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There is a Spirit sits by us in sleep


Nearer than those who walk with us in the bright day.


 


Charlotte Mew, The Forest Road










Editor’s Note


Havana Sleeping is based on a real-life unsolved murder in Cuba in the 1850s and for readers interested in learning more about the novel’s historical background the author’s historical notes have been included at the end of the novel. However, it is only right that I should warn anyone tempted to skip straight there that the notes do contain spoilers. Much better to leave them till the end . . .










You come to me earlier than I expect. It is that moment of the day when the hasty Havana dusk appears to promise every pleasure. As I look out, I see lamps everywhere, at every window, above every door, all of them softly beautiful, telling us that this is a city of magical loveliness; lying to us with their blinking, amber eyes. Tonight is the last time we shall meet.


My shutters are open to the night, but my rooms are dark. The scent is musk rose, the light four dozen tiny candles in domes of coloured glass. Nowhere in the world could you look more out of place. And yet you are here.


When your stay in this city is over you will return to your orderly, wintry country, to forget this other life. Soon Havana will be no more to you than a feverish dream.


So let us make the most of this last hour. Let us look out together across the exquisite, perfidious lights and imagine different lives in different places, and the world as it might have been had we been different people.










Part One










I


The captain of police pointed to where the dark boards of the consul’s office met the faded cream panels of the veranda.


‘And this, señora, is where the murdered man fell.’


He accompanied the words with a dramatic gesture, but he was not entirely at ease. He was a man of twenty-three, not long of out of Spain, and he had been taken by surprise. He had expected an older woman.


The letter he’d received had been written in rather formal Castilian, and the name at the bottom was surely English. It was the sort of letter he received regularly, and in reading it he had imagined the fleshy wife of a British merchant, middle-aged and fussy and uncomfortable in the Havana heat, the sort who kept a portrait of the young English queen above her mantelpiece and a black boy in livery on the box of her carriage. He had expected too a party of her friends, chattering like sparrows, all hoping to be pleasantly shocked by a tale of bloodshed and gore. And from each generously proportioned English lady, he had anticipated a similarly generous tip.


But the woman waiting for him in the garden of the consul’s house was unaccompanied, and she was not of middle years. His own age, perhaps; perhaps not even that. When he first saw her she was standing in full sunlight, her back turned to him, her head and shoulders shaded by one of those short-handled parasols that were so fashionable that season. He had been struck at once, even from a distance, by the pleasing shape and symmetry of her form. And then she had turned and he had seen her face. Her dress and her gloves were white, but her skin was dark.


So he had taken her for a servant, and had looked beyond for the stout Englishwoman of his imagination. It had not been a promising start.


‘There was a great deal of blood, señora. The blow had laid open the crown of the unfortunate fellow as he rushed to the defence of his master’s property. Imagine the horror of the scene the following morning as it presented itself to the young maid, Floretta, stumbling across the bloodied corpse, here, just where we stand . . .’


He paused. At this point in the recital he had come to expect well-bred shudders and a conspicuous fluttering of fans. But on this occasion his audience appeared unmoved. Her head was turned to the open doors and to the veranda beyond as though her thoughts had drifted from the consul’s office to the bright world that lay outside. He could see clearly now what he should have noticed instantly: the fineness of her clothes, the elegance of their cut, the exquisite delicacy of the lace at her neck; lace that seemed to the captain of police to rest so lightly against her skin that the merest sigh might stir it, as the wind ruffles water.


‘The honest fellow had fallen here, across the door, and his lifeblood spread around him in a pool, flooding the doorway, the righteous blood of a worthy servant.’


The script was not his own, but generally it had proved popular. In the weeks following the incident, as was the custom, the polite circles of Havana society had found a visit to the scene of the murder pleasantly diverting. Such visits were lucrative; every officer in the district relied upon them to some degree. Of course, murders were commonplace in the streets of Havana, but a murder in a European house was a rarity, and good for business, especially if a suitably stirring commentary could be found to accompany it. Sadly, visitors requesting a view of the British consul’s office were no longer frequent – time had passed, and there had been other, better murders since – but if the tale could be made exciting, the rewards should be no less handsome.


The captain of police had not himself seen the body of the murdered man – in truth he had not visited the scene of the crime until every trace of it had been expunged – but at this point in the narrative, looking down at the wooden boards of the consul’s office, he found it strangely easy to imagine the fallen man, the thick blood spreading around him.


‘The villains – there were three of them, you understand – had been interrupted at the very climax of their nefarious venture. To them the life of an honest man counted for nothing. The mortal blow was struck from here, señora, from behind the door, a cowardly stroke by one concealed in darkness.’ And he demonstrated, stepping forward and chopping down sharply with the side of his hand.


At this the visitor raised her eyes to his.


‘And these men, Captain . . .’ Her voice was low and rather deep, and in it he could recognise the unmistakable accents of a habanera, one raised from childhood in the city’s tangled streets. ‘These villains . . .’ A trace of amusement, he thought. ‘All three were arrested?’


‘That’s right, señora. Ruffians of the worst sort. The lowest of the low. Two Negroes and . . .’ For the first time when delivering this part of the speech, the captain hesitated. He had been little more than a year in Havana. There were niceties in Cuban life, delicacies of wording and minute indicators of status, which were not yet instinctive to him. He found himself acutely aware of that smooth brown skin, so striking beneath the lace. He had no idea what precise combination of slave and Spanish blood ran beneath it; and even though he felt that by conducting this tour at all he was most certainly compromising his own dignity, he had no desire to offend.


‘Two Negroes and a mulatto,’ he continued, faltering. ‘Afterwards, señora, they were heard boasting of their crimes, although of course when arrested they denied everything, on pain of their mortal souls. It is unfortunate that there was not enough formal evidence with which to charge them. But that’s often the way in this lawless city. The thief and assassin can simply slip away into the darkness.’


That line was his own, and he was proud of it.


‘We should take comfort, señora, that one of them at least did not go free, being taken by the cholera – or by God’s justice, if you will – while still in custody.’


The visitor nodded. Her eyes were moving around the room, taking in the English furniture, the cabinets, the neat books.


‘I understand completely, Captain. Please go on.’


So he described, in suitably dramatic terms, the ransacking of the consul’s office, the wanton damage, the smashed chairs, the bureau forced open from which the jewellery had been stolen. Jewels of enormous value, the captain emphasised, items unsurpassed by any seen in Cuba before or since; they had been the property of a wealthy young English lady who had entrusted them to her consul for safekeeping. They had never been recovered.


‘Pity the poor maid, Floretta, when she discovered the results of these brutal depredations. The night-watchman dead, the bureau smashed open, and between the two, made visible by the morning light, the bloody boot prints of the culprits, left behind like callous and sinister calling cards to bear witness to their crimes.’


But the señora’s eyes had returned to the veranda and to the white sunshine of the early afternoon, as if weary of his narrative and wishing to be gone from that shadowy room with its dark boards and heavy, unforgiving furniture.


‘Did those tracks lead you far, Captain?’


‘Alas, no. My colleagues who were here before me found that the trail led them no further than the garden. The footprints had petered out even before they reached the street.’


He could see that she was preparing for departure and he was embarrassed. The tips of the fat Englishwomen were undeniably useful to him, and he had gone to some expense to bribe the servants of the British consul so that he might conduct the tour without interruptions. But a mulatta, and his own age? To accept anything at all would be degrading. It was out of the question.


He followed her out into the sunshine, her figure silhouetted against the light. Were she an old mulatta it would be different perhaps. Perhaps then he could see his way. But not one whose gaze unsettled him as hers did . . .


‘Tell me, Captain . . .’ They had reached the gate in the garden wall that led to the street. Her hand, he noticed, hovered close to her purse. ‘Tell me, those three you arrested. Low fellows from the slums, ruffians, I think you said. Can you recall at all, at the time they were arrested – I know it is a long time ago – but can you recall, perhaps, how many of the three were wearing boots?’










II


He hardly noticed the rain. It swept up the Thames in angry gusts, carried on a cold and spiteful wind. Beneath a sky smeared with smoke, the afternoon was blurring into dusk. On pavements rendered greasy by the downpour pedestrians made their way cautiously, eyes down, umbrellas up. December in Westminster, and the city could hardly have been greyer.


But Backhouse barely noticed. All the hansoms were taken so he walked, threading his way through the crowds at a jaunty pace, edging sideways past obstacles, sometimes stepping out on to the cobbles in his haste.


It was the most extraordinary thing. His salary trebled, plus allowances, and a generous pension. A promotion, whichever way you looked at it, and out of nowhere. Who would have thought it? All those applications, all those rejections . . . He had thought his career destined to stagnate. Even his closest friends had stopped enquiring about his prospects. Who would have thought that old Addington of all people would find something for him?


And proper work, too. Not some moribund sinecure with a title and no duties; a position to be relished, a chance to make a difference. He was to take up arms in a fine cause. Grace would be so proud! Finally she would have something to boast about to her family, to her friends. And Addington had spoken favourably of the climate. It would surely suit her, in a way that British winters did not. Havana! The two of them would promenade in the evenings and marvel at the blue waters. And Grace would no longer be the wife of an insignificant Foreign Office drudge. She would be the British judge’s wife, and able to hold her head high as she walked.


More than any other, this was the thought that warmed him as he crossed Great George Street, dodging between carriages, oblivious of the mud splashing his trousers well above the knee. This was his opportunity. He would make a difference. He would make her proud.










III


Barefoot and in rags, she had become invisible.


It was not yet midnight and crowds still thronged the streets. In the Plaza de Armas, a troupe of acrobats were forming pyramids and turning cartwheels for a noisy and appreciative crowd, and in the street outside La Dominica carriages had gathered in such great numbers that they almost blocked the thoroughfare. The performance at the Teatro Tacón was not long finished and at pavement cafés all over the city theatre-goers were marvelling at the talents of di Salerno, the unsurpassed beauty of La Luna. Even the smaller avenues were still busy, with groups of habaneros drifting one way or the other, some heading into town to join the throng, others retreating homewards, defeated by the heat, or by the crowds, or by the ruinous prices. But whatever their direction, they did not see Leonarda.


She had hated it once, the contempt of that cramped city. Every lamplit doorway, every bright window, had emphasised her exclusion; had offered her a glimpse of a world from which she was barred.


But now the loneliness of the streets felt like freedom. The dirt beneath her feet, the slipperiness of the cobbles; and beneath her ragged garments, the night playing like a warm breath against her skin. These were familiar, forgotten things – sweet now because not permanent, but powerful and intoxicating all the same. To the people who brushed against her in the street she was nobody. They made no demands, had no expectations; they saw nothing, sought nothing, asked nothing. It was a kind of weightlessness.


And the scent of the night! How had she forgotten it? She’d come to think that every place smelled much the same, but now, back where she’d begun, free from the distraction of perfumes or nosegays, the long-remembered scents drifted back to her: the stench of unwashed bodies; human waste; the smoke from the fires of the street vendors, fish blackening on the grills; spices and seasonings and the handfuls of mountain sage thrown into the flames to make bad meat taste sweeter. Clouds of hot fat wafted from the back windows of teeming kitchens. And above all, never entirely vanquished, waiting for its moment, the fragrance of orange blossom and musk vine and the wistful scent of that twisting plant known across the island as thief-in-the-night.


It was all as it had always been. As a child she had known every one of those dark streets, every hidden courtyard, every concealed archway where a dark-skinned youth could merge into the gloom. She had haunted every café, every cheap eating-house, and every greasy alley where kitchens emptied their scraps. She had been deft at slipping between tables in the very shadows of the waiters, begging from the diners, one eye always open for a fallen coin or a negligently placed wallet. She had been good at it, she knew, daring and disarming and fleet of foot. And always she had been watching the people – their manners and their moods, how they spoke, how they held themselves, what made them smile. She had become expert in their habits, and in the many different ways they could be fooled or soothed or flattered.


Keeping to the darker side of the street, she followed the general drift of the crowds towards the Plaza de Armas and then cut away towards the docks, down a series of smaller streets, until she reached the place she had visited earlier that day.


The British consul had his place of business in a smart building three storeys high, given over entirely to offices. It was a good address, not far from the waterfront, in a commercial area that grew quiet when the sun set. Even so, she was not alone. For those habaneros tiring of the crowds in the main plaza and opting instead for the seedier attractions of the docks, the street made a good route to the water. Had any of those revellers looked closely at the urchin lurking in an archway, they would have seen it was not a boy; the loose trousers and blouson, the ragged sleeves, the broad-brimmed hat – the ubiquitous uniform of Havana’s poor – could not completely hide the truth. But no one had any reason to look closely. They made their way laughing and arguing towards the docks, oblivious of her existence. Curled up in the shadows, her knees pulled up under her chin, she sat unnoticed. She was, she estimated, no more than thirty paces from the spot where the murdered man had fallen.


She had come prepared to wait. The building opposite her was dark, its windows shuttered, but a lamp burned above the main entrance and the guichet – the little window in the front door – was open, allowing a breath of evening air into the interior. Behind it, she knew, on a small stool in the hallway, the night-watchman would be seated.


The garden lay, not behind the building, but to its side, screened from the street by a very high stone wall. It could be reached from the road through a heavy iron gate, left open for her that morning by the captain of police, but otherwise, he had assured her, rarely used and secured at all times by a substantial lock. A second lamp burned above that gate, and from her position in the shadows Leonarda could see that the light it gave was strong enough to illuminate the whole length of the garden wall.


A high, well-lit wall. Not impossible, she thought, but risky and daring. A thief in Havana would not want for easier targets.


And as she had seen for herself that morning, on its other three sides the garden was bounded by blind walls, each three storeys high, the creeper-clad ends of neighbouring buildings. By ensuring its privacy, they gave the little garden its charm. Other than the street gate, the only access to the garden was through the consul’s study: those double doors, the narrow veranda, three steps down to the lawn . . .


Leonarda settled deeper into the shadow and waited.


At midnight, prompted by the chorus of the city’s clocks, the night-watchman began his rounds. Leonarda watched the progress of his lantern from room to room, visible only as a low glow between the shutters. First she glimpsed it in the consul’s study, then back in the hallway, then in the other ground-floor room. After that the light disappeared for a few moments, before reappearing on the first floor. She counted under her breath until the round was complete. Eleven minutes.


Half an hour after midnight, the number of pedestrians passing the building was greatly reduced. For five minutes at a time the street might be deserted.


When the clock struck one, the watchman’s rounds were repeated in the same order.


At half past one, the street was empty. Elsewhere the city was still awake, still dancing and eating and flirting. But where Leonarda kept watch, there was silence.


At twenty minutes to two, a small mulatto boy appeared, sidling uneasily down the brighter side of the street, his eyes turned towards the shadows opposite him as if searching for something in their depths. On reaching the iron gate he paused and, as if seized by a sudden and unconvincing bout of weariness, lolled casually against it. He remained in that position, yawning theatrically, until reassured by the silence of the street. Then he turned and knelt, and Leonarda watched him working at the iron lock with something that looked like a narrow blade. Twice he stopped to listen but no one came. A minute passed, perhaps two, before he straightened and shook his head. Turning again to the shadows where Leonarda sat, unsure where to direct his signal, he shrugged, then rattled the gate against its hinges to show that it still held firm.


With a final shrug in Leonarda’s direction, the boy slipped away. Whoever had ransacked the consul’s study, they had surely not reached it through the garden.


At two o’clock, the night-watchman’s round was completed in the same order as before. Leonarda stayed to watch it but it told her nothing new. She could have left before then, returned to the silken comfort of her bedroom overlooking the Calle Chacón. But she wanted to witness the ritual once more. As she watched this time she was not counting the seconds, nor memorising the order in which the rooms were visited. She was imagining the same lantern in a different hand, and the weary, pre-dawn footsteps of the old man who had loved her.










IV


Backhouse knew almost nothing of Cuba, and even less of the post to which he had so suddenly been appointed. Until that morning he would have struggled to place Havana correctly on a map of the wider Caribbean. He knew only that Cuba was a Spanish island, the last remaining fingerhold of an empire that had once spanned the Americas. Backhouse dimly remembered there had been trouble there a few months earlier. What had it been? An invasion by Americans? The invaders, he recalled, had been swiftly defeated and the leaders publicly garrotted by order of the Spanish governor; but it had not been the first such attempt upon the island, and Backhouse wondered if it would be the last.


That night, however, was one for celebration. Already the new opportunities opening to him seemed boundless in their promise, and his elation proved contagious. Grace had received his news with great excitement, any misgivings she might have felt about a foreign posting quickly put to rest by his reassurances. Their daughter, Alice, then six months old, would thrive in the warmer climate, he felt sure of it; leaving the filthy air of London would be beneficial for them all; and Alice would grow up in much finer surroundings in Havana than if they were to remain in London.


Hans Place was, of course, a respectable address, but the Backhouse family did not live on the best side of it. When Backhouse looked out across the leaf-scattered grass, the houses facing him were very similar to his own, different only in the light they received, in the degree to which they faced the morning sun; and yet, as he knew, the inhabitants of those houses were a little bit wealthier, a fraction better connected, the wines in their cellars of very slightly better vintage.


In his duties at the Foreign Office Backhouse was always painstaking, and he took pride in the fact that his diligence was never questioned, his work never sent back. There had been men promoted above him who could not have said the same. But the helpful connections, the beneficent patronage, the moments of sheer good luck – all the things that led to advancement – had never quite materialised for Backhouse in the way he’d hoped. And Grace, he knew, felt this situation more acutely than he did.


She had understood the state of his prospects when she accepted his proposal of marriage, and she had never complained, not for one moment. But her friends had married more advantageously, and the difference showed itself in countless small ways – in the invitations received, the guests welcomed; an extra servant here, the latest carriage there – quiet, unspoken differences that pained him more than he could say.


But not for much longer. In London, a Foreign Office clerk, second class, with only limited private means, did not entertain expansively. In Havana, things would be very different. They would have a gracious home, generous rooms, and would be able to offer their guests every luxury. Grace would, at last, have the prominence she deserved.


So it had been an afternoon of rejoicing followed by an evening of quiet satisfaction and an excellent dinner. His unsuccessful applications for consular posts were forgotten. This was a better position than any of those. Her Majesty’s Judge in the Havana Mixed Commission for the Suppression of the Slave Trade. Why, after the consul, that made him the highest ranking British official on the island! The thought was certainly gratifying, and after dinner he allowed himself a glass of the very special brandy.


Grace had already retired for the night when a servant announced the arrival of Thomas Staveley, Backhouse’s superior at the Foreign Office. He and Staveley were on amiable terms, but such a late visit was unusual and Backhouse immediately feared the worst.


‘Nothing to do with our conversation earlier today, is it, Staveley? Nothing’s changed?’


His visitor was a fleshy individual and rather pale, who gave the impression that he himself might perhaps have benefited from a posting in the sun. But he allayed Backhouse’s fears with a serene wave of the hand.


‘No, nothing has changed. Don’t worry, old man, the post is still very much yours if you want it. I just wanted to call by to offer my congratulations in a private capacity. The appointment is thoroughly deserved.’


Over more brandy (Backhouse’s second glass, an unprecedented event) the two men talked: about Havana, about Cuba, about Backhouse’s new posting. Staveley, it seemed, was something of an expert on these subjects.


‘The Mixed Commission is a strange beast,’ he explained, settling back comfortably into Backhouse’s best armchair. ‘The Spanish don’t much like it, but they’re stuck with it. We rather twisted their arms into outlawing the slave trade, you see, then made them agree that the Royal Navy could patrol Cuban waters to enforce the ban. Frankly, I think the Spanish would be selling slaves all around the Caribbean if they thought they could get away with it, but they need our support in Europe so they sit on their hands and pretend to be very virtuous. Meanwhile, any vessels we capture are taken into Havana, and that’s where the Mixed Commission comes in. You and a Spanish judge will hear all the evidence, George, and it’s up to you to make sure the right verdict is returned.’


Backhouse enjoyed himself. To sit and discuss such issues with Staveley, frankly and as equals, confirmed his sense that his life had changed utterly in the course of just a few hours. No more dreary copying at the FO. No more anxious scanning of bills. No more drudgery and pettiness. He would be arbitrating on issues of the greatest significance, not just to the welfare of countless unfortunates, but to the very crusade against slavery itself. It was an honour of which he had never dreamed.


‘Of course,’ Staveley confided, ‘the diplomatic situation is a touch delicate just at the moment. The government in Madrid may be opposed to the slave trade, nominally at least, but the Cuban aristocracy makes no such pretence. They rely on slaves to keep their sugar plantations going, and because they treat the poor brutes so badly they’re in constant need of new ones. So the Cuban landowners distrust the politicians in Spain and are always plotting against them. And both sides hate us, of course. The Spanish resent us, and the Cubans are convinced we want to free their slaves and put the black man over them.’


‘But don’t we?’ Backhouse asked. ‘Want to free their slaves, I mean?’


‘Well . . .’ Staveley pursed his lips. ‘Officially, of course, we are opposed to slavery as an institution. But we have to tread carefully. If you’re a Cuban grandee desperate to keep your slaves, where do you turn for help? To a nation that shares your own passion for slavery, of course.’


‘To America, you mean?’ Backhouse hazarded a guess.


‘Precisely. A big, confident neighbour whose government is dominated by the slaving interest. There’re a lot of Americans made very nervous about the prospect of abolition in Cuba. A nation of free blacks, just a few miles across the water? They’d go to any lengths to prevent that. Hence these various private armies and their ill-fated invasions. It’s tinderbox stuff over there, George.’


Staveley pursed his lips again.


‘As for us, well, we can tolerate the Spanish in Cuba because frankly they don’t pose any threat to us. But let our Yankee cousins replace them and things could get damnably awkward. Great Britain is the dominant power in the Caribbean, and we want it to stay that way. So we mustn’t push the Cubans into the arms of the Americans. In fact, we have to do everything we can to make sure America and Spain don’t come to blows.’


‘You think there could be a war?’ Backhouse tried to sound as casual as possible.


‘Oh, there are certainly some Americans itching for a fight. But not too many of them. Make no mistake, it would be a bloody business.’ He paused, as if weighing up the various possibilities. ‘Of course if America and Spain did come to blows, we’d have no choice but to come in on the Spanish side. And I don’t need to tell you that the last thing we need is another war. We’ve got trouble enough brewing with Russia. You’ve heard there’s a fleet being prepared to sail to the Crimea?’


Backhouse nodded. He had heard some such rumour.


‘But I know you’ll do us proud, George. Go and show the Spaniard how an honest Englishman goes about his business.’


It was not until he was about to take his leave that Staveley broached a slightly different subject.


‘There is another piece of business I need to talk to you about before you go,’ he confided. ‘Something confidential that we can’t put in the official correspondence. Would this be a good time?’


‘Of course.’ Staveley’s change of tone was intriguing and George was curious.


‘It’s just that we have one or two concerns about the work our sailors are doing out there. As I said, the navy is putting on any number of patrols to try to stem the flow of slaves into the island. Everywhere else they do rather well, but in Cuba . . . Well, the number of slaving vessels intercepted is frankly minimal. It’s almost as if . . .’


Staveley paused as if searching for appropriate words.


‘At first we just put it down to bad luck, of course. But as month follows month follows month, well, pure chance doesn’t seem to explain it.’ He swallowed. ‘Frankly, old man, the suspicion is that somehow the sailing plans of our patrols are finding their way into the wrong hands. Now, those plans are filed in Kingston, so we’re looking into the Jamaica end of things, but we’re pretty certain that the slavers operating out of Cuba are getting wind of them from somewhere closer to hand. Without going into too much detail, old man, our investigations suggest that the slave captains are getting their information in Havana.’


‘But surely you’re not implying . . .?’ George found himself floundering slightly.


‘That the information is being supplied by anyone in Havana’s British community?’ Staveley pursed his lips. ‘One would certainly hope not. But of course we would like to reassure ourselves that is not the case. And from this distance that sort of thing can be tricky. There’s no denying that we’d greatly appreciate the first-hand opinion of someone we trust. Quite unofficially, of course.’


‘Of course.’ George was flattered, though in truth he wasn’t entirely clear what his visitor was asking of him. Staveley seemed to sense his confusion.


‘Don’t worry too much about it now, old man. We’ll talk more before you go. At my club, perhaps. The burgundy there is superb. But if you were to ask a few questions on our behalf and perhaps drop us a line every now and then in a private capacity telling us how you see things – your own particular observations – we’d be enormously grateful.’ Staveley waved his hand airily. ‘Obviously, if you were to write it’s better not to use the official post bag for that sort of thing. Not until we know exactly how the land lies. But there’s a man living above the English bookshop there who handles certain matters on our behalf. Name of Lavender. Go and see him when you get there. I’m sure he’ll be a helpful chap to know.’


George nodded confidently, but perhaps his expression betrayed him because his visitor smiled.


‘I know, I know. All very irregular. But it’s a regrettable truth that sometimes vital communications are better not shared around Whitehall.’


‘Yes. Yes, of course.’ In all his years at the Foreign Office, George had never been abroad. The realities of foreign postings were new to him, and evidently more complicated than he had anticipated.


‘Excellent, excellent.’ Staveley was finally ready to depart. ‘I hardly need to warn you to be careful with your personal papers too. Diaries, private correspondence, personal memoranda . . . Nothing indiscreet, eh?’


Backhouse assured him that discretion was his forte, and Staveley gripped his hand firmly, with great warmth.


‘It’s been good talking to you, George. I knew you were the man for us. And I think Havana will suit you very nicely.’


Left alone in the drawing room, Backhouse became aware of the rain rattling against his windows and the rise and fall of the wind. He thought how different they sounded, now that he was to leave them behind.










V


Leonarda lay that night in her old rooms near the water. On the Cortina de Valdés the crowds had finally exhausted themselves. She could still hear strains of music from the main square but beneath her window the street was silent, disturbed only by the occasional footsteps of late revellers hurrying home. Sometimes she thought she could hear, faint and almost soothing, the distant sound of the sea.


But she could not settle. Her thoughts returned over and over again to those dark floorboards where the old watchman had died. What wood was it that aged to such a deep, intense hue? She did not know. But she had seen for herself how dark it was. As dark as blood. By moonlight, probably darker.


Was he aware of that hard wood as he lay there, dying? Was that the last caress he felt, the last thing to press against his cheek? So much blood. How long does it take to bleed so much? It must have begun as a few drops, a trickle only, feeling its way, growing faster; until, like a dark spring, it began to froth and bubble, to flood out across the doorway and into the room.


They must have stepped over him to make their escape. But they did not step in his blood: there had been no marks of bare feet. They had stepped clear of it. By moonlight.


Murders were common in Havana, investigations cursory. And this was an old black man. Not even a slave, so of no value to anyone.


The man with boots had not seen the blood. He must have arrived before dawn, before there was light to show him what his boots were treading in. He had not known to step clear of that dark, drying pool. The moonlight had not been enough.


So before that, there must have been light. Lamps. Enough to show up the blood so that the bare feet might avoid it. That fatal blow had not fallen out of darkness.


But if there were lamps, there was no ambush. No assailant in the shadows. And common thieves do not work by lamplight.


A watchman is cautious by nature. And this watchman? She had known him all her life. She had been away three years but she had never feared for him. He had a nose for danger, an instinct. She’d thought he would live for ever. No concealed attacker would ever have surprised him by lamplight: he was an old man, but not a fool.


And she had loved him. For years she had been too restless, too angry to own it. And when she finally understood, she had never told him, just as she had never said goodbye. She had left the island without a word to him, confident that later – always later – there would be time.


But while she travelled, he had died all alone on those hard, bare boards.


Why? She had visited the consul’s room as a way of saying goodbye, but had found only questions. No burglary by force, no stealthy entry through the garden, no common thieves working in darkness. Only a death unexplained. And now sleep would not come. She would say goodbye, yes. But first she would understand why.










VI


The December night was turning wintry by the time Thomas Staveley left Hans Place. His interview with George Backhouse had taken longer than he’d intended, and by the time he reached his next destination the clock of St Edwin’s had already struck one, and the wind that had been showing its temper throughout the afternoon had finally started to rage. The rain driving against the windows of his hansom was bitterly cold.


Lowther Street, although respectable, was not a fashionable address, and at such an hour the street was still but for the confused eddies of leaves that lifted and fell, and swept in waves across the cobbles. And yet Staveley was not surprised, on reaching the house he sought, to find a lamp burning above the front door and the ground-floor windows still bright behind the shutters. The door was opened swiftly, almost at the moment of his knocking, by a manservant who appeared to expect late callers and who explained that Mr Jerusalems was currently occupied. But if Mr Staveley would care to wait in the library . . .? He managed to convey through his manner rather than his words that he didn’t think the wait would be a long one.


Again Staveley was not surprised. The house on Lowther Street was frequently busy with visitors regardless of the hour, and he had encountered all sorts there: various peers, for instance, once even a duke. Rubbing shoulders with them – metaphorically if not physically – there had always been any number of dubious-looking characters, many of them foreigners, of the sort who made Staveley’s hands instinctively move to his pockets.


A dozen years had passed since Staveley’s predecessor at the Foreign Office first brought him to Lowther Street, and the reason for the introduction had then been unclear. ‘Don’t worry,’ his companion had assured him. ‘It will all make sense shortly. The Old Man is going to have a word with you about it. Think of it as unofficial extra duties. And there’s really nothing to it. You just call here once a month, and keep the fellow informed about what’s going on, answer any questions, that sort of thing. Easy money. Have they told you much about him?’


They hadn’t. It was the first time Staveley had ever heard of John Jerusalems.


‘Well, he’s a strange fellow, and no mistake. Scarcely exists in society. His name’s never in the court circulars, and he’s never mentioned at Whitehall. But he certainly has friends. They say Wellesley tried to give him a title. He swims with some pretty big fish.’


As the pike swims with the perch, Staveley thought later, when he had come to know Jerusalems better. An entertaining companion, certainly, likeable even, but always one to be handled with caution.


It was fully twenty minutes past one o’clock when Staveley was finally ushered into the drawing room of John Jerusalems’ house – or the room that had clearly once been a drawing room and which had now become a chaotic mixture of study, library and receiving room. Where at one time perhaps there had been pictures, the walls were now lined with maps, some of them broad in range – Europe, India, Afghanistan – and others much smaller in scale. Among them Staveley could make out town plans, at least a dozen hand-drawn sketches, even one or two nautical charts.


Elsewhere the room was dominated by books, but few of them were on shelves. They stood in piles, on small tables, on the floor, on the backs of armchairs. Gazetteers, encyclopedias, army lists, volumes in various languages, including one or two Staveley didn’t even recognise. Among these unsteady ziggurats stood a writing desk covered in loose papers and a small dining table cluttered with three different tea trays and any number of stained, discarded cups. A fire burned brightly in the grate – Staveley had never known it otherwise, not even in the height of summer.


The creator of this extraordinary scene was seated at the dining table when Staveley entered, and rose eagerly to greet him. John Jerusalems was a surprising figure – a tiny sparrow of a man, no higher than Staveley’s shoulder and as slim as a child. His hair and beard were grey and cropped short. He was, Staveley estimated, around fifty years old, but his build and stature gave the impression of someone a good deal younger.


This impression of youthfulness, Staveley knew, also owed a great deal to his host’s constant, bustling energy. He was rarely still, even when sitting, and was more often than not on his feet. While listening to others he paced; while speaking he would spring around the room gesticulating. It was said that even during formal dinners he would leap up between mouthfuls when a subject excited him, but Staveley had no way of verifying the rumour as no one he knew had ever dined formally with John Jerusalems. Staveley himself had extended an invitation, but to no avail. The little man appeared to decline all such approaches.


And yet there could be no doubt that the fellow had an appetite. Staveley had witnessed platters of cold meats and bowls of fruit arriving in that room at all hours, and there was seldom a time when their remains were not in evidence, scattered over the table or curling forgotten on one of the piles of books. That night, as his host hurried forward to welcome him, Staveley observed a half-eaten apple still clutched in one hand.


‘Thomas, Thomas, so good of you to come. Tea? There is no doubt whisky somewhere if you ring for it . . .’


He waved his guest towards an empty dining chair then turned to the writing desk and began to sort through the papers.


‘I understand the current ministry has finally fallen? Is that correct?’ He asked the question without turning round.


‘That is correct. Derby goes to the palace tomorrow.’ Staveley checked the clock on the mantelpiece. ‘Or, rather, later today.’ In the carriage on the way to Lowther Street, he had been feeling immensely weary but in the presence of Jerusalems it was difficult to feel lethargic. ‘That’s why I came. To warn you.’


‘Warn me?’ His host turned and eyed him with mild amusement. He had the habit on such occasions of lowering his head and peering, as if over the frame of a pince-nez – although he never did have a pince-nez on his nose, and Staveley had never seen him use one.


‘Don’t you worry at all that a change of ministry might affect your position, John?’


‘Why should it?’ Jerusalems was raising himself up and down on the balls of his feet, as if to stretch his calves. ‘Officially I don’t exist, so they can hardly replace me. I assume the change of ministry will not affect your position either?’


‘No, I shall continue to be Her Majesty’s Ambassador to Lowther Street.’ He said it with a sigh, but in truth he rather enjoyed his dealings with Jerusalems.


‘Anyway,’ the little man went on, ‘what we do here is far more important than politics, as you well know. Who could object to it? Victories without fighting.’


‘Though not,’ Staveley pointed out, ‘always without cost.’


‘Alas, no.’ His host was still for a moment, and in that moment Staveley recognised the other Jerusalems, the one he had glimpsed only occasionally – sombre, contemplative, plunged so deeply into thought that he seemed unaware of day turning into night.


‘Alas, no,’ he repeated. ‘The collision of great nations is rarely without casualties. But if we can frustrate the machinations of our rivals without resorting to armies on the battlefield, I think the many lives we save justify the losses. Even the old goats who think that what I do is underhand and dishonourable acknowledge that it comes at a very reasonable price.’


He gave a little chuckle and turned back to his papers.


‘Ah! Here we are. The sailing plans of naval squadrons off the coast of Cuba. The Admiralty has written to the minister giving its absolute assurance that these are secret and that the low rate of successful interventions is down to reduced slaving traffic in that region.’


He chuckled again and tossed the paper towards Staveley, then began to pace in the small open space in front of the fire.


‘And do you believe that?’ Staveley asked him.


‘Of course not. There are probably more slaves arriving in Cuba today than there were when the trade was still legal. They are the blood that keeps the island’s heart pumping.’ He paused. ‘If Britain ever were to succeed in cutting off the supply, what then, Thomas?’


But before Staveley could reply, Jerusalems had jumped back to the original subject.


‘No, you can take it from me that those sailing plans are reaching the slave traders, and reaching them via Havana. Our new man is aware?’


‘Backhouse? Yes, I spoke to him this evening. As you suggested, I’ve asked him to investigate.’


‘And you put him in touch with Lavender?’ Jerusalems had stopped pacing and had begun to rearrange the objects on the mantelpiece.


‘I did. Though I still don’t understand why we don’t just ask Lavender to look into it. He knows the place better than anyone. Backhouse doesn’t even speak Spanish.’


‘Oh, he’ll learn, he’ll learn. And you do trust him, don’t you, Thomas? A man to do things methodically?’ Jerusalems’ back was still turned.


‘Yes, of course. He’s a thoroughly decent fellow. He’ll stick to the rules and won’t make waves.’


‘Well, there you are. Now, tell me, what’s all this about the Americans and their battleships?’


Staveley was not surprised Jerusalems had heard the rumours.


‘It seems the American navy has doubled the watches on all its ships in the Gulf of Mexico and surrounding waters. They seem to be expecting some sort of Spanish attack.’ Staveley, spotting a box of cigars within his reach wondered if he should help himself. ‘Sabotage of some sort, I suppose. I can’t see it myself though. It’s clearly not in Spain’s interests to provoke a war. In fact it would be utter lunacy. And the Spanish deny everything, of course.’


‘Well, yes.’ Jerusalems edged his carriage clock a few inches along the mantelpiece. ‘They would.’ Then he turned and pursed his lips. ‘Meanwhile, Thomas, I gather the new expeditionary force being raised in America is growing by the day, with Havana firmly in its sights. It would appear another invasion is imminent.’


But Staveley shook his head.


‘Surely not, John. I can’t see Washington allowing yet another private army to land in Cuba. Not after the shambles of the last one. Besides, we’ve made it abundantly clear we won’t tolerate it.’


‘And you think that will stop them, Thomas?’


Jerusalems gestured towards a large map of the North American continent that hung near the fireplace. Sections of it had been shaded in different colours, as if by hand.


‘It’s easy to sit in Westminster and sneer at Americans for their bad manners and their dirty fingernails, but it would be a mistake to underestimate their hunger. They’ve already prised Texas off the Mexicans, and they won’t stop there. They’ll be halted by the Pacific in the west and by Canada in the north, perhaps, if we’re sufficiently resolute. By Mexico in the south eventually, but not until they’ve stripped it of everything they want.’


As he spoke, his hands swept to and fro across the map, pushing westward, north, south . . .


‘By then we’ll no longer be facing a nation, Thomas, but an entire continent. A new empire. And after that?’


Jerusalems jabbed his finger with a little thump into the sea off Florida.


‘The Caribbean. That’s where the logic takes them. Cuba is not the backwater people think. Just look. Havana’s closer to America than Bristol is to London. And mark my words, if we allow the Americans into Cuba, it will only be the beginning. They are a very new nation, and foolish enough to imagine that some great destiny beckons them. And they genuinely believe that the Americas should be free of all European interference.’ The little man shook his head. ‘Unfortunately, in terms of geography, they are rather well placed to back up these beliefs with action. It will not be overnight, Thomas, but in time, if we are not watchful, the entire Caribbean will be lost to us.’


The strength of Jerusalems’ feelings was very clear, and Staveley rather admired him for his passion. But surely, in this matter at least, the little man was overreacting. The Americans were difficult, it was true. But in guns, in ships, in factories and finance, in every possible arena, Great Britain had their measure. Staveley was not unduly alarmed.


‘But of course we won’t let that happen, will we, Thomas?’ His host’s voice was calm again, quite possibly even amused, and he turned away from the charts as abruptly as he had turned to face them. Once again he was smiling brightly.


‘I feel Backhouse is an excellent choice, my friend.’


His tone was, in the nicest way, a dismissal, and Staveley rose to his feet. It was almost two o’clock in the morning and many hours since he had seen his bed.


‘Yes, an excellent choice,’ Jerusalems continued, offering him his hand. ‘I’m quite sure he’ll do everything we need of him in the matter of these stolen sailing plans.’


Staveley departed yawning, already beginning to ache a little with tiredness. As the door closed behind him, John Jerusalems was returning to his maps, and to the quiet contemplation of the waters around Havana.










VII


For a few seconds after waking, she thought nothing had changed.


Pale daylight rippled between the shutters and traced patterns across her ceiling, touching the heavy drapes with traces of gold. From the street outside came the sound of Havana waking: shopfronts opening, goods being laid out, traders whistling carelessly as they swept their steps. For those few minutes, while the sun was still low over the sea, the city felt clean and new, all the noise and the reckless passions of the night sponged away by the gentle dawn light. It was an hour of fresh hopes and clear thoughts; an hour when the world could seem strangely simple.


So, for the briefest of moments, she felt again the pleasure she had always felt on waking in that room. Her own place, sanctuary. But before her head had even stirred on the pillow, the grief returned, undiminished, stabbing at her again with that raw, unforgiving edge. Every morning the same.


Lying motionless, she let the moment pass. From the room next door came the rattle of china. Rosa was making coffee. Leonarda knew that if she waited, thinking of nothing but the patterns of the light upon the ceiling, then that first, sharp pain would pale. By the time Rosa came in, she would be sitting up, making her plans for the day, nursing her wound as best she could. And Rosa would smile and be pleased and would think her mistress’s grief not as bad as it had been.


The rituals of dressing at the apartment on the Calle Chacón had a gentle rhythm to them that Leonarda found soothing. First Rosa would position her at the mirror and, with firm fingertips, would rub her temples, then her neck, then her cheeks just below the eyes. Then came the brushing of her hair, long slow strokes repeated over and over, languorous and soothing.


Rosa was nearly fifty years of age, a small, lean woman with a deformed lip which made her repulsive to many habaneros, who equated deformity with contagious misfortune. Like many domestic servants in Havana, she was a slave, leased by her owner for domestic service. But she had been with Leonarda since her first days in the Calle Chacón, and she considered it her home; and in her years there, the joy she took in brushing her mistress’s hair had never diminished. Spanish hair, she called it, as it did not curl like her own, but cascaded down Leonarda’s back in great unruly waves. With care it could be pinned or twisted into any style, could for a time sit as neatly and as primly as any white woman’s; but Rosa loved it most as it was in the mornings, loose and tousled and magnificent, awaiting her careful, taming touch.


That morning, however, Rosa could sense that Leonarda was not at peace. The night before they had picked out a dress of exquisite blue silk bought on one of the English islands and as fine as anything in Havana; a dress to put to shame the island’s society ladies with their year-old Madrid fashions, most of them outmoded before they had even begun their long sea journey westwards.


When Leonarda came to dress, however, she hesitated and changed her mind, choosing instead a plain dress in navy, something so unremarkable and demure it might have been worn by a governess or a duenna or any superior lady’s servant. Ever since they’d returned to Havana, Rosa knew, her mistress had been dreading going back to St Simeon.


 


The dwelling was little more than a shack, a lopsided construction of scavenged timber and mud bricks, squeezed into a tiny gap between other, larger dwellings, reliant upon its neighbours for support. Slum, shanty town, the armpit of Havana – whatever you called it, this was St Simeon. From the shack a mud track meandered between other haphazard constructions down to a filthy pond. That track, its route littered with the debris and detritus of its inhabitants, was where Hector had found her, and the ramshackle hut was where he had taken her, where Leonarda had remained, off and on, for the rest of her childhood. Her home. Its two rooms – two simple, dirt-floored rectangles – were scarcely larger, combined, than her silk-draped bed in the rooms on the Calle Chacón.


It was five years since she had last been there, but, from outside, the place was unchanged, altered only by a clothes line strung above the doorway to a corner of the opposite dwelling. From it were hanging various items of female clothing: all of them large and brash, in bright, clashing colours. She had promised herself that morning that nothing would shake her composure, but something about them irritated her, as if they were an affront to the memory of the quiet man who had once lived there. Five years on, and it seemed the sour tang of her resentment had not lost its edge.


The door was open but she could tell no one was at home; there was a stillness about the place that spoke of emptiness. Leonarda had to stoop to enter.


She had known what to expect, and she had prepared herself for it. Even before Hector died, there must have been many changes. With a wife to accommodate, his simple, sparse space must necessarily have altered. And enough time had passed since his death for his widow to press her own stamp upon the place.


But the reality shook her even more than she’d anticipated. Of the memories Leonarda carried inside her head, almost nothing was left.


The first room had been for cooking and eating and talking, and had been furnished with a simple mat, a couple of iron pots and some shelves for cups and cutlery. It was where Leonarda had slept, and she thought of it as hers. Now it was changed utterly. The sides of the room were hung with shelves wherever the walls were strong enough to support them, and each shelf was crammed with objects – cheap ornaments, statues of the Madonna, empty bottles and jars, chipped cups of the brightest imaginable designs. The floor had been raised on boards hidden beneath blankets, making the room seem low to her and cramped as it had never been before. Nowhere could she find any trace of the man who had once lived there.


The second room, separated from the first by a curtain, was worse still. It had been his room for sleeping and reading; now every inch of the walls was draped with clothes, few of them clean or fresh. Nails had been driven in wherever possible and it seemed that garments had been flung at them carelessly until the walls were lost behind them. The floor was a litter of fallen fabrics.


‘If it’s Hector you’re looking for, you’re too late, girl. He’s cold in the ground by now.’


Leonarda had not heard any footsteps, but when she turned she saw a large figure filling the doorway.


‘Course, you could have come any time these last five years, girl, but I guess you didn’t care for the smell.’


Marguerite was twice Leonarda’s age and a formidable physical presence. She had been born on one of the French islands and she spoke with a distinctive lilt, as if every sentence was a performance. She was making no effort to hide the dislike in her voice.


But if she hoped to intimidate, she was disappointed. Leonarda simply nodded, and turned back to the room.


‘We buried him at the Santa Maria,’ Marguerite went on. ‘But there’s no stone, if that’s what you want to know. He’s in the common plot, along with his neighbours. We’re simple, honest people here.’


Still Leonarda said nothing. It was a full seven years since that place had last been where she slept, but she had never turned her back on it. For two years she had visited often. Only when Marguerite began to appear there, busy and loud and claiming precedence, had Leonarda’s visits become less frequent. Marguerite had sensed the younger woman’s resentment from the first, and had steered her course around it. There had been no defiant act of occupation, no moment of invasion. She had infiltrated the place by stealth, occupying it in tiny increments until the day came when she was its mistress.


‘If it’s his things you’re after, they’re gone too. Sold, some of them, or given away. His books too. What use were they to me? Or to anyone round here? And you were off plying your trade overseas. What else was I to do? I didn’t know if you were ever coming back.’


Leonarda found her eyes moving to the place where the books had once stood. There had been only a dozen of them. Hector had known each one by heart.


‘Marguerite,’ she said, turning to meet the challenge in the other woman’s eye. ‘I need to know what happened.’


‘What happened? What happened to Hector, you mean? Bless me, girl, everyone knows that. Hit on the head by a gang of thieves and never woke up. Too stupid to let them get on with it like any other watchman would have done. Has no one even told you that?’


Leonarda stepped from the sleeping area back into the other room, and as she did so she noticed that Marguerite moved back, away from her. The movement surprised her. She had expected aggression, to be challenged at every step. But at that moment, looking up at Marguerite’s face, she understood. She is afraid, she thought. Afraid that I will try to take all this from her. It was a startling revelation. Marguerite the schemer, the she-devil, the usurper. Behind her anger, cowering.


‘I didn’t come for his things,’ she said quietly, although in truth she had longed for them. ‘And I’m sorry I didn’t come here for so many years. I used to meet him by the harbour instead, you know, after his shifts. It was more convenient.’


‘You and he were both working through the night, girl. That’s what you mean.’


The jibe was old and stale and deliberate and once it would have provoked her. But this time Leonarda felt able to let it pass. When she offered no response, the older woman carried on.


‘Well, I can’t tell you any more about Hector than the whole world knows. It happened, that’s all.’


‘I was hoping . . .’ That morning, the thought of throwing herself upon Marguerite’s mercy would have been unthinkable. For five years, the two had fought a silent war. And over what? Over the kindness of a simple man. In the end neither of them had really won. ‘Marguerite, I was hoping you’d tell me a little about his last few days. How was he? Was he well? Happy? I promise afterwards I’ll leave you alone. I know he’d want you to be comfortable here.’


Marguerite seemed about to speak, her eyes still sharp with suspicion, but in the end she simply shrugged, and stepped back, out of the doorway, allowing Leonarda to follow her into the sunlight.


The two women walked as they talked, Leonarda with her gaze cast down. Marguerite, less at ease, moved with awkward, rolling steps, casting frequent glances at her companion as though trying to work out what to make of the unexpected peace she’d been offered. Perhaps what she saw reassured her. Leonarda, in the plain blue dress, could not have looked less threatening. Gradually Marguerite’s shoulders began to relax.


‘He was tired that month, girl. Not sleeping well, and Hector always slept well. I said to him, Hector, you get old Menendez to stand in for a night or two, you get some sleep. But he never trusted any other body to do his work for him, you know that. In the end I persuaded him to let Moses Le Castre do a week for him, just so he could get some rest. But Moses got ill, only did two nights. When they told me what had happened to Hector, may the Lord forgive me, my first thought was, This shouldn’t be him, it should be Moses.’


Leonarda listened in silence. From the moment she’d heard of Hector’s death, she’d known this interview was inevitable, but she still wasn’t sure what she wanted from it. Perhaps just to be reassured he had gone to his death cheerful and untroubled, or to be told that he had been thinking of her before he died. Or perhaps she simply wanted to hear his name spoken again by someone who, whatever her faults, had also loved him.


‘Why wasn’t he sleeping, Marguerite? Was he ill?’ He’d always been a good sleeper, even on those bright, breathless mornings when he came from work so late that the heat was already gathering.


‘He was getting old, and that’s the truth. A couple of times he’d found himself dozing on the job, and that worried him. Thought he’d be caught and lose his place. He even started taking a book in with him, although it was against the rules, to help him stay awake. But when a soul gets worried about not sleeping, that’s when the Devil sings his songs. You know how it is. Just keeps on getting worse and worse.’


They had come to the point where the road ended, where a small boy was throwing stones into the greasy waters of the pond. With nowhere else to go, they turned around and retraced their steps. Their progress was observed, without curiosity, by three children who were foraging in the piles of refuse between two dwellings.


When Leonarda asked Marguerite about the place Hector was paid to guard, the older woman simply shook her head.


‘No idea, girl. Hector didn’t say a word about it. It was just a job. He just went in and sat on his stool and did his rounds in the dark whenever the clocks struck. He never said there were jewels there. I don’t think he knew. It was only papers. I thought, well, that’s a safe place for him. Who wants to steal papers?’


They had arrived back where they’d begun. The sun was higher; soon the strange peace that prevailed there would be gone. Men would be drifting back to eat, women to cook; there would be a time of noise and shouting and smoke, of scolding and jocularity, before the quiet of the afternoon settled upon the untidy streets of St Simeon.


The two women had never before spent so long alone together without their mutual dislike sparking into flames. For what? Looking again at the line of Marguerite’s clothes, Leonarda found them less irritating than before. They were just clothes. Hector wouldn’t have minded. And the rooms were just rooms, where a woman lived alone, filling the emptiness with yards of fabric.


‘His books . . .’ She hesitated, afraid of re-igniting Marguerite’s hostility. But the other was busying herself with the canvas flap that hung over the doorway.


‘Moses took them. To sell.’ Marguerite’s voice was neutral, but then she turned and met Leonarda’s eye. ‘I thought you were gone for good, girl. Why would you come back here?’ She turned to the doorway again. ‘You know why I always hated those books? He’d sit down with them, and he’d be gone for hours to some place I couldn’t follow. But you could go there with him, couldn’t you, girl? You and he had been to all them places together. No one else round here. No one else in the whole of St Simeon can read more than their names. Only you two.’


Before Leonarda could reply, one final spark of anger.


‘And you could do no wrong for him, you know that? The little girl he’d gathered up off the street, grown into a white man’s whore. But he didn’t care. Just said you’d find your own way to where you were going.’


Marguerite straightened then, and brushed her hands against her hips.


‘I’m sorry about the books, girl. I dare say you’ll find Moses down by the water most evenings. Mother Alençon’s place, probably. He may be able to help you find them.’


 


Sometimes she thought she could remember the day Hector found her: the dust, the glare, the white lane in St Simeon where the rubbish stood in piles. But she couldn’t be sure. It could have been any day. That scene rarely changed, and no day in St Simeon was much better or much worse than any other.


Yet she even thought she could remember the moment itself – a shouting crowd, an angry woman cursing, then Hector’s black face, kind, resolute, slightly stern. But she knew Hector recalled it differently. He told her that she fought him like a cat. Fought him when he swept her up and carried her home; fought for the food she saw on his plate, not understanding that he intended it for her.


No one could say where she had come from, nor how long she had wandered that street alone. Abandoned children were commonplace in that part of Havana. Those that survived ran with the narrow-ribbed dogs on the piles of waste behind the lines of shacks. They were the minority.


Even so, she had not taken easily to the comfort of safety. She had battled Hector from the beginning, at first unable to believe in his kindness, then unable to forgive him for it. It was as if something of the wild had lingered in her soul. By day she was fretful; by night, while Hector was working his weary shifts, she found sleep impossible. As soon as she was old enough to find her own way through the streets, she would rise by moonlight and dress herself, then wander freely. The more certain she became of Hector, the further she would venture.


Those nights in the old city belonged to her and her alone: slipping invisibly through the crowds, foraging with the ferocity of an eel for the scraps that fell her way; curling up to sleep in the shadows of doorways; waking exultant in the quiet of the night with an open window or an unlocked door beckoning. She had no need to fight or beg or steal. She had food waiting for her, a place to sleep; in fact, a home. She went because she wanted to.


She knew that Hector knew. His neighbours had complained from the first of the unruly child fostered upon them. She was a foundling, of mixed blood, not even a proper Negro. Sin ran in her veins, they said, you could tell from the look of her. So there must have been witnesses aplenty to testify to her nocturnal departures, her dawn homecomings. Sometimes, in defiance of their sneers, she stayed away – for three nights, four, sometimes longer. Hector never condemned. He never showed any anger or disappointment. He knew she would come back; she knew he would be waiting.


 


That night in the Calle Chacón, she couldn’t rest. Something Marguerite had said repeated itself in the night-time sounds of the city, nagging at the edges of her sleep.


He said you’d find your own way . . . your own way to where you’re going . . .


Was it true? She was far from certain. But that could wait. First she must answer the other questions that gathered around her in the darkness. His body still warm on the boards, an assassin stepping over him, and later a man in boots . . .


She was still thinking of Hector as the dawn’s first breath stirred the darkness. Such gentle, uncomplaining kindness. Such patience. Such love.


Surely she had never deserved such love.


 


The captain of police was surprised the following day to receive a further letter from the mysterious habanera with the English surname. He had tried to put her visit to the consul’s offices out of his mind. Agreeing to act as her guide had been a mistake, one that would cost him his reputation were it known to his colleagues. He had, of course, refused all payment when the tour was over, but he had blushed with embarrassment, his dignity in tatters. So he had said nothing to anyone and had tried to forget all about it.
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