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Ashborough Residence, London, February 8, 2015

***
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"DIAZ WAS RIGHT. LUZ’S husband—the UK ambassador to Cuba—disappeared without a trace," I whispered to myself in the quiet room. Maybe it would unfold differently. Maybe not.
This story, set in the last tremors of Cuba’s Special Period during the 1990s, had been simmering inside me for so long, I’d lost count.

Just last week, a letter from Natal Castillo stirred the ashes. His words brought the past rushing back—and a new purpose.

Sunrise Escape.  That was the title coming to me now. A novella, by Miranda Ashborough.

I’m an English professor—a woman once caught up in a mission with Marilyn Monroe in Havana back in the late 1950s. From smoky nightclubs to conspiracy’s shadows, I’ve watched over Natal’s daughters—Diaz and Luz, and their legacy.

This is their story. And mine.

I reached for the keyboard, fingers aching but resolute, as I began to craft the premise in an email to my publisher.

Dear Charis,

I’m sending you an outline for my next book. It is a blend of memoir and historical fiction, centering on the Castillo sisters—two powerful women on a quest for truth.

The story begins in Havana, August 1998, with Luz Mclean-Castillo’s desperate search for her missing husband. Her journey unravels truths buried beneath decades of silence and danger. I am focusing the narrative through Luz’s eyes—she is the heart, the spark of rebellion, the one who steals the reader’s soul. The story reaches back to Cuba’s turbulent past, weaving in the roles of Natal and Josefa, and the impossible legacy they handed down.

I paused, leaning back as Marilyn’s voice echoed softly in my mind.

"Miranda, I need you," she reminded me, her tone tinged with urgency. "It’s about the past that will haunt those girls—and the future they deserve. Help me hold it all together..."

I smiled, imagining Luz reassuring me. "You’ll carry us, Miranda. For all we’ve lost. For all the hope that still remains."

The memories washed over me—Havana, 1958. Dinner with Marilyn and Natal at that seaside restaurant, the night was alive with possibility. Marilyn laughed beneath the stars, waving a glass to the sky.

"The orishas are with us," she’d said, her eyes twinkling, her skin aglow.

"Safeguarding the Castillo legacy," she’d added, the light in her eyes turning serious. "It’s a world on edge, Miranda. Eyes open..."

I swallowed the tight knot in my throat, feeling the weight of that night settle deep.

Then the morning pain came—a stitch in my chest sharp enough to remind me I didn’t have forever.

A silent vow formed between heartbeats: I would finish their story. The story of Natal’s daughters, born from revolution and caged by secrets.

I turned back to the screen, fingers poised.

Luz’s world in Havana, summer of 1998, waited for me.
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Electric currents surged up her spine, rising from her lower back to her head, bursting behind her eyes. Her husband sat right in front of her, eyes cold and wild, dripping with contemptuous arrogance.
Between them, the glass table held only an ashtray overflowing with cigarettes, burgundy lipstick smears stark against white porcelain. A chessboard would’ve made sense—but there wasn’t one. They were playing a different game.

"This staring contest is childish," Leon said.

Luz raised an eyebrow as he kept his eyes open for minutes. Wiping sweat from her carefully made-up face, she fished the last cigarette from her bag and moved to the balcony.

The humid air was thick with the scent of weathered houses lining Calle Obispo, Havana. She bent over, watching shop owners lounging on benches outside cafes, jewelry stores, and clothing stalls. In the distance, boys strummed guitars, singing Cuban Bachata.

Below, she heard Alejandro and Alonso chatting outside their shop on the ground floor.

"We can’t go home just yet. I saw this coming," Alonso said.

Goosebumps rose on Luz’s arms. She held her breath and listened closely.

Alejandro nodded his curly head in agreement. "This white guy thinks he’s invincible."

Luz figured they didn’t think highly of politicians. Especially those from abroad.

The buzz of passersby drowned out the men’s voices. Her fists clenched. Looking over the railing, she marveled at how alike the brothers were—like twins.

Somehow, she knew they’d stay long past closing time, using their magic to soothe the rising tension.

When Alejandro spoke again, she caught him calling her a fireblood.

"He’ll die tonight. For sure," was Alonso’s response.

They sounded so certain. These boys knew everything. Luz stubbed out her cigarette in the forlorn balcony plant, ready to return to her dangerous game.

One last look down the street—Alonso picked up his guitar and began to play with intense focus. The people outside stopped and listened. His famous lament drifted upward, almost touching her. When Alejandro joined with his timid voice, Luz’s heart nearly broke.

She walked back to her cabriole sofa, steeling herself. Her high heels clicked sharply on the marble floor.

"Let’s end this war once and for all," she said quietly.

Leon gave her a haunted look; she knew he doubted her sanity. Probably rightly so. Luz heard voices. Maybe she was losing her mind. Or maybe this was what their marriage had come to—madness.

She leaned to grab a fresh pack of cigarettes. Her movements slowed as her mind drifted to her parents who’d given her up for adoption. After that, they divorced. But Luz knew she and Leon weren’t like them. Their break-up wasn’t just personal—it was cosmic reckoning.

She lit a cigarette and sat still. Energy buzzed through her limbs, bottled by fierce concentration. Her pupils widened in his stare—he reminded her of his teenage version. No matter. She could crush him in one breath, conjure a storm of wrath.

Just as she was about to say something devastating, three sharp knocks echoed at the door.

Diaz’s signature knock.

Luz opened it to meet her sister’s penetrating gaze—Santería priestess, wrapped in a floral dress hugging her curves, her face like a cloudy full moon, radiating presence. Luz winced inwardly. Despite everything, Diaz was the only person she truly revered.

They sized each other up.

"What’s with the dolled-up act?" Diaz said, skipping courtesies. She clicked her tongue and pushed her way in.

Luz smoothed her golden satin blouse and offered Diaz the plush loveseat, which creaked under her weight.

Diaz eyed the whiskey bottle. "Pour me a drink."

Luz sniffed as Leon jumped up to fetch a glass—why so submissive all of a sudden? Once he was gone, Luz braced for Diaz’s fury.

"Just in time, huh?" Diaz hissed, cursing in Spanish.

Twirling a strand of her platinum-dyed hair, Luz said, "I’m leaving him." Her tone was casual, meant to shock.

Diaz raised a finger. "Listen."

The room filled with the steady humming and strumming of Alejandro and Alonso, underscored by rolling thunder.

A jolt of electricity surged through Luz, fueled by the angry goddess inside. "I’m clearing the air because no one else will," she said.

Diaz smirked, raising an eyebrow. Heavy silence fell.

Luz felt the familiar hum prickling at her mind’s edges, the silent thread binding her to Diaz and the Vargas brothers. Since Luz and Leon moved in, Havana Vieja had been buzzing, especially among Santería practitioners. For days after their arrival, lines snaked outside Diaz’s practice. Luz forced herself to walk the streets, ignoring stares and whispered curses. Today, she’d made things worse.

"Exactly," Diaz said, eyes closed. "Now I have to solve it. Calm things down."

"I’m only human..." Luz hated how her voice cracked. She said it again, this time with more conviction. "I’m not like you, Diaz. I’m just a normal person."

Diaz flinched. "You’re not. The sooner you accept that, the better." She paced, cheeks flushed vivid red against her chocolate skin.

"You’re not so calm yourself," Luz dared, heart pounding.

Outside, the Vargas brothers picked up the pace, and Alejandro launched into a lament.

"Good heavens." Leon entered, sweaty, balancing glasses in one hand and trays of crab croquettes in the other.

Diaz applauded as he set the food down without spilling.

Luz shot him a look. "Playing nice? Tell my sister why we were arguing, honey." Her voice sharpened on "honey," slicing through his act.

Diaz grinned when Leon poured her a drink, voice soothing. "Yes, honey, tell us. We’re curious."

Luz held her breath. When Diaz said "we," it meant Jemoyah, the goddess, was listening. Luz scolded herself for wanting to protect Leon. He was no match for her sister’s influence; he’d spill everything.

Leon shifted, clearing his throat. "Diaz. Listen. I have proof—classified documents. It’s about your dad, the Castillos, Marilyn Monroe’s death. Bombshells..."

"Leon!" Luz snapped, voice shrill, slamming her glass on the table.

The brothers downstairs raised their voices, enveloping Luz in the velvety tones of Dos Gardenios. Instead of soothing, the music jarred an old wound. She was seventeen when she met Leon. Unbridled passion—until everything changed. Yet his sky-blue eyes—arrogant yet innocent—still made her weak.

She glanced at Diaz who sat motionless, staring ahead. Trying to read her sister, Luz found only vague intentions wrapped in the presence of ancestors and ancient deities. She’d built a shield around herself.

Luz’s pulse quickened, searching Leon’s eyes.

But Leon seemed unaware. She shuddered as he pointed at her.

"The truth, Luz! The truth!" He yelled like a madman, stormed outside, slamming the door. His bitter footsteps echoed down the hall.

Alonso struck his final note with eerie timing. Silence held.

He’ll be back, Luz told herself. I’m not done with him yet.

She frowned as Diaz lit a cigar, tracing the curling smoke with a fingertip, reading its secrets.

"Spirit says Leon’s not coming back," Diaz said, exhaling slowly. "Not this time."
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VOICES DRIFTED THROUGH the haze—worried, urgent—but Luz knew them well enough not to open her eyes.

Her fingers trembled through tangled, greasy hair. It felt like she’d slept for days. A nagging churn in her stomach warned her to be careful. Slowly, she cracked one eye open—half-dressed and sprawled on the sofa.
Alonso frowned as Alejandro picked up an empty wine bottle from the floor. They shared a look.
Luz opened her mouth to protest, but her voice died as her sister pressed something under her nose. She flailed her arms, struggling free, just in time to turn away from the fiery sting that burned her eyes.

"Goodmorning, sis," her sister said, one eyebrow up, the sofa creaking beneath her. Diaz pressed the herbal pouch under Luz’s nose again. "Cayenne mix," she lectured. "For courage and strength."

Luz sat up slowly, cautiously. Memories rushed in—waiting all night for her husband, a bottle of wine her only company.

Diaz offered her a glass of water. Luz grabbed it and drank in one long gulp as she tried to sit up.

"Take it easy!" Her sister patted her on the back. "Now take a deep breath."

Luz’s eyes roamed her carefully arranged living room, seeking comfort. Her gaze settled on the side table where a photo of Leon smiled back—leaning against his car under a blazing sun. She’d taken that picture the morning after they arrived in Cuba.

"I should go...report him missing." Luz groaned trying to stand. Diaz had chased Leon away with her cigar spirits—or maybe Luz had done it herself.

Isn’t that what you wanted, Lucy? The hiss of the disgruntled goddess inside her head made Luz’s skin prickle.

Leon was the only one who called her Lucy— and only on special occasions: when he was mad at her, or exceptionally happy.

"We were just arguing," Luz muttered, searching for her bag.
Alonso tapped her shoulder. "Luz, someone official-looking came by the shop..."

The words hit her like a punch. The embassy... of course. Struggling with her dress straps, she wondered why they hadn’t called...

She suggested they all walk to the harbor—to regroup, talk things through first. Despite a rising paranoia, Luz knew she needed Diaz, Alejandro, and Alonso. They’d know how to handle the authorities. Brushing her hair impatiently, she said, "Let’s go."

Alejandro and Diaz exchanged a glance as Luz slipped on her shoes and rushed for the door.

"We can’t just sit here doing nothing," Luz urged as they hurried down the stairs.

Sunlight filtered through Calle Obispo. The chatter of tourists and vendors faded behind them. Luz’s heart hammered as a neon-green old-timer sped past, honking a warning.

Alonso linked arms with her, shielding her from the crowd. "I bet things are different in London." A faint smile tugged at his lips as the harbor came into view. He pointed to the fishing boats rocking at the docks. "My favorite place in Havana."

The soothing breeze promised respite from the bustling Havana streets. They walked together toward the waterfront, the cobblestones giving way to a sun-soaked promenade.

They settled on a shaded bench near the old lighthouse. Here, with the wind promising clarity, they could talk without the walls listening — at least, for a little while.

Luz’s mind filled with the worst-case scenarios. What if Leon was dead? Killed? Should she share her suspicions with the police? Determination welled up inside her. Come on now! How could Leon have disappeared without anyone seeing?

She jumped up, shooting Alonso and Alejandro a fiery look. "You guys were in front of the shop. Didn’t you see him leave?"

When Alonso’s cheeks flushed and Alejandro said nothing, Luz turned her gaze to Diaz. "Why didn’t you wake me sooner? It makes no sense."  

Diaz took off her sunglasses. "Please lower your voice. There’s something you need to see."

Alonso nodded and fished a letter from his pocket. "It’s for you. That man I told you about delivered it to the shop this morning."  
Luz’s pulse quickened when Alonso’s cheeks burned. She took the official-looking envelope from him, tore it open with her fingernail and read aloud:
"Dear Mrs. McLean,

We regret to inform you that your husband has been reported missing by the English Embassy to Cuba. Due to the sensitive nature of the investigation, we ask that you exercise discretion, as it may impede ongoing efforts. Every possible measure is being taken to locate Mr. Leon McLean and ensure his safety."

"Let’s end this war once and for all..." Luz’s own words echoed through her mind. None of this would have happened if she hadn’t provoked him. Now he was gone, and the Cuban government was raising red flags.  

"Read on. Is it bad?" Alejandro grunted, combing his curls with his fingers.  

"You are kindly invited to discuss this situation in greater detail and to receive any necessary support.

Sincerely,  

The Cuban Ministry of the Interior, Major Carlos Mendez"
Diaz whistled. "Carlos Mendez..."

Luz raised an eyebrow. "You know him?"

"We know him," Alejandro said. "He tried to blackmail Diaz, suggesting she was misusing her Santería power."

Diaz narrowed her eyes as if deeply analyzing Luz’s reaction.

Her hope dashed, Luz sank back onto the bench, resting her head against Alonso’s shoulder.

Diaz waved a warning finger once again. "Look, Leon isn’t just an ambassador to them. They know powerful blood runs through the Castillo family."

"But they want him found, don’t they?" Luz’s shaky voice trailed off.  

"Well, we’re in Cuba, darling." Diaz spelled out the reality with bitter clarity. "Avoiding scandal is all they care about. They’ll blame it on you, sis."  

Diaz’s harsh words sliced through the quiet morning. It sank in; Luz was on her own. Alonso put his arm around her and hummed a soothing song. Her sobs echoed through the quiet morning.

"We will find him," Alonso said. But his hand trembled on Luz’s shoulder.
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AFTERNOON LIGHT SPILLED through the thin curtains of the music shop, dust motes drifting lazily in the warm Havana air. Behind the counter, Alonso’s fingers traced the worn edge of a guitar. Luz sat across from him, fidgeting with her hands. She had hesitated to accept his invitation after the harbor, but now she was glad she came.

Curiosity tugged at her. Since meeting the Vargas brothers, her belief in their quiet kind of magic had grown. But they’d never shared much beyond surface talk. Slightly embarrassed, Luz realized she’d been wrapped up in her own storm—her arrival in Havana, meeting her Cuban family, Leon’s installation, and his mysterious disappearance had narrowed her world down to urgent survival.

"I never asked much about you," Luz said, her whisper breaking the silence. "Before the music store...what was your life like?"

Alonso smiled, a flicker of shadow crossing his features. "Not much to tell. Or maybe too much," he murmured.

He glanced out the window toward the bustling street, as if pulling words from the hum of life outside. "My father—Mario Vargas—music was everything to him. Alejandro and I followed him everywhere—bars, private parties, government events. I learned guitar early. Not just for me, but for him."

Luz nodded, feeling the weight behind the words.

"But," he said, "it wasn’t my dream. When I was younger, I imagined a different path—a life far from guitars and strings." He sighed like he was savoring a secret. "Stocks and investments, suits and offices high above city skylines. Making deals."

Luz tried to picture this wild-haired musician stuck in a stuffy office. The image was almost grotesque.

Alonso laughed quietly. "Sounds absurd here. Havana’s not exactly Wall Street."

He caught her gaze, eyes serious. "Family duty extinguished the fire. My father expected Alejandro and me to carry the legacy. No room for dreams that didn’t fit the song."

He studied the guitar down and sighed. "I wasn’t brave enough to walk away."

Luz reached out, touching his hand lightly. "Now? Do you regret it?"

"Regret? Not anymore." He hesitated. "Still, some days I feel trapped by chords I never chose."

A silence settled, thick with unspoken understanding. Luz thought of her own adoptive parents—conservative, yes, but caring. Leon’s family, like Mario’s, had been a different breed altogether: ambitious, demanding, always pushing.

"We all have stories," she murmured, her eyes drawn to the restless spark in Alonso’s.

He smiled faintly. "Me and Alejandro were inseparable. Good times, too..." His voice drifted off.

When Alonso picked up the guitar and strummed softly, a chill ran through Luz. His question hung in the air: "What about you, chica? Now that you’ve found your roots—what’s it like?"

She swallowed, feeling suddenly bare. "I’m happy to have Diaz, my nieces, and Abuela Lucia. But... I feel different."

Different? Or abandoned? Since arriving in Havana, the Castillos had welcomed her warmly, throwing a welcome party even. Connecting with her biological family was thrilling, emotional—but her confidence still wavered, like the lost sheep needing guidance. Her abilities, the ones that touched the otherworldly, unsettled her more than she let on.

Alonso nodded, as if he heard the confession without words.

"England and Cuba... worlds apart," he said quietly. "We live with mystery, guided by ancestors. You’re like us. Like Diaz. I feel it. Your husband? Not equipped to handle it."

Luz blinked, her gaze catching his. "Was it me? Did I chase Leon away?"

"You were fired up. The whole street buzzed with your energy," Alonso said. "Learn to control it. But you’re no evil witch. Leon carried a burden too big for one man."

"I could’ve helped him. Listened better..." Luz waved a hand dismissively. "I could use my powers if I just knew how."

Alonso’s cautious smile deepened. "You’ll learn. That night, you had the neighborhood in your grip. You made storms."

Just then, a woman with a cigar in her mouth stood by the window, radiating savage authority. A santera? Instinctively, Luz moved closer to Alonso.

"No good," he said, frowning.

"Voodoo?"

Luz cringed when Alonso snickered. "It’s not what you think. Voodoo and Santeria are not evil. But people with bad intentions are everywhere."

The woman peered inside, giving Luz a disdainful look.

Alonso whistled softly.  "Let it go. She can’t harm you."

Luz wanted to ask Alonso about his magic. Were he and his brother initiates? It was as if he knew the question burned on her tongue.  

He shook his head and beckoned her closer. "You never told me what it was like growing up in England..."

Luz had hoped to dodge that question, but his genuine interest softened the sting. She tapped his arm and nodded toward the window. "Let’s sit outside."

Outside, the sun felt sharp, the hum of the street was vivid and alive.

"Okay, England..." she began. "Normal but privileged. Boring, compared to here, to Diaz’s world..."

Unsure, she glanced at Alonso sideways. A slight smile appeared on his face, but he didn’t voice an opinion.  Another realization sank in. Had her husband gone missing in England, a tried-and-true procedure would have been initiated with the police and media at the forefront. Here, in Cuba, the logic of a twilight world applied. In Cuba, Luz was blind, at the powers-that-be’s advantage. She assumed they’d leave her in the dark for as long as they could.

As a group of neon-nailed girls passed, waving at Alonso who returned their grin, Luz wondered what a Caribbean childhood could have meant for her.

"Were you happy?" Alonso asked, emphasizing the word as if her earlier words hid deeper truths.

"I thought so." She paused. "But something was always missing. I filled that emptiness with ambition—horseback riding, popularity, honors. My victories were just Band-Aids on the wound."

She swallowed hard as Alonso wrapped an arm around her. "I know what you’re thinking—a spoiled yet
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