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‘I prefer drawing to talking. Drawing is faster, and leaves less room for lies.’

– Charles-Édouard Jeanneret-Gris, aka. Le Corbusier

‘Havana has been a fascinating city, quite the most vicious I have ever been in.’

– Graham Greene, letter 1954

Do you believe in God, Cyp? I’m quite certain that you don’t as you don’t believe in much of anything. But if you do, even just a little bit, please pray for me. I am so very far from home.

– Aunt Sap




Prologue

IT WAS A still, soupy morning, the day Antonio Manuel fished Jean Summers’s body out of the water.

He shouldn’t even have been there. That’s what he’d tell people that day and for the rest of his life, whenever he was called upon to tell the story – which he would be a lot.

He ought to have been at home in bed, running his hand along the curve of his wife’s hip under her filmy Saturday-night nightdress, on the only day of the week when he got to lie in past 6.30 a.m. But then Theresa had started on about needing more honesty in their relationship, which she had been doing ever since the crazy woman next door started up a Women’s Book Group, which was just an excuse, if you asked him, for them all to drink mint juleps and bitch about their husbands.

No, not honesty. What did she call it? Authenticity. That was it.

She started up again about authenticity until he’d about had enough. ‘I work my guts out all week, and then I gotta come home and work some more, trying to figure out what it is you want me to say. I love you. We’re happy, or happy enough, ain’t that so? So what is there to talk about?’

In the end he’d got into a funk and slammed out of the bedroom, thumping down the stairs to make good and sure she’d got the message of how little he appreciated being harangued like that in his own home. He banged the front door extra hard to further emphasise the unfairness of it all.

If Antonio had known then how many photos would be taken of him that day, or how widely they’d be circulated, or for how many years into the future, he might well have gone back upstairs and chosen his clothes more carefully. As it was, he had on the old pair of shorts he wore around the house because he could tie them so the waistband was good and loose and didn’t dig into his burgeoning stomach, and a T-shirt with a tear under the arm that Theresa kept threatening to burn.

Where else could he go at six forty-five on a Sunday morning other than down to the jetty at the end of the track, on either side of which was clumped the sleepy town of Port Jethro, Texas, and make his way to where his old boat was tied to the second post from the end?

Half an hour later, he’d stopped the motor and was sitting back in his boat with his line trailing in the tranquil water. He was still feeling aggrieved, but the urgency of his anger had dissipated. He’d fixed the basket on Theresa’s bicycle just the week before, without her even mentioning that it had a great big hole in it. If that wasn’t authentic, he’d like to know what was.

So absorbed was he in his thoughts, he wasn’t looking at the water, and it wasn’t until his line snagged and the rod bowed dangerously that he realised there was anything amiss.

Afterwards, people would ask him whether he knew straight away it was a body. They always craned just that little bit forward when he got to this part, not wanting to miss a thing, and after a while Antonio no longer got that dry-mouthed, shaky feeling when he talked about it.

Even so, no matter how old he got (and he lived to see his fifth great-grandchild born) and no matter how many private sorrows and tragedies (and there were many), the image of Jean’s corpse floating in the sea, yellow hair streaming, in a green dress with the skirt rucked up around her thighs, remained seared across his memory.

The sea does things to a body. By the time Antonio had managed to reel in the corpse close enough to tie it to the boat using the cord from his own shorts looped loosely around a swollen wrist, he had just about got his own stomach under control after twice being sick (over the other side of the boat, out of respect). But still he felt hollow and weak, as if he’d just sobered up from the worst hangover of his life.

He knew who she was, of course. Everyone in these parts knew about Jean Summers going missing off Hugh Hardman’s yacht just a few miles away. Everyone had their own theories. About the Hardman family. About what happened that night. The papers had been full of nothing else for days, just endless photographs of Jean taken from her films or from magazines. That dazzling smile, those exaggerated curves, the sequinned gowns, the white fur stoles, the diamonds, the fairy-tale house built just for her.

There would be times in the future when Antonio would regret having found the body, when he’d wish that just for a day or two, an hour even, he could be known for something else he’d done.

But now he felt descending upon him a great weight of responsibility. To do right by this woman. To bring her safely home. Which is why he made sure before setting off that her dress was pulled down, that her head was safely protected from banging against the wooden hull of the boat, the foam gently wiped from her mouth with the hem of his shirt. No matter who she had been in life, in death she became his most precious cargo.

Only when he was satisfied that she was comfortable did he slowly turn his boat and set a course back for the jetty, carving a straight, dignified path through the smooth, cloudy water, man and woman side by side, keeping each other company as the day ripened around them, while on the shore the people of Port Jethro awoke and made their Sunday-morning pancakes and coffee and sucked in their teeth when they saw the state of the weather outside, the thick heat of it, and life went on.
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SHE CLAMPS HER thighs together. Shifts her legs fractionally to the side. Can they see up her skirt? It is tight enough that it ought to move with her body – it certainly makes walking awkward enough, forcing her to take small, hobbling steps like a Japanese geisha – but she is just so high up here on this damned stool. Her own foolish fault for thinking there would be something glamorous about working in an architectural company, not realising that every time she was called out of the typing pool to take dictation or, as now, keep a record of the draftsmen’s morning meeting, she’d be perched up here on public display. With that sea of men staring at her, pale moon faces growing out of grey suits like a field of tall mushrooms, eyes darting behind horn-rimmed spectacles. So many of them with poor eyesight.

‘That’ll do for now, Miss Bailey.’

Mr Sturrock has elegant hands like a pianist and most of the girls in the typing pool are soft on him. But Iris doesn’t like his smell. Sweet and cloying, as if he has washed every inch of himself in perfumed soap. As if he is hiding something.

For a moment after she is dismissed she remains on her stool, trying to work out the logistics of her dismount. Eventually she wriggles off, a movement made more difficult by the elastic roll-on girdle she wears beneath her clothes, and walks to the door, cheeks burning, clutching her notebook to her chest and only too conscious of the eyes on her back – well, all right, on her bottom. Click clack. How she hates the sound her heels make on the polished parquet floor in the uncomfortable blue shoes that crush her toes together so that when she takes them off in the evening they are folded one over the other like a litter of sleeping puppies. She looks at the shoes the draftsmen wear, leather brogues with wide, flat soles – and imagines walking around in them, planting one foot solidly in front of the other, standing firm on the ground. How would that change a person’s confidence and sense of place in the world?

Back in the typing pool, she resumes her seat. She is in the third row, second desk from the end. As she passes behind Joyce’s desk, her friend twists her head around and Iris makes a face, rolling her eyes.

‘Is there something the matter, Miss Bailey?’

Oh, isn’t it just typical of her rotten luck that the Wicked Witch of the North should happen to look up right at that very moment?

‘No, Mrs Latham. Sorry. Just had something in my eye.’

The older woman glares at Iris from her desk at the front of the room where she oversees the girls in the typing pool and flaps her hand, motioning for Iris to take her seat. And now her card will be marked again. It is all too tedious for words.

Iris thinks about the old art-school gang – Shirley, Violet, Eric, Jack – and imagines them giggling together in the back row of a lecture on the French Impressionists, or else standing behind easels, mixing up colours on their palettes to capture the exact shade of green of the apples in the bowl on the tablecloth. The injustice of being stuck here while they carry on without her makes her want to scream. ‘I can’t believe your parents could be so cruel,’ Violet had said. ‘You’re the most talented of the lot of us. I don’t even want to go on if you’re not here.’ And yet she had gone on, Iris couldn’t help noticing, and seemed to be doing perfectly well, thank you very much.

The keys of the typewriters around her clatter as Iris violently winds a fresh piece of paper into her own machine and begins typing up the morning’s notes from the squiggles of shorthand on her pad.

Measurements and dimensions and materials and regulations. Before Iris took the job, she’d imagined offices buzzing with creativity, dashing young men with pencils tucked behind their ears bent over drawings of sleek villas, all glass and cedarwood, or ultra-modern office blocks soaring into the sky. This is the 1950s, a new golden age of architecture, they are always being told. There is Goldfinger with his concrete tower, and the Royal Festival Hall, still controversial six years after opening, and over in France, Le Corbusier’s uncompromising modernist blocks. But at Underwood & Sturrock, there are only notes about thermal insulation and drainage systems.

What she wouldn’t give to be back at Hornsey School of Arts, sitting in her little corner by the radiator with the sun streaming in and a sketchpad in front of her. The pencil between her fingers just thrumming with all the worlds it contains in its sharpened lead.

Clack, clack, clack go Iris’s fingers over the keys. Those months at secretarial college have trained her well. Next to her, Pamela stops abruptly. Leans forward to study the page currently looped around the rollers of her typewriter. Sighs. Reaches for the circular typewriter eraser. Now she will have to take the page out and erase the mistake on each of the four copies underneath it, painstakingly layered with carbon paper, then feed the stack back in and try to realign the paper to exactly the right position. It’s never completely accurate. Mrs Latham looks up and frowns. Her hair is set so firmly that when she moves her head all her tight, mean curls move as one, solid as a helmet.

Iris needs to go to the toilet, but the clock above the door informs her it will not be her lavatory slot for another forty-five minutes. Her thoughts drift back to the ball last weekend, remembering how her fingers flew across the sketch paper as if of their own accord. The host’s pink cheeks when he slipped her an extra five shillings at the end of the evening: ‘You were the hit of the night’. That rush she’d had, feeling like, for once, she was doing what she was meant to do.

At 2.45 p.m. Mrs Latham calls Iris to approach her desk.

‘Mr Underwood needs a letter doing urgently. He asked for the new girl. He might wish to ask you a few questions about yourself, but you will keep your answers brief, Miss Bailey. You are not paid to chat.’

When Iris enters Mr Underwood’s office, he doesn’t look up from the letter he is reading. She hovers behind his desk. Finally he raises his head, looking annoyed. ‘Well, don’t just stand there, for goodness’ sake.’

He dictates a reply to the letter on the desk, which is curt and, actually, if you asked Iris’s opinion, which of course no one ever would, bordering on rude. Still, the act of getting it on to paper seems to mollify him and after Iris has put her pen down he is in more expansive humour.

‘Have you settled in, Miss Bailey?’

‘Oh yes. Thank you.’

Mr Underwood is older than Mr Sturrock. Mid-forties, Iris guesses, with a square, pink face. On his desk there’s a framed photograph of a blonde woman in a felt hat with her arms around two blonde children.

‘And you draw, I understand.’

‘Pardon?’

Iris is too surprised to moderate her tone and it comes out much louder than she’d intended. Mr Underwood smiles. ‘Don’t look so shocked, I haven’t been spying on you. I was at the centenary party at your secretarial college. We have strong links with them, as I’m sure you know – they have sent us many excellent typists over the years. Mrs Latham herself was one of them.’

This is news to Iris.

‘I was exceedingly disappointed not to get one of your portraits, but then you were so inundated with requests.’

‘Yes,’ says Iris faintly. ‘People did seem to quite like it.’

The truth was, she had been mobbed. It had seemed like such a ridiculous idea at first, when she was summoned in June to see the principal of Bradfield Park Secretarial College: ‘Finally, we have found a use for your endless scribblings.’ On every other occasion she’d sat in the principal’s office there had been, displayed on the desk in front of her, a selection of sketches that she’d made in various classrooms and meeting rooms when she ought to have been practising shorthand or typing columns of numbers or whatever other task she’d actually been set. Half the time she hadn’t even been aware she was doing it but had found her eyes snagged on the way so and so was bent over their work, or such and such was leaning back with their pen between their teeth, and had been surprised to look down a few moments later and find a fully formed likeness there on the page. But now the desk was clear and here was the principal, for once smiling, and inviting her to be one of the star turns at the College’s upcoming centenary party, circulating amongst guests, dashing off portraits to hand out as party favours.

‘Tell me, Miss Bailey,’ says Mr Underwood, ‘did you have any official training for that, or are you one of those self-taught geniuses? Those Picasso types?’

Iris swallows the urge to detail to her boss the great Spanish artist’s rigorous formal training in classical art from the age of thirteen.

‘I did a year’s foundation course at art school.’ But my parents wouldn’t let me stay on to do a degree. Iris doesn’t say it. Realises it would carry little weight.

Now Mr Underwood wants to know if she’s still drawing, as if it were a fad rather than something that flows through one’s veins like blood. Then she realises he means for money.

‘I did sketch at a few weddings over the summer. And that led to some engagements at private parties. Last weekend, Rupert Cunningham, the writer, held a masked ball at his country estate in Wiltshire and asked me to draw there.’

‘Well, you know I admire that immensely,’ says Mr Underwood, by now fully warmed up and clearly judging her to have been allowed quite enough time now to talk about herself. ‘It’s so important for a woman to have an interest. I am always suggesting my wife take up something. Tennis or bridge. This is 1957, not the Victorian era. The way I see it, marriage should be an equal partnership. If a man goes out to work, the woman ought also to have something she does for herself out of the house, even just a small thing, so she has something to talk to him about at the end of the day. Like your drawing.’

Iris can’t decide whether it’s the reduction of her art to a little hobby or the implied criticism of the blonde, felt-hatted Mrs Underwood that makes her feel more deflated. Either way, she is relieved when a sharp knock at the door saves her from having to reply.

Mr Sturrock comes striding in, bringing with him his over-sweet smell. He walks past Iris with a curt nod and hands his partner a folded piece of paper. ‘Here’s that report you wanted to see. The urgent one.’ He nods again on his way out.

Mr Underwood opens the paper and chuckles.

‘An eight,’ he says, smiling at her as if it ought to mean something.

‘An eight?’ Iris repeats.

‘Oh, don’t look so worried, Miss Bailey. It’s only a bit of fun. We do it with all the new girls. A bit of a tally around the office and come up with a score. Of course, I don’t always share the results with the young ladies concerned, for obvious reasons, but an eight is nothing to be ashamed of.’ He catches her eye and, misconstruing her expression, adds, ‘And if you smiled a little more, I expect you’d be a nine.’

Outrage fizzes in the pit of Iris’s stomach, though whether this is down to the fact of being judged in this way or of only getting an eight she cannot say.

‘I expect you have a young man,’ Mr Underwood goes on, fixing her with his bloodshot eyes. ‘A pretty girl like you.’

‘Yes, there is someone.’

Iris tries to ignore the way her heart grows heavy at the thought of Peter.

After work, she and Joyce treat themselves to a coffee at the Moka Bar on Frith Street. ‘You know, the worst thing about it was, I actually thanked him,’ says Iris, leaning on the Formica counter. She doesn’t tell Joyce that a little, shameful part of her had felt proud of that eight and had leapt at that nine, dangled in front of her like a carrot.

‘It’s happened to a few of the other girls,’ says Joyce. ‘Not to me, though.’

Iris takes a sip of her lukewarm cappuccino so she doesn’t need to meet Joyce’s eyes, because the thing that stands between them – which is also the thing neither of them would ever say – is that Joyce, with her round, homely face and her pink cat’s-eye glasses and her solid figure will not score highly with the men in the office, despite the fact that she is kind and smart and has read all the Russian classics, even War and Peace.

The day has left Iris with a bad taste in her mouth, and she travels home to Hemel Hempstead in a fug of dissatisfaction and pipe smoke, courtesy of the man sitting opposite her in the train carriage. Walking home from the station, her sense of being at odds with the world only increases. Is this really to be her future? Clack-clacking away at Underwood & Sturrock until she gets married. And then what? A life like her mother’s? Washing on Monday, pillowcases and stockings draped over clothes horses and the whole house smelling of damp and soap powder; shopping every day, the same shops in the same order – baker’s, greengrocer’s, butcher’s – then back home to cook dinner, ready in time for her husband when he comes home from work.

Iris lives with her parents in a semi-detached house in a tree-lined street where the air is thick with inertia. When she steps through the door of number fifty-one, there is a sense of claustrophobia, as if the house is shrinking around her bones, and her nostrils fill with the smell of roasting fat. Even though meat rationing finished – finally – three years ago, supplies are still a long way from what they were, so one is supposed to be happy with joints the size of cricket balls, all fat and gristle.

‘Is that you, Iris darling?’ her mother calls from the kitchen.

Hanging up her scarf, Iris makes a face at the coat-stand, trying to judge by her tone what state her mother is in. She’s always worse later in the day, when there’s a thick pane of glass separating her from the world.

‘There’s a letter for you there,’ her mother adds.

Iris glances at the table by the front door on which her mother has neatly stacked the day’s post, ready for her father’s return.

For a second, Iris holds the envelope in her hand, savouring the weight of the thick, luxurious paper, before turning it over and sliding a fingernail under the flap. The letter is folded into three, and after she has opened it up, Iris scans the typewritten text impatiently, not really taking in what is being said, aware only of a building conviction that her life is about to change. The word Havana leaps out at her, followed by the word wedding, but her eyes are drawn to the bottom of the page.

Nell Hardman, reads the exuberantly looped violet signature. And underneath it in brackets (please pretty please say you will!).
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IT HITS HER the second she exits the plane. A solid wall of damp heat that sticks Iris’s clothes to her skin.

Rancho-Boyeros airport is a long, low-slung building and Iris is thrilled by the sight of palm trees shimmering through a heat haze in the distance as she crosses the tarmac. Already the regimented line of oaks and elms that border the little park she crosses on her way to Hemel Hempstead station seems like a long-distant dream. She had left London the day before – or the one before that. It is all such a blur. There was that first flight to Amsterdam, before the longer one to Montreal, her heart thundering in her chest like a runaway horse as the plane tilted up from the runway. While the impossibly glamorous air hostesses patrolled the aisles, topping up glasses of wine and Scotch and lighting cigarettes, Iris had wrestled with remorse for her impatience when saying goodbye to her parents and Peter, excitement at leaving leading her to skate over the way her mother’s left hand, tiny in its white glove, fluttered at her throat, even while her right clutched tight to the handbag Iris knew would contain the little bottle of Equanil she never went anywhere without, and how the groove in the centre of her father’s forehead, down which, when she was younger, he would let her roll a shilling, appeared horribly pronounced in the sickly light of the airport terminal. Peter had pulled her roughly aside. ‘Say you’ll always be my girl,’ he’d whispered. ‘Let go, that hurts,’ she’d said, trying to pull away, but Peter’s fingers were digging into the soft skin of her inner wrist. ‘Not until I hear you say it.’ His face had darkened and, though Iris tried to tell herself it was romantic that he felt so strongly, she found his intensity unnerving. ‘I’ll always be your girl,’ she’d repeated woodenly.


MISS IRIS



The sign is held by a young man wearing a smart cap and a dark uniform, though when Iris gets closer she notices that his shoes, for all they are polished to a dazzling shine, are worn at the heel. He straightens when she approaches, his eyes sliding down and up her like a slow-moving elevator. But when he speaks, he is deferential enough.

‘Miss Iris?’ Meeseerees. ‘I am Raúl. You come with me.’

The car is black, with a rounded bonnet that rises up like the hump of a whale. Despite her crumpled green dress and her hair, which is already wilting in the heat, making a mockery of the sleepless night she endured before leaving England with sixteen small, tight rollers jabbing into her skull, Iris is conscious of Raúl’s unabashedly appreciative gaze as he holds the door open. As she settles herself into the back seat, there is a moment when anxiety about being here on her own, so far from home, gets the better of her and she wonders if this might be the last time she is seen alive, even catches the eye of a passing schoolgirl in the hope she might imprint her face on the girl’s memory.

On the move, Iris starts to unwind her window, but Raúl waggles his finger, pointing to a control on the walnut dashboard. And soon, blissfully cool air is blowing through the car. It is Iris’s first experience of air conditioning and instantly she loves it, as the sweat dries on her skin and actual goosebumps rise up on her arms. She stares through the window. The city begins almost as the airport ends, the roads wider than back home, teeming with giant cars like the one she is in right now but in bright jewel colours – blue and red and green and orange. Here are gleaming, palm-shaded pathways in between the lanes of traffic, along which smartly dressed women push prams out of the harsh glare of the sun, and a railway running parallel to the road. There are grand stone buildings with flights of steps leading to pillared porticos, and in the distance tall buildings and cranes strung across the horizon. True, she spots a couple of matted-haired men dressed in little more than rags, with that telltale blank stare of the hopeless poor, and once she glimpses, off down a side street pitted with potholes and running with muddy water, a jumble of what look like crude timber shacks. But mostly her impression is of a smart metropolis with its own heartbeat, worlds away from the one she has left behind.

How has she arrived here? It seems obvious to her now, in her exhausted state, that a mistake has been made. This is not, as her father has been at pains to point out, what people like them do. Now, when she tries to think of how she met Nell Hardman, it seems so unlikely, as if she must have dreamt it.

She’d been booked for a party at the last minute, having had the stroke of genius to print some business cards and distribute them at a previous event. All she had was an address in Knightsbridge and a name, Mr Draper, and the theme of the party: knights and nymphs. Posh girls gleefully dispensed with their corsets in order to swathe themselves in the sheerest of materials, artfully wrapped to emphasise bosoms and waists, leaving creamy shoulders exposed. Arthur Draper was the son of a financier, a fey young man just down from Cambridge wearing a foppish interpretation of a knight’s costume, all voluminous bell sleeves and thigh-high boots. He fancied himself some sort of theatre impresario, though as far as Iris could gather, he was merely using Daddy’s money to fund some sort of comedy act featuring his university chums.

All night they had come, the gay young things of the upper classes, loudly eschewing convention while at the same time covertly sizing up each other’s status, the girls with their extravagantly curled hair and English-rose faces, the boys with their freckles and trust funds. One interchangeable with the next, until …

‘Christ, you’re sickeningly good, aren’t you? The only thing I know how to draw is a cheque.’

The accent was American. Southern, Iris guessed. Whirling around, she found herself staring directly into a pronounced cleavage attached to a young woman slightly older than herself with dyed platinum-blonde hair and daring flame-red lips which opened when she smiled to reveal an astonishing amount of healthy pink gum. She, too, was wearing a length of material arranged around the curves of her body, but unlike the other nymphs, whose makeshift gowns trailed romantically on the floor, this one stopped at the top of her thighs, showing off her strong, tanned legs and the towering red-and-white shoes that made her unnaturally tall.

‘I’m Nell,’ said the woman, who had been leaning over Iris’s shoulder to admire her sketch of a Surrey debutante. ‘Nell Hardman. I’m in England on vacation, staying with an old friend of Pop’s.’

Iris smiled. ‘No relation of the famous Hugh Hardman, I assume?’

She’d meant it as a joke, not really expecting this woman to claim any connection to the notorious director whose film-star wife had died mysteriously during a cruise on the family yacht some years before. But Nell had nodded and held out her hands, palms up, in supplication.

‘Daughter – but please don’t judge me. Mama was Pop’s first wife. Childhood sweetheart. ’Course, she was straight outta the door once Jean Summers came along. Oh, don’t look so downcast. She got over it a long time ago, and now Mama and Pops are quite disgustingly friendly. In fact, they cooked up this trip for me between them. They said it was so I could pick up some culture, but that’s just Mama code for bagging myself an aristocratic husband, preferably a duke.’

‘And how have you got on?’

Nell made a face. ‘Number of aristocratic beaux: zero. I think your men are a little afraid of me.’

Iris thought that was probably true, though she didn’t say so.

‘And your women think I’m a whore.’

Nell emitted a sound from the back of her throat that was more bark than laugh.

‘I’ve been watching you all night. I’m obsessed with you. You have this way of talking to people, getting them to relax their guard and then – bam! – you swoop in for the picture. It’s really quite something.’

‘I wouldn’t exactly say …’

‘You would be such a hit in the States. Oh my word. I am not going to rest until I find a way of bringing you over.’

There had been something about Nell that struck a chord with Iris, a sense that, in different circumstances, they might even be friends. And then had come the letter with the violet signature. Nell’s father was getting married again – Iris had thrilled at the sophistication of that insouciant again, as if marriages were as predictable in their comings and goings as seasons. It was to be a no-expenses-spared wedding at the Havana mansion belonging to his great friend, the businessman Bruce Bonini. Nell had pounced on the chance of getting Iris to come out – and when the bride’s family had heard about the portraitist she’d met in England who was the very latest thing at society functions, that had quite sealed the deal. In the hallway of her parents’ house, one arm out of her coat, Iris had read the letter again and again. That name, Hugh Hardman, so familiar from a thousand newspaper headlines, jumping out at her in that narrow space with its heavy, bevelled glass mirror hanging from the picture rail reflecting back her shocked face.

In the back of the car, Iris stifles a yawn. Despite her exhaustion and her misgivings, she finds her soul stirred by the brilliance of the sky, which is the kind of blue you see only on picture postcards, that unreal, Technicolor blue. Once again, the sheer unlikeliness of her surroundings hits her. She is not in her narrow, lumpy childhood bed in Hemel Hempstead. She is not taking dictation or listening to Peter detailing the concept behind his latest piece, which is the word he uses for the numerous abstract canvases he’s been producing in recent months. Instead, here are enormous black birds circling overhead, their wings vast and fluted against the sky, and men with skin darker than their boot polish cleaning shoes on street corners. Here is sun reflecting off the polished stone path in the centre of the highway and a horse pulling a cart in which an old woman in a hat sits holding a caged bird. Here is a world in which nothing is familiar and everything is yet to be discovered. Up ahead, the tall buildings have grown bigger and grander as they’ve drawn closer and the streets teem with people and vehicles. Music floats down from balconies and through the windows of bars, left open to the air. The rhythm of it is different to what she is used to. Fast and unpredictable. The car passes a street vendor selling tomatoes and bananas and … can those be fresh pineapples? Iris gazes in wonder.

She tries to imagine what Peter would make of it all but cannot picture him here. It’s hard now to remember how impossibly flattered she’d been when he’d first singled her out – two years ahead and easily the most handsome boy in college – and how she’d loved to walk out of lectures to find him waiting for her, with his hair quiffed in the front and a cigarette behind his ear. And if Peter dominated their conversations – well, that was only natural; after all, he was older and more knowledgeable. They discussed their dreams for the future. Well, mostly Peter’s dreams, really. He was going to get a studio that he could sleep in also and make a new kind of art to reflect what he called the growing disaffection of post-war youth. Iris could just imagine it. Peter with his own place and she with hers, the two of them meeting in the evenings to compare the work they’d done during the day. The future was exhilarating, and her parents’ initial disapproval only added an extra frisson of excitement. Though they hadn’t yet met him, the fact that Peter was doing a three-year art degree was enough in itself to convince them of his unsuitability as a boyfriend.

But after a few months the doubts had crept in. Peter had a way of talking over her when they were in company or, when alone, waiting until she finished speaking and then launching into something so completely unrelated to what she’d said it was clear he hadn’t been listening at all. And though he played lip service to the cause of female emancipation, often holding court in the cafeteria, espousing his progressive theories about equality for everyone – women, coloureds, Jews – in private he was put out when Iris made plans without consulting him, regaling her with reasons why her choice of action was entirely the wrong thing. If she told him she was going out with Violet or Shirley or, God forbid, Jack and Eric, he would come up with a last-minute proposition of his own and sulk if she refused to change her plans.

She’d made the momentous decision early on that she would let Peter have sex with her – that’s how the girls all referred to it, as if it was something one had done to one. In this she had been guided by Shirley, who had asked her how she would feel if she died tomorrow without having ‘done it’ and then marched her off to the Marie Stopes clinic, where Iris borrowed Shirley’s ring and pretended to be married then emerged some time later with a fearsome-looking rubber thing in a case. This, apparently, was a Dutch cap, which instantly put Iris in mind of a bonnet – not terribly good for getting one in a passionate mood. She’d thought Peter would be delighted, but instead he’d seemed quite taken aback when she shyly told him that she was ready to go all the way. One moment he’d been kissing her on his parents’ narrow bed while they were visiting his grandmother in Sidcup for the day, hands roaming insistently; the next it was as if someone had taken a pin and let all the ardour out. They had done what they set out to do – or at least she assumed they had, it had certainly been sore enough – but there had seemed very little enjoyment in it. Peter had lain stiffly on top of her, making small, jerky movements, his head rigid, staring ahead of him as if unable to tear his eyes from the silver-framed photograph of his parents’ wedding, his mother in a white cloche hat, which, Iris couldn’t help thinking, ought to have been somewhat offputting. Then all of a sudden he’d made a sound – the first one since the whole thing started – that was like he’d been thumped in the back in order to forcibly eject something from his windpipe. And it was over. ‘You’ll enjoy it more the next time,’ he’d assured her afterwards. But the two subsequent occasions had followed the same rather underwhelming pattern, though she’d pretended to like it so as not to hurt his feelings.

Then, when she finally gave in to her parents’ nagging and brought Peter home to meet them, she had seen a side of him that threw her completely. For a start, he’d arrived on the doorstep wearing a suit instead of his usual leather jacket and baggy tweeds, with his hair flattened and combed. Iris hardly recognised him. Though his features were the same as they always had been, he appeared plain. Not handsome at all. Then he’d done everything he could to toady up to Iris’s parents. Laughing at all her dad’s jokes, never missing an opportunity to call him ‘sir’. And when her mum, her eyes tellingly glassy, had asked him about his plans for the future, he’d talked animatedly about getting a job in an advertising firm, going into an office every day to design ways to help sell soap powder and denture cream.

When she’d brought it up the next day in college, he’d acted wounded. ‘I thought you’d be pleased I made an effort with your parents,’ he’d said. ‘I told them what they wanted to hear. Anyway, you should have more patience with your mother after everything she’s been through.’

Iris had ended up apologising, as she always seemed to be doing, and thanking him. But now she’d seen how convincing he was at acting conventional, she couldn’t rid herself of the suspicion that perhaps that’s who he really was.

Still, at art school he cut the same dashing figure as ever and her friends kept telling her how lucky she was and, like most young people still finding their way, Iris placed rather more faith in her friends’ opinions than in her own. Plus, she reminded herself now, it was largely down to Peter that she made it to Cuba at all.

Her parents had been implacable in their opposition to the trip. First, they’d tried reasoning – it was too far, too dangerous, too much of an unknown quantity. If she took holiday leave from work so soon after starting, she would lose her job. Peter could hardly be expected to put up with her going off who knows where with who knows whom. The reasoning had soon given way to stark warnings. She would be kidnapped, sold, married off against her will. Finally had come the threats. If she accepted this absurd, dangerous offer, going back on the very generous agreement they’d made that she could have her year at art school as long as she then settled into secretarial work, she could expect no more support from them.

‘This just isn’t what people like us do,’ her father had said. ‘People like us don’t hop on aeroplanes to Havana or hobnob with film directors and Hollywood actresses.’ And it was that more than anything, the lumping in of Iris with her parents, the expectation that she would want the life they had, that had hardened her resolve to seize this chance with both hands.

This impasse had stretched on for five long days until Peter, of all people, had stepped in to breach the divide. It had happened when he came for tea.

‘I hope you’re here to talk some sense into her,’ her mother had said, furtively untying her apron and bundling it into a drawer in the kitchen and fumbling in her handbag for another Equanil.

Her father shook Peter’s hand. ‘Always a pleasure to see you, young man.’

Iris didn’t know what was wrong with her. She ought to have been happy to see how well her parents got on with her boyfriend, but instead she felt on edge. While Peter drank Scotch with Iris’s father in the front room and opined solemnly on the performance of the newish prime minister Macmillan, Iris once again broached the subject of Havana with her mother. They were standing side by side in the kitchen, preparing a light supper of poached salmon and boiled potatoes.

‘No.’ Her mother held up her hand in a cease-and-desist gesture. ‘I will not hear any more. Your father and I have told you how we feel about this. You are nearly twenty-one years old. It’s time you realised life isn’t about doing what you want all the time. It’s about duty and sacrifice. When I think of what my brother and sister would have given to have what you have – a good job, someone decent to step out with. A secure future.’

Iris knows she has lost the argument whenever her mother brings up her two older siblings, who died in the Great War, one at the Front, the other just a few months later from Spanish influenza in the outbreak of 1918. Iris’s mother, the youngest by a long way and doted on by the other two, had almost overnight become an only child to parents who were half eviscerated from grief. Who could have imagined that, twenty years later, history would repeat itself so cruelly?

Over dinner Iris tried again. ‘I just feel,’ she said, as the piece of salmon she had speared on the end of her fork slowly flaked off on to the plate, ‘that this is the kind of opportunity that comes along once in a lifetime and I ought to grasp it with both hands. And Peter agrees with me.’

Three pairs of eyes swivelled toward Peter. ‘Well, I wouldn’t go so far as agree,’ said Peter slowly. ‘It seems a dashed long way, and we have no idea what kind of people they are.’ He caught Iris’s eye and paused. ‘However, Iris wants to go, and I think it’s important she has this opportunity. A woman ought to have an adventure or two before she settles down.’

A stillness came over the table then, Iris’s mother frozen in the act of raising a glass of water to her lips using both her hands, one steadying the other. Her father coughed just once, as if discreetly dislodging something from his throat. Iris’s mouth felt horribly dry and she had an urge to say something – anything – to change the subject, but before she could speak Peter turned to her, and she knew from the expression on his face that she did not want to hear whatever he was about to say.

‘What I think is, Iris should go for this jaunt if her heart is set on it and have her little bit of excitement, get it out of her system. And then, when she gets back, we can start saving for the wedding.’
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RAÚL GESTURES OVER to the right, where the streets grow narrower and busier, the skyline jagged with steel skyscrapers and cranes. ‘That way centre Havana,’ he says, and makes a face that seems to indicate it is beneath her interest. But they are not going that way; instead they branch to the left, where the houses become increasingly imposing and further apart, separated by high walls and luscious green foliage. They pass a couple of residences that look official, with flags outside hanging limp in the humid air. Government buildings or foreign embassies, Iris supposes.

Raúl points to a road off to the right and says something in Spanish, curling his hand up and down in an imitation of a wave. Iris catches a fleeting glimpse of the sea through the gap between two large hotels.

They pull off the main road and through a set of gates towards an impressive, colonial-looking house painted in a rich clotted-cream colour with a wide central turret and high, arched windows with slatted shutters and wrought-iron balconies. It is surrounded by vegetation – tall, slender palms, and shrubs with large, shiny, emerald-green leaves. It is a splendid building, grand and built to impress, but still there is something about those blank, shuttered windows that catches in Iris’s throat.

A hard-faced man, in a dark suit in spite of the heat, steps out to shut the gates as they pass. Iris gives him a smile from the back seat but he looks right through her.

When Raúl comes around to hold the door open, Iris finds she doesn’t want to leave the car. Something of her uncertainty must show in her face because Raúl’s expression seems to soften as she finally climbs out, and he winks at her in a way that seems to speak more of solidarity than lasciviousness.

Iris follows Raúl around the side of the house, past yet another unfamiliar tree bearing clusters of oval-shaped leaves, amongst which hang huge, shiny green pears with leathery skin of a kind Iris has never seen. He gestures for her to wait.

Alone, Iris becomes acutely aware of all sorts of new sounds – the raucous birds in the branches of the strange tree, a crackling sound – it must surely be an insect – coming from a low bush, a wireless playing music from an open window high above, some sort of warbling love song.

The door opens and a familiar figure bursts forth. Cut-off blue jeans so tight they could be sewn on, purple-and-white gingham shirt knotted under a voluminous bust. Pillar-box-red lips.

Iris doesn’t think she has ever been so happy to see anyone in her life as she is now to see Nell Hardman.

‘You came! I was so worried you wouldn’t. Mama said no English girl would be crazy enough to travel halfway across the world on the invitation of someone they met once at a party. But I said, “Mama, Iris Bailey is different.” And I was right.’

As Iris pulls away from Nell’s welcoming embrace there comes a realignment. Things which just moments before seemed alien and suspect now appear exotic and intriguing.

‘Let’s go get you settled into your room so you can change your clothes,’ says Nell, linking her arm through Iris’s. Iris looks down at her wrinkled green linen dress, which had seemed so sophisticated when she put it on in her Hemel Hempstead bedroom.

‘Is it always this hot?’ she asks. Nell glances at the sky as if she has only now noticed the heat pressing down on them like a hot flannel.

‘Oh, don’t you worry. The rain will come any second, and then you’ll be crying out for the sun to come back.’

Iris is led around to the back of the house, where there is a covered terrace with heavy-looking furniture – armchairs and a sofa with padded cushions and wrought-iron bases and a circular table with a glass top. The floor gleams with pale marble tiles and the seating area is mapped out by white pillars which hold up a flat white roof.

They follow a path that leads across a lawn. To the left, a swimming pool presents a glass-still surface to the sultry air. Beyond it is the high green fence of a tennis court, its net resolutely unfluttered by any breeze. There are wooden sun-loungers arranged around the pool, and a couple of sun umbrellas.

On one of the loungers reclines a young woman wearing white wide-leg trousers, her hair wrapped in a white scarf. She raises her dark glasses as they pass. Iris waves, and the woman moves her hand at the wrist, as if lifting her entire arm would require too much effort.

‘Lana,’ says Nell, rolling her eyes. ‘The bride.’

Iris would have liked to say more, but they are already moving on, under a canopy of trees, and her attention is caught by something else.

‘I’ve never seen pears like that,’ says Iris, pointing to the shiny, dark green fruits she’d noticed earlier.

Nell throws back her blonde head and laughs.

‘You never ate an avocado, Iris?’

Avocado. Of course.

‘And those’ – Nell points to a tall tree that wears its huge, flat leaves like a grass skirt around its trunk, where Iris now notices clumps of green fruits – ‘are bananas. Please tell me you’ve eaten a banana, Iris.’

Iris makes a wry face, although the truth is she was nearly nine years old before she had her first taste, when Prime Minister Attlee declared National Banana Day in 1946 and each child in the country was given a piece of the exotic fruit that had almost entirely disappeared from the shelves during the war.

They arrive at a two-storey white building, modest in comparison to the house behind them, with its own small, vine-covered terrace boasting a round, glass-topped table and four chairs. The leaves on the vine are dense and green, and there is a heady, sweet smell like coconut coming from some yellow flowers near the ground. Two of those enormous black birds circle above them. ‘Vultures,’ Nell tells her, and bursts out laughing when she sees Iris’s face. ‘Don’t look so alarmed, Iris. They’re everywhere here.’

They enter a narrow hallway with a high ceiling. ‘Straight ahead there’s a little kitchen,’ Nell points out. ‘And this is the sitting room.’ She leads the way into a squarish room. Once Iris’s eyes have grown accustomed to the dim light seeping through the shuttered windows, she sees two wooden armchairs facing a narrow sofa across an elegant low table covered with a white lace cloth. The floor is patterned with tiles of green, brown and cream.

‘Bruce hasn’t set his interior designer loose on the guest house yet,’ says Nell. ‘Our host,’ she says, responding to Iris’s unasked question. ‘Though I expect he will any day. Watch he doesn’t marble you in your sleep. He’s so enraptured with the stuff.’

‘Who exactly are the Boninis anyway?’

‘Bruce is Pop’s best friend. Our two families go back for ever. And Barbara is his wife. You’ll meet them both soon enough, only, Iris …’

For the first time in their short acquaintance Nell’s expression appears serious. Without her brilliant smile, Iris sees to her surprise that Nell might actually be quite ordinary looking underneath all the expert make-up. Plain, even.

‘… Be careful around Bruce, okay?’

Careful?

‘Oh hell, no need to look so alarmed, Iris. I didn’t mean anything by that. Bruce is my brother Eddie’s godfather. He’s practically family. I only meant … No – nothing. Forget it.’

Iris finds herself struggling to keep up.

‘Lord, listen to me prattling on when you’re worn slap out,’ says Nell, seeing her confusion. ‘Let’s get you to bed before you pass out. A coupla hours’ rest and you’ll be good as new.’

They go back into the dark hallway. After Nell flicks on the light, they climb the steep staircase, Iris’s feet feeling as if they are encased in stone after her epic journey. They emerge on to a long corridor with an arched recess opposite the staircase in which hangs, in pride of place, an oil painting featuring a graphically wounded Christ. Four tall doorways lead off the passageway. Nell stops outside the last one.

‘Here’s your room. See, it has its own key, so there’s no need to worry about the Americans. Though, frankly, I wouldn’t turn my nose up at that kind of worry.’

What Americans? What worry? Iris wants to know, but already she is eyeing the bed longingly, with its canopy of mosquito net and the wooden ceiling fan sending down a delicious draught that flutters the edges of the pillowcase. To her surprise, she sees her suitcase is already here.

Nell says something about coming to
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