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            Chapter. I
   

         

         There
      
      were three women kneeling on the floor at her feet, and on the faces of two of them Angela watched expressions of fanatical zeal and devotion to the task in hand crowding all other expressions out of their tense and concentrated and somewhat elderly features. The other was a much younger woman, a novice at this sort of thing—a recent addition, in fact, to the establishment of Madame Renée, of Paris—and her principal function in life appeared at the moment to be the collecting of pins and holding of measuring tapes when they were thrust at her by one or other of the other two women.

         Angela could feel the heat of the room sapping her energy and blunting the edges of her wits. It actually seemed to be coming at her in waves, and in them the sharp outlines of the furniture and the suffocating thickness of the carpet seemed to dissolve and be about to disappear as if they were no more than a mirage.

         She pushed the heavy burnt-gold hair back from her brow, and protested that she must surely have been standing for far longer than was reasonable. Certainly in such a climate, and with the noise of the cicadas outside the windows creating a clamour that was enough in itself to give one a headache.

         Madame Renée, who had made this journey specially from Paris to give satisfaction to one of her oldest and most valued clients, looked up in a vague way and sought to remember that the girl was young, and therefore some allowance had to be made for her and her inability to rise fully to such an occasion.

         ‘If I could sit down for, just a few minutes,’ Angela requested a trifle faintly.

         ‘Mais certainement, mademoiselle,’ Madame Renée replied. ‘But first I will remove the dress!’ she added, with an expression of genuine horror lest some accident at this late stage should befall the confection in satin and lace that was one of her greatest causes for satisfaction at the moment.

         The dress was removed, with such infinite care that it was some little while before Angela could utter a long-drawn sigh of relief and revel in the sensation of being free of the clinging satin and the hampering closeness of the waist and hiplines. Then she wandered over to the nearest window and extended her arms to the slight puff of air that came in at it.

         Madame Renée regarded her a little thoughtfully. She was too immature to give her a feeling of absolute satisfaction in a job that would undoubtedly be well done. A little more flesh on the bones, in the right places, fewer hollows in the neck, and definitely a better developed bust would have provided her with more of a challenge, and drawn murmurs of awe from the beholders once the wedding gown was an established fact. At the moment the hemline was wavering, and in order to emphasise that slim waistline something would have to be done about the thirty-two-inch bust.

         Padding, perhaps?… She doubted whether Doña Miranda would consent to that. Members of the Cazenta ďIalgo family were unlikely to make concessions, and although Angela was only half a Cazenta ďIalgo—an uncompromising English Grevil, in fact, who most unfortunately took entirely after her father’s family—the limitations would be the same, particularly as Doña Miranda, her grandmother, was footing the bill for the entire bridal outfit.

         Madame Renée tapped her teeth with the end of the gold-mounted pencil with which she made calculations in connection with her client on a slip of paper that frequently got lost, with the result that the calculations had to be made all over again, and reflected that she would have to talk earnestly to Doña Miranda and persuade her that in this case something would have to be done.

         Not that the girl was unattractive. Straight from her finishing school in Switzerland, she was all, and rather more, than one might have expected. She had escaped the Cazenta pallor, for one thing, and had an enchanting magnolia pale skin with a delicious hint of colour just over the cheekbones— when she wasn’t being fitted for her wedding gown, and the temperature was very high, that is. And her hair was lovely and her eyes quite remarkable —like blue lakes in summertime. She had fluttering eyelashes, too, that were brown-gold at the tips, and a shapely little chin that was unexpectedly firm. And her mouth… Well, in a year or two it would draw men’s eyes as surely as if it was a magnet, Madame Renée felt convinced. And because she was a romantic at heart she hoped that it would… Not, perhaps, the eyes of Don Felipe Martinez, who was to be her bridegroom, and was not merely a good many years older than his future bride but definitely rather hard-bitten and experienced in the ways of the world. But someone… some time!…

         And then Madame Renée had the grace to feel somewhat ashamed of herself, and a little uncomfortable. For this was a Spanish bride she was dressing, and a very conventional Spanish bride.

         There could be no question of affairs for her.

         ‘Would you like some coffee, or perhaps a very small cognac?’ she suggested, preparing to ring the bell. ‘It is true that you have been standing for rather a long while.’

         But Angela, revelling in the comparative coolness by the window, shook her head.

         ‘No, thanks. I’ll be all right in a minute… But I find all these preparations a bit exhausting.’ Her delicate brows puckered as she caught sight of the gleaming bonnet of a car that was turning in at the entrance to the courtyard below the window. The car was slightly rakish, long and low, of the same thick cream colour as Devonshire cream, and with attractively contrasting sky-blue upholstery. It also appeared to have many glittering attachments as it came to rest before the main entrance door of the villa.

         Angela’s brows, that were considerably darker than her hair, positively contracted as she recognised both the car and its occupant.

         It is Don Felipe.’ she said, and backed automatically from the window.

         Madame Renée and her two assistants just as automatically gravitated towards the window. She was so interested and intrigued that she forgot to warn her client that she was clad only in a pale peach-coloured slip, and that the balcony outside the window did not render it impossible for anyone glancing upwards rather suddenly to see her.

         But Don Felipe was not the type who glanced upwards with much curiosity, even when the house contained the woman he was planning to marry. A Romeo of the true type might have been all eyes and ears and expectations, but Don Felipe had come from a consultation with his solicitors who were drawing up various documents in connection with the marriage settlements, and other details in connection with the marriage itself. He felt that he had provided very handsomely for the woman who was to become Seňora Martinez, and share the elevation of his position in life; and even her maternal grandmother, Doña Miranda Cazenta ďIalgo, would find little to complain of when the documents were submitted to her for her approval.

         Another important piece of business he had transacted that morning was concerned with a visit to his bank, where a strong-box had been brought up from the vaults and the Martinez jewels displayed in broad daylight for the first time for quite a number of years. Felipe had opened case after case and decided that the contents would have to be sent away to be cleaned and re-set in a slightly more modern setting. He did not approve of anything ultra-modern, but a girl of nineteen had to have some sort of consideration meted out to her. And there was no doubt about it, many of the rings and brooches and heavy necklaces could not be worn as they were.

         He would sacrifice his feeling for continuity and make a few concessions.

         He was actually feeling rather pleased with himself as he alighted from his car, and without glancing upwards for a moment strode towards the entrance to the villa. The young woman he was to marry could think herself fortunate, since so much was being done to secure her happiness and wellbeing in the future. Certainly her grandmother would share his opinion, and as he admired and respected Doña Miranda that pleased him.

         The sunshine was falling like golden rain from a brilliantly blue sky that was utterly without sign of cloud as he ran lightly up the steps. The courtyard was heavy with scent and hot with dust from the brazen hillsides as he turned into a cool colonnade, crossed another courtyard where a fountain played refreshingly in a marble basin, and was out of sight of the upstairs windows; and then, as the main door was standing open, entered the marble-floored hall of the villa.

         Madame Renée and her assistants sighed regretfully. They had been permitted a glimpse of an extremely attractive masculine figure, dark and sleek as his Spanish ancestry demanded, taller than most Spaniards, and with well-held shoulders—he was a first-class tennis-player, and most of his winters were spent skiing down mountain sides. And as for riding and sailing… well, he had yet to mount a horse that could succeed in unseating him, and he had his own yacht and was interested in water-polo.

         The white-hot sunlight of Granada did wonderful things for his satin-smooth black hair, and like Angela he had quite a noticeable jaw… softened in her case because she was feminine. And Madame Renée, who had been presented to him quite recently, knew that he had a pair of lustrous, if slightly mocking, dark eyes.

         She was not a woman to be made to feel uncomfortable, even when circumstances were against her, but Don Felipe Martinez had actually, for some reason, made her feel just a little uncomfortable and by no means as sure as she usually was of the eminence she thought she had created for herself in life.

         What sort of an effect he would have on a girl like Angela she actually shuddered to think… unless, of course, she was in love with him. And if Angela Grevil, who was being groomed for marriage, was in love, then Madame was slipping. She was actually being deceived.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter II
   

         

         Angela
      , who had been pulling a dress over her head, and doing it rather awkwardly and hastily while her fiancé was making his way into the presence of her grandmother, emerged with her hair a little ruffled and a complete absence of anything that could be described as either joy or excitement in her face to meet the sudden smirk on the lips of Madame Renée, and the obvious insinuation in her eyes despite her own very private beliefs.

         ‘The session is ended, mademoiselle,’ she told her, as if she understood perfectly that it would be downright cruelty to detain her when anyone so vitally important to her whole future happiness had arrived. ‘Señor Martinez is here, and of course he will wish to see you!… You cannot wait to see him! We will deal with the matter of the hem another day. For the moment there is enough to attend to with the embroidery on the bodice and the going-away clothes——’

         But Angela ran a hasty comb through her hair and shook her head.

         ‘It is all right, madame… Don Felipe is not here to see me! He will have come for a word with my grandmother.’

         ‘But, mademoiselle!…’ arching her eyebrows dramatically.

         Angela replaced the gold-mounted comb on the dressing-table, that was littered with all sorts of toilet bottles, and was the most delightfully feminine thing in the room, and took a long, probing look at herself in the mirror.

         ‘You are French, madame,’ she reminded her. ‘Are not these things sometimes arranged in France?’

         ‘Ah, oui!’ Madame pretended to look enlightened. And then her whole face puckered as she strove to express denial of such a situation, and thrust out her hands. ’But you are so young, mademoiselle!’ she protested. ’So young, and—if one is permitted to say so! —so pretty!’ Secretly she thought she would be prettier in a year or so’s time. ‘And when your wedding dress is finished you will look quite ravissante…. And also, you are partly English,’ she added, as if that altered the situation whichever way you looked at it, the English being a different breed from either the French or the Spanish.

         The girl smiled bleakly at her reflection in the mirror and admitted as much.

         ‘My father was English,’ she agreed.

         ‘And you bear an English name. The English are terribly independent!’ Once again she thrust out her hands, as if she had encountered that independence on more than one occasion to her cost.

         Angela continued to smile, without any actual brightening of her eyes, and wielded a lipstick experimentally.

         ‘This is too pale for me,’ she declared, as she viewed the result with distaste. ‘It is much too young-girlish. I should like to be more sophisticated!’

         But Madame Renée shook her head at her, and for the first time offered her a piece of advice which she knew was quite valuable.

         ‘No, no, mademoiselle, you must not grow up too soon! It is a great mistake! When once the ageing process begins it travels at speed, and that is a thing all women must deplore!’ With a nod of her head she indicated to the other two that they could commence gathering up the wedding gown and all the attendant materials, and then she walked across to the dressing-table and laid a hand —rather hard and bony-looking, but marvellously deft when handling costly silks—on her youthful customer’s arm.

         ‘Listen, my dear,’ she said, speaking in English, ‘you will find that your double nationality will harm you a little at times. The English are not merely independent, they carry this independence to extremes… and if only you were one hundred per cent Spanish, or even one hundred per cent French, you would look forward to your marriage with delight. It would not matter to you in the least that Don Felipe is so much older, and so very much more experienced. But as it is!—I’And she rolled her eyes expressively.

         ‘As it is?’ Angela looked at her intently, with sudden interest. ‘As it is, madame…?’

         The older woman laid a cautious finger to her lips, and looked warningly at the two other occupants of the room.

         ‘I should not speak to you like this, Miss Grevil, and your esteemed grandmother might find it hard to thank me if I offer you some advice… But I feel that I must, all the same! You see, I have English blood myself—in fact, my mother was English! —and I know what it is to feel—well, outside things! These arranged marriages—so practical, so very sensible from so very many points of view, and so extremely unromantic—do sometimes turn out to be the most sensible marriages of all! They can even be happy marriages, but it is a matter of bringing the right approach to them… the right’

         She sought for a word, which her limited amount of contact with her mother’s family made difficult, and Angela helped her out.

         ‘The right attitude of mind?’ The sea-blue English eyes sparkled contemptuously. ‘A submissive attitude?’

         Madame Renée nodded her head.

         ‘It is always better to submit,’ she said. ‘To fight does nothing but harm oneself!’

         Angela tried to look appreciative of the other woman’s good intentions, but the antagonistic sparkle remained in her eyes.

         ‘I will see what I can do about it, madame,’ she promised.

         There came a light tap on the door, and a smartly uniformed sleek-haired maid put in her head. With the same amount of awe in her voice that might have been expected to be there if she had been about to announce a miracle, she declared:

         ‘The Señor Don Felipe Martinez is waiting to see you, señorita! He is in the salón!…He says that he has little time to spare, so will you be so good as to hurry and not keep him waiting!’

         Angela and Madame Renée looked at one another. Madame Renée smiled and nodded encouragingly.

         ‘Remember that you will look très charmante on the day!’ she urged. ‘I, personally, will see to that!’

         Angela did not actually thank her, but she sent her a thoughtful look and then hurried after the maid along the corridor. The house, at that hour, was as still as a pool—barely an hour before the silver-toned gong in the hall announced luncheon —and the polished marble flags in the hall reflected the outlines of the handsome black oak Spanish furniture as if they were indeed composed of water, with an iridescent shimmer where a determined shaft of the bright sunlight outside found its way through one of the slats of the securely closed green shutters. The dimness rendered the place mysterious, and it certainly helped the coolness, which was additionally aided by whirring electric fans, although there was nothing in the way of air-conditioning.

         Doña Miranda, unlike many Spanish women of her class, liked to be surrounded by flowers, and they gleamed waxily in the gloom as Angela and the maid walked past towering erections of blooms that were heavily scented, and mingled with the perfume of a cigarette that the man who had been waiting impatiently in the salón, and had just stepped out into the hall to meet them, had absentmindedly crushed out in a fine specimen of a potplant that was sharing a jardinière with other plants.

         He realised too late what he had done, and muttered irritably to himself. Why did women have to surround themselves with these things? His own mother amongst them! Flowers were meant to grow in a garden, and not to be brought into a house.

         ‘Ah, buenos dias, señorita!’ He bowed low before his fiancée, and then possessed himself of her hand and kissed it lightly. ‘I trust that I have not burst in upon you at an inconvenient moment? Doña Miranda said something about you being shut away from the world with your dressmaker…. But even dressmakers have to be dismissed when other, more pressing, problems have to be dealt with. And it is a question of a setting for a sapphire ring!’

         ‘Oh yes?’ But there was little enthusiasm in Angela’s tone as she glanced at him for a moment. She led the way into the salón, which he had just vacated. ‘I have been receiving fittings for my wedding gown, señor, but no doubt to a man that is scarcely important.’

         There was great dryness in her tone, and to say that it astonished him was no understatement. He glanced at her far more sharply and alertly than she had glanced at him, observed that she was wearing something pale and cool in linen, and that her burnt-gold hair was quite casually caught back with a hair-ribbon that took at least four years off her acknowledged nineteen, and was the same colour as her dress, and thought—as he had thought once or twice before—that in some ways she was rather a curious and an aloof little thing.

         But that, no doubt, was because she was partly English. He had spent a few years of his life in England himself, receiving his education at a famous public school, and he had seen girls like her on Speech Days, and at strawberry teas on the lawns of English country houses. No one would have guessed, had they not already been aware of the fact, that she was Spanish both by birth and upbringing, despite the fact that her father was an Englishman.

         Born here in this very villa, where the sun scorched every blade of grass and rendered the hillsides sere and yellow for at least three-fifths of the year. The remaining two-fifths provided sufficient nutriment for crops to mature and the simplest cottage garden to be a blaze of flowers when tourists came seeking the sun and prepared to soak up the colour of the sunsets and dawns as if they were eager sponges that could never have enough.

         But a naturally cool temperament like an English temperament was bound to be resistant to a certain extent, and Doña Miranda’s granddaughter would never be completely Spanish. Doña Miranda might have done her best to eradicate certain English failings, and to anticipate certain possible eventualities despite the effect of environment, but her guardianship even from her own point of view had not been an entire success. She had had charge of Angela from the moment of her birth, for her daughter had been too frail to survive it on top of the bitter disappointment of her alien husband’s death as the result of a riding accident, and it had been left to the old and experienced woman to supervise an upbringing that had been by no means strictly conventional from the point of view of a highly conventional Spaniard.

         True, Angela had had instilled in her all the right kind of ideas and beliefs about conventional behaviour and social conduct. But she had also been sent away to school, in direct defiance of the established tradition of Cazenta d’Ialgo women; and in addition to that schooling she had had a finishing course at an up-to-date finishing school in Switzerland. She had absorbed ideas and attitudes, become infected with notions that were hardly Spanish, or so Don Felipe decided when he was first presented to her at a meeting arranged by her grandmother. It could not honestly be said that he fell in love with her, but she was charming and personable—rather more than personable—and despite a certain air of aggressiveness, reasonably submissive.

         It could not honestly be said that she was as submissive as her cousin Jacinta, whom he had at one time contemplated marrying, but if she had acquired convictions she had not yet acquired the courage to stand up for them. She was basically shy and diffident, and it boded well for a reasonably satisfactory marriage, if that shyness and diffidence were encouraged rather than discouraged.

         Besides, there was something about her looks that appealed to him. It could have been the bright, unusual hair and the sea-blue eyes and fluttering eyelashes, the mutinous little chin and the unpredictable mouth. And, far more important than all that, she was the possessor of estates that marched well with his, and it had become a burning ambition of his to unite those estates.

         Doña Miranda agreed with him, and so did all the uncles and aunts on the Ialgo side. A marriage that was to take place almost immediately seemed an excellent notion, and now it was just a matter of getting all the details settled and various signatures on documents and things like that.

         But of course the girl herself had to be given some reason for looking forward to the marriage, and presumably a lot of new clothes was one reason that appealed to her. He smiled at her in rather a calculating and extraordinarily charming way, despite the calculation, and handed her the ring case for her consideration.

         ‘That is one of the most flawless sapphires you are ever likely to see in the whole of your lifetime.’ he told her, as he watched her snap open the case and gaze at the slightly cumbersome trinket it contained.

         Angela slipped the ring from its satin bed and on to her finger. It felt heavy and unwanted, and because she had no great interest in sapphires she took it off hurriedly.

         ‘It is indeed a very fine stone, señor,’ she agreed flatly.

         He smiled, and his excellent white teeth created a dazzling blur in his dark and even-featured face. One eyebrow went upwards a little whimsically.

         ‘And that is all you can find to say about it? You are not impressed?—Not really?’

         ‘On the contrary,’ she assured him stiffly, ‘I am very much impressed, señor.’

         He continued to smile, but somewhat wryly. He took her hand and slid the ring up and down her slender white finger—the finger that was soon to be further burdened by his wedding ring—and exclaimed because it was such a very slender finger, with a rosy nail that was highly polished, and the ring was far, far and away too large for her.

         ‘You must supply me with one of your gloves, cara,’ he said, ‘and that will ensure that the new fitting will be exactly right. As to the setting, you can leave that, I think, to me.’

         ‘Yes, señor,’ she agreed.

         A vaguely vexed expression crossed his face.

         ‘I find your formality a little surprising,’ he confessed, ‘in a young woman so soon to be married. Did you not tell me that you have been receiving fittings for your wedding gown?’

         ‘Yes, señor.’

         ‘Then would it not be more natural if you addressed me as Felipe, and not seňor? If we are to go through a married life in such a formal state of mind it will be very trying.’

         ‘Very well, señor… I mean Felipe!’

         His dark eyes gazed at her as if he thought it might be as well to humour her, and then he turned away and walked to the window, the ring case safely restored to his pocket.

         Angela had hurried to the window the moment they entered the room and flung open one of the shutters, and he could see the blinding light in the courtyard falling in a dazzling fashion across the black and white tiled floor, and the boxes and tubs of colourful growth being scorched by it.

         ‘I noticed,’ he observed, gazing upwards at the hard blue of the sky, that was without even a tiny white cloud scudding across it, ‘that you did not find the dimness of this room restful. You have the English habit of throwing open windows.’

         She looked somewhat taken aback, because he sounded distinctly critical.

         ‘I—I suppose I got used to doing that in England,’ she admitted. ‘And Switzerland,’ she added. ‘Both basically cool places.’ He turned and looked at her. ’You were at school in England?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘You liked it? You felt, perhaps, that you belonged there?’

         ‘I—I wouldn’t say that.’ And then she decided to be strictly youthful—she had enjoyed every minute of her schooldays in England, and she had found Spain suffocating in more ways than one when she returned to it. The thought of cool English grass, soft breezes coming in at the window, the smell of clove pinks and roses floating in the warmth of a summer dusk, made her feel like someone who was being deprived. She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue, and her throat worked. He could see the slender, shapely little white throat emerging from the pale linen of her dress, and the thought occurred to him that he might even span it with one of his lean, brown hands.

         Sharply he asked her:

         ‘You have returned to Spain, but you are not happy here? Is that it?’

         Once more she licked her lips.

         ‘I—I expect I will grow used to it.’

         ‘But it is your country…. You will have to live here for the rest of your life! Does that thought not fill you with some sort of satisfaction?’

         ‘Not—not much, señor.’

         Impatiently he turned aside. She knew that his fingers were clutching the ring case in his pocket, and that they were hard, impatient fingers, just as his temper was of the fiery order that very quickly got out of hand. Meeting the frustrated, rather bewildered gleam in his exceptionally lustrous and really rather beautiful dark eyes—extraordinary that a man should have beautiful eyes, she thought —and sensing that he wasn’t merely baffled by her attitude but inclined to look upon her as rather a ridiculous young woman who might be improved by a good slap where it might hurt her most, she actually felt herself recoil from him.

         She hadn’t had much time to think about it before, but now it suddenly struck her that he was rather a terrifying member of his sex, and the fact that he was a hundred per cent Spanish made him more terrifying still. As an acquaintance—someone to sit beside her at a dinner-party, or even partner her at a dance—he might be acceptable; but as a man it had been arranged she should marry, who would have the right to order her life for her once she was married to him, and might find her just as difficult to get along with, he was—nothing short of terrifying.

         The thought that she was going to marry him suddenly filled her with cold horror. He could see it mounting in her eyes as they gazed at him, feel it quivering in the contracting muscles of her throat and the sudden tight clenching of her hands held rigidly at her sides.

         Even he suddenly asked himself if he wasn’t doing something quite ridiculous, marrying this girl…. And then he recollected all the advantages of such a union, and he told himself the whole situation was just simply absurd, and all he had to do to improve matters was to get to know the girl.

         Of course! Why had it never occurred to him before that she was not quite as other Spanish girls were? In fact, very far removed from being a Spanish girl! She looked English, and to all intents and purposes, apparently, she was English, and something would have to be done about it.

         ‘I have your grandmother’s consent to take you out to dinner-to-night,’ he told her. ’There is a fiesta in the town. Would you care to entrust yourself to me and see something of it?’

         ‘I—I—’

         She was quite appalled by the prospect.

         He looked rather more than impatient—in fact, she was inclined to suspect that he would boil over at any moment.

         ‘Well?’

         ‘I—er—Y-yes, thank you, señor—Felipe! I would enjoy it very much indeed,’ she told him as if he had demanded from her an acknowledgement that she would enjoy having all her teeth extracted. It is—please believe me that I think it is!—very good of you to suggest it!’

         He turned away. And then he turned back to her and bowed stiffly.

         ‘I will call for you at eight o’clock this evening. Please do not keep me waiting when I arrive!’ he requested formally.
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