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M ediocrity livesin acrowded house. Perfection dwells alone. For Addison Solebury, lifewaslonely at
the top. Even in the upper reaches of gastron-omy his tastes were so lofty that no restaurant in the world
could hope for his continued custom. In the main, he prepared his own meals, a process of considerable
labor and research that only added zest to anticipation, feasts so rar-efied in their reflection of taste that
few could share, let aone cater them.

His standards were arcane but not inflexible. On an off night he could squeak by with properly aged filet
mignon and vin ordinaire, but for the most part, Solebury’ s antipa-thy to the ordinary was viscerd and
had been dl hislife. He turned even pder than normd at the sight of margarine, fled ablock out of his
way to avoid the effluvium of pizza, and often woke whimpering from nightmares of canned tomato soup.

Food—his ecdtatic, amost sexua vision of it—was an art he could not see coarsened; therefore, integrity
exacted its price. The absence of sharing, of awoman, was the minor mode of Solebury’ s mae lament.
After dl, not even the nightingae sang for the hdll of it, but Solebury, through overspecidization, |abored
and dined for the most part alone. Time and again, he girded himsdlf and went woman hunting, but with
hisintolerance of the mundane, his quest was akin to amgestic ek bugling for amate in the city pound.

For most city sngles, Chrigmasisthe londliest time; for Addison, despair st in likeindigestionin
mid-October and peaked perversely on Halloween, which day fate had chosen to bring him into the
coarse-feeding world. He had spent too many londly birthdays.

Many were called, none were chosen. He despaired of finding awoman of smilar refinement. Even those
for whom Solebury had the highest hopesreveded agullet of clay. Hisfragile expectations would
inevitably dampen as she attacked her sdad, flickered as she swallowed garlic escarole with vulgar relish,
guttered with the entree, and died over brandy and cheese. Failure upon failure, until the coming of
Prigtine Solent.

From the fast tentative conversation in the library reference room where he worked, Solebury felt right
about Pris-tine. When he peered over her shoulder, he found her scanning just those sources he ferreted
out in his pursuit of perfection. An exploratory dinner was even more promis-ing. Craftily, he suggested
the Four Seasons and was heart-ened when Pristine answered her door in sensible clothes rather than the
coronation gown an ordinary woman might have worn for the occasion. Clothes were not important. The
key, the subtle clue to the unerring rightness of his choice wasin the way Pristine addressed hersdlf to
food. Looks counted for something, to be sure. Pristine was short and robust, with apale but infinitely
well-nourished complexion, asquare face with faintly critical brows, and awide, ready smile that
displayed 90 percent of her perfect teeth. For his own appearance, she seemed tacitly to approve of him;
palid as hersdf with aclear skin, perhgpsasmall roll of flesh around his fortyish middle that only attested
to many years of choosy but ample diet.

But her addressto the food—ah, that was exquisite. Her fork balanced in afirm hand, Pristine studied
the entree, turned it thisway and that in the manner of an inquigtive coroner, then, resigned that the chef
could come no closer to her ideals, speared, chewed, and reluctantly swallowed. Solebury’ slips parted
in slent admiration. He dared to hope.

“The best isnonetoo good, isit?’ hewinked at her, then applied the test. Would shejoin him soonina
dinner of hisown preparation?“1’ m something of an expert on dining. In asmall way.”



“Small way” wasthe code phrase that separated cognoscenti from the uninitiated. He was instantly
gratified.

“Why don't we?’ Prigtine touched her white hand to his, strong fingers curving intimately to touch his
calused pam. Shewrinkled her upturned nose a him. “It sounds memorable.”

Solebury leaned forward and their eyes met over the forgotten trout dmandine. “I think it could be. Y ou
know what it means to meet someone you can truly share with?’

“Yes, yes. | know.” Prigtine stroked the back of his dightly trembling hand. “ So sdldom. Sorare. And
just theright time of year.”

A bubble of happiness swelled in Solebury’ s chest. * Y ou're very beautiful.”
“| fed beautiful tonight,” said Pristine Solent.

They got out of thetaxi afew blocks before her apart-ment, not wanting the evening to end, holding
hands, heads close together. Solebury kissed her with clumsy ardor at her outside door. Pristine swayed
into him, then threw back her head to the night sky with alittle mew of contentment.

“What an evening. Oh, Addison, | hope there'll be amoon next time. I’'m so damned romantic about
thesethings. And amoonis part of it.”

“Itis Soimportant.” Solebury positively quivered with joy.
“And what isaromantic dinner without moonlight?” Prigtine squeezed hishand. “ G’ night.”

If therewas asidewalk under him, Solebury didn't fed it. He floated to the corner and let three cabs
approach, dow tentatively, and pass on before remembering he wanted one.

Like Lancelot, Solebury’ slove quest lay through great deeds. Such adinner could not be conjured for
the next evening or even within aweek. Pristine would consider that careless. Thiscdled for hisfull
meastery. Since the bone of geniusis discipline, Solebury went back to basics, to research.

His own office, thelibrary reference room, was hisusua start. All the dailies were searched, torrents of
fine print skimmed for the form of hismenu. All professionals had their secrets; Solebury’slay in his
ingstence on adightly pungent spice overlooked by dl but afew masters and not commonly used for
centuries. Only one establishment, Whittaker’s, till used it in their prepared seasonings. Just atiny
dollop, but to Solebury it was sine qua non, adding an overtaste delicate asit was incomparable.

At length hisentree was found. In arising fever of con-centration, Solebury turned his attention to the
treacherous but crucid matter of wine.

Only atyro considered geriatric vintages automaticaly best. Like any living thing, the grape had its youth,
prime and declining age. Of recent years he gave serious consideration to only one: * 92 of course—but
'92 what? Even within the confines dictated by awhite-meat entree, there were nuances of choice. Some
masters—and Pristine could well be one—preferred a demi-sec where he would choose adrier variety.
A blunder here, one fase step, could shadow Pristine' s judgment. She’ d be kind, but Solebury would
fed adoor closing behind her charity, and successive evenings would find her otherwise engaged.

Helet ingtinct guide him, recalling a champagne he’ d chosen not two months back, a superb Chardonnay
brut. His usua shop produced one remaining bottle at alarcenous price, but Solebury’ s heart sang as he
hurried home. He knew al thiswas preamble, part of the labor of love. A great dedl of delving remained.



One more choice awaited him: the time, more of agamble than al the rest. Pristine wanted amaoon, but
though Solebury scanned the paper and the skies, one promised nothing and the other remained
perversaly overcast. At last came an evening when the early autumn moon entered like adivafrom a
proscenium of fleecy cumulus clouds. Solebury turned from hiswindow and reached for the phone, at
once stabbed to the heart and uplifted by Pristine sthroaty greeting.

“Hello, Addison. | wasjust thinking about you.”
He choked on hisecstasy. “ Y ou were?’

“Must be ESP. | was|ooking at the moon and thinking tonight might be-” “Y es. Perfect. That' swhy |
cdled. Y ou wanted aromantic moon. Shal we dine? Something very specid ?”’

“Inasmdl way. Loveto,” Prigtine whispered over thewire. “1’m famished for something specid. If not
Christmas, at least it' s Halloween.”

A world of promise throbbed in her honeyed contralto.

Solebury dways dined late. Pristine was not surprised by the hour or the address, neither that
fashionable.

“It' saperfect time, Addison. I’m never hungry much earlier thanthat. Il be there.”

Solebury hung up in a soft rush of joy. Here was amate for al reasons.

Humming with busy pleasure, Solebury twirled the’ 92 down into the waiting ice. Even now, before
Prigtine arrived, there was spadework. He miscal culated dightly and was only haf ready with fina
preparations when she appeared. If her first dinner costume had been sensible, her clothing tonight was

downright utilitarian—jeans and boots and awindbreaker againgt the cool. She gave Solebury a cheerful
little peck and surveyed hislabors.

“Can| help?’ she asked politely.
“Oh no, redly. There sjust alittle further—”
“No, let me. Y ou've dready worked so hard.”

It flattered Solebury to see Prigtine pitch in. She was very sturdy, but no dining of this caiber was ever
accom-plished without hard physical [abor. At length Pristine paused, wiping her brow with the back of
one white hand, and drew the champagne from its bucket to browse the label with admiration.

“Lovely year, Addison.” Sheturned again briefly to the last shovel work, then stepped aside for her host.
“You'll want to open up and carve.”

“Of course. You areadear, Pristine.” Descending into the grave, Solebury wiglded hisimplement with a
practiced economy of movement. Three deft snaps with the crowbar broke the casket seals. With a
gustatory flourish, hethrew it open for her approva.

“Bon gppetite, darling.”

He hovered, waiting under the October moon for the sunbeam of her approval, but he saw only afrown
of disgppointment.

“Beautifully aged,” he assayed againgt her silence. “Buried Thursday.”



Pristine sat down on the freshly turned earth. “Oh, Addison. Oh, dear . . .”
“What—what’ swrong?’
“Everything!” shewalled.

Hefdt apremonitory chill. “But he' s perfect. Buried from Whittaker’ slast Thursday. | usethem
exclusvey, the only undertakers who still use myrrh in their preparation. Y ou must know that.”

Pristing’ s disgppointment turned brittle. “Of course | know that. Thereis Whittaker’ sand only
Whittaker’s. But as you see, the entreeis hardly Caucasian.”

True, the entree was decidedly dark. There was no men-tion of that in the obituary. He d assumed white
mest; aminor variant and trivia. Solebury vaulted out of the graveto St facing Pristine like ateacher.
“Prigtine, it doesn't redlly matter. Expertiseis onething, ivory tower another.”

“Doesn’'t matter?’ Prigtine corrected him like an errant child. “ Surely you know non-Caucasian flesh
doesn't take the myrrh flavor well at dl. 1t cancelsit out.”

“I beg to disagree.” Solebury’s pride was at stake, and she was dead wrong. “ A difference, yes. A
subtle piquance, if you will, but hardly canceled.”

“Evenif that weretrue,” Pristine countered in avoice cool asthe churchyard dark, “it completely negates
champagne.”

Solebury began to fed abit waspish despite himsdlf. “Oh, redlly! The principleisthe same as dark meat
on fowl. | took days choosing that champagne. | am not an amateur.”

But her pretty head wagged back and forth through his protestations. “ Cold Duck, Mister Solebury.
Nothing else”

He went falsetto at the sacrilege. “ Cold Duck? It' s so bloody common!”

“But,” Pristine riposted with araised forefinger, “the uncommon choice.” Her assertiveness quavered and
broke. “I’m sorry, Addison, but I—"

“Oh, please, Prigtine. | worked so hard.”
“I' know, but it' sal sowrong.”
“Please say. | adoreyou.”

“Oh, go to hell. Go to McDonad' s—no. No, please, dear Addison, | didn’'t mean that. That wasfilthy.
Just—" Her voice caught and shattered on asob. “ Just that | was |ook-ing for someone to share with.
It'sso londly being the best. And | thought you. . .”

“I am, Prigting, darling. We could share so much.”

“No, not with differences as wide asthese. Don't say anything, just goodbye. I'm leaving. | won't look
back. Don’t call me. Oh, my dear Addison. Y ou were so close to perfection.”

Solebury choked out something in farewell and admis-sion of hissins, following Pristine with eyes of
tragedy as she receded forlornly through the cemetery gate. He dumped down on the turned earth,
working without relish at the champagne cork. The pop was hollow as his hopes.



“So closeto perfection,” she had said. All right. He raised the glassto his better, though it cost him alove
to learn. Lifewas till londly near the top. The moon went down and the wind before dawn was desol ate.

He could barely pick at supper.



