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10 MISTRESS OF THE SWAN 

"Ross does not encourage my having guests. In 
fact, he forbids it. He says they interfere with his 
work, but that is not true. I think it is jealousy. 
He has always been madly jealous of me. Sometimes 
I think he is a little mad, Eric. He behaves so 
strangely these days." 

"Oh, come now," I said, "I can't reasonably recon­
cile all this with Ross. Besides, if what you say is 
true, why on earth should he consent to your having 
me, of all people, here " 

"I don't know," Lydia said, "except that in spite of 
everything, I think he trusts you. Or it may be that 
he wanted to bring us together for an experiment, as 
he would bring together two rabbits or two chip­
munks." 

"Or perhaps," I said, "a lioness and a lamb." 
Lydia looked at me for a moment in bewilderment. 

Then she laughed outright, but the laugh struck me 
as being decidedly unpleasant. I felt again that queer, 
tingling sensation in my spine. 

"Don't be ridiculous," she said. "I'm quite harm­
less these days, Eric. If we were back in Vienna 
now, the Embassy gossips would have nothing at all 
to talk about. My feet are wet. Let's go back to the 
house." 

She turned about quickly and ran off ahead of me. 
I followed at a slower pace. The stodgy years since 
Vienna have slowed me up a bit, but I thought as I 
looked after Lydia's fleeing form, watching her slow 
to a lithe, sinuous stride: "Her body has hardly 
changed at all . It is only this unexplainable calm, this 
tense serenity-" 

Tramping along toward the house, I tried, as I had 
tried time and time again since my arrival at \iVild-
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haven to reconcile this Lydia with the gay and infec­
tious _girl I had known in Vienna fifteen years before; 
the girl whose numerous and truly outrageous affairs 
had electrified the embassy circle and endangered the 
position of her Ambassador father. I thought again 
of my own bitter love for her that had sent me home 
heartbroken to America-the love that had left Lydia 
apparently untouched. And I thought again of the 
relief I had felt, after my own grief was enclecl, to hear 
that she had eloped with my friend, Ross Carleton. 

This brought me around to Ross, and I tried to rec­
oncile in him, as I had known him in Vienna, brilliant, 
good-looking, vitally alive, this strange and aging man 
who had greeted me upon my arrival at vVilclhaven. 
I had thought of Ross, in those chaotic, early-post­
war years as the one stabilizing influence in my life. 
He was my wish image. I had counted on him to jus­
tify my own profligate youth. He had been the most 
promising surgical student at the University. It had 
not occurred to any of us to doubt that he would one 
clay find a front line position in the ranks of Amer­
ican surgeons. Now here he was, secluded from the 
world, fooling around with rabbits and chipmunks in 
a makeshift laboratory at the top of an old Georgia 
farmhouse, fifty miles from nowhere. 

Yet, I remembered he always had too much money 
-even more than I, and I had had too much (I really 
did nothing of importance until the market cleaned 
me out). Yes, surely, I thought, that explains it all. 
It has been simply a matter of too much money. But 
even as I thought, I raised my head and caught sight 
of Ross, leaning indolently against a column of the 
back veranda. Something in his very attitude troubled 
me, and undid my decision. I quickened my steps to 
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catch up with Lydia who stood waiting at the rise of 
the terrace, and we walked together toward the house, 
chattering and holding hands. At the foot of the 
steps, we paused and looked up smiling at Ross, who 
looked down, smiling and chewing on his pipe, at us. 

"Hi there, Marse Ross," I said. "How does it seem 
to be a country squire on a rainy day?" . . 

Ross grinned and knocked the ashes from his pipe 
into his open palm. 

"Swell," he said. "Better than being in a city-pent. 
Where've you two been? I've been looking all over 
for you. Thought perhaps you'd like some chess." 

"We've been rain-walking," I said, assisting Lydia 
up the steps.· "Lydia has been showing me the wild 
swan down there in the marsh. Splendid creature, 
isn't he?" 

Instantly the air was electric. Lydia shot a quick, 
nervous glance in my direction. Ross's teeth clamped 
down so tightly on his pipe stem that the muscles in 
his jaw stood out. He struggled. 

"Oh yes," he said casually. "Fine bird. Very good 
specimen. Come on in, both of you, and be dried. I 
insist upon chess." 

Then something momentous happened. As he 
turned toward the door, Lydia, like a frightened ani­
mal, her eyes fixed on Ross's face, slipped past us into 
the house. Good God, I thought. Can the man be 
mad? Ross's mobile face beneath his deep tan red­
dened perceptibly, but his expression did not change. 
After a moment he smiled. 

"Always the actress," he said lightly. "Lydia will 
never get over playing tricks on us, Eric. She's an 
incurable Circe. Come down after you've changed 
and I'll lick you at chess." 

GILBERT MAXWELL 13 

"If you do," I said trying to bring into my voice a 
casualness I could not summon, "if you do, my fine fel­
low, you will have improved mightily in the last 
twenty-four hours." 

Ross disappeared, chuckling, into the library and I 
went upstairs to my room, striving at every step to 
stifle the inclination to turn and run as fast as I could 
from that house, away from Lydia with her peculiar 
fascination that still drew me on, away from Ross, 
with whom I had no longer the mental communion we 
had once known. 

I bathed and dressed, thinking, above the hideous 
turmoil in my brain, how stupid it was that the three 
of us should religiously get ourselves up in dinner 
clothes every night, merely to look at each other- to 
sit down elaborately for dinner here in this old South­
ern mansion, stiffened and starched and consequently 
formal, and make trivial conversation to hide the truth 
of our lives. Momentarily, hating all formality as I 
do, I was merely annoyed at Lydia. I secretly sus­
pected her of dressing in the evening, as she always 
had, simply because she knew she was at her best in 
a dinner gown. 

Then suddenly it occurred to me that I had been at 
Wildhaven for a full week and Lydia had appeared ev­
ery night in a different costume ! Why in the name of 
heaven, I thought, swearing at myself in the mirror 
as I tugged at my collar, why in the name of all the 
fiends in hell, would she get herself up like that, buy 
all those clothes, if she never goes anywhere nor sees 
anybody? Does she dress for the servants, or for 
Ross? After fifteen years a man should be too ac­
customed to a woman to notice or to care what she 
wears. Then I remembered something else. Every 
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