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1.

It was almost noon when I finished my grocery shopping and headed for Newton Lane and the Cheese Cupboard. I crossed Main Street and suddenly caught sight of myself in the mirrored panel of a store front. I paused for a brief moment to take a second look and then went on.

I had seen something I liked. I had seen the summer Jan Stewart, the country Jan. The city Jan Stewart was “dressed,” worldly, brisk, competent and reasonably ambitious. She wouldn’t have a thread dangling, or a loose button, nor would she be seen dead on the streets of Manhattan as casually put together as that girl just glimpsed in a window….

A girl with the beginnings of a sunburn, hair still damp from an early morning swim, and a big, floppy, carelessly worn hat. A tall girl with an unpressed Mexican blouse loosely floating and legs cased in old and faded jeans.

We were alter egos, those two Jans, split almost to the point of schizophrenia. But that’s what civilization has done for us — or a good many of us — in this far from best of all possible worlds: we live in sections, so to speak. Especially women, who have succeeded in convincing many now that it’s their privilege and right to enjoy themselves, in the market place, as it were (just like men) instead of remaining Arab wives, supported from the altar to the grave.

Meanwhile there was that other part of me that remembered my mother’s kind of life. Comfortable, protected, feminine. A woman outside the fray. It had almost been my kind of life, too. I had been engaged, with a marriage set for June (of all trite months) and I had thought to leave the business world, raise a family, drive a man to the station, the kids to school.

And join the local PTA.

Alas for fond dreams.

There were many other women about, and my fiancé, Ted Lassiter, had discovered it belatedly. One of the others had, unhappily for me, apparently surpassed me in ways essential to his happiness and well being.

It had come as a very rude shock.

I wasn’t left waiting at the church, but it had come close to that. We were, in fact, addressing wedding invitations when the final confrontation came.

“God, I’m so damned sorry,” Ted had said miserably.

He certainly looked it. He was perspiring, mopping his forehead, and his eyes were bleak.

So, I am quite sure, were mine.

“Better now than later,” I said gamely. What I wanted to do was bash him over the head. And then drop out of sight forever.

I got over it … somehow. Nothing was forever: I was wryly amused at my mother’s timeworn phrase … “this too shall pass” … meant to inspirit. They were words used earlier to help me over tough spots like difficult exams or broken dates.

But things like rapture and seemingly unmarred bliss passed, too, it seemed, and mother never used that phrase any more. Obviously she now saw the irony of it.

“I’ll have a half pound of the cheddar,” I said to the man helping me.

He said, “All you city folk like this kind,” and cut the wedge.

It had pistachio nuts in it, and I was mad for it.

It was expensive, as the rest of my purchases had been. The man gave me my change (what there was of it) and said gallantly that it was always a pleasure doing business with a pretty girl.

I left the store and thought about having lunch somewhere, but decided against it as a further expenditure. I would make myself a sandwich when I got home. I started back to my car, laden with parcels and looking into shop windows.

I was renting a small house in East Hampton for the summer. East Hampton has become a little bit too precious, a little bit too “in” for my taste, but I wasn’t complaining. The wall to wall celebrities had nothing to do with my tenure there, and the Maidstone Club was not my territory at that point. Chauffeured Rolls and Bentleys rubbed fenders with more modest Volvos and Chevvies on the village streets, attesting, at any rate, to the fact that lesser lights managed to give the famed and fashionable a run for their money, though the hard-working clerks and typists who were part of the milling throng might have to subsist on beefburger meals all winter in order to spend their holidays on these chic shores.

That had nothing to do with me.

I was here because of Caroline Lestrange.

From the center of town to the Lestrange estate was a ten-minute drive.

As you came close you smelled the sea, inhaled the salt damp of it, felt the shore come to greet you. It was good to return to that, and any vague depression I had felt earlier while recalling my not so distant romantic disaster vanished in a trice.

I turned my Triumph into the little grass-grown lane at the very edge of the Lestrange acres, saw my whitewashed cottage come into view, idled the motor for a minute or two in order to feast my eyes on it and felt delight flow through me.

It seemed inordinately small from this vantage point, but was not so wee inside. The ell didn’t show from the road, but the ell, which faced the back, and the cliff down to the water, offered a grand sweep of sea and sky. Just outside that was a small stone patio, with the bright yellow barbecue grill I’d bought as soon as I’d known I was going to spend long summer days here.

It was just what the doctor ordered. It was a far cry from the shanty at Sea Cliff I had rented last year. This was a marvel of perfection, all five rooms of it, and I had made up my mind to buy it. That was, if the owner, Caroline Lestrange, would agree to a sale. It was, admittedly, a very large if. Such a strange, erratic and aristocratic old woman would not be easy to dicker with.

Yet in my mind the cottage was already mine. I could picture the deed drawn up, with all its legal terminology, and had begun envisioning Thanksgivings and perhaps Christmases spent here. A turkey in the oven …

It was a Friday, and next week was the Fourth of July, with Monday as an extra day, making a four-day span away from New York.

My week-ends on the Island would be long ones at any rate, as I was spacing my vacation, rather than taking all three weeks of it in one solid block. This would give me five generous week-ends, plus the one on the Fourth.

And then the last two weeks of August would be entirely my own.

On this particular week-end, I had been eager to ready things in the cottage for the summer, and had taken the extra day, plus a couple of hours on the previous one. I’d driven down in the late afternoon on Thursday, arriving at East Hampton late, but glad to be there.

Strictly speaking, I was not within my rights, since my tenancy had been based on occupancy from July through Labor Day. But I had few qualms about asking the indulgence of this time as well, and so I’d called Caroline Lestrange from the city.

There had been no protest whatsoever; as a matter of fact, she had been voluble (as ever), chatted at length, wanted to know what the weather in town was like, and how was my young man?

“I shall be happy to see you again,” she finished, and then briskly ended the conversation.

After that I made final arrangements with the telephone company and Con Edison, and my cottage was now in working order. I kept roaming through the rooms and patting objects lovingly, telling myself that all this was — at least for two months — mine, all mine. The sun rayed in through sparkling clean window panes which someone, thanks to Caroline Lestrange, had scrubbed to a gloss.

I had made a find.

There was an air conditioner, of somewhat ancient vintage, in the bedroom, but I doubted I’d be using it much, what with cross ventilation and sea breezes. I tried it, and it didn’t seem to be very effective, though it certainly was loud, like a locomotive at full steam.

I made a light lunch and ate it standing up, then got together the cleaning things and dustrags I had bought in town. I meant to fall to work immediately, but I was in a kind of high, and before settling down to my housewifely tasks I went outside again to look about me contentedly. I lit a cigarette and sat down on a low stone wall, feeling very much the mistress of my fate. It was a lovely day, gold and blue, with clouds that moved slowly and serenely, and the temperature in the high sixties.

I couldn’t have asked for more.

The estate on which my cottage nestled was a large, rambling family compound situated on the remainder of what had once been hundreds of acres of fine shore country land. A wealth of great shade trees stood here, as well as fruit trees — pear, apple and flowering quince. A circular drive wound about a central lawn of velvety green, bounding the four big houses — summer homes. They were impressive enough, though not comparable to the Edwardian horrors at Newport, rather in the time-honored tradition of New England manor houses.

The family whose property this was bore the name of Lestrange, which did not sound English but was. The Norman Conquest put its stamp on Britain; many of England’s oldest names have a Gallic ring.

The name Lestrange is a familiar one in the history of the United States. In 1648 a few English settlers came from Lynn, Massachusetts, to settle in what is today East Hampton. One of them was a Lestrange. That much I had learned from a little research. I had known the more recent family history before; it’s more or less common knowledge. One of the Lestranges took a flyer in rails, made a killing, bought a bank and then other banks, and a dynasty had been born.

Their day of preeminence was gone, alas, and their eclat somewhat diminished. They were still a household name, but less so than the Rockefellers or Duponts. There had been deaths and reverses, and future shock had taken its toll. Still, it was a glamorous name, Lestrange, and reminiscent of the era of New York’s Four Hundred.

Three of the big houses were closed and shuttered, giving them a brooding, somber look. One of them, however — the one on the northwest corner — was occupied, and its chatelaine was Caroline Lestrange Hallowell Muncie Comstock. And if the uninitiated knew little about other Lestranges, they knew plenty about Caroline Lestrange, whose fame was legendary.

She had been a most flamboyant personality in her time, an international beauty, as shameless and glorious as Tallulah, with her three marriages, and lovers galore, including princes, sheiks and the like. She had been a page, really, in amatory history, and had shuttered her life only recently because of advancing cataracts, arthritis, and an overall weariness. Time magazine, quoting her in a recent interview (on the occasion of her eightieth birthday) maintained that she called herself désabusé.

The French word was typical, for Caroline Lestrange had spent much of her youth in the City of Light, and it was a well-known conceit of hers to speak French whenever English would do. She was like the White Russians of Tolstoi’s time who were so enamored of the French tongue that they spoke it almost exclusively in the magnificent drawing rooms of St. Petersburg.

Désabusé … there is really no comparable term in the English language. World-weary won’t quite do, nor will jaded, disillusioned. The French word will have to suffice, and it suited Caroline Lestrange, that anachronism in today’s world. A great lady … though she might have been promiscuous in her gilded youth.

It was she who had rented my cottage to me.

				• • •

				And that had been through a fluke. My very close friend Eric Sloane had noted a newspaper item concerning the Lestrange estate, an article which had followed closely on the heels of the Time spread. “Let’s have a look at the place,” he said. “We’ll make a weekend out of it.”

And so we did just that, on Memorial Day weekend, having lunch on the way and, arriving in the late afternoon in East Hampton, lucky to find a room at the Sea Spray Inn.

Next morning we had a late and hearty breakfast, browsed through already milling crowds of people who were enjoying their first spring week-end, did some souvenir shopping and then hunted up the Lestrange estate.

It wasn’t hard to find: we asked, and were told. In fact, we knew this part of the world fairly well. When we came to it, we saw at once that it wasn’t at all like the forbidding fortresses on the Island’s north shore where now — one is informed — Cosa Nostra families sequester themselves behind electrically-wired barricades. There was a girdling fence, but of white picket and more decorative than anything else, as well as a closed gate, but no Do Not Enter … No Trespassing signs.

All four houses were visible from where we stood, though partially screened, of course, by their surrounding shrubbery and the many shade trees. All of them had a Tudor aspect, with the obligatory timbering and gabling characteristic of that type of architecture, and off-center chimneys.

The grass needed cutting; it all seemed rather desolate, somehow, as if deserted, abandoned, no longer a living part of the environs. Yet it had a kind of haunting beauty. A great pear tree, newly in bloom, was luminous with starry white flowers of an aching loveliness, with a light powdering of fallen blossoms at its base.

“It looks as if it might be haunted,” I was commenting, when, out of the quiet, we heard a voice. I jumped, and Eric looked up sharply.

“Who’s there and what do you want?” the voice demanded.

We both saw her at the same time, and I recognized Caroline Lestrange from her pictures. There were still traces of her beauty left; she wore her hair the way she had always done, to the shoulders and with slight ripples of waves. It was almost more dark than white, and her face, though lined, was far from raddled. She still gave the impression of glamor, was slim, slight, and somehow striking still.

I had always pictured her as tall and statuesque, but she couldn’t have been more than five three or four. Naturally the arthritis had taken something from her height. But she really didn’t look more than in her middle or late sixties.

She was walking a dog, but it was no guard dog. It was a small Cairn terrier that looked itself as if it had seen younger days; its black coat was heavily streaked with gray. It was a dear little thing, but it was barking dutifully at us, bravely showing its teeth.

The voice came again. “Who is that?” the woman repeated, and I saw that she was nervous and apprehensive. At that point she broke into French. “Allez-vous en,” she cried, flapping a hand angrily, like someone shooing away a bothersome fly. “Maintenant … tout de suite … allez-vous …”

She had met her match: my own French is quite advanced … my only linguistic talent. I was as vain about my French as about my legs: well, you have to have some ego. I rose to the occasion.

“Pardon, Madame,” I said, with what I hoped was a winning smile. “Nous ne vous voulons pas de mal. Nous regardons seulement. Comme c’est beau, Madame. Excusez-nous, je vous en prie.”

I saw her expression change to one of astonished pleasure, and was congratulating myself on the fact that my impulsive burst of virtuosity had clearly won the old woman over, when another voice suddenly cut the quiet. It was a deep, male voice, with what I took to be an “Island” accent.

“I will handle this, let me handle this,” the voice said, and then I saw him, appearing like a genie out of a bottle, coming lithely out from behind a tree.

An incredibly tall man, of no age I could pin down but far from old, and coffee-colored, a rich, sepia tone to his skin. He must have been six feet four or five, and he was massive in build.

But what struck me instantly was the dark glasses he wore which, on such a dark-skinned man and with his accented voice, made me think of the Ton Ton Macoutes of the Duvalier regime, those legal thugs whose very name brings terror to the citizens of Haiti.

Even Eric drew back with a quick distaste.

The big man started to brush past the woman, his face expressionless but enormously frightening. He was heading straight for us when the woman held up an authoritative hand in a quick, peremptory gesture, cutting short his progress.

She said, “Non, c’est très bien. Je peux me debrouiller. Il me semble qu’ils ne sont pas très dangereux.”

“Alors,” he replied, in a dark, sonorous voice, “On n’ sait jamais,” tried again to go past her, at which her expression became very unpleasant, and she glared at him.

“Assez, assez” she cried, drawing herself up haughtily. “N’allez pas plus loin!”

He froze instantly, and stood absolutely still, as if graven onto the landscape. Not a muscle moved. The dark glasses, framing the upper part of his face, gave that awesome impression of ghastly mystery. Where were his eyes?

I was all for leaving on the spot, and started to frame another apology. But the woman seemed intrigued by us, perhaps flattered. She said, “So you think this place is “très beau,” do you?”

“It’s lovely,” I assured her. “But truly, we didn’t have any intention of bothering you. I’m very sorry.”

The gigantic man still stood there, watchful behind those dark glasses. “You see him?” the woman asked, looking up at him with an odd smile. “That’s Toussaint. He’s better than a guard dog. Toussaint won’t let any harm come to me.”

“That’s good,” Eric said mildly.

She gave him a considering look. “What are you, a newly-married couple seeing the sights of East Hampton?” she asked. But her gaze was not as insolent as her words.

“Seeing the sights, but not newly-married,” Eric answered. “Just following up an article we saw in the newspaper.”

“That damned article. A few people have rubbernecked. Not many, I’m obliged to say. It’s people like the Kennedys who rouse the curiosity of the rabble.”

She made a wry face. “Forgive me,” she said. “I didn’t mean — ”

“Oh, we’re rabble,” Eric said quizzically. “But rather decent rabble, and hard-working as the day is long.”

She burst out laughing, and turned to me again. “Your French is damned good, young woman.”

“I try,” I said modestly.

“So you came to see this place, did you. Would you care to see more of it? I’m quite at loose ends and wouldn’t mind having someone to share a drink with. That is, if Toussaint will agree to it.”

He was clearly unwilling to drop his truculent attitude, but stood sullenly aside when Caroline opened the gate for us. She gave him an ironic look as we stepped onto the grounds. “And a very good boy you are,” she said to him. “You wouldn’t let the bogie man get old Caroline, would you?”

He bowed stiffly, and walked off. “What I would do without him,” his mistress said, as she led us up a flagstoned path to the right of the property, “I can’t venture to say. I compared him to a guard dog. Well, Toussaint wouldn’t go for the jugular without provocation, but I daresay he’d cut an ill-intentioned intruder to ribbons.”

I shivered involuntarily, and gave Eric a rolling eyeball look, which he returned in kind. Meanwhile Caroline, preceding us on the path, was talking away at a great rate. “Yes, Toussaint’s invaluable, I assure you. I’ve only two other regulars, John and Claire; they’re a couple. She’s the cook and housekeeper, he’s the chauffeur-gardener. Toussaint has few duties, but in the absence of a sophisticated security system he earns his wages, I can tell you that.”

We followed after her, and I knew both of us were just a shade unwilling. It was an adventure, yes, but one we hadn’t counted on and suddenly, for some reason, I wanted to be away and on our own again. I couldn’t have said why. It was, perhaps, a foreboding that came from the whole surroundings … the four houses, with three of them closed and silent, and the vast, unpeopled grounds. And, decidedly, that huge, enigmatic Haitian.

The door of the house we at last approached stood open, and the woman sailed regally through. She turned, beckoned for us to follow, and called out imperiously, “Emily!” Then she bent, picked up the little terrier and looked expectantly at us as we gazed around.

I ceased being uneasy or reluctant as soon as we were inside; I immediately fell in love with Caroline Lestrange’s house. It had an open look. The grand foyer led directly into an enormous drawing room, with a lovely staircase along the left-hand wall. There was a profusion of intricate wood-carving, and high, paneled dados, as well as high, high ceilings with a richness of moldings made up of cherubs, sunbursts, festoons of grapes, ailanthus leaves.

Everything was in a soft, white-gray color, even to the chairs and sofas; they were of a pearly, light gray, almost like nacre. The sun, shining in, reflected the colors of the greenery — huge, potted ferns and cacti in woven basket tubs — and the hues of innumerable, delicate objects of virtu. There were more of these exquisite ornaments in a fine vitrine that stood against one wall — lots of Chinoiserie, and some pieces that looked like Nymphenberg beside some mouth-watering majolica. There was no orderly placement of these art objects, or any attempt at selectivity, but the overall effect was dazzling — eclectic and imaginative.

There was a beautiful fireplace with an equally beautiful mantel over it, a lovely Coromandel screen, and elaborately-molded archways led into other rooms. The floorboards were like sepia satin, and not concealed by any abundance of carpets. Only three or four small Orientals were scattered here and there, and one that looked like an Aubusson.

“What a marvellous house,” I said.

“Yes,” she said complacently. “It is. Now may I know your names, please. I’m Caroline Lestrange and this is Dommie, my terrier.”

Eric introduced us, and she nodded and gestured. “And now that’s done, let’s go into my sitting room. You can see the water from there. There’s an outdoor lanai, but it’s a bit windy today, and my old bones feel it cruelly.”

She led us through one of the ornate archways, and we came to a charming little salon, with scaled-down pieces of furniture, much in white-painted bamboo, colorful cushions in bright royals and greens and, as she had promised, a view of the sea and sky. “Make yourselves comfortable,” she bade us, and sat down in a lacy Princess chair.

I heard footsteps approaching, first on the stairway in the distance and then over the polished floor outside. “There you are at last,” Caroline Lestrange said. “What took you so long, dammit?”

The woman who came through the archway was fiftyish, with iron-gray hair drawn severely back from a high, shiny forehead and tied up into a chignon at the neck. She looked to be exactly what we soon learned she was: a companion. She looked also, however, as if she could take care of herself as well as someone else, for she was very tall and rawboned, with broad, strong shoulders, and she wore an expression that read, no one’s going to get the best of me.

“I said, what kept you so long,” our hostess repeated; she didn’t wait for an answer, which in any event was not forthcoming. “We shall want a tray of liquors,” she instructed. “These are some young friends of mine, perhaps admirers, who knows?” And to us, “This is Emily, she lives with me. As I said, we’re few in staff here, just the couple I mentioned and some indifferent girls who come in to clean — sporadically, I must say with some bitterness. It’s all become a rather rough and ready life, but that’s progress for you, my dear people; no one wants to stir their stumps any more. Welfare’s at the bottom of it. That and food stamps. A disgrace, I say.”

Meanwhile Emily had gone off to see to the “tray of liquors.” Caroline went on chatting in her stream of consciousness way. She asked about us, what we did. I said we were not on Welfare, and she laughed appreciatively, murmured, “Touché,” and inquired about my career, if career it was.

“I guess it’s a career,” I said. “I’m a magazine editor.”

“Magazine? Which one?”

I said Les Elles.

“Oh? That’s not a bad publication. Rather better than most, as a matter of fact. It’s brought some decent authors to light. And your husband?”

I reminded her that he was not my husband. “I’m Stewart, he’s Sloane. We have an understanding.”

“In other words you’re living together.”

“No.”

“But it’s serious?”

Eric spoke up. “Very serious.”

I noted that that sounded like an ominous disease, and she laughed again, quite heartily, and threw me an approving glance. “You know,” she said, “I like you very much, young lady. You have spirit. You’d like me too, if you came to know me, because I had spirit, too, many long years ago.” Then, turning back to Eric, she asked about his work.

He explained that he was an editor too. “Not a magazine, though. Books.”

He mentioned his publishing house and a look of genuine respect crossed her face. “Ah,” she said, nodding graciously.

Then Emily returned, with the drinks, and soon we were sipping and nibbling on nuts and chips. And listening. Listening to Caroline Lestrange ramble on. She told Eric he was a lucky chap to have landed a “beauty” like me, whereupon I said I was lucky to have found a live one like Eric, and she shrugged expressively. “You’re fortunate in any case. Fortunate to be young.” Her face grew quiet and reflective. “To be young,” she finally said, “is to have everything … everything. Ah, when I was young — ”

She let us know about her youth, and vaingloriously enough, yet I couldn’t dislike her for it. She was boastful, self-aggrandizing, but I had taken to her. She was an eccentric in the best sense of the word, and I knew I wouldn’t meet many like her in a lifetime.

There was also a lot about her prestigious family, about their early colonization of this country, and she hinted, with a wink, at some not infrequent shenanigans and skullduggery concerning financial affairs. “Quite a few buried secrets,” she murmured slyly. “It wasn’t all sacred honor and lofty ideals.”

She was a shinto worshiper all the same, proud of her lineage and tossing off illustrious names lavishly. When I asked her about her own generation she said abruptly that they were all dead.

“In the end you’re always left alone,” she said brusquely. “Paying for indifferent companionship.”

God, poor Emily, I thought, and darted a look at her. She made no comment, simply recrossed her sturdy legs and imperturbably sipped her Bristol Cream.

“Were there many siblings?” I asked Caroline.

“Six. Two died in infancy. Four of us survived — I, and three brothers. It wasn’t particularly joyous being the only female. Not in those days. In those days a young girl got by on social graces. Rugged individualism was certainly not encouraged.”

She laughed wickedly. “So it came as quite a nasty little surprise to everyone when I broke out of the mold and made a spectacle of myself. Not for me needlepoint, calling cards and accepting myself as a member of the ‘gentler’ sex. Indeed, no! I was the black sheep … but hell, I had a wonderful time being naughty!”

She sat back triumphantly. “And I don’t regret one single, solitary thing!”

I caught Eric’s amused look in my direction and I knew he was thinking that I myself (as Caroline herself had remarked) was cut out of the same bolt of cloth as this forthright woman. Eric had dubbed me a filly at the gate; he’d said that I hadn’t been hiding behind the door when self-confidence had been handed out, and that only an innate decency and feeling for the underdog kept me from being too much to handle. He said my colleagues at the magazine weren’t exactly shrinking violets, but I was the one there who wore the pants.

Even this was exaggeration, of course. Like Caroline Lestrange, I kept remembering that there was only one life … man born of woman is of few days and much trouble … and therefore one had best make the most of it. Never regret tomorrow what you could have done today.

Which was substantially what Caroline Lestrange had just said. And I don’t regret one single, solitary thing.

Eric, who has a “sense,” put his glass down on an end table and rose. He had picked precisely the correct time for our departure. Anything else any of us said would now be anticlimactic. Caroline knew the lightness of this; she said, “I’m sorry to see you go, but you’ve made a pleasant hour for me, you two.”

“It’s been more than pleasant for us,” Eric said. “Well think of this and talk about it for a long time.”

“So will I,” she said, looking a little lost. “I’m alone so much of the time.” She got up out of the Princess chair and announced that she would walk us back to the gate.

“I’ll see them to the gate,” Emily said officiously. “You’ll only overtire yourself and then it’s I who’ll have to pay for it.”

“Go take these things to the kitchen,” her employer replied coldly. “Get this mess cleaned up and try to remember your place, young woman.”

Poor Emily. I was quite embarrassed and sorry. I put out my hand and said it had been lovely to meet her, and thanks so much for — 

She ignored my hand and my thanks, muttered something I couldn’t catch, and stood there waiting for us to go. I was still bleeding for her, but at the same time found it difficult to keep a straight face about her being told to remember her place, young woman.

But of course to someone over eighty, someone of fifty or thereabouts must seem rather young.

And I comforted myself that after all, her employer couldn’t physically abuse her. She wouldn’t dare. Powerfully-built Emily would make short work of delicate and slight Caroline Lestrange should a finger be lifted against her.

And sometimes, as Wilde said, you hurt the ones you love the most. There might, after all, be some strong feeling of warmth between them, whether acknowledged or not.

We left the house and our hostess briefed us on the environs. “You’ve met my man, Toussaint,” she said, and pointed to a sizeable frame structure behind her house. “That’s the garage,” she informed us. “I have only one car, a Rolls Royce. It’s in there, cared for like a baby by John.”

Her finger rose higher. “The apartment above it is Toussaint’s. It’s quite attractive, he has every comfort. He can keep an eye on me there and he does.” She smiled. “As you saw earlier.”

Then she gestured toward the other three houses. “The same arrangement goes for my relatives’ help, over the garage. It’s the lesser of several evils. Comfort with privacy. The day of the backstairs is over. This is a new and expeditious world. Not like that of my young days, when we took an entire floor at the Ritz on the Place Vendôme for the servants.”

We walked back along the flagstoned path, a little more slowly this time because Caroline was telling us about the circular driveway, which was of fairly recent vintage. “Before that,” she said, “the grass was continually being chowdered up by wheels; it looked simply awful. So we had the driveway done, and only three trees had to go.”

Because of our leisurely progress, I had the opportunity to notice, quite near the road on Caroline’s side of the estate, a small, whitewashed cottage at some distance, and off the boundary line of the other houses. There were some small trees sheltering it, and two lovely lilac bushes framed the entrance. I saw at once that, from the back, it would have a view of the water.

“Does someone live here too?” I asked.

She glanced over at the cottage. “Oh,” she said, “Just sometimes one of the children.”

“I see.”

“Why?” she asked abruptly.

“Nothing. It’s just that I’m looking for a beach house to rent for the summer.”

“Oh?”

“To tell the truth,” I said, “something like that cottage.”

There was a rather long silence. I’ve been too pushy, I thought, now she’ll be nasty. Instead, she answered, “It wouldn’t be cheap, you know.”

And before I had a chance to say anything to this, she followed up with, “When would you want to take up residence?”

“You mean you would rent it?”

“Why not? You’re looking at it with great fondness. I can see you’ve set your heart on it. You stopped being a stranger an hour or so ago. And I’m a good judge of character, anyone will tell you that.”

“I’d be very grateful,” I said eagerly. “I was thinking of starting on the Fourth. Week-ends, at first, and then later on two straight weeks. You’d really be willing?”

“As I said, I’m a good judge of — now about price. Say … oh, three thousand … four?”

I sagged, of course. Four thousand.

I said I was sorry, that my budget — 

A hint of impatience. “How much, then? Come, do make up your mind.”

“You’d think it ridiculous.”

She laughed, tolerantly. “What is it I’d consider ridiculous.”

“What I can spend.”

“What can you spend?”

“A thousand.”

“Well, then, a thousand. What’s money, anyway? The main thing is someone reputable, reassuring.”

She held out a bony, aristocratic hand, heavy with emeralds. “So it’s all arranged, my dear.”

“What about the … the children?”

“What children?”

“You mentioned that sometimes … that the children sometimes …”

“Oh, one or the other of the family brats, college brats. Don’t give it a thought. There are four large houses here, and they only use this for screwing, anyway. They think I don’t know, but I do know. You’ll be happy here, and the beach is of course private.”

“I can’t thank you enough, Madame.”

“Call me Caroline if you’re to live here. Why you have to lose your name as you proceed through life I never could understand. First it’s Mrs. Whoever, then Auntie, then Grandmother, and so on. I enjoyed your visit, young people.”

“You’ve been so gracious.”

“A few minutes of joy in a joyless life.”

“And I must give you a deposit.”

“A what?”

“For the house,” I said resolutely. If this grand, quirky old woman was in any way a bit addled, or forgetful, I had to know now.

“Good heavens, that’s not necessary, and it would only be a bother,” she said, and then, perhaps noticing my distressed look, her own became rather gentler. “I’m not senile,” she said, with a chuckle. “I’m old, but not dotty. I’ll take your silly deposit, Jennie.”

“It’s Jan. Anyway, you’ll have my name on the check.”

I wrote it out leaning on Eric’s back, a check for two hundred, sizeable enough to be of some account. She took it without giving a glance at the amount. Later, I decided that, after all, Caroline Lestrange was still somewhat vain. The film over the handsome old eyes gave her impaired sight away. Probably she wouldn’t have been able to see what I had scribbled without holding it close to her face.

“And now,” she said, “you’ll want to see the inside.”

“It would be helpful,” I agreed.

But the front door was locked. Eric volunteered to go around to the back and see if there was open entry there. “Yes, do,” she agreed, and he walked past the side of the house.

He was back shortly, “Back door is locked too. And the windows seem tight; I checked them.”

“Bother,” Caroline said peevishly. “I’ve no idea who has keys, but probably John. He’s in town, however, and won’t be back until a good bit later. Oh, bother,” she said again.

“We won’t be leaving until tomorrow afternoon,” I told her. “Could we call you in the morning?”

“But of course,” she said heartily. “And then I’ll give you lunch. Oh, that will be so nice for me. And if the weather’s better we’ll have it outdoors. This has turned out to be something of a bonanza for me. How nice of you to take it into your heads to investigate our compound!”

“I don’t know why you’re being so very nice to us, but please let me say it’s sincerely and gratefully appreciated,” Eric said warmly, and she gave him a lingering look. “You’re really a most attractive chap,” she told him. “You remind me of a man who … I can’t think: which one, at the moment, but someone I was very fond of.”

“He was fortunate to have attracted you,” Eric murmured, and she laughed.

“Maybe, maybe not,” she said, and opened the gate for us.

“Until tomorrow, then.”

“Until tomorrow. And many, many thanks.”

So, on the following day, the Sunday, we lunched with Caroline Lestrange and Emily, where we heard more about the former’s life, past and present, and saw, at last, the inside of my cottage.

It was cheerfully furnished, a little chintzy perhaps, but that was what would have been expected, and there were no objets d’art to worry about. It was a simple, pleasant, uncluttered place, and there was a lovely little terrace at the back that was made to order for grilling steaks and fish. There were linens, bedclothes, china and glassware, and a catchall closet with brooms and a vaccuum.

The one really beautiful piece of furniture was a handsome old armoire in the bedroom. It was enormous, certainly eight feet high, exquisitly fashioned, and in golden-brown fruitwood. When I exclaimed over its mellow charm, Caroline Lestrange murmured vaguely that it was just an ordinary piece of no value; she supposed that she or Emily had picked it up at a country auction, though she couldn’t recall when it had been.

When I tried the doors, nothing happened.

“It’s locked, I think,” I said, but Eric came over and eyed it judiciously. “It’s not locked, the wood’s warped, that’s all.”

He banged smartly on the doors, then gave a sharp tug. There was another moment of resistance, and then the doors reluctantly yielded. “Needs some sanding down,” he said. “I’ll get to it one of these days. Meanwhile, use a little elbow grease, Jan.”

He closed the doors and stood aside. “Try it again.”

This time, after a momentary struggle and a protesting shudder from the armoire, the doors opened when I yanked. “There you are,” he said. “Anyway, there’s adequate closet space. We won’t need this.”

“You may not use it, but I will,” I said lovingly. “I’m crazy about it. You can have the closet. I’m preempting this.”

Caroline Lestrange laughed. “You are easy to please. It’s a quite undistinguished item, that armoire. But if you like it, I’m happy.”

“It’s so European,” I explained. “All the hotels I’ve stayed at, when I’ve gone abroad, have had these for closets. I’m afraid I have a romantic streak.”

I laughed, too, sheepishly. “You must think I’m an idiot. Here’s this lovely cottage, and you’re charging me so little for it I haven’t even said how grateful I am. Just raved about this great, stunning monstrosity.”

“Just try not to sprain a ligament getting it open,” she said “I’m not sure my insurance covers that. Well, for my money, give me a good modern closet every time. And now, do you think there is anything else you’ll need? If so, I’m sure I can supply it.”

“Not a thing. There’s really everything anyone could need here.”

I couldn’t have asked for more. Everything was complete, right down to the last knife and fork, and, in the living room, a telephone in utilitarian black.

“I shall have Emily see to that, once you know when you’re coming,” our hostess said.

“Please don’t bother, I’ll arrange for it.”

“You’re quite a capable woman, aren’t you?”

“It’s more or less the name of the game, isn’t it?”

“I suppose.”

“It’s all so lovely, and I can’t thank you enough, Madame.”

“Caroline.”

“You’re very kind.”

“My pleasure, Jennie.”

There was no use protesting. She would call me Jennie for as long as she knew me. What did it matter?

We pocketed the keys, said our good-byes, and drove back to Manhattan, a little drowsy from the sun, martinis, a heavy lunch, and fresh air. We stopped off for supper, and were in front of my apartment at a little before eleven.

I woke during the night.

What about doing a piece, for my magazine, about my new landlady, Caroline Lestrange?

I realized that she could be a mine of information. Profiles, New Yorker style, go down well in any periodical, and the Lestrange name had built-in drawing power. I was thinking in terms of a cameo item, about three thousand words. Of course it’s a truism that your own magazine is off base for your purely creative efforts, but just the same I was on excellent terms with Cal Morrison, our managing editor, and I decided to present the idea to him the next day.

The opportunity arose naturally enough, as it happened. Cal came into my office at eleven thirty, about an editorial problem; we were closeted for an hour. When we had ironed out the bugs and he was leaving, I said I had an idea I would like to discuss with him. He looked at his watch and said how about lunch.

“I’m free,” he said. “You?”

I said sure, great, and we went to La Bonne Soup. When he heard my story he literally pricked up his ears. “Lestrange? You don’t say!”

“And I’ve taken the cottage for the summer. I’ll be sure to see a great deal of her.”

“What’s on your mind?”

I told him. “A little soupçon; stylish human-interest. I think I have the expertise for it by now. It isn’t Onassis or Kennedy or Burton-Taylor, but it’s of interest, I feel sure.”

“Yeah,” he said, reflecting. “I’m inclined to agree.”

“Shall I try?”

“Okay, try. No promises. But I’ll read it personally. Sure, Jan, give it a go.”

It was enough to keep my interest honed.

And so, with all these things to think about, I put out my cigarette, went back to the house and then, once more delaying my work, sat down and called Caroline Lestrange.

A man answered. “Lestrange residence,” he said.

“Is she there?”

“You mean Miss Caroline?”

“Yes, please.”

“Sure,” he said. “But she not in the house.” I started to say, thanks just the same, but he went on. “She outside, weedin’ in the garden.”

I said, “Tell her, if you don’t mind, that it’s Jan Stewart and I’m here. She said I could come this weekend and get things started. I’m renting the cottage, you know.”

“Oh, is that you,” he said. “Whyn’t you come over? She be glad to see you, probably.”

“You think so?”

“Sure, she only foolin’ around with some trimmin’ of the borders.” He chuckled. “Not much help to me, but let her have her fun, ain’t that right?”

“Yes, I guess. Okay, I’ll pop over.”

I hung up, washed my hands and went over.


2.

The door was opened by a tall, lean, middle-aged black man stripped to the waist, with pants threatening to fall down, as they were unbelted.

He said, “Excuse my appearance but I been working like a coolie.”

Then Emily appeared, walking past him and blocking my way should I care to enter. She looked severe, critical and uncompromising.

“Oh, hello there,” I said genially. “It’s nice to see you again. I just — ”

“Yes?” she said, looking hard at me.

“I just wanted to let her know I was here and not … I thought — ”

“You come right on in,” the big black man said, extending a strong arm, glistening with sweat, in front of Emily’s chest, running my interference for me. “Come in and I take you to my lady.”

So, over Emily’s — if not dead, but at least defeated body — I was led out to the garden, where Caroline Lestrange, on her knees and her hair in disarray, was working with an assortment of pruning tools. She looked up a little blearily. “Why, hello,” she said. “How nice of you to come and see me, and just in time to woo me away from this woeful work. I always did like alliteration, don’t you? Now … just a snip here, and that will be done. We are eternally short-handed around here, and the lady of the manor must needs fall to and ruin her manicure with filthy, back-breaking toil. Fancy it. Instead of lolling about hedonistically, I’m plunging my hands, up to the elbows, in loam. Like any peon. Well, what can you do in the face of changing times?”

“I didn’t intend to interrupt anything,” I put in. “I just wanted to let you know it was me on the grounds, and not an intruder.”

“If it had been an intruder, Toussaint would know it, and he’d be in a hospital by now,” she replied, and struggled up. “Let’s have a drink.”

I tried to give her a hand, but was shooed away with a venomous look. “I’m not disabled,” she cried, getting to her feet. “Though some may think so, not mentioning any names.”

I soon found, as we were being served Bloody Marys on the patio, that she was referring to her family. “A feckless lot,” she asserted. “Oh, I suppose it’s because I’m their senior by so many years, and possibly envious of all the strength and energy they still have. However, I’m not at all averse to confessing that I wasn’t very fond of my brothers and therefore have no reason to be fond of my brothers’ offspring.”

She eyed me. “I’m boring you?”

“Not at all. Do go on.”

“You see, the only one of my brothers I liked was Crosby. I always said he was a poet. Oh, I doubt he even dabbled in verse, I don’t mean that. What I want to convey is that he was sensitive, idealistic … and the only one who understood me at all. He was always very gentle with me, very supportive.”

“Is he still living?”

“None of them are living. As I said, I’ve outlasted them all … and just about everyone else from my youth. And again, their children have no feeling for me at all, which is well deserved, I expect, as I’ve no feeling for them. Through an accident of birth, we’re related, that’s absolutely all.”

She ticked off on her fingers. “Garrison — that’s one of my brother Lawrence’s sons — has summered here for the past few years. He’s totally uninteresting; I didn’t even care for him as a child. Emerson’s son Lester spends time here in the summer months. He’s an nonentity, and his wife’s a quite dreary girl. I loathe her. Dear Crosby fathered twin girls, both of whom married European royalty — very minor royalty, I assure you. But I am very fond of his son, Paul, who inherited Crosby’s fine sensibilities. Paul will be here, after Labor Day, for a brief visit, and I must say I look forward to that, bless him. As for the rest — ”

She shrugged. “No love lost. To them, I’m a freak, an embarrassing old eccentric. It doesn’t matter to me in the least. They’re watered-down Lestranges, all the ginger gone.”

One sentence had run into another, and now she took a deep breath before she added, “I’m very rich, Jennie, did you know that?”

I said no, I didn’t.

“Well, I am,” she assured me. “I married a man named Lionel Muncie, and I married him for his money. He was a philistine, without many redeeming features aside from his wealth, but he was old and impotent and simply wanted a striking wife to show off. There was never any sexual involvement; he was far too old for that. He was like a fairy godfather with a magic wand — every woman should have such incredible luck. He died seventeen months after we were married, and left me with a fortune.”
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