
Praise for Pig’s Foot

‘A novel as salty and pungent as Saturday night in the docks of Havana. It’s a cocktail of forbidden lust, murder and santeria, or Cuban voodoo . . . Pig’s Foot proves that the celebrated hoofer knows a thing or two about telling stories . . . A breezily self-confident voice’ Evening Standard

 

‘Not only is he a dervish on the dancefloor, he’s also a dazzling storyteller . . . A tale that sizzles with atmosphere and a sense of place’ Glamour

 

‘A visceral fiction’ Vogue

 

‘Heat, history, and hooch . . . Vivid’ Tatler

 

‘Acosta negotiates the difficult path between black comedy, gruesome violence, magic realism and historical prestidigitation with a steady hand . . . It is jumpy with incident and memorable characters’ **** Daily Express

 

‘Exuberance and a gleeful return to the characteristic devices – and multiples excesses – of magic realism sustain the richly entertaining debut novel by the Cuban ballet dancer Carlos Acosta . . . Like so many coloured plates in the air, Acosta keeps his narratives spinning furiously yet also cohesively. It is an exciting yarn, often hilarious . . . Acosta is a natural storyteller, with an obvious love of theatre. This gusto is evident in the telling. His prose is simple and descriptive, and he loves exasperation as a medium and uses it to sustain the narrative pace . . . There is no denying Acosta’s achievement in creating a world that lives and breathes, one that is vibrantly expressed through Frank Wynne’s translation from the original Spanish. It may not seem quite fair that Acosta, who danced Spartacus and so many other roles with such grace, power and majestic artistry, should now also write a lively, delightfully engaging novel, yet he has’ Eileen Battersby, Irish Times

 

‘The multitalented Acosta is set to win even more fans with his atmospheric first novel’ Irish Mail on Sunday

 

‘In Frank Wynne’s skilful translation, Acosta’s novel has an earthy charm that makes it more than a mere literary curiosity’ Jane Shilling, Sunday Telegraph

 

‘Pungent, original and funny . . . The novel’s sweetly comic mixture of scatology and transcendent love perfectly captures new fatherhood’ Daily Telegraph

 

‘Impressive . . . A fantastical tale’ Guardian

 

‘A rich stew of magical realism . . . All is related in exuberant, theatrical prose’ Daily Mail

 

‘Pages of salty-sweet prose . . . A narrative by turns lewd and poetic . . . The novel, very nicely translated by Frank Wynne, conjures the salt-eaten arcades and collapsing promenades of Havana wonderfully . . . A host of sharply drawn characters’ Spectator

 

‘It is a wild, heady flight of imagination, and Acosta makes good use of his natural understanding of sequence and grace and suspense. He dances well on the page’ Diana Evans, Guardian

 

‘Acosta’s translator Frank Wynne captures the energy of Acosta’s prose with meticulous and sustained flair . . . This knockabout epic marks an impressive further stage in Acosta’s emergence as a writer’ Independent

 

‘An act of dance on the page: high-wire, electric, springing between place and time and character . . . The achievement of Pig’s Foot, its depth and range, history and humour, will assure him a wide and thrilled audience, entraced by the dancer’s agility with words’ Harper’s Bazaar

 

‘Acosta’s unflinching descriptions of his native country are so rich you feel you’ve been there. He’s a natural storyteller, weaving together the strands of a history that manages to be intimately personal and a vivid portrait of an emerging nation’ Mail on Sunday

 

‘Pig’s Foot wittily captures some of the qualities most intrinsic to Caribbean literature and Cuba’s mystical national sensibility, complete with santeria and orishas. Dancing off the page, Acosta’s prose dazzles and certainly commands its audience’ Observer

 

‘Acosta has as much a winning way with words as he has charm and presence on the ballet stage . . . Acosta’s prose is poetic and raw. He conjures evocative landscapes . . . Passionate and uncompromising to the end, Oscar exerts a powerful charm on the reader’ The Lady




Alone

Grandpa Benicio ceased to be the cheerful man everyone knew. That’s what people said in the neighbourhood. He walked around with his head bowed, his arms hanging by his sides, he no longer talked to anyone when he went to get bread at the store, no longer went for a drink at the bar on the corner. ‘Cheer up, Benicio,’ the neighbours would say, ‘why don’t you come and play a game of dominoes.’ But he simply ignored them and went on his way, looking like grief incarnate. Everyone said my grandmother’s death had put years on him, but I think it was Facundo’s death that really finished him off.

A week after Grandma died, Facundo, our dog, suddenly became ill. We went to fetch the local vet, who, after examining him, wrung his hands, saying he realised it was a bad time to give bad news, especially since we were mourning Señora Gertrudis, but there was nothing he could do to save Facundo.

‘I hate to give bad news to people like you. Especially you, Benicio, you being the only man who ever knocked out that son of a bitch Masferrer, but Facundo will die four days from now.’

We had had Facundo for fourteen years. He was a black and white English pointer and my grandparents adored him, especially Grandpa Benicio who always said that, after Gertrudis, he loved Facundo more than anyone.

‘All of my friends are shits,’ I’d heard him say at times. ‘Facundo, now he is a true friend.’

Facundo’s liver and spleen were enlarged and, given his age, there was little that could be done for him. On the fourth day, just as the vet had predicted, his body lay beneath a mound of black earth, having been buried at the foot of the mango tree in the garden.

After that, Grandpa Benicio never put in his false teeth again. He stopped eating, stopped washing and more than once we found him sitting in the middle of the Calzada Dolores. Elena and I were worried about him, we tried to get him to talk, but he preferred the shade of the mango tree, the hammock, silence. He felt strange sleeping in his bed. Most nights he did not sleep. Soon he started to talk to himself; in the cracked mirror in the bathroom he would see a young man who gradually transformed himself into the balding ninety-year-old man who stared back at him sadly.

Then came Grandma Gertrudis’s will: two letters. Nothing more. One for Grandfather, and one for me which I was not to open until Grandpa Benicio died. Grandfather’s letter read: ‘The greatest happiness I have had in life was to have you as my husband. I will be waiting for you by our flame tree, but before that, tell Oscar everything. Everything. It’s time that he knew who he is.’

I read it to my grandfather and he listened carefully, without so much as blinking. Then he asked me to fetch him a glass of milk. I brought it to him and then took a shower while Elena cooked something. A few minutes later, when I came out of the bathroom, I found Grandpa lying on the living-room floor.

Elena and I carried his six-foot frame to the vast marriage bed where for the past two months he had been sleeping alone. His frail body looked like a wild flower in a meadow, fragile and defenceless.

‘I’ll be right back,’ said Elena and went out into the streets of Lawton, half naked, wearing the floral top and checked cotton trousers she used as pyjamas. I saw her run past the window that served as a headboard for my grandparents’ bed, watched her vanish into the narrow streets, into the crowds.

Grandpa Benicio regained consciousness just after Elena left. For a moment he stared at me like he did not recognise this boy sitting by his bed. He looked at me curiously, as though he had seen me somewhere before but could not remember where. His mouth suddenly opened. He said that if there was one thing I should learn, it was that events never begin in the moment that they happen. As he said this, he set the pillow up against the window so he could lean back and get a better look at me.

‘Don’t talk, Grandpa. Just lie there and rest, Elena has gone to fetch a doctor. What’s happened has happened, and there’s nothing to be done about it now.’

‘Ah, that’s just the problem. If you think it was the deaths of your dear grandmother and poor old Facundo that caused my heart attack, then you don’t understand anything. This heart attack began a long time ago. Now get me some coffee and listen to what I have to tell you.’

I went into the kitchen. I picked up the coffee pot and poured a little of yesterday’s coffee into a plastic mug, then ran back to my grandfather’s room.

‘Now listen to me and try not to interrupt, because we don’t have much time. The time has come for you to know who you are.’

I told him I knew exactly who I was and rather curtly told him to get some rest.

‘Don’t speak to me in that tone, I’ve not been fitted for a wooden suit just yet, which means I’m still your grandfather . . . You think you know who you are, yes? Well, tell me then, how can anyone who does not know their history truly know who they are? Now, listen to me carefully, and don’t interrupt.’

All I could think about was that Elena was not back yet as I stared at the wrinkled, careworn eyelids of that toothless old man who had given me everything. These were his last moments on earth so I had no choice but to do as he wished and say nothing. And then he told me that in the 1800s, Pata de Puerco was just a sweeping plain with a few scattered shacks between the Sierra Maestra of Santiago de Cuba and the copper mines of El Cobre. That the earth was so red and so green that it looked as though this was the last place God made. About the Santistebans, about José and Oscar; he told me everything I’ve told you here.

‘I know how you must feel right now, Oscarito. I’m sure you’re wondering why I’m telling you all this now just as the last of your relatives is about to die,’ said Grandpa Benicio when he had finished. ‘At this stage, I’d rather not fill your head with problems that can’t be solved, but I have to fulfil your grandmother’s last wish. All I can think to say to you right now is that the best time to plant a tree is always twenty years ago. If, for some reason, you did not plant it then, the next best time to plant a tree is now. I hope that helps you.’

I hugged him hard and looked into his eyes for the last time; he said he hoped I would have lots of children with Elena and, more importantly, that I would come to understand the value and the meaning of things so that I might finally find peace. Before I could say anything, there was a power cut and at that moment Elena burst through the door with the doctors who, despite the darkness, evaluated my grandfather’s condition. Elena wept inconsolably. As she did so, I realised for the first time that my grandparents were in fact my uncle and aunt, though really they were my parents.

‘We’re sorry for your loss,’ the doctors said, adding that I shouldn’t hesitate to call them if I needed tranquillisers. Elena and I walked them to the door and, after they left, Elena put her arms around my neck, a gesture that turned my trickle of tears into a never-ending flood.

We sat vigil for Grandpa Benicio at the Funeraría Mauline as we had two months earlier for Grandma Gertrudis. He had had more friends in the neighbourhood and so more people came to pay their respects. Towards dawn, just before the body was taken to be cremated, a little black man appeared with prominent cheekbones and thinning, grey hair meticulously slicked back. He wore a black suit and shuffled slowly through the crowd, dragging his feet. He stood for a long time staring into the coffin and Elena asked me who he was. I shrugged. Then we saw him throw a red rose into the coffin and whisper, ‘Cross and hook, Choco!’ A moment later we watched as Kid Chocolate disappeared into the crowd, not knowing that the famous champion would die a few weeks later.

We brought Grandpa’s ashes back to the house and placed them next to the urn that held Gertrudis’s ashes. Their absence was a heavy cloud that crushed us and there were times when I forgot what had happened and found myself about to call to Grandma to make me some coffee. But there was no one in the house now but me, Elena, the mosquitoes and the power cut. I didn’t know whether it was a different blackout or the same one that, only hours before, had carried off Grandpa Benicio’s soul. Elena and I lay down, our bodies sweaty. Memories flooded back, the good and the bad, but mostly memories of those times when for some reason or other I had shouted at Grandma Gertrudis and made her cry, the times I had argued with Grandpa Benicio about politics, the times he had been angry at my insolence. It was too late now to apologise, too late to hug them one last time. My grandparents were gone and I was left with so many things unsaid.

I hugged Elena to me until the heat of her body fused with mine. I didn’t dream that night, but I woke up with my eyes red and swollen. It was Elena who woke me to tell me she’d had a nightmare: she’d dreamed the mop and the floor cloth had been chasing her and trying to eat her. The mop had lifeless black eyes and could only move up and down to signal to the floor cloth to go after Elena.

‘Jesus, Elena, what goes on inside that head of yours?’ I said as I made breakfast. She told me it was the most surreal dream she’d ever had in her life. Usually, she had the classic nightmare of falling from a skyscraper and waking up just as she hit the ground. She had even had dreams about being buried alive, in which she felt herself suffocating, felt the maggots eating away at her. This thing with the mop and the floor cloth was a completely new addition to her collection of nightmares.

And yet Elena’s dream made sense, since in the past two months we had barely left the house except to go to the funeral home, and I knew that the deaths of my grandparents had affected her as much as they had me because she thought of them as family. And then, not everyone is as lucky as I am: I never dream about anything, ever, or at least I never remember my dreams. Elena remembered her dreams in astonishing detail and every morning she would tell me about them, talking about the colours of the clothes, the things she could smell around her, the vividness of the scenery, as though they were movies she had recently watched.

What was most worrying was that, even five months after my grandfather died, Elena was still having horrifying nightmares: the avocado trees in the garden were trying to devour her. The neighbour in the Committee for the Defence of the Revolution who lived in her apartment block wanted to devour her. Everyone was trying to eat her. She would talk about these dreams to me and sometimes to her girlfriends, one of whom suggested she should go and see a babalao. Elena didn’t believe in babalaos or santería or any of that shit but even so she went to see Babalao Alfredo, a famous Ifá priest in Lawton.

‘You have a dark aura. That is why you feel you are being persecuted,’ said the extraordinarily tall black man people called Babalawo Alfredo. He walked us to the door and then, squeezing Elena’s hands, he told her she had to leave here immediately.

‘Leave here? And go where?’

‘To America,’ said the babalao, ‘to Miami. Is that not where your family live? Then you must go there for no good awaits you here.’

Elena thanked the man and we headed back to my house.

‘Don’t listen to that guy, Elena,’ I said, ‘he doesn’t know what he’s talking about.’ But when I looked into her eyes I saw they were shining and I realised that something inside her had changed, that Alfredo’s words had brought back all the dormant hopes she thought she would never feel again.

That night, I undressed her slowly, with a tenderness I rarely demonstrated. I covered her beautiful body with oil and massaged her every muscle to relieve the tension that for months now had been causing her nightmares. Then I gave her everything I had saved up, my whole erection, every inch of the slippery cock just dying to slide between her legs. That night I didn’t tug her hair, I didn’t spank her arse, I didn’t spit on her like I usually did. Thinking about it, it was the only time we didn’t fuck. We made love, as it’s more elegantly put, and I can tell you now, it was good for me. I wanted to repeat that night of massages, of trembling skin, of whimpers produced not by violence but by the compassion of two souls shielding one another, two bodies sheltering one another, trying to protect each other from the pain caused by the emptiness of the everyday, the inability to understand the young, by everything we are daily confronted by when we open the door. It was good for me, but it was not good for Elena. Her eyes stared at a fixed point, at the huge spider’s web hanging from the ceiling. Her mind was already in Miami. Her body followed a week later. She got in touch with old student friends and they encouraged her to come with them and leave from the Playa Santa Fe. She asked me to go with her. I told her it was all the same: Miami, Havana, London, Paris, it’s all the same, I said. She thought about this but in the end she couldn’t accept that it was all the same, though it saddened her to contradict me, so she said nothing.

In the early hours of the morning, I went with her to the slipway with a wariness that verged on paranoia, glancing around looking for any suspicious characters who might be from the Security Service. Back then, the borders had not been opened and it was illegal to try to leave the country. The raft was little more than a platform made with tractor tyres and some oars. They had no compass, no idea of what the weather would be like, nothing. It looked like a storm might break at any moment.

‘This is madness, Elena. Better a known evil than an unknown good.’

‘I’m sorry, Oscar, I can’t stay here another day. I have to try to be happy somewhere else.’

It was then I realised that my hopes had been castles in the air, illusions which in that moment crumbled to dust. I begged her again to stay, but Elena had made her decision. She kissed me on the lips and I watched her melt into the darkness that instantly swallowed them all.

I went back home feeling more depressed than ever, dragging with me a loneliness that seemed never-ending. All I could do was think about Elena and remember the last words my grandfather had said to me before he died, about the tree that I should plant, about his hope that Elena would bear me lots of children. I wondered if I had made a mistake in not going with her to Miami. But two days later I heard that they had hit a storm while at sea and everyone, including Elena, had been drowned. My heart skipped a beat. For a moment I thought I was having an asthma attack because I couldn’t breathe. I collapsed on the living-room sofa and for a long time I sat there trying to make sense of things. I thought maybe Elena’s nightmares about everyone wanting to eat her had been a signal for her not to leave, that it wasn’t the avocado trees or her neighbour in the CDR who would devour her, but the sharks. Who knows?

All I know is that it would be impossible for me to describe what I felt in the days that followed, when the stars came out and I realised that I was alone in this vastness; those moments when the events of my life flickered past inside me as though fading, as if some mysterious virus were coursing through my veins. It is true that man is born to suffering, but I would never have guessed that in the end I would wind up making do with the pockmarked moon that every day shines down from the heavens. All I know is that within the space of five months I found myself utterly alone. Alone in a house that hurtled on towards privation rather than plenty. Alone in my own cell. Alone, alone. In a country where I served no purpose.





Atanasio’s Story

The first thing I noticed was that the pig’s-foot amulet was no longer around my neck. Then I realised that I was lying in a circular clearing the size of an empty football pitch ringed by tall sicklebush like the walls of a fortress, keeping it beyond the reach of men, preserving its mystery. In the middle of the circle it looked as though it had just rained. Clouds were gathered just above the clearing and a fine mist hung in the air, which gave the place a pleasing temperature while beyond the walls of sicklebush the sun still split the stones, the earth was cracked and parched.

The grey sky did not seem to be lit by the sun’s rays, as though day was about to dawn or night about to draw in. At first I thought a tropical storm was brewing but, looking more carefully, I realised that there was something ghostly about this place that had nothing to do with the weather.

‘I must be dreaming,’ I thought as I stared at the throng of animals gathered in the centre of the clearing: wild boar, hutias, deer, crocodiles, all happily sharing the thick black mud rising to cover trees and plants and creepers. Mud coated everything, every animal and tree – the only flash of green came from the feathers of birds as they flitted from branch to branch like lights.

The animals were not startled by my sudden appearance. The crocodiles watched, jaws wide, still as statues; the deer carried on wallowing in the mud as though I were not a man but simply another animal come to shelter from the heat. A pall of thick black smoke hung in the air as if by magic. Looking closely, I saw it came from a shack built of timber and royal palm with a roof of thatched palm leaves, invisible against the mud. On the porch of the house were four stools and a table carefully laid with a chicken stockpot, bread and two bottles of homemade rum, though there was not a soul in sight.

‘Anyone there?’ I shouted at the top of my voice. The cry reverberated among the trees, sending back an echo of my voice. ‘Anyone there?’ I called again, and was about to knock on the door when an elderly man no more than four feet tall threw it open and introduced himself as Atanasio Kortico. Around his throat I saw an amulet similar to mine, with a shrivelled pig’s foot.

‘At last!’ he said. His skin was a black so intense it was bluish, the deep wrinkles around his eyes fanned out across his face like a river’s tributaries. His hands were large, entirely disproportionate to the size of his small body. His hair and beard were completely white, and his eyes, half-grey, half-yellow, seemed to divine my thoughts. He hugged me with the same enthusiasm he might a long-lost relative which led me to
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