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“Captain Graham, Madam.”

The grave young officer entering the room apprehensively stood for a moment irresolute. The blinding sunshine outside had dazzled his eyes and made it difficult for him to perceive the figure of a woman sitting by the flower-filled fireplace.

Then she spoke in a cool, well-modulated voice.

“How do you do?”

He started and moved across to her, his eyes gradually growing accustomed to the shaded light which, diffused by green sun-blinds, gave him an impression of swimming in water. As he reached her side, she held out her hand and he looked into her face.

“Madam Razoumovsky?”

“Yes, but I am known here as Mrs. Stanfield. That is my husband’s real name, you know. Won’t you sit down?”

She indicated a chair on her right, and for the first time he realised why she had not risen at his approach, and noted with a growing surprise the heavy wheelchair with its big rubber wheels and the light rug that covered her to the waist.

Lydia Stanfield smiled and the man beside her saw that she was beautiful.

‘Amazingly beautiful,’ he told himself in astonishment.

“I’m sorry had to ask you to come all this way on such a hot day,” she said.

“The train was rather overcrowded,” he replied, and found himself speaking naturally. “I don’t believe that all the travellers were evacuees either. I think they were just holidaymakers determined to have a day in the country.”

“We don’t get many evacuees down here. This is very much a danger area – just outside the balloon barrage, you know. But it is our home and we love it. Nothing short of a direct hit would evacuate us.”

The man glanced round the room and was not surprised at the pride in Lydia Stanfield’s voice – the possessions with which she was surrounded were indeed lovely. Even to his amateur eye the furniture was rare and chosen with exquisite taste. And yet he realised that the room itself with its soft colourings and elaborate furnishing was only a frame for the woman who owned it.

‘She is lovely,’ he told himself again.

What exactly was it he had expected? It was difficult to know. Something exotic, or Bohemian, he supposed. Not, at any rate, this gem of a manor house hidden among the Surrey woods only an hour’s train journey from London, but quiet, secluded and perfectly in keeping with the country. Certainly not a chatelaine whose bearing and voice proclaimed her both English and county.

Abruptly he bent forward and heard the embarrassment and rawness in his own voice as he started to speak.

“Madam Raz ... I mean, Mrs. Stanfield, you asked me to come here and see you.”

“I think, Captain Graham, you know what it is about,” Lydia Stanfield said evenly. “Let us speak quite frankly, it makes things so much easier. I have heard – and on very good authority – that you intend to divorce your wife, citing my husband as co-respondent. Is that right?”

“Yes, that is true, but I don’t know who could have told you.”

“You will forgive me if I don’t reveal the name of my informant – it was a friend, someone who has my wellbeing very much at heart and, incidentally, yours.”

“Mine?” Timothy Graham asked the question abruptly.

“Yes, yours as well. You will forgive my speaking plainly and not think it an impertinence, but I understand that you are very fond of your wife?”

Timothy Graham scowled and made no reply.

After a moment Lydia Stanfield continued,

“In which case is there anything to be gained by forcing an issue over something that is already finished and done with?”

“Finished and done with!” Timothy Graham exclaimed. “That isn’t true! Mona loves the swine – I beg your pardon – loves your husband. She told me so herself. If you only knew what I...”

With an effort he controlled himself, silencing the words that in his indignation threatened to overflow.

“What’s the use of talking?” he muttered.

Lydia sighed.

“Captain Graham, may I explain that I do understand what you are feeling, that I am terribly sorry for you. I asked you to come here simply and solely because I believed that good could come of our meeting. Let me tell you that my husband knows nothing of your visit, nor of my intention to ask you here.”

“But you’ve spoken to him about ... about the divorce?”

Lydia shook her head.

“No, I’ve not spoken to my husband about your wife. In fact, to be quite honest, I had never heard her name or yours until I was informed by the friend, who is nameless, that you intended to start proceedings.”

“But then, what do you know about it?”

“I know my husband.”

Lydia spoke softly, and yet somehow her words carried conviction to the man listening to her.

“You see, Captain Graham, he is rather an exceptional person.”

“Oh, I know he’s a wonderful musician, almost worshipped by those who care for that sort of thing – but I never believed that my wife took it very seriously – music, I mean – until now.”

“I expect she was swept off her feet,” Lydia said. “You see, Ivan often has that effect on women.”

She saw Captain Graham’s lips tighten and the anger in his eyes.

“I’m sorry to put it in the plural,” she said, “but, you see, this isn’t the first time it has happened.”

“Not the first time? And you stand for it?”

Lydia smiled, and despite his agitation Timothy Graham could not help thinking how it transfigured her face.

“I love my husband and I understand him. I am sorry to keep harping on the fact that he is different, but once you realise that, you don’t expect from him the same standards as you would expect from other men.”

“That’s all very well,” Timothy Graham said sharply, “but I do expect certain standards from my wife. Besides, she’s in love with the fellow – she’s told me so. She’s asked me, even begged me, to divorce her.”

“But what good would that do her?” Lydia asked. “You see Ivan will not marry her.”

“Not marry her? He’ll damn well have to.”

Timothy Graham half-started from his seat and Lydia put out her hand as if she would restrain him. She did not touch him, but instinctively he sank back.

“Listen, Captain Graham. I shall not divorce my husband, and once again I want to be very frank. He isn’t in love with your wife.”

“Not in love with her? But they’ve been away together. He said...”

Lydia put up her hand once again as if to check the words that came from his lips.

“Yes, yes, I know. Ivan does those things. But it’s over for him – it’s a passing phase, a charming episode, if you like, but nothing more. Already he has reverted to his old life, to the interests he had before he met your wife. I wouldn’t be so brutal as to say he’d forgotten her, but it wouldn’t surprise me if he had.”

“But, say! How do you know all this?”

“I’ve been married twenty-two years, Captain Graham. I ran away with my husband when I was eighteen. He wasn’t famous then but I watched him gradually grow to fame. No man with Ivan’s temperament could be expected to accept all the adulation and flattery that he receives and remain a normal, conventional English husband. Besides, he is half Russian. The world thinks he is wholly Russian, but Razoumovsky was his mother’s name. By birth my husband is English – Ivan Stanfield.”

Timothy Graham rose from the chair in which he had been sitting and walked to the window.

“I don’t know what to say or think,” he said. “This is all a revelation to me. I intended, as apparently you know, to divorce my wife because I believed your husband would marry her and that she would find with him the happiness that she assured me was hers for the taking.”

“When did you last see your wife?” Lydia asked.

“About ten days ago. She went to her mother after we’d had a flaming row over this very matter.”

Lydia bent forward.

“Captain Graham, go and see her. Forgive her and ask her to come back to you. I think you’ll find that she will.”

“But she was so certain – so sure, when she told me that Razoumovsky ... your husband ... was her lover. She told me the only thing they lived for, both of them, was to be together – to be married.”

Lydia sighed.

“I’m sorry, terribly sorry, but it isn’t true.”

“And supposing it was, you still wouldn’t divorce him?”

There was a pause, then Lydia replied,

“Captain Graham, if my husband ever came to me and asked me to set him free, I should do it instantly. As you see, I am severely disabled. I had a bad fall out riding over six years ago. You will think, perhaps, when I say that I know that my husband still loves me, that he has a use for me in his life, that I am easily deceived. But it is, I assure you, true, and he is also devoted to our children.”

“Children? I had no idea you had any.”

“We have two. Philip is nearly twenty-one and my daughter, Christine, is seventeen-and-a-half. She is returning this week from America. My husband is longing to see her – she is coming out this summer.”

Timothy Graham passed a hand across his forehead. He was very young and the whole interview had been a strain.

“This all bewilders me,” he said. “It’s so unexpected, so unlike anything that I anticipated.”

“I know, I understand,” Lydia said soothingly. “You see, I have never taken any part in Ivan’s public life. When people see him, they expect his background to be wild and very Russian. I think, too, he likes to pose as something of a mystery to his public. But where his music is concerned, he cannot always control or resist the emotions it arouses in others. He’s a genius, Captain Graham, and geniuses are not like other people.”

“I quite believe it is easy to make excuses for him,” Timothy Graham said bitterly, “but Mona is young. We haven’t been married very long.”

“I am sorry, desperately sorry.” There was a throb in Lydia’s voice.

“Thank you.”

“But please do as I suggest and make it up with your wife. Take her back and forget this ever happened. Perhaps in the years to come you will both appreciate each other the more because of it. We learn, Captain Graham, many more things by suffering and pain than we learn from happiness.”

“May I, at any rate, think it over?” Timothy Graham said. “And I won’t go any further with the proceedings without letting you know what I contemplate.”

“Thank you, it is very kind of you.” Lydia smiled at him.

Timothy Graham hesitated, then awkwardly, as if unused to paying a compliment, said,

“May I say, Mrs. Stanfield, how wonderful I think you’ve been about this?”

“It hasn’t been easy for either of us, has it?” Lydia said. “But we’re sensible people and I hope that together we have found a solution, and one that will bring happiness to everyone concerned.”

“I hope you are right,” Timothy Graham said fervently.

Lydia stretched out her hands towards the electric bell that stood on a small table beside her.

“And now, won’t you have some tea?” she asked, “or would you prefer something long and cool?”

Timothy Graham looked at his watch.

“If you will forgive me,” he said, “I will go back to the station right away. There’s a train that leaves at 4.15 and I’d rather like to catch it.”

“Haven’t you even time for a drink?”

“I don’t think so but thank you all the same.”

Instinctively Lydia knew that he did not want to drink in her husband’s house, so she pressed the bell and held out her hand.

“Goodbye, then, and thank you so very much for coming to see me.”

“Goodbye, Mrs. Stanfield. I will write to you – but if you don’t hear from me, you will know that I am doing what you suggested and trying to forget the whole thing.”

He heard the maid open the door behind him, and with another word of farewell he was gone. A moment or two later Lydia heard the taxi drive away from the house. Only then did she relax, lying back against her cushions as if exhausted. She closed her eyes, and the lines of pain etched suddenly from nose to mouth seemed to make her immeasurably older.

After a few moments, as if with a tremendous effort she bent forward, took up the receiver and held it to her ear, waiting until the soft buzzing gave way to the operator asking for a number.

“City 33880, please – Fairhurst 92.”

Again she waited, her eyes fixed on the gap beneath the sun-blinds where they jutted over the open windows. She could see a part of the garden, the grass vivid green and sun-flecked, a flowerbed filled with pink roses and edged with purple pansies.

It was a picture, she thought, and smiled at the banality of the idea – then unbidden to her mind came the hackneyed line of the hymn,

“Though every prospect pleases, and only man is vile.”

She was shocked at herself. Could she really think of Ivan in that way? There was a sudden click in her ear and a voice said, 

“Hello.”

“Can I speak to Mr. Granger? Mrs. Stanfield speaking.”

“Hold on a minute.”

A large white butterfly fluttered across the flowerbed. Softly it alighted on the open petals of a rose and then – a man’s voice…

“Hello, Lydia, is that you?”

“Yes, Lawrence.”

“I’ve been hoping you’d call me. Well, what news?”

“He’s been here, and I think ... yes, I think it will be all right.”

“Thank God for that! I felt certain you’d be able to instil some sense into his head.”

Lydia sighed.

“Poor young man, I was terribly sorry for him. He is obviously very fond of his wife.”

“I hope he didn’t upset you.”

“No, he was really very restrained – not a very articulate person by nature, I should imagine. Perhaps that’s one of the reasons...”

Lydia stopped speaking. In her thoughts she was drawing a comparison between Ivan and the husband of Mona Graham but somehow, she could not say the words, could not force them from her lips.

“Anyway, he won’t start proceedings?”

“I think not. And thank you, Lawrence.”

“Don’t thank me. I do it for you and you only. Do you still hold me to my promise not to mention it to Ivan?”

“Please.”

“A pity! I’d be able to tell him for once what thought of him.”

“He’d be very hurt and it would do no good.”

“Perhaps not, but it would give me a good deal of satisfaction.”

“Please, Lawrence.”

“I’m sorry, Lydia. It shall be as you say of course. You’re sure you’re not too tired or upset?”

“Quite sure.”

“Well, I’ll telephone if there’s any news. Goodbye, and take care of yourself.”

“Goodbye, my dear.”

Lydia put down the receiver. The butterfly had flown away – the pattern of light and shade on the grass moved slowly as the breeze swayed the boughs of the trees. Impulsively Lydia propelled the wheels of her chair across to the window. There she reached forward, grasped the cord hidden behind the curtains that controlled the sun-blinds, and pulled them up so that the sun poured in on her and the whole of the garden lay revealed. Lydia blinked her eyes a little against the sun.

‘Now I am no longer in the shade,’ she told herself.

Then hid her eyes in her hands. She did not cry, but she felt the chaotic tumult of her own thoughts.

‘I have got to keep calm, I have got to be sensible,’ she kept thinking over and over again.

As she had told Timothy Graham, this was not the first time. During their married life Ivan had had many affairs – she knew about them, expected them and had steeled herself to accept them as she accepted so many other failings about him – with forbearance and understanding. It was only when his security was threatened – his and the children’s – that she must play an active part and try to save her husband from the retribution he invited.

If it had not been for Lawrence Granger, Ivan would not have a shred of reputation left. Lawrence loved her, she knew that, although he never presumed to offer her any more than a warm friendship and a kindliness for which she was increasingly grateful.

He had always been Ivan’s solicitor – a friend of his father, he had befriended the young musician, and at first Lydia had felt that Lawrence was not over-enthusiastic about their marriage. Perhaps from a common-sense point of view, it has appeared rather idiotic.

Ivan, highly strung and impetuous, with very little money and a temperament that was bound to prove extravagant in more ways than one, saddling himself with a wife who had hardly left the schoolroom and who belonged to a very different world from the one he lived in and enjoyed.

Yes, it must have seemed to an outsider an act of madness.

But as the years passed Lawrence Granger had grown to know and understand Lydia and, as he and Lydia alone knew, had learnt to love her – love her so much that he was prepared to do anything in his power for her happiness. And as it happened, he was in a position to do a great deal.

Ivan himself never anticipated trouble, he never considered the consequences of his actions and was indeed genuinely surprised if there were any, but Lawrence saved him from himself. More than once he and Lydia had managed to avert a scandal and to prevent the law case long before Ivan had even realised that such things were looming like a heavy cloud on his horizon.

Once before there had been every likelihood of Ivan being cited as co-respondent in a divorce case, but with Lawrence’s advice and help Lydia had been able to settle the whole thing out of court, and Ivan’s name had not appeared. On that occasion the woman herself was at least partially to blame for what had occurred and the marriage had floundered long before Ivan had appeared on the scene.

This time it was different, a young married couple, happy and contented enough, the wife hardly more than a child, pretty, but frivolous, the sort who could easily be carried away by excitement and glamour. How could Ivan have been so blind, so selfishly intent on his own enjoyment of a dangerous flirtation, as not to perceive the inevitable?

They had apparently taken no precautions to avoid being found out and had gone away quite openly for a weekend. Ivan, old enough to be the girl’s father, should have had more sense.

Lydia knew that Mona Graham would not have blurted out the whole story to her husband and asked for a divorce had she not felt very certain that Ivan would marry her. As soon as Lydia heard from Lawrence that a Captain Graham was talking of starting divorce proceedings against his wife, she knew exactly when the affair had begun and the very day when it had ended. She had known at the time everything except the woman’s name.

While something within herself had cried out in agony and in jealous misery, another part of her had scoffed at the whole thing as being ridiculous and part of her imaginings. But she seldom imagined things where Ivan was concerned, she just knew them instinctively.

And she had known that he was in love just as surely as she knew when he had fallen out of it again. He had come into her room one evening after a concert and had thrown himself down on the bed. He was looking young and jubilant – far younger than his forty-eight years. His hair was slightly ruffled and he had that puckish, wild expression that made those who hated him describe him as “a handsome devil” and those who loved him picture him as an untamed faun.

“Darling!” He picked her hand off the sheet and kissed it.

She had known at that moment, as surely as if he had told her in so many words, that he was wholeheartedly hers again.

“What happened?”

“I was a success. Ye gods! What a success I was!”

He was like a boastful small boy, and then he smiled mockingly.

“They clapped until their hands were sore and cheered until their throats were hoarse. And they would have given me anything in the world I asked for – except their money.”

Lydia laughed. She knew it was in relief because Ivan was free, because he was hers again.

“You’ve come straight home?”

“Darling, where else would I have gone?”

He opened his eyes wide and she knew that quite honestly it never struck him that after nearly two months of neglect he might have gone elsewhere.

“Then you must be famished.”

“I am. Let’s picnic here since you’ve gone to bed.”

There was just the faintest tinge of reproach in his voice. Lydia could have mentioned the nights she had sat up waiting – waiting until after midnight for a husband who was giving supper to younger women.

How often had he gone on after a concert without bothering to send a message that the supper which was waiting for him at home would not be required? She could have said many things – she might even have reproached him at that moment, instead she smiled.

“I’m sorry, darling, but I was feeling tired.”

He wheeled round, his voice anxious.

“You’re all right? You’re not in pain?”

“No, perfectly all right. But I don’t know what there is for your supper. Be an angel and go down to the larder and have a look for yourself. If no one’s up, you’ll have to forage.”

“What a homecoming for the breadwinner of the family.”

“Nonsense, you enjoy it,” Lydia replied.

They had laughed together as he bent to kiss her. She had been so happy that night, as he had half-sat, half-lain beside her on the bed, his tailcoat thrown off because he said he was hot, his collar loosened, and they had eaten and talked far into the night.

Because she had said she was tired, Ivan had insisted upon opening a bottle of champagne – an excuse, as she well knew, to have a glass himself. It was the only drink he ever took, and she had drunk it feeling that it was an occasion for a celebration.

Ivan was hers again ... hers.
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“I had forgotten how beautiful England is,” Christine said, stretching her arms above her head as she lay full length on the grass beside Lydia’s chair,

“Did you miss us at all?” Lydia asked with a smile, speaking half-jokingly.

Christine took her seriously. Rolling over on her side and raising her head by supporting it on one hand, she stared up at her mother and answered,

“Terribly at times. But at others you seemed so far away that I wondered if I’d imagined you.”

Lydia, looking at her daughter, wondered for the hundredth time since she had returned whom she resembled. Her oval face and big dark eyes were obviously inherited from her Russian ancestors, who were also doubtless responsible for the grace with which she moved. But her dark hair, almost raven black, owed no allegiance to Ivan’s fiery locks nor to her own dark but by no means black ones.

She was not like her father, nor would anyone have exclaimed on sight that she was Lydia’s daughter – but her smile, which counterbalanced all her more mature charms, giving her at times an engaging frankness, was very English, as was her small, tip-tilted nose. She was not strictly beautiful, but at the same time she had a piquant, appealing attraction that was distinctive in itself and Lydia was quite certain that people having looked at her once, would look again.

It had been difficult on their first encounter to realise that this was indeed the Christine who had left home four-and-a-half years ago. The little girl Lydia remembered had gone and in her place was a grown-up young woman, very poised and sure of herself. An American education, Lydia guessed, was responsible for the latter.

In England girls of Christine’s age might be shy, or cocksure with the bouncing, rather noisy quality of over-exuberant youth, but Christine at seventeen-and-a-half seemed the finished product. She appeared to know instinctively the right thing to do and the right thing to say, and if she suffered from any sort of nerves or nervous tension on coming home, she gave no sign of it. There was no doubt that she was glad to be back. She showed her happiness in innumerable little ways, and Ivan was already entranced by her, watching her and listening to her with an admiration that Lydia could not help but find faintly amusing.

“She has something, that child,” he said to Lydia when they were alone.

“What do you mean by that?” Lydia asked, knowing, but wanting to make him explain himself.

“Chic, intelligence, charm and originality,” he answered solemnly.

Lydia had laughed outright.

“One might almost think you were a proud father,” she said.

“I am,” he answered, “very proud. We have made a wonderful job of Christine, you and I.”

Lydia had been glad at his enthusiasm. At the same time, she could not help a slight pang when she thought of her son. Ivan had never shown as much pleasure over Philip, and Lydia wished, as she had often done before, that he would take a little more interest in his only son. How she longed for Philip – but he was far away, and with Christine here Lydia rebuked herself for not being content with what she had.

“I want you to enjoy yourself, darling,” she told Christine. “It’s going to be difficult, of course, to make a whole host of new friends, but we’ll invite people here – and besides yourself there’s always the swimming-pool as an attraction.”

“I’m in no hurry to make friends,” Christine said quickly. “I haven’t yet decided what I’m going to do.”

“Do?” Lydia was startled. “Do you mean you intend to have a career?”

“But of course,” Christine answered. “You don’t imagine I want to sit about being ‘Society’, do you?”

Lydia who had imagined just that very thing, felt guilty.

“Of course, in wartime...” she began. 

But Christine interrupted her.

“War or no war,” she said, “I couldn’t bear to be a Social butterfly. I’m sorry, Mother. I expect you had visions of my being brought up as you were. How I should loathe it! The daughter of the house, with nothing more strenuous to occupy my mind than choosing the flowers and taking the dogs for a walk! No, I want to work, but in what way I haven’t decided.”

“You must have some idea of your interests,” Lydia said, “or in what direction your talents lie. It seems strange should know so little about them. Are you musical?”

Christine shook her head.

“One musician in the family is quite enough.”

Lydia laughed.

“Thank goodness you feel that way.”

“No, I certainly shan’t go in for music. And if you don’t mind, Mother, I’d like to wait a little until have sorted out my own ideas.”

Lydia did mind, and she felt that she was being barred from her daughter’s confidence. At the same time, she humbly acknowledged to herself that it was going to take time to get to know this strange young creature who was part of her own flesh and blood. It was difficult indeed to remember that this was the child who had run to her arms on every possible occasion, who had only to cry out for her in the night to be certain that she would come, who had brought to her knee for so many years all her troubles and her joys.

‘It was a mistake to send her away,’ Lydia thought. She wondered like so many other mothers why she had been foolish enough to be stampeded after Dunkirk into sending her child overseas. But at that time things had seemed so desperate. There had been the fear of invasion, the threat of air attack, and with herself disabled and – as she told herself ruefully – an incumbrance to everyone, it seemed the sensible thing to accept Aunt Johanna’s invitation.

From the child’s point of view perhaps she had been right. Lydia had already heard a little of Christine’s life in America. She had been amazingly happy on the big estate in Virginia where Aunt Johanna lived. There had been young people to play with, horses and sports of all kinds to keep them amused.

Aunt Johanna was rich – or rather her American husband was – and there had been periodical trips to New York to buy new clothes and indulge in a perfect riot of entertaining and social interests.

‘It would have been dull for Christine here during the war,’ Lydia thought, ‘even if I had sent her to a good boarding-school.’

At the same time her heart cried out because she had missed those vital years of Christine’s adolescence. The years were gone and the friendship they might have enjoyed together was now lost for ever.

It was gratifying in some ways to find how everyone liked Christine and how charming they thought her. Elizabeth came over soon after her arrival and before she left had said to her sister with a sigh,

“Christine makes me feel quite gauche. She’s so polished and yet there’s nothing pretentious or unnatural about it. Could it possibly be true that our upbringing was not the most perfect of its kind?”

She spoke mockingly, but Lydia had answered her almost with violence.

“We were brought up abominably. Think of the ridiculous way when we were in our teens that we were never encouraged to take any interest in ourselves or our appearance, told to keep silent at meals, taught that life would expect nothing from us except that we should get married as quickly as possible.”

Elizabeth sighed.

“Poor Father – he thought he was doing his best. Perhaps if Mother had lived things might have been different.”

“I doubt it,” Lydia said. “They were both of a generation and class and their ideas were hide-bound. They would never have considered us as individuals who should be allowed to make their own choice of what was best for them.”

“Well, you certainly did what you wanted to do,” Elizabeth reminded her.

“At what a cost!” Lydia said bitterly.

“Not only to yourself,” Elizabeth said quietly.

And Lydia looked at her in surprise, waiting for an explanation.

Elizabeth hesitated for words.

“I have often wondered,” she said, “if it had not been for you, whether I should have married Arthur.”

“What do you mean?” Lydia enquired.

“The mésalliance that you had made in marrying Ivan was so impressed upon me,” Elizabeth said, “spoken of with so much horror, that it made me frightened of anything that was not entirely conventional and absolutely in the tradition of what Father wanted.

“When one is a child, I suppose one is very impressionable, and the anger and displeasure of grown-ups bites deep into one’s consciousness. I was determined that whatever happened, I would never make the mistake you had made. You must remember I was brought up to believe it was a terrible mistake. Therefore as soon as I grew old enough to think about things, I longed for security, for a position where I would impress other people. You can imagine then that Arthur seemed to combine all these things.

“He offered me security in its widest sense – security not only from want, but from being a social outcast as I believed you were, from being the butt of other people’s censure.”

Lydia stared at her sister.

“I wish you had not told me this,” she said. “It’s frightening to think of how an action that one believes will only concern oneself, reacts on other people. I suppose really I ought to have worried about you far more than I did. It was like abandoning my own child to abandon you to that household. But Ivan wanted me and I forgot everything else.”

“Ivan wanted you!” Elizabeth repeated the words almost beneath her breath.

And then quickly, so that it was obvious to Lydia where the line of thought had led, she said,

“I want to bring a friend of mine over next week. Do you mind?”

“Who is it?” Lydia asked.

“The surgeon of whom you’ve heard me speak. We have all his worst cases at Avon House – Angus McLeod.”

“Oh yes, of course,” Lydia said. “You know we’d be delighted to see him. Ivan will be interested, too. It always seems to me that there is some link between music and medicine. I have found that most doctors and surgeons spend their spare hours listening to music.”

“Yes, Angus McLeod spoke very enthusiastically of Ivan,” Elizabeth said.

Lydia waited a moment, and then, greatly daring, proffered a question which in one blow struck at the barriers that had always existed between them.

“Are you interested in him?” she asked.

She saw the wave of scarlet that flooded Elizabeth’s cheeks, and for a moment with a feeling of trepidation she thought her sister was going to reply stiffly and in indignation. Then Elizabeth capitulated.

“Very interested,” she replied. “Are you surprised?” 

Lydia smiled up at her in an understanding way.

“I am glad if it makes you happy.”

Having made an open confession, Elizabeth now tried to cover her tracks.

“Of course I’m talking jokingly,” she said quickly. “There’s nothing serious in it, but Angus McLeod is an extraordinarily interesting man and I see a good deal of him. But, to be honest, he doesn’t know I exist except as a Commandant.”

“I shall look forward to meeting him,” Lydia said softly.

She made no effort to press home her advantage after having made Elizabeth at least admit to a human emotion. They were suddenly interrupted in their talk. Christine came bursting into the room with a telegram in her hand.

“Philip’s coming home on leave!” she cried. “Isn’t it marvellous?”

Lydia was trembling with excitement as she took the telegram from her daughter.

“At last!” she exclaimed. “I thought he’d never get away. When does he arrive?”

“Of course he doesn’t say anything as intelligent as that,” Christine scoffed.

“Now let me think,” Lydia said. “When I last heard from him his ship was in Scapa Flow. That means if he sent the telegram this morning, he should be with us tomorrow evening.”

She raised a face alight with anticipation.

“I’m the luckiest woman in the world. Both my children home at the same time. We shall all be together.”

She was so intent on her own happiness that she missed the cloud that overshadowed Elizabeth’s face and the envy in her eyes.

The next afternoon, while sitting in the garden with Christine, Lydia calculated quietly to herself that Philip should be with them in about another half hour. She had spent some time during the morning looking up trains in Bradshaw, and even allowing for delays and missed connections, she felt that Philip should manage to catch a train from London late in the afternoon.

Christine interrupted her thoughts.

“What are you thinking about Mummy? We were talking about me.”

“I’m sorry, darling,” Lydia replied. “I confess was wondering if Philip would catch the same train as your father or whether I should have to ask the taxi to hang about in case he came later.”

“What is Philip like now?”

“Very nice.”

“I’m quite sure of that. Anyway, you’d think so. Mothers always love their sons best, don’t they?”

“That’s not true,” Lydia retorted. “It’s one of those ridiculous fallacies that people reiterate until they believe them. I honestly believe there’s no question of loving any of one’s children more than the others – one loves them all, but each in a different way.

“If Philip was killed, I shouldn’t love you more, and vice versa. I love you both as much as am capable of loving. It always appears to me ridiculous and somewhat blasphemous to believe that we have a limited reserve of love inside us that we dole it out in portions.”

“I have never thought of it that way before,” Christine said reflectively. “I only remember being jealous of Philip because he was so nice-looking and was able to do things for you that I couldn’t do.”

“And I remember Philip complaining that you had all the attention after you were born,” Lydia said, “especially from your father.”

“There’s a case in point that absolutely refutes your theory, Mummy. Daddy does like me best, you know that. And I shall tell you why?”

“Why?” Lydia asked.

“Because he’s jealous of Philip. He’s too young in himself to have a grown-up son. I may be wrong, because I haven’t seen them together for four years, but I remember thinking that ages ago, and from one or two things Daddy’s let drop since I’ve come back, I think the old order still standeth.”

“You horrify me!” Lydia exclaimed. “I thought you were a sweet little child playing with your dolls and all the time you were watching, criticising and holding views of your own about us.”

“I expect all children do the same,” Christine said complacently. “But I suppose living in America has taught me to express myself. They all talk so much and they do say what they think. I always feel that over here people only say things you expect them to say.”

“Now I wonder if that’s true,” Lydia questioned, half amused, half astonished at these revelations.

“I know you’re wanting me to give you an example,” Christine went on. “Very well – Aunt Elizabeth. What she says and what she thinks are two very different things.”

“How do you know?” Lydia asked.

Christine laughed.

“I know lots of things. Aunt Johanna said that it must be my Russian blood. When she told me that, I read a great deal of Russian literature and I came to the conclusion there might be something in it. If the Russians really are like the books they write about themselves, they are frightfully introspective and incurably curious about the thought behind the action. I’m like that. What was my grandmother like?”

Lydia considered for a moment.

“You will have to ask your father because, of course, I never saw her. But from her photographs she was very beautiful. I expected you to be like her, but you’re not, and yet I have a feeling that you doubtless resemble a still older ancestor.”

“What has Daddy told you about his mother?” Christine insisted.

“That she was the daughter of a well-known Russian family. They were not of the titled aristocracy, but her father was the librarian in one of the Tsar’s palaces, and her mother, I think, had been a teacher or Governess to some of the royal children.

“Your grandmother met your grandfather when he was Diplomatic Attaché in Petrograd. They fell very much in love and were married, and she left Russia to travel with him to various appointments all over the world.

“When the Revolution came, her father and mother were both shot. They were old people at that time, but I believe your grandmother grieved so much that it was really responsible for her death.”

“Was she musical?” Christine asked.

“Not particularly,” Lydia answered. “But I understand that her grandfather was a very fine musician and composed several operas that are still performed in Russia.”

Christine was silent for some time and Lydia wished she knew what went on in her young brain. She guessed that the thought of her Russian blood had an appeal for her. It seemed romantic, and she was young enough and, indeed, English enough to want glamour and the excitement of being unusual.

“You must remember,” Lydia said softly, “that you are only quarter Russian.”

“And yet, as you’ve just proved yourself, most things seem to skip the succeeding generation,” Christine said. “Sometimes I feel that am very Russian indeed.”

“And what does that feel like?” Lydia asked, amused.

Christine stretched herself and got up from the ground.

“I shan’t tell you, Mummy, because you’re laughing at me. But one day you’ll all be surprised.”

Lydia felt a slight feeling of dismay. She wished she understood her daughter better, and she told herself that, as about everything else in her life, she must have patience, she must wait.

She remembered the dark days after her accident. She had come through that, need she be afraid of this? It was then with a bound at her heart that she heard voices coming through the house. She turned her head to see the two men she loved most in her life walking towards her. Ivan moving swiftly with the evening sun gleaming on his fiery hair, and beside him, seeming heavy in comparison, Philip in his naval uniform, tall and fair.

“Hello, Mum, I’m back.”

There was no mistaking the gladness in his cry or in Lydia’s answer.

“Darling! It’s so lovely to see you.”

He reached her side, and it was then she gave a little exclamation as she noticed that his arm was in a sling. Philip answered her question before she could speak.

“Yes, a small ‘blighty’,” he said. “Isn’t it splendid? It means a really decent spot of leave. Are you glad?”

In the conflicting emotions that beset her, it was difficult to know which was paramount. Lydia managed to say,

“I’m glad you’re back. What happened?”

“Oh, we had a bit of a show,” Philip answered carelessly. “You’ll be hearing more about it later.”

“Who from?” Lydia asked, not understanding. But Christine, who had been listening, broke in with,

“Do you mean you’ll get a medal?”

Philip looked at her and held out his uninjured arm.

“Don’t tell me this is my little sister home from the land of plenty?” he asked.

“Yes, it is,” Christine said, kissing him. “You haven’t altered a bit except you’ve grown.”

“Damn it! You’ve got it in first,” Philip exclaimed, “and I’d been planning to say ‘How you’ve grown’ ever since I heard from Dad that you were here.”

“Well, haven’t I?” Christine demanded.

Philip looked at her critically.

“You’ve done something to yourself,” he said. “I’m not sure what it is but I suppose on the whole it’s an improvement.”

Ivan bent towards Lydia and kissed her as though he wanted to draw her attention to himself.

“The train was packed to suffocation,” he grumbled, “so Philip and I didn’t meet until we stepped out on the home platform.”

“Poor dear, are you tired?” Lydia said soothingly. “You’ll find some ice in the drawing room. Why don’t you make yourself a cool drink?”

Then, turning to Philip as though she could no longer contain herself, she asked,

“Is it true, darling, that you are going to be decorated?”

“There were rumours to that effect flying round,” Philip replied. “But don’t get excited until I have it on my breast.”

“We must have a drink to celebrate this,” Ivan said, moving off towards the drawing room.

He sounded cheerful enough, but Lydia somehow fancied that something had upset him. She remained talking with Philip and Christine for a little while, and then as Ivan did not return, she went into the house. He was sitting in the drawing room, sunk deep in a big armchair. She moved her chair forward quickly.

“What is it, darling?” she asked.

“What is what?”

She knew by the tone of his voice that Ivan was in one of his childish, temperamental moods.

“What’s the matter?” she insisted. “Has something upset you?”

“What should upset me?” Ivan enquired. “I have my daughter home from America, my son home on leave, and a wife who adores both her children so much that her whole interest is centred in them. What more should I want?”

Lydia bent forward and put her hand on his.

“Darling, I love you. Our children are only part of ourselves, perhaps that’s why I love them so much.”

“It’s right that you should love them,” Ivan said. “But sometimes my children make me feel old.”

That, then, was the truth. Lydia knew that she had the key both to his mood and to his jealousy. Christine had been right in some ways – he was jealous of Philip, jealous because he made him feel old. Ivan, who had always appeared eternally young, was not happy or at his ease in the presence of real youth, the breezy, unconscious youth of twenty-one-year-old Philip. 

Lydia sought for words to comfort him and found it hard to know what to say.

“We have all got to get old, darling,” she said at length.

“I know,” Ivan said testily, “but need we pretend we are enjoying it? I hate it – I hate it, I tell you!”

He sprang to his feet and started to walk round the room as he always did when emotionally disturbed. 

“Our bodies will wither and decay, we shall grow flabby and senile, we shall lose the thrill and the joy of living. God! Why was age ever invented save as a torment to mankind?”

Lydia was silent. Here she was powerless to comfort, powerless to help. She felt that Ivan was experiencing in some little degree the rebellion against the inevitable that she had felt after her accident. Then she had known that all defiance and misery were wasted, that what was unalterable must be accepted.

“What is the point of it all?” Ivan was asking, “the point of living? Is there anything else beyond, and if there is, why should there be so much mystery about it?”

“Darling, no one can answer those questions,” Lydia said.

“Of course they can’t,” Ivan retorted. “And so, poor fools that we are, we must creep on, gradually rotting into decay, helped only by some fairy tale about a better world beyond this. Who wants anything better than this world when one is young and happy and in love?”

Lydia felt her heart contract with pity.

Then, as Ivan ceased speaking and whilst she herself felt for words, there came a burst of laughter from the garden – Philip’s laugh, young, wholehearted, unrestrained, and Christine’s joined with his, clear and joyful.

Ivan’s expression altered, and for a moment it seemed to Lydia that it changed to one of hatred. Without another word he went from the room, slamming the door behind him so that the sound of it boomed and echoed and the crystal pendants of the chandelier shivered and tinkled.
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Content with the interest she saw in Sir Fraser’s face and the attention he gave her, Christine continued her story, having first tucked her feet under her in the big armchair to make herself more comfortable.

“Mr. Vanderfelt,” she said, “I examined the woman after she had spoken, and then when she was drinking some milk – her first nourishment for several days – we went home. We said very little to each other on the way back. I was terribly excited by what had occurred but felt shy of expressing my feelings or of asking Mr. Vanderfelt’s opinion.

“As soon as we got back to the house, he called my great-aunt on one side and had a long conversation with her. I was not present and naturally didn’t try to overhear what was said. But an hour later, as I came through the hall after a game of tennis with my cousins, the door of the drawing room stood open and I heard my great-aunt Johanna say wearily, in the tone of voice people use when they are repeating something they have said several times before,

“‘If she was religious, I could understand it.’

“‘That’s the one thing that makes the case interesting,’ was Mr. Vanderfelt’s reply.

“I heard no more, but I thought those words over rather carefully, and perhaps for the first time I began to wonder very seriously why this power should be in me. I understood exactly what my great-aunt meant and
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