

[image: Cover Image]




Contents

Cover Page

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also by Rosanna Ley

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Acknowledgements and Thanks


First published in Great Britain in 2016 by Quercus

This edition first published in 2016 by
Quercus Editions Limited
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ

Copyright © 2016 Rosanna Ley

The moral right of Rosanna Ley to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Ebook ISBN 978 1 78429 206 5
Print ISBN 978 1 78429 207 2

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk


Also by Rosanna Ley

The Villa

Bay of Secrets

Return to Mandalay

The Saffron Trail


 

For Alexa, with love.


Chapter 1

Havana 1957

‘Will you dance?’

The voice took her completely by surprise, so wrapped in her thoughts had she been. Elisa looked up and there he stood.

*

She had begged to come to La Cueva tonight with Pueblo.

‘You’re too young,’ her cousin had scoffed. ‘You’re just a baby. Do you think anyone will want to dance with you?’

Elisa had tossed her head. ‘I can watch,’ she said. I can pretend. Though she didn’t say that last bit. She was young, yes, but in a month or two she would be sixteen. And that wasn’t so young.

‘Come on then, little cousin,’ Pueblo had said at last. ‘But you’ll have to look after yourself. I’m not going to be your babysitter all night.’

‘I will.’ And she was so thrilled by the prospect in store that she forgot even to be offended.

She borrowed the mimosa-yellow dress from her cousin Ramira and her mother pinned a white mariposa flower in her dark hair. It was the white ginger, the butterfly flower, and Elisa could smell the honeyed scent as she and Pueblo hurried through the dark backstreets of Havana to La Cueva.

When they stepped inside, Elisa almost lost her nerve. The walls were painted red and black and it was indeed like walking into a grotto; the lighting was low, a fug of smoke hung heavy in the air, and shimmering, perspiring bodies heaved and twirled on the dance floor to the salsa rhythm being played by the band. Elisa’s jaw dropped open and she forced herself to swallow hard. She had grown up with dance – but not this kind of dance. It seemed to exude something she couldn’t quite understand, a sensuality that was as yet unknown.

Her thoughts strayed to the boys she had grown up with – not just her cousin Pueblo, but the other boys who lived in her neighbourhood, the boys she’d gone to school with; who swam and fished for pescado from the beach with bamboo canes and catgut, who played tag on the shore or street baseball in the squares of the Old City of Havana. They were so familiar; they were like brothers: Miguel, Santino, Vincente and the others. They’d played together as children; their families all knew one another – some of them even lived in the same gritty old apartment block as she did.

Now, though things were changing. They were all growing less innocent; they were looking at each other in a different and less open way. Elisa and her girlfriends tossed their heads and conscientiously ignored these same boys they had grown up with as they passed them by on street corners. They would dance with them though – at parties in their families’ apartments or in the balmy evenings when the music and the dancing spilled out of the city’s bars and cafés and onto the pavements warmed by the hot sultry sun of Havana.

Elisa looked around her as she followed Pueblo through the sea of bodies in the nightclub. But they had never danced with the boys like this . . .

Pueblo found his friends and a chair in a corner for Elisa. ‘Stay here,’ he ordered. ‘I’ll fetch you a lemonade.’ And he disappeared.

Sometime later, when she’d drunk it and when Pueblo had quite forgotten about her, and many more couples were entwined on the dance floor or draped over chairs at the bar and tables, Elisa noticed the boy. He was sturdy with a broad chest, short curly dark hair and full, sensual African features. He was about her height and not much older than her, she guessed, though he had an air of confidence about him that she couldn’t help but envy. She looked at him once, then again, and the third time she looked, he was staring straight at her. She shivered. There was something so fixed in that look of his, so intense; it seemed to cut right through the people on the dance floor and hit her – just like the blast of heat from her mother’s oven when she crouched down to open the door.

The drummers changed tempo and the singer began the introduction to a new number, vocalising syllables that made no sense. This was the diana, the opening segment of the rumba, sung in a strong voice that seemed to hold the ache of the Cuban people somewhere deep within. Elisa sighed. She was hungry to dance. But everyone here seemed so self-assured. She was just a young girl – and totally out of her depth.

The rumba was Elisa’s favourite dance. It could be found everywhere in Havana: on street corners on a Sunday afternoon, or in the evenings when a group of friends got together in somebody’s backyard. And it was fun to dance it with the boys she knew so well. Safe too, because the rumba was the most flirtatious dance she knew. Elisa was well aware of its sexual symbolism and what the movements were supposed to mean. Miguel, Santino and Vincente could pose, preen and try it on as much as they liked. Elisa and her friends just laughed at them.

The version of the rumba she knew best, the most popular one in their neighbourhood, was the guaguancó. In this dance, the man would use vacunaos – kicks, flicks and thrusts – to catch or distract his partner. But it was a sexual competition. The woman would cover her groin with her hands or a fan to protect herself, even while she moved forward to entice. Elisa especially liked this bit. She smiled to herself, remembering the last time she had danced it with Vincente.

‘You’re such a tease, Elisa,’ he’d hissed in her ear as the music got faster and faster, the heat rising. But she had only smiled, shaken her head and flounced away. It was just a dance, after all.

And how Elisa loved to dance . . . She sighed again. But to dance the rumba you needed a partner. She glanced across at Pueblo who was leaning close to a girl with long black hair. She was wearing the tightest and shortest red dress Elisa had ever seen, cut low to expose gleaming shoulders and breasts. No chance of dancing with him then; he’d forgotten she even existed. And for the first time Elisa longed for one of the boys she knew so well – Miguel, Santino or Vincente – to come along, to tease her, to pull her into the dancing with flirty eyes and a wide flashing grin.

‘Will you dance?’

The voice took her completely by surprise, so wrapped in her thoughts had she been. ‘Oh.’ She looked up and there he stood – the boy with the intensity in his eyes. He held out his hand. He wasn’t smiling like all the boys she’d ever danced with before.

Would she? ‘Yes.’ She got to her feet – gracefully, she hoped. ‘I will.’

The melody began to wind its way through the sweet pulse of the drums as the other singers joined in with the song. Elisa waited. She knew how it worked. As the story is told within the song, the drums tell a story of their own: conversing, questioning, responding. Then the dancers would come in.

And so. The boy fixed her with that look of his and began to move, and on the exact same beat, Elisa did too; she seemed to know which way he was going, and she slipped effortlessly into the rhythm of the dance. She stepped to the left, placing her weight, she stepped to the right and shifted, rolling the balls of her feet on and off the floor; she moved her arms and she let her hips rock to the shakes and clicks of the percussion. She tossed her head so that her dark curls flew. Her shoulders relaxed, her knees bent; the music caught her, swept her into its intoxicating beat. It was a dialogue between dancers and drums; the drumbeat responding to their story; prodding and pushing them on.

The boy still didn’t smile. His eyes darkened and he held out his hand to her, lifted their hands, which were clasped both together, like a wave as he pulled her closer, his other hand resting on her back. Elisa allowed her eyes to meet his; his gaze was hypnotic and for a moment she had no hope of looking away. They were almost touching, but not quite. Between them was a small space, and that space seemed to be charged with electricity. He kicked and he flicked and she responded in the tradition of the dance. But all the time she was thinking – he means it, he really means it. It had never happened to her before. She felt a lightness in her throat, in her breast; a giddiness she couldn’t quite comprehend.

His hand was burning into her spine now as if he were branding her somehow. He made the slightest movement of his other hand and he spun her around and back, over and under, forward and through. He kicked in a fancy, counter-metric step, accented by the quinto, the highest, lead drum and Elisa arched delicately away from him. She swept the ends of her yellow dress together languorously – as if she were whisking the energy of him away, denying him. But in the rumba it was never so simple. They were the rooster and the hen. It was invitation and it was innocence. She let her upper and lower body sway in a contrary, sensual motion; opening and closing the hem of her dress in the rhythm of the wooden clave percussion and the clicking bamboo guagua. Under the dress she felt naked. He raised an eyebrow as if he were asking her a silent question. She looked at him. He must know. He had her.

The tropical heat of the dance seemed to thicken around them. Elisa was hardly conscious of the others on the dance floor though. It was just her and this boy, this stranger. She didn’t know him but she seemed in this moment to know everything about him. His touch was on her back, her shoulders, her hands; his sweat had mingled with her own. His eyes, his intensity drew her in; his gaze seemed to wrap itself around her somehow. Together, they merged with the life pulse of the dance until she thought that they must take flight. But they stayed on the floor. And still with each chorus and each refrain, the rhythm rose and fell, faster and faster with a frenzy, driving them on to the shake of the maracas, to the clash of the marugas, to the powerful beat of the drums. And on to the final explosion when the rumba broke and they backed off, slick with sweat, panting for breath, from the dance floor.

He didn’t let go of her hand. She saw the mariposa flower, the white ginger butterfly fallen from her hair, lying limp on the wooden floor, trodden half to a pulp by the dancers.

‘Who are you?’ Elisa whispered. The heat of his skin was still with her, still touching her. It was the flame of the rumba. And she didn’t want it to ever go away.

‘My name is Duardo.’ He brought her hand to his lips, still looking at her with that intense dark stare, and he kissed it.


Chapter 2

Bristol 2012

Grace knew that her father had been drinking as soon as he opened the door of her old family house in King Street. His eyes gave it away – bloodshot and guilty. He’d been an attractive man once; he couldn’t have caught a beautiful woman like Grace’s mother without good looks and more than his fair share of charm. He’d captured Grace’s stepmother, Elisa, too, she reminded herself. And now in his early seventies, his white-grey hair streaked with gold, though his figure rather more portly thanks to the booze, he still hadn’t lost it.

Surreptitiously, Grace checked her watch. It was four in the afternoon. She could smell it on him too; the stale alcohol seemed to seep through the pores of his skin. But she said nothing as usual. Just felt the same old shiver of distaste.

‘I wasn’t expecting you, Grace,’ he said. His hand trembled on the brass doorknob.

Clearly, thought Grace. She gave a little shrug. Back in the day, when she first became old enough to understand some of what was going on, when a slurred voice, shouting and tears combined with fast decreasing levels in a whisky bottle had begun to make sense . . . She had said something then. She had begged him to stop. Elisa had begged him too; Grace knew that. They had hidden whisky bottles, cried, cajoled, tried to make him face up to what he was doing, what his life had become. But nothing had made any difference. He was set on a pathway and he wouldn’t listen. Grace wasn’t even sure when it had begun or why. When her mother died? Earlier? She didn’t know and she wasn’t altogether sure that it mattered any more.

‘Elisa asked Robbie to take a look at her laptop.’ She held it out to him like an offering, but her father had already swung away from the door, leaving it open. Grace had grown up in this house, but since her mother’s death it had never felt like home. The house in King Street had a grand entrance with a green painted door, a brass letterbox and a Georgian fanlight and once, she had loved it. Now, it left her cold. The truth was that after a while – a long while, she reminded herself – Grace had stopped trying to help her father. She’d become almost part of the pretence; another player on the stage of her father’s alcohol dependency, she thought bitterly. On the surface, at least.

‘Elisa’s not here,’ he called back to her as he strode up the hall.

Damn it. Grace would have waited for Elisa to collect it from hers, but she knew her stepmother was busy and Robbie had specifically asked her to bring it round. Grace hesitated. Sometimes she suspected her family of conniving to make her spend time with her father, as if they thought there would suddenly be some unexpected happy ever after reunion. This wasn’t going to happen. Life wasn’t a TV show. You couldn’t simply take hold of a clean duster and wipe away the past. Once something had happened, it had happened.

Like that moment with Theo after the card trick three weeks ago, Grace found herself thinking. She pushed the thought away. It had happened, yes, but she wouldn’t think about it, and especially not now. She and Robbie hadn’t seen Theo for three weeks but there was sure to be a good reason for that – he was their best friend after all.

‘Are you coming in?’ her father called.

‘Of course.’ And Grace followed him inside the house.

Her heels clipped across the chequered Victorian floor tiles. ‘Is Elisa working?’ she asked him. Her stepmother had been officially retired for years, but she still gave occasional lessons in Spanish conversation and hosted parties where only Spanish was spoken. Then she had the regular meetings of her Spanish-speaking community group. Grace had attended those too. It was where she had first met Theo, before Robbie even.

Spain was close to Grace’s heart. After Grace’s mother had died, after the funeral and those terrible early months of loss, Grace had gone to stay with her mother’s sister in Madrid. She was ten years old and had fallen for all things Spanish.

Not all things Spanish, she corrected herself firmly, thinking of Theo and that damn card trick again. But anyway, like Elisa, Theo was Cuban not Spanish; they also shared their Spanish roots and the language, though unlike Elisa, Theo had never lived in Cuba. His family had left when he was just a baby, he’d told them; Theo had been brought up in Florida, USA.

But as a little girl who had just lost her mother and didn’t know where to turn, Grace had fallen in love with Aunt Mag, the city of Madrid and the Spanish language which had seemed so dramatic and flamboyant back then. It still did, actually. Spain had seemed like another world too, and that was exactly what Grace had been looking for. She wanted to live somewhere else and she wanted to be someone else – someone whose mother had not run into the road, someone whose mother had not been mown down and killed. But Grace couldn’t – alas – stay with Aunt Mag forever; she was just a child and she had to return to her father and Bristol.

Even a child could make plans for the future though, Grace had thought. Maybe when she was older she could go and live with Aunt Mag in her cool, minimalist apartment with the clean white walls, flagstone floor and wrought-iron balcony overlooking a busy street. Grace had wanted to escape the clutter of her life, her home, her thoughts and her grief. This would be a good way. And so when she returned to the UK, Grace had persuaded her father to let her learn Spanish. Aunt Mag says children should learn languages as young as possible . . . She could still hear herself. And her father’s sigh – because at that stage, only a year after Grace’s mother’s death, he was still trying to do what was right – before he found someone who gave private Spanish language lessons. Elisa.

Elisa had told Grace’s father that she was Cuban. But her dark, olive complexion, raven hair and slightly haughty features reminded Grace of Spain. In her red woollen dress and with her shapely legs, she looked a bit like the flamenco dancer on Grace’s mother’s jewellery box, a present from her sister in Madrid. Grace had been irresistibly drawn to her.

‘Why do you like Spain so much?’ Elisa had asked her back then. ‘Why do you wish to learn Spanish?’

Grace couldn’t think how to reply. She liked Spain because it wasn’t England. Because her mother’s sister lived there and she seemed to be all that was left. ‘Because it’s warm,’ she said, ‘and I like the colours.’

‘My family came from Spain – originally, I mean.’ Elisa said. She taught Grace the names for the colours, one by one. And that’s when Grace knew she had come to the right place.

Grace kept up with her Spanish, which was why she still sometimes attended Elisa’s Spanish community group meetings in the church hall down the road from where she now lived. But not often, not any more. Now, there was her husband Robbie and their life together, now there was work and she had soon discovered that running her own business took up most of her time. Spain had taken a background seat in her life; even Aunt Mag, who now lived in a remote finca in the mountains of Andalucia, seemed out of reach.

‘Elisa’s always doing something,’ her father grumbled, as he led the way into the kitchen. As always it was spotlessly clean and tidy, if a little old fashioned; as always making Grace aware of her shortcomings in the housewifely arena. Not that Robbie complained and, in any case, he was as untidy as she. But he earned more than Grace and worked longer hours and Grace had decided that they couldn’t afford a cleaner. All in all, it was her responsibility.

She probably just wants to get away from you. But Grace didn’t say it. She didn’t want a row. There had already been too many.

The walls of the kitchen were yellow; on the floor were the original terracotta tiles. The old butler sink had never been replaced; neither had the painted metal bread bin. The wooden counter had the same burns and scratches that Grace had known all her life. The kettle and toaster were both new additions, but otherwise . . . This kitchen was so familiar to Grace that she felt she would be able to lay her hands on anything, even in the dead of night.

‘Coffee?’ He opened the cupboard and waggled a jar of instant in the air. Grace knew that Elisa only kept it there for when she wasn’t around to make it properly.

She was about to say no – because what was the point in them spending time together when they always ended up arguing? – when she noticed the expression in his blue-grey eyes. There was a bravado there; always, there was bravado. But there was something else too. She blinked. It looked a bit like loneliness.

‘I’ll make it,’ she said.

As her father sat down at the old farmhouse table that had also been there for ever, Grace busied herself with Elisa’s percolator, filling it with water, adding the rich, strong coffee that her stepmother preferred – no doubt a legacy of her Cuban days – and screwing on the top. She put it on the gas hob of the range cooker. It was only coffee. And he was, after all, her father.

How long had she been telling herself that? She felt a brief wave of affection for him, for the father he had once been. Turned round and caught him taking a quick slug from the bottle of whisky he kept in the pocket of his tweed jacket. Shit, she thought, what was she even doing here?

‘How’s work?’ he asked when she put the coffee in front of him a few minutes later.

‘OK.’ She sat down opposite him but she was wary. Her father didn’t approve of her new career direction. He thought it was beneath her – which was plainly ridiculous. He didn’t say it in so many words. He didn’t have to.

‘Found any more clients?’

God, he made it sound so sleazy. How did he do that? Grace gripped her coffee mug a little more tightly. ‘A few.’ She was a massage therapist. A healer, she liked to think.

It had taken a while for Grace to find her way. She’d not done especially well in her ‘O’ levels, even worse in her ‘A’s – sometimes she suspected she’d done this on purpose to make a point to her father – but she’d worked in a bank and then an insurance company, and if the work wasn’t thrilling, at least it was a friendly office and . . . The truth was, she’d always wanted to do something different. She’d said this to Robbie many times, half-hoping he would encourage her to give up her job, maybe even do a degree. You’re still young, she imagined him saying. It’s not too late to start a new career, something more fulfilling, more creative perhaps. But Robbie didn’t say any of these things because as Grace knew only too well, Robbie wanted her to do something else entirely.

And then one night about two years ago, she, Robbie and Theo had been sitting round the kitchen table and Robbie had complained of his shoulders aching.

‘Let me.’ She got up, kneaded out the knots he got from hunching over his computer all day.

‘Oh, my God. That’s so good . . .’

Theo had rolled his eyes. ‘Please. Get a room,’ he’d muttered.

Grace had playfully swiped out at him.

‘You should try it.’ Robbie flexed his shoulders. ‘Go on, Grace. Give him five minutes.’

Grace had touched Theo many times without thinking. She had hugged him, she had kissed his cheek, he had even taken her hand to cross the street. But this felt different. She stood behind him and laid her palms on his shoulders. He was wearing a roughly woven cream linen shirt. Underneath this, his body felt warm.

She began to massage with her thumbs, gently at first and then, aware of a ripple of tension, she pressed. ‘Jesus,’ said Theo to Robbie. ‘I see what you mean.’ And they’d all laughed.

Theo caught her hand before she could take it away. ‘You should train,’ he said. His black eyes were serious.

‘Huh?’

‘Do it for a living. You’ve got the touch.’

Grace looked down at their hands and pulled hers from his grasp, with a light laugh. ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘It beats insurance. But we have to pay the mortgage, don’t forget.’

But Theo had been serious. He had leaned forwards in that way he had, intense and yet utterly relaxed, brow furrowed, sweeping his dark hair away from his face. ‘If Robbie could keep things going on the financial front, you could train to be a massage therapist,’ he said. ‘Start up your own business. Work from home.’

‘Massage therapist,’ she echoed. The idea appealed. She looked across at Robbie.

‘We could manage,’ he said, ‘if that’s what you wanted.’

And she knew what he was thinking. This kind of change of direction was all right. It was safe. It’s something Grace can still do when we start a family . . . They’d had the conversation monthly (yes, and Grace was aware of the irony) for more than a year. Grace was already in her late thirties. It wasn’t as if she had a thrilling career that meant a lot to her. How long did she want to wait?

‘It’s a good idea,’ Robbie said. And: ‘Fancy a beer?’ to Theo.

The moment passed. But the spark of the idea had lit something in Grace. She had investigated local courses and opportunities online to find out more. She’d given it a lot of thought. She even sometimes wondered if it had been in her background life for a long time simply waiting to be recognised. And now . . . She wanted to do it properly, she decided. She didn’t intend to work in a beauty parlour; she wanted her work to have a more serious purpose, and if she really wanted to alleviate people’s pain and stress, then she had to understand as much as possible about the process, how massage worked, how the muscles, joints, tissue functioned and responded to different methods.

The more she found out, the more she realised that she was stepping outside her comfort zone. But it seemed like something she needed to do. The course she chose – which fortuitously enough was right here in Bristol – was intensive and required a lot of studying, forty hours of massage practise, and a commitment – not just to the subject, but to herself. It included honest self-reflection, the keeping of a journal in which to express her own insights and experiences of her journey through the course, the study of anatomy, pathology and how the body systems such as the respiratory and digestive systems worked, and learning about the quality of touch.

But the more she thought about it, the more Grace liked the idea. She wanted to work with people and she relished the thought of doing something worthwhile. She was ready for the challenge. She wanted to develop as a person and become more self-aware. She wanted to use her sense of touch. There would be self-doubts of course. There would be times when her confidence would wane and the whole idea would probably seem a bit crazy. But Grace became determined to make it happen. She would build her practice and client base and she would make it her own.

Elisa approved too and it was only Grace’s father who couldn’t seem to get his head around the idea. Robbie and Theo both thought she was good at massage. Theo had said she had the touch. It was true that when she was working on Robbie’s shoulders, she could feel the knots and the tensions; she almost sensed what needed to be done to make things right. A new career, a new life-direction was beckoning. And Grace decided to grab it. She did the introductory course as a taster and enjoyed it. It gave her the confidence she needed to go forward.

She called her business Equilibrium – since harmony and balance were what she was striving to achieve. Physical harmony with the body working as it should do, but mental harmony too; relaxation of the mind worked in conjunction with relaxation of the body, or so Grace believed. And the healing properties of touch. Some people experienced touch so rarely, and even for those who did experience it, how often was touch a communicator, a comforter, a healer – rather than a sexual touch? Touch was – had always been – integral to humanity. And Grace remembered the time in class when she’d done a foot massage for Cathy. When she finished, Cathy was so warm and relaxed that she hadn’t realised for a full five minutes that Grace was no longer touching her. The powerful sensation of touch had remained . . . and Grace had felt proud.

She glanced across at her father. ‘Perhaps you should come along for a massage one day.’ She tried to make her voice light. Grace worked from their cottage in Passage Street but also travelled to clients’ homes if necessary, to broaden her options and increase her client base. Sometimes it was good to offer a mobile service. No one had time any more. And that’s what she was offering. Time given to oneself; in which to be nurtured and cared for. Time that everyone needed in this stressful and technological world they all lived in. Or let me come to you, she’d put on her website and business cards. And so far, her flexibility seemed to be paying dividends.

‘Me?’ Her father snorted in disbelief.

‘Perhaps it might . . . help.’

But he looked at her as if she were proposing something unmentionable. ‘I don’t need any help,’ he growled.

Even so, she saw something in his eyes. Fear perhaps? And again she softened. He was from a different generation after all. She blamed him for so much, but in the end he was still her father and she still cared for him. She put down her coffee cup and leaned towards him. ‘I know it’s not exactly what you wanted me to do with my life,’ she said. She wanted to tell him that it was a good thing, despite what he thought. She wanted to tell him that he was mistaken in the assumptions that he’d made. She wanted him to take her in his arms and hold her in the way that a father should. But there were so many barriers between them. His attitude, the blame Grace had laid at his door. His drinking, her mother’s death, his guilt. All these things seemed to stand there like sentinels, determined not to let her through.

‘It’s not, no.’ He gave her a look – unusually serious and direct. ‘But it’s your decision, Grace. It was important to both of us, me and your mother, to give you a good education, that’s all.’

Grace could scream. And then he had to bring her mother into it. ‘But I’ve used that education,’ she said, forcing herself to stay calm. She should show him her APP work. The study of anatomy was complex, the work had always been challenging. Plus there was a huge responsibility on the therapist’s shoulders. The client trusted his or her therapist to make a difference. And if the therapist didn’t deliver in a way, they’d failed. ‘I have a foundation degree, Dad. I researched the courses and I chose a good one. Why can’t you see? Massage therapy is a serious profession.’ Her name was on an accredited register and she was bound to keep her skills up to the mark through CPD, continuing professional development. But she shouldn’t even have to explain all this to him.

‘Call it what you like, it’s still what it is,’ her father muttered. His left eye had started to twitch. It was a sign she’d learnt to recognise. ‘We’ve had massage parlours since time immemorial.’

‘I don’t work in a massage parlour.’ Grace was aware that her tone was crisp and dispassionate. She put down her coffee cup. She wouldn’t rise to the bait. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. And she could get upset later. But it was so bloody infuriating. Yes, she did get the occasional call from prospective clients who imagined massage therapy was a euphemism for something more intimate. But she had her speech already rehearsed. And she wasn’t telling her father about that.

‘I just wanted you to have every academic opportunity,’ he said sadly. ‘I pictured you as a teacher or even a lawyer. You’re a clever girl, Grace, you always were. I didn’t imagine you doing this, that’s all.’

This. ‘Your picture, Dad,’ she said. ‘Not mine. Your expectations. Not mine.’

He nodded. ‘I tried to teach you to aim high though, Grace,’ he said. He sounded injured now, self-pitying. That, she knew, was the drink speaking. He had taught her other things too. Like how to destroy someone. Like how not to bring up a child and how to take your child’s mother away. Valuable life lessons. Let’s talk about those, she thought.

‘Your mother . . .’

Don’t. Grace pushed back her chair. She went over to the sink to rinse the cups, balanced herself by gripping onto the rim of the butler sink, just for a moment. Even the white porcelain smelt of alcohol, lying just below the surface cleanser as if he’d tipped a glass of whisky down the plughole when he’d heard her knock on the door. Let it go . . . Grace forced her grip to relax. How did Elisa stand it?

‘Sorry, love. It’s just that . . .’ He sounded confused now. But Grace had lost the moment of sympathy. She was back in the past. What had her father done to make her mother run across the road all those years ago? She had a good idea.

‘My mother might have understood,’ she said coldly, not turning round to face him. ‘My mother might have wanted me to make my own choices.’ Grace wasn’t sure though. She blinked fiercely. The white of the old porcelain seemed too bright, too brittle. And Grace’s memories of her mother were blurred around the edges. She remembered how beautiful she was – but she had a photograph in their bedroom to remind her of that. And she remembered her mother’s perfume, floral and sweet, and her smile – slightly wistful, slightly vague. She remembered bedtime stories read in her mother’s soft voice, early-morning cuddles in her parents’ bed, and odd details of the clothes her mother wore: a silk scarf in crimson and cream, the zig-zag pattern of a favourite mini-dress. She remembered her hair, which was ash blonde and flicked out at the ends. But oddly, most of Grace’s early childhood memories were of her father. Had she blocked out her mother to lessen the pain of loss?

‘Oh, yes.’ His voice hardened. ‘Don’t come here talking about choices.’

‘I won’t.’ She kept her voice clipped. Because I won’t come here. Though even now, she wouldn’t say it. But she did turn around.

‘I’m sorry, love.’ Her father’s expression was contrite – so suddenly – almost stricken, and Grace knew that this was how the drink took him. Abrupt bursts of anger and irritation followed by apologies. This was the moment when Grace was supposed to tell him it was all right, that she wasn’t upset, that she didn’t mind.

Her eyes filled. ‘I enjoy my work.’ And despite everything she believed about human touch, she stopped herself from going to him, from putting her hand gently on his shoulder. ‘And you’re wrong – what I’m doing is important. It helps people.’

‘I know, Grace. I shouldn’t have said all those things. I’m just a stupid old man. Please . . .’

She stomped into the hall to fetch her jacket. The anger had started to creep up from her toes. It was always the same. Grace tried to be conciliatory, then he said something to make her mad. Something inflammatory. But the real reason why they couldn’t be nice to one another . . . That, she thought grimly, was as buried as her mother was.


Chapter 3

‘Well, Theo,’ said Elisa, ‘where have you been hiding?’

‘Hiding?’ For a moment his dark eyes held an expression she couldn’t read, and then he was smiling that broad smile of his and the impression was gone. ‘You know what they say, Elisa.’

‘I certainly don’t.’ Elisa continued to smile, wave and nod goodbye to people as she spoke. She suspected that Theo too was eager to be gone, but how could she tell? He was always a restless soul.

He leaned closer towards her. ‘They say that magicians are better than anyone at keeping things hidden.’

Hmm. They were certainly good at being enigmatic and nothing less than excellent at preventing you from knowing what they were thinking. These were not Cuban characteristics and so she could only suppose that yes, they belonged in magician territory. ‘It’s just that I haven’t seen you for a while,’ she contented herself with saying. He came and he went, but Elisa had always had a special bond with Theo. Partly because of their shared nationality, partly because he was so friendly with her stepdaughter and Robbie, but also because Elisa was fond of him. Theo was a young man who liked to tease, but she sensed that his heart was in the right place.

‘You missed me, huh?’ And there was that smile again.

Elisa clicked her tongue. ‘Of course. You always have an interesting contribution to make to the meetings.’ At least he was the only member of the group who spoke Cuban Spanish with an American accent.

He laughed. ‘In that case I’ll make an effort to come more often.’ He kissed her lightly on both cheeks.

‘Hmm. Good. Hasta luego.’ And she watched him lope away. He hadn’t come by car then; he was heading towards Castle Park and it was a long way home. But he was young and the young had boundless energy. Those were the days, eh?

Elisa continued to walk past the imposing church with its tall tower and Gothic windows. She didn’t attend church herself. Her parents had held to Catholicism throughout their lifetime but Elisa’s religious fervour had never been strong; it had dwindled when she was a teenager back in Cuba and nothing she had seen or experienced since had persuaded her to rekindle her faith. She let her gaze stray over the golden stone of the building. In comparison, the little community centre attached seemed very small and meek, but it served a good purpose, not just for her Spanish-speaking community group, but as a crèche, a mother and toddler group and more besides. If there was a god, she might not have lost her man, she found herself thinking. Could that be true? Religious faith was a support; some preferred to go it alone. Not that there hadn’t been times when she’d been tempted . . .

She walked across the spindly grass of the churchyard and on to the street, ready to walk back to King Street, which wasn’t far. It had been a lively session. They were a decent bunch of people and Elisa saw it as her duty to make them feel at home here in the UK. Some of them were British and simply wanted to brush up on their Spanish conversation skills, but most had come here to make a fresh start. Like Elisa had – back when she was just eighteen years old. It was, she thought now, as she crossed Tower Hill, almost too many years ago to remember. But she did. Not that she’d had much choice in the matter, mind. And little had she imagined when she first set foot on English soil that she would still be here now, doing what she was doing. No, indeed. It had never seemed like a permanent arrangement.

She made her way over Queen Street and past the little pub on the corner. For a moment she imagined she glimpsed Theo’s dark head by the window, but the next instant it was gone. Seeing things, she thought. Whatever next? There was a guitar shop and a sandwich bar and then of course Grace and Robbie’s little house. She paused. Should she knock on the door, stop for a chat with Grace? She could pick up her laptop while she was at it, and she knew that Robbie was away at some conference or other. But there was no light on, so Grace must be out. Maybe she’d even gone round to King Street. She quickened her steps. It was beginning to look like rain.

Although it was supposed to be spring, it was cold. Elisa thought of the warmth of the Cuban sun. Such a long way . . . It would be cold here until April or May when a stuttering British spring would jerk into an unsettled summer: one day sunny, the next bringing cloud and drizzle. You never knew where you were with British weather – no wonder people talked about it so much.

Elisa shivered despite the coat with the fur collar she had been wearing all winter, despite her leather gloves and the fleece-lined boots she wasn’t quite ready to put away until November. She stepped gingerly down towards the wharf, made her way along the path under the archway, watching a yellow ferry boat as it idly chugged by. She was growing old. She felt the cold much more than she had at eighteen. Sometimes she felt she could no longer imagine the heat of that Cuban sun – the way it warmed your bones, relaxed your muscles, lit your heart. And sometimes she felt as if it – Cuba, Duardo, the last time she had danced the rumba with him in Havana – had happened only yesterday.

After that first rumba with Duardo in La Cueva, back when she was only fifteen years old, Elisa had gone home in a dream. She had lain in her narrow bed in the crowded apartment the whole family shared, pushed aside the flimsy shutters to watch the stars in the night sky and relived every moment of the dance. She had heard again the music drumming in her head, felt again his body press against hers, half drowned in the intensity of those eyes. And the next day he had found her.

They started seeing one another – it was easy back in Cuba in the late 1950s – people were more worried about having enough food to eat than what their kids were getting up to. Elisa and Duardo walked halfway round the city during those days, among the hawkers, the carriages and the street traders – not in their own neighbourhood but further afield where no one would recognise them and ask questions. And they spent hours down at the malecón – the jetty – sitting together on the beach, heads close together or watching the brown pelicans diving into the churning waves. That was where they were when he kissed her for the first time – gentle to start with, as if he were searching her out, then more demanding, the passion breaking over them like the very waves upon the shore.

Elisa shivered once more at the memory. Many years ago, it might have been, but sometimes it was clearer than yesterday. That was also where Duardo had told her all his dreams and ambitions. Duardo, as she had guessed from the first, was no ordinary boy. He believed in the Cuban revolution, in their country’s fight for true independence.

‘Did you know,’ he asked Elisa one day, his dark eyes burning, ‘that when the treaty of Paris was signed in 1898, when Spain gave Cuba her independence, that it was the US flag not the Cuban flag that was flying over Havana that day?’ He wore his hat usually at an angle so that part of his face seemed always in shadow.

She shook her head, almost scared to comment on this fact that so angered him. But she knew already that Duardo wanted nothing more than to fight with the rebels, with Che Guevara and Fidel Castro. He was ready to sacrifice himself for the cause. He had told her so.

‘And what then?’ Elisa asked him. In those days she had little interest in politics. She was fifteen years old and head over heels in love for the first time. She wanted to hear about love and romance. What did he feel for her? That was what she wanted to know.

‘Then our lives will get better,’ Duardo said. He stretched out his legs, picked up a pebble and tossed it towards the water.

‘You mean we’ll have more food?’ Elisa couldn’t see far beyond this. She hugged her knees and looked out towards the faintly purple horizon. Her family, the Fernandez-Garcias, had been relatively wealthy once – her father still mentioned this frequently. Elisa’s forefathers had run a sugar plantation in the countryside east of Havana until the Americans came over with their expensive machinery and their newfangled ideas and more or less forced them to sign over the land, by inching them out of the market. Elisa’s family simply couldn’t keep up. The industry was changing and they had no way of competing with the US plantation owners. Elisa’s father – who might have been expected to inherit the plantation – had become instead a bell boy in a swanky hotel in Havana serving the Americans they all hated. It must be a terrible humiliation for him. But that was their life and Elisa had known nothing else. At least her father was working – unlike so many. At least they had a proper roof above their heads. At least they could eat.

‘More food, yes. But more importantly . . . freedom,’ Duardo said. He tossed another pebble and she watched it skip over the waves. ‘We’ll be free, Elisa, think of that. We will be free.’

‘And will we be free to be together?’ she asked him shyly. She shielded her eyes from the sun as she looked at him, at his chiselled African features, at the sensuality of his full lips, the slight gap between his front teeth. She was only young but this was what she wanted more than anything.

‘Oh, yes,’ he said, and he turned the intensity she adored back on to her again. He took her by the shoulders and kissed her hard on the mouth until she felt she would dissolve right there into the pebbles and the sand and be taken away on the tide. At last he drew away. ‘We will be together, Elisa, you can count on that.’

But it hadn’t been so easy, Elisa thought now as she walked towards Castle Park. There were many obstacles in front of them and back then they didn’t know the half of them. They were just a boy and a girl from totally different backgrounds who wanted to be Cuban and to be free. A boy and a girl in love. Elisa shook her head sadly. That was all they were.

In Castle Park in front of her was another church – St Peter’s – which was just a ruin these days. There were so many churches in Bristol; it was a wonder they managed to fill them – if indeed they did. Elisa nodded hello to a passer-by and patted the golden retriever bounding along beside him. She was feeling cheerful still. Her Spanish community meetings always brought her pleasure and these days, of course, it was also a relief to get out of the house. Her expression changed and she knew her smile had faded. She took the shorter path alongside the water.

Philip was getting worse, no doubt of that. This curtain of darkness – it showed no signs of lifting. But apart from her need to get out of the house, the meetings were a way of keeping in touch – not just with the Spanish language, its idiosyncrasies, its rhythms and its cadences, but with a small community of Spanish speakers, who found themselves here.

Elisa let her gaze scan the waterfront and thought again about those obstacles. Being from different backgrounds had been just the first obstacle that she and Duardo had had to overcome.

Elisa’s father had disapproved when an aunt reported who his daughter was spending time with and her mother had remonstrated with her too. ‘It’s not who he is,’ she had insisted, ‘but how young you are.’ But they had nothing on the way Duardo’s mother had reacted when the truth was out.

Elisa shook her head. And it was ironic that after everything that had occurred, here she was now in Bristol. Bristol was a port with a long and historical association with the trades at which Cuba had excelled, and it was a cosmopolitan city in which to live. Yes, many traders here had sent out slave ships – heavens, at one time Bristol had apparently been the busiest port in Britain, at least when it came to rum, sugar and slaves. And you only had to wander around the Old City to see some of the architecture built from the proceeds of those trades. But Elisa believed in putting things in context. Her family too had once owned a sugar plantation in Cuba; her family too had once owned slaves. She was not proud of it. But slavery – brutal and inhumane as it was – was part of their history. And Duardo’s too. The world though had moved on, or so Elisa would like to think.

She hurried along towards the main road and Bristol Bridge, the wind whipping at her fur collar. Duardo’s mother hadn’t thought the world had moved on. She had done everything she could to break up the relationship – and succeeded for a while. But . . . Elisa smiled to herself. There would always be a ‘but’ when it came to thinking about Duardo. They had climbed that obstacle and they had done what thousands of lovers had done before when faced with parental opposition. They had run away together.

Elisa walked on. She couldn’t run now if she tried. There were always plenty of people strolling along the pathways of Castle Park; drinking coffee at the little kiosk in the piazza outside the church, sitting on the blue benches to admire the view of the waterway and the old warehouses and brewery building beyond. Naturally, the people who came here now from abroad felt alienated to some degree, just as Elisa had, and as she still did from time to time, even after all these years. Speaking the Spanish language ensured that it stayed alive; the language was a thread that kept Elisa connected to the land of her birth. It had been a hard life, but in so many ways, a good one.

Her Spanish-speaking community group held unusual little afternoon gatherings. Sometimes they talked politics, often they drank strong coffee or even English tea, or someone would bring in a musical instrument – such as a Spanish guitar or a conga drum and some maracas and they would sing in Spanish, smiling at each other, for music was a direct tunnel to the soul and nourished it like nothing else on earth. It was a strange mix of English, Spanish, Cuban and South American customs, Elisa thought now as she crossed the road towards Welsh Back. Today, a Spanish girl who taught flamenco had brought in tapas, someone else a silky rioja and they had sat around sipping the rich oaky wine and talking food. She smiled. It had been a pleasant afternoon.

There was a new Cuban restaurant opening in Bristol; they were speculating on how successful it might be, how tasty and authentic the food. Cuban food was vastly underrated, in Elisa’s opinion. British people who travelled there came back complaining about hotel fare, about the paucity of the choice available, the plainness of the cooking. Elisa frowned. This made her mad because nothing could be further from the truth. Cubans managed with so little – which was a skill in itself – but what they could do with some rice, a few chickpeas, a free-range chicken and some black beans . . . She herself still cooked many of the dishes Mami had cooked before she passed away – still mourning, or so Elisa believed, the warmth of Cuba, the loss of her family and a life that had never been the life she expected or desired. Que frigo, she had muttered when she first set foot in England. How cold . . . And que frigo she had continued to mutter until the day she died.

Papi had soldiered on, never admitting how disappointed he was in their new life – if indeed he was. He had struggled with the English language, but had mastered it sufficiently to gain employment on the railways as a guard and he was proud of this; it was not quite what he’d predicted, but it was a decent job and he was paid a fair wage for it. There was certainly more work here in Bristol – though much of it was unskilled and meant long hours. Immigrants were coming to Britain from other countries too, Elisa learned – her father had not been alone in his ambitions. There was a better standard of living here. In the United Kingdom it seemed that the people in government were sensitive to the potential problems of poor social housing and they didn’t want to encourage ghettos and segregation. Capitalism though proved to be part of a more complex world and Elisa could see her father struggling to get to grips with the more competitive aspects of this new life: the bureaucracy, the fact that here there was no turning to the state – everyone had a responsibility for his own future and the future of his family.

He tried. But poor Papi’s heart was not in his new life once Mami was gone, and he too died young, leaving Elisa alone here in England when she was only a little younger than Grace was now. Elisa had felt old before her time, for sure. Was it possible that your youth could be for ever trapped in the place you had left behind?

It had been the most difficult time. Should she go back? She had certainly considered it. Elisa still had relatives in Cuba – her mother’s sister, Aunt Beatriz and some of her cousins. No doubt there were friends too, though they had all lost touch.

But by then Elisa had a life in England. She had studied the English language and she had gained teaching qualifications through the college here. She had worked both in schools and privately teaching Spanish, and she earned a reasonable living. She’d had boyfriends too – though none of them had come even close to matching Duardo – and she had her Spanish-speaking community of friends and compatriots. She kept abreast of events in Cuba, but she wasn’t sure she should go back. Life would be much harder there. The truth was, that Duardo’s shadow still loomed over the city of Havana. They say that the city where you first fall in love will for ever have a hold on you . . . If she went back to Cuba, she wasn’t sure she would ever be free of him.

And how ironic was that – given what happened soon after? Elisa grunted just with the effort of walking, for although it was less than a fifteen-minute walk from the church hall to King Street, she had been on the go for most of the day and now she was growing weary. Once, she had worked all day and cooked and cleaned all evening; once, she had danced all night with Duardo in La Cueva . . . But her dancing days were over. She knew that now. Yes, she was growing old.

She wondered if she could persuade Philip to try the new Cuban restaurant. Perhaps. But could she risk even going out with him? His drinking was spiralling out of control, dragging him deeper in; these days she was never sure when he might get irritated or angry, when he might burst into tears or simply get awfully, slovenly drunk in a way that Elisa detested. She tried to feel sorry for him, but her sympathy was wearing thin. Whatever he felt after his first wife’s death, it was too long ago for him to still be ruining his own life – and hers. She paused for a moment on the other side of the road, looking down and across the waterway, at the houseboats moored here, at the restaurant boats and in the distance the row of pastel-coloured houses on the quayside.

He had deceived her. Years ago, not long after Elisa’s father had died, when she first met Philip Hendon, when he first brought his daughter Grace to Elisa to learn Spanish, he had deceived her. He had drawn her into his world and before she knew it, the door had closed behind her and she was trapped. Ah, Philip. You should have let me be, she thought. But then, of course, she might never have returned to Cuba. And she had not been blameless – far from it.

Elisa walked along the cobbled street of Welsh Back. She liked this street with its big trees and black railings and she liked the way it bordered the water. You had to be careful, mind, on the cobbles when they were slick with the drizzle which had just started up, but then, some might say that nothing was worth doing if it had to be done carefully. She smiled to herself. Duardo would say that. There was certainly no room for caution in the rumba.

Ah, Duardo. Elisa turned into King Street. How often she still thought of him . . . She walked past the cream and green almshouses, the theatre and the pubs. And yes, their house – Philip’s house – was one of those Georgian villas which had been built with the profits from the sugar houses. Philip had owned it when she met him. It had been in his family for generations. He had lived there with Grace, and with Nancy, before the terrible accident that had torn his family apart.

Elisa let herself into the house. ‘Hello . . .’ It was how she always greeted her home. A home which had never – quite – felt like her home, populated with the ghost of Nancy as it was. What was she saying? Hello, please let me in, please let me be part of this?

She had wanted to be a part of it at first. She had been looking for something, she supposed. Someone to need her perhaps, now that her family were gone? She had walked right into that world and let its darkness surround her. She thought she could help; open a few windows perhaps and let some light in. She thought she could make things right. Philip had made it clear from the start that he had no intention of selling the house. It had been in his family for too long, he said. But she changed what she could. The heart of the house hadn’t changed though – that went a good deal too deep.

Philip was sitting at the mahogany dining-room table, head in hands. On the table was his whisky tumbler – empty, she noted – the bottle of Jack Daniels beside it. He hadn’t even bothered to hide it in his jacket pocket as he usually did.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked him.

He looked up, bleary-eyed. ‘Grace came round.’

‘Ah.’ Elisa spied the laptop. ‘Did she stay?’

‘Not long.’ He shrugged.

‘Did you argue?’ While she talked to him, Elisa slipped off her coat and hung it on the hook in the hallway beside Philip’s dark overcoat.

‘Not really.’

Which meant yes. ‘What about?’

‘Nothing. Oh . . .’ He sighed. ‘I might have said something.’

‘About what?’ Elisa’s heart sank. She was tired. She still had to cook supper since Philip wouldn’t have prepared anything. Did she really have the energy to sort this out?

‘That job of hers,’ he growled.

‘Oh, Philip.’

‘Well, I don’t like it.’

Honestly. ‘What do you imagine she does?’ Elisa put her hands on her hips. She knew she could be quite fierce when she put her mind to it. Sometimes she’d had to be. She loved Philip in her own way. But he had not been fair to her and he knew it. Yes, she lived in his smart Georgian house. But she had also prevented his world and Grace’s world from crumbling into pieces – more times than she cared to remember.

‘Does?’ he echoed.

‘Massage.’ Elisa came to stand behind him and began to knead his shoulders. She hadn’t touched him like this in a long time. Under her fingers his shoulders felt bony and fragile. ‘It eases aching muscles, it loosens stiff joints, it aids relaxation.’

He ran his fingers through what was left of his thinning gold-grey hair. ‘Yes, yes, that’s what she says. But before I met Nancy, when I used to go up to London . . .’

‘I know.’ Elisa patted his shoulder and moved away. ‘You were lonely and you found postcards in phone boxes and women offered massage which meant sex.’ In Cuba you were brought up to say what you meant. Sex was out in the open. People weren’t coy about it and this made the whole subject more honest somehow.

He stared at her. She supposed he still hadn’t comprehended the fact that she knew him inside out. Sometimes she knew what he was thinking. Often she knew what he was about to do or say. Occasionally, he surprised her.

‘It’s not like that now,’ she informed him, as if she were an expert on the London prostitution scene. ‘Things are more transparent in some ways. Massage therapy does what it says on the tin.’

‘You watch too many adverts,’ Philip said, with a touch of his old humour.

She smiled. ‘Massage is more like physiotherapy. Only not so technical.’

‘But Grace –’

‘Knows what she is doing.’

‘Perhaps.’

His head hung, and she felt sorry for him again as she always had. He had a way of tugging on her heartstrings.

‘But I can’t help it, Elisa, love. I look at her and she’s so distant. She gets closer to all those clients of hers than she does to me – she doesn’t come near me, these days. Everything’s so different from what I imagined. And we used to be so close. I worry about her and it all comes out wrong.’

The booze makes it all come out wrong, Elisa thought but didn’t say. She knew that Grace blamed her father for her mother’s death – but why should she? She would never say. And it was so long ago. Wasn’t it time to forgive?

‘Did you upset her?’ Elisa asked him.

‘Probably.’

‘I should go round there.’

‘Why should you?’ Defiantly, he refilled the tumbler. ‘I’m the one who did it. I’m the one who always says the wrong thing. Look at me. I’m a disaster.’

And I’m the one who always picks up the pieces, thought Elisa. ‘You’re in no fit state,’ she said instead, casting a knowing glance at the whisky bottle, refusing to acknowledge the self-pity that so riled her. That was why he was a disaster.

‘She’s a grown woman. She’s married. She’ll get over it.’

But Robbie was not at home and Elisa knew how vulnerable Grace could be where her father was concerned.

‘I might go,’ she said. ‘Just for half an hour.’ But oh, she was tired. And she couldn’t ask him to drive her – he wasn’t capable.

‘Leave her be.’ Philip got awkwardly to his feet, lost his balance, regained it and somehow sent the chair crashing down behind him. ‘Leave her be, Elisa.’

Elisa hesitated. She watched Philip stagger into the lounge. He would collapse into an armchair and in five minutes he’d be asleep, snoring loudly, till past bedtime. This was her life, she thought. This was what she had come to.

Compromise. Elisa was good at that. She went into the hall, picked up the phone and punched in Grace’s number. It rang and rang and then the voicemail cut in. Either Grace still wasn’t in or she didn’t want to talk to anyone.

Elisa left a brief message: ‘Hello, darling. If you want to talk, give me a call.’ It was almost like a code they had. Then she picked up her laptop and took it up to her room – the room on the first floor which she could call her own, which had begun as a study and workroom and which now also housed a small bed and an armchair. She wouldn’t bother with cooking supper for a drunken man whom she wouldn’t have a hope of waking, and she’d had enough tapas this afternoon not to bother for herself.

She opened the laptop, switched it on and located the document immediately. No, she thought. It was this that was her life. This was the story of a young girl who had left her homeland and travelled to England with her family. A girl who had settled here but who had often longed to return. And once, she almost did. Elisa wiped a tear from her eye and settled into her writing position. It was called Last Dance in Havana.


Chapter 4

Grace indicated, turned into Passage Street and parked the car; luckily there was a small space just outside the house. She climbed out, ducked round the black railings, bottle of red wine in a carrier bag hanging on one arm, her keys in the other hand. It was still chilly for early March but at least the evenings were getting lighter, thank heavens. She probably shouldn’t have even gone round to King Street, she thought. It had left her feeling depressed and angry. Her father had left her feeling depressed and angry. And there was no Robbie at home to make her feel better. She and Robbie had been a little at odds for the past few weeks, but right now, Grace didn’t want to be alone.

She let herself into the tiny two-bedroomed cottage she shared with her husband. It was small but it was theirs and Grace had adored it on sight; loved the blocks of pale-honeycomb stone, the way it squatted by the steps that led down to the quayside as if it would secretly like to jump into the canal. And that was the best thing about the cottage – it overlooked one of Bristol’s veined waterways; colourful and steeped in history.

She dumped the carrier bag down on the 60s Ercol table she’d paid far too much for in a local antiques emporium just after they moved into the cottage five years ago, shrugged off her jacket and hung it on a
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