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         Lois Tarrant had flown to Madrid to deliver a trousseau, and intended returning to London the same evening. But the sudden postponement of the wedding resulted in Lois finding herself travelling to Andalusia with the bride·and her guardian, the arrogant and masterful Don José Farrara de Martinez y Arova …

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter I
   

         

         The
       room was large and oppressively luxurious, but at least it was cool. The air-conditioning was working perfectly, and in addition the closed shutters outside the windows prevented the fierce glare of Madrid from finding its way into the room.

         Lois had been quite unprepared for the heat of Madrid in July. It had come at her like something solid and hostile, threatening to knock her off her feet at the airport. When she arrived at the hotel in Don José’s long cream-coloured car she felt white and shaken, as if she had passed through a furnace and she was grateful for the short interval in a quiet room before being brought face to face with anyone who mattered.

         Doña Inez’s own personal maid brought her some iced coffee, and there were cigarettes on a little occasional table. Doña Inez was getting ready to go out to lunch, and she was taking her time over her preparations. When she appeared at last, slim and elegant and gardenia-fresh, Lois received a shock.

         She had expected a very Spanish type, exotically handsome, perhaps, with sloe eyes and a luscious mouth, but Doña Inez, in addition to possessing the luscious mouth, was as lovely as a windflower, with a gleam of bronze in her hair and great, melting, pansy-dark eyes. She wore black and white despite the heat of the sun, and there was a scarlet flower attached to the front of her expensive suit.

         She apologised profusely to Lois for keeping her waiting.

         “But I must rush away now,” she said. She spoke English, with an attractive accent. “I’ll see the dress later…all the dresses I hope you’ve brought with you,” with a glance at the boxes piled up on the settee. “In the meantime do please make your self comfortable, and Juana will bring you lunch whenever you wish it. I’ll be back about four o’clock. Good-bye, Miss – er –?”

         “Tarrant,” Lois supplied. She added in case the other might overlook such an unimportant matter as her return to London: “I have to catch a plane at eight o’clock, and whatever I do I mustn’t miss it.”

         “But naturally you will not be permitted to miss it.” Inez waved a white gloved hand airily, and smiled charmingly. “That is understood. And now I must go.”

          
   

         When she had gone, leaving a trail of French perfume behind her, Lois sat down on a chair near the window. She attempted to open one of the shutters, because in spite of whirring fans and air-conditioning the atmosphere was becoming increasingly stuffy, and she felt like a bird in a gilded cage. When the maid brought her a well-loaded tray at two o’clock she was quite unable to touch anything apart from the deliciously spiced melon, and she paced up and down while the ponderous ticking of the clock recorded the slow passing of the white-hot afternoon, and wondered what would happen to her if by some unfortunate mischance she missed that eight o’clock return plane to London.

         She had not been provided with enough money to stay the night at a hotel, and Madame had issued strict instructions that she was to present herself for duty at the usual hour the following morning.

         They were short-staffed at the moment at “Céline’s,” and had another wedding coming up in less than a week’s time. That meant bridesmaids’ dresses, going-away outfit, clothes for the honeymoon… all the things she had brought with her for Doña Inez to approve.

         She walked over to the dress-boxes and decided to unpack them. She lifted shimmering evening gowns, cocktail suits and day dresses out of protective layers of tissue paper and arranged them on hangers. She had exactly the same measurements as Doña Inez – was, in fact, a fair-haired, blue-eyed counterpart of the Spanish girl – and it was a part of her job to model the order for the customer before she left. Therefore she decided, when the clock struck four, to slip into the magnificent wedding dress that was the result of one of “Céline’s” most inspired moments, and be ready for inspection the moment Doña Inez put her head inside the door.

         The dress was white brocade and the bodice was ornamented with silver thread. The folds of the skirt streamed across the carpet behind her like a train. Lois adjusted the headdress, that was actually a white lace mantilla to be held in place by white flowers and a diamond tiara on The Day, and felt startled because her own reflection in the mirror was so much like a white flower with a pair of weary dark blue eyes that gazed back at her in some bewilderment.

         Two hours later she was still wearing the dress. It was the hour when Madrid comes suddenly to life after the long-drawn-out siesta of the afternoon, and people were laughing and talking in the streets below her. The hotel was pulsating with life, lift-doors clanging open and shutting with the same eager violence, footsteps passing up and down the thickly carpeted corridors outside the suite of rooms. Through the gaps in the shutters came the reek of petrol fumes, together with the spicy perfume of flowers and hot dust.

         The wedding dress was clinging to Lois. She felt as if her hands were rivers of moisture, and tiny beads of perspiration ran down from her forehead. She pressed the bell for the maid, longing faintly for a cool drink, but no one answered. When she pressed it again the door opened and a man stood looking at her in some astonishment.

         He was a tall man, very dark, very immaculately dressed. One of his eyebrows rose, and he gave voice to his astonishment.

         “Your pardon, señorita, but either you or I have wandered into the wrong suite! I am looking for Doña Inez de Castenova.”

         He spoke in Spanish, and Lois looked at him blankly. All she understood was that he was looking for Doña Inez.

         “I rang the bell for the maid,” she said, so feebly that it was a mere thread of sound; and all at once the room gave a lurch, and its plush and its mirrors swam round her. She caught at the back of a chair to steady herself, but even so the dark eyes of the man confronting her became extraordinary pools of liquid darkness into which she stumbled and was in danger of drowning until he caught her up in his arms and carried her over to a settee that was not burdened by dress-boxes, and laid her down on it.

         When she opened her eyes two people were standing near to her and arguing a little fruitlessly. One – Doña Inez – was protesting that it hadn’t occurred to her that the English girl would find waiting such an ordeal, and the man’s voice was harsh and cold with criticism.

         “But to wait here for six hours! And your maid tells me she refused lunch…

         “Juana had instructions to provide her with whatever she wanted.”

         “In an atmosphere you can cut with a knife? Even I find it a little trying,” and he strode to the window and forced open a pair of the shutters. The brightness of Madrid, and the coolness of the early evening, burst into the room. Lois sat up on the settee and felt as if someone had provided her with a refreshing draught of water.

         “Drink this, señorita,” the dark man ordered brusquely, and a small glass of brandy was held to her lips. She thrust it away, and attempted to struggle up off the settee.

         “No, no, I’m perfectly all right…” She felt confused and ashamed, horrified because the beautiful bridal gown was suffering as a result of this most unfortunate weakness on her part. “Really, I’m perfectly all right!” She met the concerned eyes of Inez, and apologised haltingly. “I don’t know what you must think of me… your lovely dress! I wanted to be ready when you came back, so I put it on…”

         “The dress is exquisite,” Doña Inez said soothingly. “But you still look alarmingly pale.” She glanced anxiously at her companion. “Does she not look very pale indeed, José?”

         “So would you if you were fastened into a tight-fitting thing like that,” Don José returned even more brusquely, in his impeccable English. “Get her out of it, and then insist that she drinks the brandy, and after that we will all go downstairs where it is really cool and have an early dinner.”

         “I have a plane to catch,” Lois interposed faintly, concerned only with the absolute necessity for catching that plane.

         Don José glanced at his watch.

         “It is a quarter to seven. You have plenty of time and can still be at the airport by eight o’clock, when the London flight leaves, I believe. I myself will drive you there.”

         Lois felt relief flood over her. If this man said she had plenty of time – and if he offered to drive her to the airport – then she would certainly be on time. There was something about him, apart from his dark good looks, that was reassuring as well as arresting. He breathed arrogance and an autocratic impatience, but his hands were gentle and his eyes looked straight at her. They were wonderful eyes – she knew she had never seen anything like them before – and the slight fluttering under the tight bodice of the wedding dress was a new experience for her.

         Just because a man looked straight at her! A Spaniard, with an aura of wealth and aloofness about him!

         His eyes roved, and took in all the beauties of the wedding dress, and the Anglo-Saxon fairness of the girl who was wearing it. A tiny smile touched the corners of his mouth.

         “I am fortunate,” he declared. “I have been permitted a preview of your bridal gown, Inez!”

         When he had left the room, and they were alone, Lois felt suddenly horrified as a result of what he had said.

         “But it is most unlucky for a bridegroom to see the dress his future wife will be wearing,” she recalled, and declared anxiously, “before he sees it in church, I mean!”

         Inez smiled in a completely unruffled manner.

         “But Don José is not my bridegroom,” she replied demurely. “He is my guardian.”

         “Oh – oh, really?” Lois said, and wondered why she actually felt relieved, the sort of relief one feels when a train waits in a station, instead of going on without one.

         It was nothing to her whom Don José married, and it was nothing to her whom Doña Inez married. In an hour or so she would have flown away out of both their lives.

         “Even so, most brides like to keep their dress a secret. A lot of them would think it unlucky if anyone saw it before they themselves wore it. Apart from the designers and so on.”

         “I am not superstitious,” Inez observed complacently, ringing the bell for her maid. “I am sure you would feel fresher after a bath, and I will ask Juana to run one for you. And you must make use of my toilet things if you have none of your own with you.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter II
   

         

         Downstairs 
      it was certainly many degrees cooler than in Doña Inez’s suite, and the large public rooms were very pleasant to relax in after the heat of the day.

         Don José asked both girls if they would like a drink before they went in to dinner, but both refused – as he probably expected – and the diningroom received them without further delay.

         Lois still had little or no appetite, and she was aware that this was an unusually early hour for Spaniards to dine, and Don José had had no opportunity to change into full evening dress, as was probably his custom. Nevertheless, the fact that he was still wearing a thin white suit of impeccable cut seemed to cause him no embarrassment, and his main concern was that Lois should have something to revive her after her experience of the afternoon.

         She explained that she would almost certainly have dinner on the plane, but that made no difference. A little soup was ordered for her, and some cold breast of chicken. She drank a little light wine, and certainly felt better for it.

         Doña Inez looked wonderful in a cloudy grey evening gown. She was meeting her fiancé later in the evening, and they were going on to a party together. Lois thought the dreamy look in her pansy-dark eyes was no doubt attributable to the fact that she was looking forward to the meeting… perhaps counting the moments until it took place.

         Then she looked at Don José and wondered how he came to be her guardian. He couldn’t be more than thirty or thirty-five, although his sedate air made him seem a little older at times.

         He seemed deliberately to prolong the course of the meal, and she began to be consumed with a desire to set off for the airport. Her agitation showed in her face, and he smiled at her in some amusement at last.

         “Your visit to Spain is a very brief one, Miss Tarrant,” he remarked. “Is this your first visit to Madrid?”

         “Yes.” She looked down at the sparkle of cut glass and flowers and immaculate damask. “It’s the first time I’ve been abroad.”

         “So?” His white teeth showed in a lazy smile. “In that case it’s a pity that you have to return so soon.”

         An orchestra played dreamily in the adjoining ballroom. Couples were already swaying to the music, and outside the purple dusk was pricked with stars. Night swoops down at an early hour in Madrid, even in the summer time, and it was a breathlessly exciting night, full of hot flower scents, the thrumming of guitars in tiny tucked-away courtyards, and more couples parading beneath the intense dark blue of the sky.

         Lois looked about her at the smartly dressed women, with their equally smart escorts, who were sitting near her. She thought of the tiny two-roomed flat in one of London’s less salubrious quarters that she shared with a girl friend and wondered whether she would ever again have the opportunity to see a side of life such as this side – colourful, backed by wealth, assured and safe and supremely elegant.

         Normally, commissions of this sort were undertaken by more experienced assistants attached to “Céline,” and it was only because her measurements were exactly those of Doña Inez de Castenova that she had been given the chance to fly out of London for a few hours. And if she ever saved enough to take a Continental holiday she wouldn’t be able to afford a hotel like this.

         Therefore she tried hard to store up a few memories, but the clock was ticking away, and suddenly she realised that it was after eight, and they still had to reach the airport.

         Don José waved a hand.

         “Don’t worry, señorita. I telephoned the airport, and your plane is unlikely to leave until after nine. There has been some delay, and all flights are much later than advertised.”

         But when he realised she was becoming really agitated he rose and crushed out his cigarette in an ashtray.

         “Very well, we will go!”

         Doña Inez said a very gracious good-bye to her.

         “I am so sorry you were left alone for so long this afternoon,” she apologised prettily, in her accented English. “When I am married perhaps my husband and I will visit London, and then we will look in and see you at ‘Céiine’s,’ and I will buy a lot more clothes. That will be good for trade, yes?”

         Lois wished her a wonderful day for the wedding, and every happiness in the future.

         Inez looked dreamy again… dreamy and utterly content.

         “I shall be happy,” she said softly. “Luis and I will be very happy.”

         A page came to their table and informed her that she was wanted on the telephone. She looked startled for a moment.

         “Perhaps Luis has had a breakdown. That new car of his is not as reliable as one might have expected.”

         Her guardian teased her.

         “Luis is always having breakdowns. He is a very bad driver, and he forgets that the finest makes of cars need careful treatment. Reasonable treatment anyway. Shall I take the message for you, little one and spare you any shocks?”

         Inez smiled at him a trifle wanly.

         “If you will, José. Now that our wedding is so close I feel… well, absurdly anxious sometimes.” She met Lois’s eyes. “Perhaps I’m a little more superstitious than I thought, señortia.”

         They waited with the pleasant chink of ice in glasses, murmuring voices and background music going on around them, and Inez talked rather rapidly of the delights of Madrid, if Lois ever found a little more time to discover them. She also asked her the sort of questions young women ask one another… whether she had any particular man friend herself, and hoped to be married before long.

         Lois replied that there was no one.

         Inez smiled.

         “You are so pretty – you looked enchanting in my wedding dress – and there is certain to be someone before long. Please let me know when you become engaged and I will send you a white lace mantilla to wear at your wedding.”

         Don José came walking quickly back across the lounge. Not for the first time it struck Lois that he walked with the graceful ease of a panther, and he was undoubtedly extremely distinguished. This was not perhaps surprising as he was a member of an extremely distinguished family, one of the oldest in Andalusia, where he had large estates. His name had a distinctive ring… Don José Farrara de Martinez y Arova. The way people cleared a path for him as he moved seemed to indicate that even in a hotel like this he was highly thought of, the next best thing to being actually revered.

         The expression of his face had completely altered by the time he joined them. The faint amusement, the slight touch of indolence that had lurked in his eyes, was completely gone. He wasn’t even partially smiling.

         “I’m afraid,” he said, as he took Inez by the arm, “that I have bad news for you, little one. There is no point in my attempting to soften it –”

         Inez gasped and clutched at his sleeve.

         “What is it, José?” Her pansy-dark eyes were already stricken. “Nothing has happened to Luis…?”

         His handsome dark eyes regarded her with infinite pity.

         “It is not as serious as it might have been. His car had a head-on collision, but he is alive. There is every hope that he will recover fully. But you must prepare yourself for shocks, and for a complete alteration of your plans. The first thing we must do is go straight to the hospital. He is being cared for by the nuns of the Order of the Holy Child.”

         Inez swayed on his arm. For a moment she looked as if she was going to faint dead away.

         Over her gleaming bronze head Don José’s eyes met Lois’s.

         “I’m afraid, Miss Tarrant, that I cannot now take you to the airport. I can put you into a taxi, which will get you there in time to catch the plane, but if you could delay catching it for a few hours and accompany my ward to the hospital it would be a great kindness on your part. She needs another woman with her.”

         Inez put out a hand to Lois.

         “Please,” she said, in a thin voice, “you will go with me, won’t you?”

         But even so Lois hesitated. She felt torn apart, between compassion and the knowledge that her duty was to return to London. And while she hesitated Don José’s voice lashed out at her. She would never have believed it could harden and vibrate with contempt as it did now. The urbane host who had looked after her during dinner, and sought to persuade her to eat, had given place to an implacable foreigner who regarded her with hostility, with the utmost dislike and disapproval.

         “In the name of common humanity, Miss Tarrant, stop thinking of yourself!” he said. “Doña Inez’s world has collapsed beneath her feet! Cannot you understand? Haven’t you any sympathy?”

         Lois answered huskily:

         “Of course, señor.”

         And for the first time in her life she felt burningly ashamed of herself.

         They left the hotel by the main entrance, and once again Lois found herself in the long cream car in which she had been driven from the airport. Only this time she was not alone in the back, with a uniformed chauffeur behind the driving wheel. Don José slid into the driving seat, and Inez and Lois shared the back.

         They sped through the streets and squares of Madrid while a great yellow moon climbed into the sky, and the gardens and avenues and blocks of dignified houses were bathed in its light. Every now and then they tunnelled through quieter thoroughfares, and Lois saw lanterns suspended like stars beneath ancient gateways and other lights shining mysteriously above closed doors. In the dim distance the snow on the sierra glittered like diamond dust, and nearer at hand the cafés and night-spots of Madrid had their own particularly brilliant sparkle.

         Inez sat gripping her hands in her lap in her corner of the car. Lois wanted to say something to her – something reassuring – but she had no idea how badly Luis was injured. If Don José’s face was anything to go by, he was lucky to be alive at all.

         The nuns of the Order of the Holy Child wore white habits, and the hospital’s corridors smelled strongly of antiseptic, and were utterly bare and cool. The Mother Superior herself received Don José and his ward, and Lois stood waiting while all three disappeared into a little room that was equally bare, and vanished behind a screen.

         When Don José reappeared Lois was feeling a little sick. So much had happened to her in a single day. The flight from London, arrival in Madrid, incarceration in Doña Inez’s suite, losing consciousness in somebody else’s wedding dress. And now the white walls of the hospital, the penetrating smell of antiseptic.

         Don José looked down at her. He was far taller than she remembered, but his face was no longer harsh.

         “We will wait here,” he said, drawing her into a little waiting-room, and putting her on to a comfortless hard wooden chair. He drew another chair up close beside her. “Luis is barely conscious, but I think there is, after all, quite a lot of hope.”

         She felt him take one of her hands. Her fingers were cold, but his were warm and strong. He was concerned by the icy chill of her small, soft fingers.

         “Life is strange,” he mused. “It has strange little tricks which it keeps up its sleeve. Yesterday you did not expect to be here tonight.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chaper III
   

         

         Lois
       wakened next morning in a supremely comfortable bed in a room that was quite unfamiliar. It was as unlike any room she had ever slept in as the dressing-gown in a delicate shade of peach hanging on the door was as unlike her faded cotton kimono hanging on the bathroom door at home.

         Doña Inez had loaned her the dressing-gown and she had also loaned her a nightdress that was a froth of nylon lace and transparent nylon fabric, and all the toilet things she required. In spite of the shock she had received, and the sudden complete alteration to her plans, Inez had been so grateful for the other girl’s presence that she had endeavoured to express her gratitude in every way she could.

         Apparently she had few close friends in Madrid, for she had been living in the South of France until her marriage to Luis Farrara had been arranged. Luis was Don José’s cousin, and Don José had been appointed Inez’s guardian – and administrator of her considerable fortune until she reached the age of twenty-one, or married – on the deaths of both her parents. She was nearly twenty, a beauty by any standards, and somewhat to Lois’s surprise, knew little or nothing about her guardian.
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