his attaché case to the
kitchen and Qwilleran climbed the grand staircase, but at the landing he turned
right instead of left. A sudden impulse led him to Hixie's apartment.

Just as he raised his hand to knock on the door, he heard a man's voice, and he
hesitated. Through the thick oak panel he could hear only the rumble of the
masculine voice without distinguishing the words, but the inflections indicated
that the man was coaxing and gently arguing. At first it sounded like a television
drama, but then Qwilleran recognized the second voice in the dialogue.

Hixie was saying, "No! That's final! ... Thanks a lot but no thanks!" The high
pitch of her voice made the words distinguishable.

There was a wheedling reply from the man.

"That doesn't make any difference. You know my terms." She lowered her voice
in answer to a question. "Of course I do, but you shouldn't have come here. We
agreed you'd never come here... All right, just one drink, and then you've got to
leave."

Qwilleran knocked on the door.

There was an abrupt silence and a long wait before Hixie's heels could be heard
clicking on the floor and approaching the door. "Who is it?" She opened the door
cautiously. "Oh, it's you!" she said with a nervous smile. "Il was on the telephone.
Sorry to keep you waiting." She did not invite him in.

"I just wondered if you'd like to go to a cheese-tasting tomorrow afternoon. It's a
press party.”

"Yes, I'd love it. Where shall I meet you?"

"How about the lobby of the Stilton Hotel?"

"That's fine. You know me! I love to eat."

"There'll be drinks, of course."

"Love to drink, too." She battered her long false eyelashes.

Qwilleran tried to glance over her shoulder, but the door was only partially
open, and the room was in shadow. He saw only a flutter of movement—a bird
hopping about in a cage. "See you tomorrow," he said.

Qwilleran preferred to date women with figures more svelte and clothes more
tasteful, but he wanted to ask questions, and he was sure that Hixie liked to
babble answers. As he walked around the balcony to Number Six, he was
determined to keep an ear tuned for activity across the hall. After "just one drink,"
who would slip out of Hixie's apartment and where would he go? Why, he asked
himself, am I such a nosy bastard? But when he unlocked his own door and
stepped into the apartment, he forgot his curiosity. The place was a scene of
havoc.

All the pictures on the wall over the bookcase were hanging askew. Several
books were on the floor with covers spread and pages rumpled. The wastebasket



had been overturned, and its contents were strewn about the tile floor. Cushions
had been thrown on the floor, and the desktop was swept clean of all but the
typewriter. Burglary? Vandalism? Qwilleran glanced swiftly about him before he
took a further step into the room. His foot came down on a small object that
crunched and pulverized. He stepped quickly aside. Crunch! There were scores of
small brown balls scattered about the floor, and the bearskin rug was missing...
No, it was huddled under the desk.

"You devils!" Qwilleran bellowed. Those brown balls were Fishy Fritters! The
open carton lay on the kitchen floor, empty, and beside it was the plate on which
the untouched Pussy Paté had dried to a nauseating crust. Now it was clear: The
devastation was a protest demonstration staged by two militant cats.

The culprits themselves were asleep on the bunk, Yum Yum curled up in a tight
ball and Koko stretched full length in a posture of complete exhaustion. When
Qwilleran unfolded the linen napkin, however, noses were twitching and ears were
alerted, and the two reprobates reported to the kitchen to claim—in a bedlam of
baritone and soprano yowls—their escalopes de veau sautées a l'estragon.

"Only a complete sucker would give you a feast after a performance like that,"
Qwilleran told them.

After straightening the pictures and shoveling up the Fishy Fritters from the
four corners of the room, he put on his slippers, lit a pipeful of tobacco, and sat
down at his typewriter to list his impressions of the Toledo Tombs and the food
foibles of the meritorious gastronome.

Not without apprehension he glanced at the sheet of paper that he regularly left
in the machine, and there he saw one word, neatly typed. He adjusted his glasses
and leaned closer. It was in lower case this time... a single word: dog!

In astonishment Qwilleran turned to look at the cat who was industriously
licking his paw and washing his face. "Koko!" he said. "This is too much!"

Chapter 7

Qwilleran intended to set the alarm clock Wednesday night, but he forgot, and
on Thursday morning he was awakened instead by a rasping noise at the window.
Koko and Yum Yum were sitting on the sill, chattering like squirrels at the pigeons
outside the glass, while the birds had the effrontery to strut up and down the
outer ledge within inches of the two quivering black noses.

Qwilleran awoke with a sense of loss. Did it mean that Joy had gone for good?
Or was it merely coincidence that Koko had typed "30," the old newspaper symbol
for the end of a story?

Suddenly he recalled the latest message in the typewriter. Coincidence or not, it
was fantastic!

"D-0O-G," he said aloud, and he leaped out of bed with an urgent question on his
mind.

He intended to ask Robert Maus at the breakfast table but missed him. He
asked Mrs. Marron; she was of no help. He asked Hixie when she reported for ham
and eggs and country fries with cinnamon toast, but she had not the faintest idea.



Dan Graham failed to appear for breakfast, and when Qwilleran telephoned the
pottery later, there was no answer. Finally he called Robert Maus at his office.

"I regret to say that... it escapes my memory," the attorney said, "but allow me
to consult a copy of the contract."”

Qwilleran mumbled an excuse about writing something and needing the
information in a hurry.

"No," said Maus after consulting the files. "I see no evidence of a middle name or
initial."

Qwilleran phoned Arch Riker at the office and told him about the three-letter
word in the typewriter. He said, "I was sure Dan Graham was the type who'd have
a middle name like Otho or Oglebert, and I thought Koko might have been trying
to tell me something. He's come up with some clues in the past that were no less
fantastic."

"I'm glad he's learning to spell," Riker said. "In another six months he should be
able to take over your column. How was your dinner last night?"

"Fine, but I didn't learn much. Maus gave me an unlikely story about how he
got his black eye."

"Coming downtown for lunch?"

"No, I want to stay home and write my review of the Toledo Tombs. This gourmet
racket is full of absurdities, and it's going to be hard to strike the right note—
halfway between adulation and a horse laugh."

"Don't offend any restaurant owners," Arch warned him, "or the advertising
department will be on my neck... Any news about Joy?"

"No. Nothing."

Qwilleran had another reason for wanting to stay home: to be near the phone in
case she called. He knew it was too soon to expect a message in the mail; she had
been gone hardly more than twenty-four hours. And yet he rushed downstairs
when the mail delivery came at eleven o'clock and was disappointed to find
nothing in his slot in the foyer. Then he convinced himself that any
communication from Joy would be addressed to his office; she would be smart
enough for that! A letter in her handwriting would be too easily recognized at Maus
Haus. He wondered if the post office was equipped to cope with a letter addressed
to "Juu Qwwww" at the "Duuy Fwxwu."

He spent the next hour at his typewriter, trying to write a slyly objective report
on the Toledo Tombs. After several fruitless starts, he abandoned his subject and
began a profile of Robert Maus—with his pride (sharp knives, lots of butter) and
his numerous prejudices. Maus abhorred tea bags, pressure cookers, canned fruit
cocktail, bottled mayonnaise, instant coffee, iceberg lettuce, monosodium
glutamate, eggs poached in geometric shapes, New England boiled dinners, and
anything resembling a smorgasbord, salad bar, or all-you-can-eat buffet.

Once or twice Qwilleran stopped and listened. He thought he could hear
someone singing. It was rare to hear live song—not radio and not television.
Somewhere a man was singing a Scottish air, and the newsman's Mackintosh
blood responded.

Qwilleran was poking at the keys, quoting Maus on the horror of potatoes baked
in foil, when there came a knock on the apartment door. Standing in the hall was



his elderly neighbor with her white hair and floury face powder, her crossword
puzzle and abundance of costume jewelry.

"Forgive me for intruding,” Miss Roop said, fingering her three strands of beads,
"but this puzzle has me stumped, and I thought you might have a good dictionary,
being a writer and all. I need an eleven-letter word for a kind of orchid. The first
letter is ¢, and it ends in m."

"Cypripedium," said Qwilleran. He spelled it for her.

Miss Roop gasped, and a look of adoration crept into her small blue wrinkle-
framed eyes. "Why— why—why, you are remarkable, Mr. Qwilleran!"

He accepted the compliment without revealing the truth. He had learned the
word while playing a dictionary game with Koko a few months before. "Will you
come in?" he asked.

She started to back away. "Oh, you're probably busy writing one of your
wonderful columns." But her eyes seemed eager.

"It's about time I took a breather. Come on in."

"You're sure it's all right?" She glanced down the hall in both directions before
stepping quickly into the apartment with a guilty little shrug.

Qwilleran closed the door behind her, and when she looked apprehensive he
explained that he must keep the cats fro