Parker brought the car around at seven; George was going to meet the
dinner guests at the gtation. Sarah said increduloudly, "They're

coming up by tran?"

"Buddy Cducci broke hiswrist last week and can't drive," George
sad, "and hiswife has some kind of phobia about it. And the dien of
course can't drive either.”

Of course. Of course not. Couldn't drive, couldn't wear pants,
probably couldn't eat anything Sarah had had Cook prepare for dinner
ether. All theaien could do was put her poor old George's firm out

of businesswith its strange advanced fud products, whatever they
were. Sarah stood before the fireplace and regarded her hushand as he
picked up his coat from aleather chair.

"If it's supposed to be such a discreet meeting that you can't have it
inthe city, why are they taking the train? Why didn't your

Mr. Calucci order acar and driver?'

"| don't think it would occur to him."

"Thisisgoing to be horrible, George. It redly is. I'd just as soon

have Parker and Cook and Cook's criminal brother-in-law. Theonein
Attica"

George shrugged into his coat, crossed the room, and put his hands on
Sarah's shoulders. "'l know, darling; it'stoo bad. But necessary. And

if they come by train, they can't Say late. Thelast train back is

the 10:42. That's something, at least.”

"Atleast," Sarah said. But she made herself smile a George; it

wan't hisfault, after dl, and whining like thiswasredly terribly
unattractive. These... people were coming, and that was that. Just the
same, with George'sflorid face inches from her own, she suddenly
remembered something L ouise Henderson had said to her just last week

a the gdlery. You know, darling, Georgeis getting awfully fat. He



should go back to tennisinstead of golf. If he's not careful, helll

dart to look like that man that runs the hardware store. Sarah had
laughed; Louise had awicked eye. But Sarah had been stung, too:
George did look alittle like the man in the hardware store. The same
shape to the brow, the same chin. Friends had joked about it before.
After George had |ft for the station, Denise brought in atray of
canapes and fresh ice. Sarah made hersdlf a Scotch and water, drank
haf of it, poked at thefire, findly settled on achair. Theliving

room looked wdll by firdight, she thought. She loved thishouse, even

if it had seemed alittle empty since Emily had gone off to Rosemary
Hall four years ago. Brass and mahogany gleamed in thefirdight;

wai nscotting and molding took on subtle curves; the colors of the old
Orientas glowed. In the bookcases leather bindings and Chinese vases
jumbled comfortably against each other, both dightly dusty. Emily's
violin leaned againgt one corner. Had Emily, home for the weekend,
practiced today? Probably not; too busy with the horses. Sarah

smiled. finished her Scotch, and consdered moving apile of old
Smithsonians and Forbes off the wing chair beside the violin. She
decided againgt it.

She heard the car, and they were here. Sarah rose to meet her

guests. "Hdlo."

"My wife Sarah," George said. "Darling, Mr. Cducci, Mrs. Cducdi,
Mr. CLanth."

"Cal meBuddy," Caucci boomed at the same moment that hiswife sad,
"Pleased to meet you, I'm sure. I'm Mabd." Buddy Calucci seized
Sarah's hand and pumped it. He wore a coat with hugely padded
shoulders and abright yellow tie, carefully knotted, printed with
daises. Mabel Caucci wore heart-shaped glasses and ared satin dress

cut so low that Sarah blinked. She avoided dtogether looking at the



dien. Not just yet.

"Nice place you got here," Caucci boomed. "Looksred homey." His
eyes, Sarah saw, missed nothing, scrutinizing the portaits asif
gopraising them.

"My, yes', Mabd Caducci said. Her mouth pursed dightly at the
magazines tossed on the wing chair.

Sarah said, "Would you like adrink?' and started towards the
sdeboard. Calucci's words stopped her.

"No, no, Mabel and | never touch the stuff. Christian Temperance. But
you folks go right ahead -- fed free.

"You don't drink?"

"Lipsthat touch liquor shdl never touch mine," Mabd sad

roguishly. "Thismust be your dog -- let himright into theliving

room, do you?' Her eyes moved to the spot by the fireplace where
Brandy usualy lay; Labrador hair clung to the Oriental.

"We got adog, too,” Caucci said. "Doberman. Meanest guard dog you
ever saw. Not that we need it now with the new security system on the
country home. Del EverGuard. Seven thousand for thefencing aone.”
"How interesting”, Sarah murmured. George threw her awarning
glance. She poured hersdf another Scotch and water, then one for
George.

Thediensad, "I'd like one, too, please.”

Sarah turned in surprise. She had assumed that an alien wouldn't drink
acohol. Not that she actualy knew much about the diens, redlly --

she hadn't kept up. Thetelevison set, asmdl black and white, had
broken afew months ago, and with Emily only home occasiona weekends
Sarah hadn't yet gotten around to getting it repaired. She didn't

watch TV.

"Scotch and water isfine’, the dien said. He had adeep, dightly



hoarse voice. Sarah made hersdlf look at him. Standing with his back
to thefire, balancing with what looked like careless ease on both

legs and the curving, muscular tail, he wasn't quite as bad as Sarah
had expected. The aliens she had seen on the now-dead TV had worn
odd-looking, shiny clothes on the top halves of their bodies, nothing
below. But this one wore a soft white shirt, no tie, and atweed
jacket cut long enough to cover dl but hishairy legs. Hishead hair,
too, didn't look as strange ason the TV diens; she supposed that a
barber must have cut it. It fell thickly from aside part to just over

the tops of his ears. Sarah handed him the drink.

"Didn't know you folksimbibed,” Caucci said to thedien. He sat on
the sofa, pulling up his pant legs at the knees: preserving the

cresse. "Didn't seethat on TV."

"Wejust got anew s&t," Mabd Cducci said. "Sony. Hundred-inch
screen, remotes, stereo, everything.”

"Haveto haveyou al to our big Superbowl party in January,” Caucci
sad. "C'Lanth, your folkslike footba | ?"

"No," C'Lanth said. Calucci waited, but the dien said no more,
spping hisdrink and smiling faintly. Sarah smothered agrin.
"Probably not your native pagtime,” Calucci said. "Standsto

reason. What sports do you guys like? Earth sports, | mean. Whenin
Rome, | dways say."

"I liketennis"

"Tennis?' George said, looking surprised.

CLanth smiled. "Yes. I'm afraid I've become something of a

fanatic. But I'm aso afraid | have an unfair advantage -- something
about the joints of our thumbs. Do you play?"

"Not asmuch as| used to," George said ruefully.

"Mrs. Atkinson?'



"Yes," Sarah said, wondering where C'Lanth had learned such good
English. But didn't she remember something in the papers about the
diensbeing natural mimics aswell as shrewd businessmen? And about
thelr avidly studying just everything?"| play, but not very

serioudy, I'm afrad. | prefer salling.”

"Buddy and | bowled in aleague,” Mabel Cducci said. Her plump rouged
face clouded over. "In St. Pete | mean. Before we moved to New
York. Now -- | don't know."

"Arethere bowling dleysin this cutelittle country town of yours,
George?' Caucci asked.

"I'm afraid | wouldn't know."

Therewas adight pause. Then Caucci and the alien spoke
smultaneoudy: "Wel, now, let'sget down to busness” and "l met a
friend of yours, Mrs. Atkinson, at an art gdlery board meeting
Tuesday. Louise Henderson.”

George said to Caucci. "Oh, | rather think later might be better,
Buddy."

Sarah said to C'Lanth, "Y ou were at the gallery board meeting?"
"Not as amember, of course. Kyle Van Dorr was just showing me
around. A tourist." He smiled; Sarah would have svornit wasa
sdf-deprecating smile.

"When do we get down to business then?' Caucci said. Hisbig body
shifted restlessly. When he lowered his head like that, Sarah thought,
it was the exact shape of agarden trowel. "We haveto act fast on
thisone, George, if were going to have any kind of dliance

here. Before your pals--" he nodded at C'Lanth "-- have their little
rule-making meeting on mergers.”

"We bdlievein competition,” CLanth said mildly. Hefinished his

drink and held out the glass, mouthing " Please? George made him



another Scotch and water. In front of the fireplace Brandy stretched,
turned in acircle, and farted. Mabel Caucci looked delicately away,
mouth pursed; C'Lanth smiled. Sarah found hersdf smiling back. What
kind of nitwit acted so affected asto be offended by adog? Denise
came to the door and announced dinner.

Sarah atelittle. She watched. C'Lanth also ate sparingly, but he

tried everything. Mabel Calucci, in the presence of food, turned
garrulous; each course seemed to swell her verbally, words coming out
at the same rate that calories went in. She talked about her little
grandson -- "Cute as a button, and smart asawhip! He can dready
tell a Caddy from aBuick;" about the redoration of her kitchenin
apple-blossom pink; about awoman on a game show who had won $100,000,
had a heart attack, and had to sal the prizesto pay her medica

bills; about the street they used to live on in St. Pete when Buddy

and her werefirst married, where people were so friendly they didn't
even knock on each others doors before vigiting. Not like here, where
you couldn't even see the houses from the street. Not that that was
truein New Y ork, of course, where they had their new penthouse, with
the cutest terrace you ever saw twelve stories up and just filled with
fresh flowers. Buddy Cducci let hiswifetak, hiseyes gppraisng

the room'sfurniture, pictures, wallpaper, slver. George, good host

that he dwayswas, listened to Mabel Cducci, nodding and smiling.
Thefive of them had just returned to the living room when Emily came
inwith her boyfriend, the Walker boy, both of themin jeansand
swesaters, laughing. Emily's dark hair had escaped its barette and

falen around her face, thick and shining. She showed no reaction to
finding an dienin her parents living room beyond afriendly

amile. Sarah fet her heart swell. Her daughter was beautiful, and

smart, and mannerly. Shewas very lucky in Emily. Some of her friends



daughters had turned just impossible, but Emily was wonderful. George
made the introductions.

"Enjoying Princeton, Taylor?"

"It'swicked, gr. Especidly caculus" Taylor Waker smiled, an
atractive easy flash of teeth. "No head for figures, I'm

afraid. Professor Boyden isjust out of control."

"Hughes Boyden?' C'Lanth asked.

"Yes, dr," Taylor sdd. "Do you know him?'

"Slightly. I did alot of reading a Princeton when | first came

here. Some of the professorswere very helpful. Infact, | wasup to
Princeton thisyear for Bicker and Sign-ins.”

Taylor and Emily grinned a each other: some private joke. Emily said,
"Totdly pardytic. | didn't get to bed until 7am."

Mabd Caucci looked at her. Her voice went dightly shrill. "'l was
aways glad that my daughter Tammy had the chance to attend Bob Jones
University. Themora sandardsthere are very high.”

Fury rosein Sarah. The sheer smug stupidity... Emily, who was Dean's
List and honor committee... this horrible stupid woman...

But dl shesaidwas, "Can | get anyone adrink? Taylor? Emily?"

"No, thanks, we're off," Taylor said. "WEell be at the club,

Mrs. Atkinson. Niceto have met you, Mr. C'Lanth."

"Pleased, I'm sure” Mabd Calucci said coldly. Taylor and Emily left.

"| liked the young people Hughes Boyden introduced meto at
Princeton,” CLanth said, dmost musingly. "There was about them a
sort of ... playful ease.”

Calucci said brusquely, "Not supposed to be easy, isit? Toney schoal
like that. Probably hasred high admission standards. Now, George, |
redly think we got to get down to business. I'm sure the ladies will

excuse us."



Sarah looked at Mabel Caucci. She saw that the woman was staring at
Brandy, now curled in thewing chair on top of the Forbes and
Smithsonians, half of which had tumbled to the floor. She knew that
Mabed Caucci as surreptitioudy tugging at her red satin neckline,

which had dipped even lower. She even knew that in amoment Mabel
Cducci would say something conciliatory, bright and sweet and
cheerful, from lips still pursed likelemons. "I'll come and listen,”

Sarah said.

George looked relieved. Calucci looked annoyed. C'Lanth smiled. "Glad
to haveyou' thedien said.

_—_—

When George came back from the short drive to the Sation, Sarah was
aready in bed. She sat up againgt the pillows and watched George
undress. George said nothing until he had flung his coat on achair,
loosened histie, kicked off his shoes. Findly it burst out.

"That CLanthisacut-throat."

"Oh, I don't know, | thought he was rather amusing.”

"AMUSIng?”

"| thought of seeing if hed come down the weekend of the third, when
we have the Tal cotts and the Hendersons.”

George turned dowly towards her.

"Y ou know how John Td cott is dways complaining that no one he meets
can ever give him aredly good tennis game. And L ouise so enjoys
talking to people who actudly know something about art. Redlly,
George. don't look at me like that -- it's not such abizarreidea.”

"Sarah -- hesan dien. And you heard how the businesstalk went, the
part of it you stayed for anyway -- where the devil did you go? Mabe
Caucci complained in the car that you never came back to theliving

room. CLanth isgoing to ruin meif we don't get thisded moving."



"Well, wouldn't achanceto get to know him better help that?' Sarah
said reasonably. George went on staring at her; after amoment she
looked away. He was adear, but he got so worked up. Unnecessarily,
redly. After al, they had her money, which was much more than the
firm brought in. And when George wrinkled hisfacelike that, hedid
look like the hardware store man.

"It would be more useful to get to know Buddy Calucci better,” George
sad heavily. "He'sthe one holding thereal clout here. Although
CLanth might -- "

"Oh, redlly, darling, do cometo bed. It'slate, and | don't want to
argue. Y ou haven't sgned any papersyet, after al. Anything could
happen.”

George didn't answer. He finished undressing, climbed into bed, turned
out the light. Sarah waited. When afew minutes had passed, she said
softly, "Y ou might be alittle nicer to me, George. | did just spend

an evening for you with those two dreadful people.”

"l know," George said. Shefelt him reach for her in the darkness, and
she put her head on his shoulder.

"I'm sorry | didn't go back to the living room, darling. Truly |

am. But her smugness. And that inane chatter. And those little frizzy
dyed curls. And him -- that eager hard-eyed grin."

"I know", George said again.

"l didtry."

"Yes youdid."

"And you'l think about having C'Lanth down on thethird?'

"Might beagood idea," George said deepily.

Sarah snuggled in closer againgt his shoulder. She was glad George
thought she had tried, glad he wasn't angry. Because of coursethe

truth was that she had been rude to those terrible Cauccis, rude with



asort of reverse-English rudeness of not having been polite enough,
not having picked up the cues, not having tried at al to enter into
their territory. But, redlly, with some people you just couldn't, and

it was no good pretending. Everybody knew that, realy. With some

people, do what you might, the gap was just too wide.



