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      Thank you for reading It Takes Three To Tango. While completing Not Strictly Ballroom and throughly enjoying writing about dancing, I came across an Instagram reel of three men dancing the tango. I knew then I wanted to write that story.

      It Takes Three To Tango wasn’t easy. To take three men who are strangers, set it in a country different to my own and with a language that I don’t speak very well was a challenge. But I love these guys so much and I’m glad I got to tell their story.

      One song that came to me while I was writing It Takes Three To Tango, was I Could Have Danced All Night from My Fair Lady. Sadly I wasn’t able to secure the rights to directly include the lyrics in time, though they are intimated within the text. The song feels particularly appropriate for my own journey in writing this book - I was spreading my wings and trying a thousand things.

      

      Content Warnings: Mention of death (historic and side character.

      

      This book intended for adult readers. It contains scenes of sexually explicit material between male characters. If this is not for you then please do not read my books.
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      It Takes Three To Tango is written is British English which means that some words are spelled differently - such as s in the place of z as in apologise. Similarly u is used such as in colour or favourite. Practice/practise - both are used in British English depending on if they are being used as a verb or a noun.

      Also in some cases, different grammar rules are followed.

      There is also a smattering of Spanish throughout the book, where possible I have made sure this can be understood, either as a direct translation or through the character’s thoughts. It is a pet hate of mine when phrases are given in a different language but no translation is provided.
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        You can find the playlist on the following link:

        https://open.spotify.com/playlist/2Ne9tgXlhETJ8xaaugu9Ib?si=af1e2969ce88426c

      

      

      
        
        Época - Gotan Project

        Pequeña - Joel Tortul

        The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face - George Michael

        Balada para un Loco - Aquiles Delle-Vigne

        Look at Me - Carrie Underwood

        Todo Es Amor - Romańtica Milonguera

        I Could Have Danced All Night - Frederick Loewe, Marni Nixon, André Previn, Warner Brothers Studio Orchestra

        Kiss Me - Sixpence None The Wiser

        Sex on Fire - Kings of Leon

        Libertango - Tango Bardo

        Distant Sun - Crowded House

        Corazon Loco - Antonio Machin

        All My Happiness is Gone - Purple Mountains

        Somebody’s Me - Enrique Iglesias

        Queremos Paz - Gotan Project

        Esta Noche La Luna - Osvaldo Jorge Maciel

        Vivir Mi Vida - Marc Anthony
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        For everyone who has the courage to spread their wings and try a thousand different things
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      It was the need for shade from the hot sun that sent me down the shadowy alley shortly after midday.

      It was the desire to slake my thirst that made me enter the small bar with the curious name and soft music.

      It was the hypnotic voice of the singer and the sensuous movements of the dancers that kept me there until after midnight.

      What brought me back the next day I have still to discover, and yet here I am, my book unopened on the table as I sit sipping coffee and trying not to contemplate the disaster that is my life.

      Here I can pretend, just for a little while, that everything is all right. That I still have a job and a career, that I still have someone who loves me, and that I’m not in Barcelona, on my honeymoon—alone.

      I’ve spent a lot of time over the last week beating myself up that it’s my fault Loretta left me at the altar—not literally, thank god, the embarrassment would’ve been too much. But she called the whole thing off the day before. Two days before, my publisher, her father, had cancelled my contract. Apparently, literary novels don’t sell anymore, and I said I wouldn’t write a cosy mystery in a market saturated by celebrities. So here I am, nursing a broken heart and a broken life.

      The music, the singing, the language forming the backdrop, foreign to my ears and all the more exotic for it, anchor me to this place. It feels timeless. I hardly register that coffee has been replaced by wine, and the waitress has placed a couple of plates of tapas—that I barely remember ordering—in front of me. The hours pass, though I can’t account for them.

      A glass landing heavily on the table startles me. It takes a second to get my bearings and I focus on the dark liquid almost sloshing over the side, watching it settle into a calm ripple before lifting my eyes to the source.

      The singer stands across from me and sets another glass on the table. He’s tall and broad, dark-featured with heavy brows and full lips, probably around forty or so. But it’s his heavy-lidded eyes that grab most of my attention. I stare into a chasm, the edges lined with desolation. They’re striking, and I’m momentarily adrift in their tragic beauty.

      I realise I’m being rude, but I also have no idea what he’s doing here. Blinking, I look around at the bar, now empty of customers.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. You’re closed.” I hadn’t noticed everyone leaving, so wrapped up in my own thoughts.

      “Quédate, por favor.”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t speak Spanish. No hablo español.” I’ve pretty much exhausted the extent of my foreign language skills.

      His mouth twitches slightly and he switches to English.

      “Stay. Please.” His richly accented voice is perfect, causing fleeting chagrin that I never bothered to learn Spanish. He settles into the chair opposite and I look around again.

      “Are you sure? It’s late. I don’t want to put you to any trouble.” I’m babbling, but I’ve hardly spoken to anyone all week. I feel ill-equipped to be good company, even if he does intrigue me.

      “I don’t want to drink alone.” He pushes the glass closer to me and picks up his own. He nods to my glass, and I grasp it. The message is clear, and I don’t want to appear rude. He briefly swirls the liquid in his glass before holding it aloft.

      “To not drinking alone.” I start to laugh, but it dies on my lips as his eyes capture mine, and he doesn’t look away as he downs the drink in one. I watch, fascinated, as he wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. I raise my glass and echo his words.

      The alcohol hits the back of my throat, searing a path. Rum. I don’t usually take it neat. I cough and splutter, trying to compose myself instead of looking like the uncouth English guy who can’t speak the language or knock back a drink.

      His mouth twitches again, but he doesn’t comment as he reaches for the bottle and refills the glasses. I think I’ll just sip the next one.

      He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a packet of Marlboros. He offers one and I shake my head.

      “I don’t smoke.”

      “Very wise. It’s a filthy habit.” That doesn’t stop him taking one out, flipping the top of a Zippo, and lighting up. He carefully places the lighter down on the table, takes a long drag, and exhales, gesturing to my book with the hand holding the cigarette.

      “What are you reading?”

      “The Shadow of the Wind.” I’d thought it somehow cultural to read a book set in Barcelona while I was here, but now as I say it, I feel gauche.

      “Zafón?” He nods. “Good choice. I have it in the original if you want to try it.”

      Whilst his approval feels like I might have passed some sort of test, I stare at him, trying to work out whether he’s joking. I already told him I didn’t know much Spanish. But his face is impassive, as if learning a new language was something you did every day.

      “What brings you to Barcelona?” The question is casual enough, but there’s a dark intensity to his eyes, and I wonder if he’s asking about Barcelona in general or what brings me back to his bar.

      In any event, I’m not going to share my pathetic story with a stranger, so I shrug.

      “I’ve never been here before. I wanted to see some Gaudi.” Both statements are true, so it doesn’t feel like a lie. And wanting to see the Casa Milà and the Casa Batlló were some of the reasons I wanted to visit this beautiful city. Though I’ve done exactly zero sightseeing so far. I wince internally at the fact that my insistence we come to Barcelona might have contributed to Loretta’s accusations, thrown at me on the afternoon she left.

      You’re so boring Rafe, all you ever do is work.

      “A regular tourist then,” he says and takes a drag on his cigarette.

      I feel like he’s mocking me slightly, or at least dismissing me, and I blurt out,“Not really. I’ve been here a week and haven’t seen anything yet.” Now I just sound like a fool. He doesn’t respond, just continues to regard me with a curious expression. The seconds stretch and I feel it might be one of those moments where he’s deliberately leaving a silence for me to fill. Well, I’m not going to just prattle out anything to embarrass myself. I need to change the subject.

      I take a sip of the rum, allowing it to slip down smoothly instead of burning my throat. It occurs to me I’m accepting after-hours hospitality from a guy and I don’t even know his name.

      I read the sign behind the bar: La Casa de Valery. Valery’s House.

      “Are you Valery?”

      His expression shifts, almost like someone has flicked a dimmer switch.

      He picks up his lighter, turning it over and over in his fingers. He takes another long drag on his cigarette, exhaling slowly with a sigh.

      “Valery was my husband. He was my world.”

      Damn, I’ve gone from not wanting to embarrass myself to making him uncomfortable. I really am bad at this, being in company.

      Another puff of his cigarette.

      “I loved him and would’ve followed him to the ends of the earth. In the end, I just had to follow him here.”

      “You’re not from Barcelona?”

      He shakes his head. “No, I’m from Gran Canaria. Valery went there for a holiday.” His face softens and his eyes are far away, in a bygone time. “I hardly left his side for the month he was there; I was besotted, and so was he. When he returned, I came with him.”

      He gestures round the bar with his hand, careless of where ash is falling.

      “This was his dream, to have a bar. It was all he talked about. We spent a long time saving up for it. But he never got to see it.”

      He picks up his glass and downs the rest in one gulp, his eyes dark and brimming with a deep hurt.

      “What happened?” My voice croaks, and I take a gulp, forgetting to sip. I swallow past the burn.

      “He got sick . . . cancer. Three months. That’s all we had . . . three months.” Bitterness laces his words. “I watched him turn to dust in front of my eyes.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I say. It’s the usual thing to say, but I know it won’t touch the side of his grief. His mouth forms a tight line as if he’s heard it a million times and it brings no relief.

      “It took me a year to finish saving up, to open this place. To realise his dream. All of it, it’s for him.”

      He sits back, his face expressionless, like telling his story has wiped him clean of emotion.

      I look round at the bar, seeing it as the tribute it is, seeing the effort that’s gone into making it a vibrant and lively place.

      “I think that’s the most romantic story I’ve ever heard.”

      When I look at him again, the bottomless sadness is back.

      I yawn, tiredness catching up with me. He stands.

      “I should lock up. It’s late.”

      I understand my dismissal, but I don’t have the energy to be annoyed. I can see he wants to be alone.

      I say goodnight and take my leave.

      It only occurs to me, back in my hotel room as I get undressed for bed, that I still don’t know his name.
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      I bolt the door and lean my head against it, taking deep breaths. I will the memories to go away, but it doesn’t work, it never works.

      Images of Valery play through my head like an old family movie and I know there’s nothing I can do but let it run. Memories of the time we met, that carefree summer when life was full of light and love, along with sea and sand. When we dreamed big and loved even bigger. When I would have followed Valery to the ends of the earth, long before he went somewhere I couldn’t follow him.

      I push off from the door and go back to the table. A part of me says to put the rum back on the shelf, but I know how this will play out—the same way it always does—so I pour another glass and sit down, lighting another cigarette.

      The images are replaced by those of us building our life here in Barcelona. Valery working in bars and me singing in them, being careful with our money, saving everything we have. The evenings off when we’d walk the streets, usually making our way here. Valery would always stop and look up at the old three-storey building for a while before turning to me with a light in his eyes, and declaring that this would be ours someday. The day I asked him to marry me, on my knees on the dragon stairway at the Park Güell, a place we visited often. I believed myself to be the luckiest man that had ever lived when he said yes.

      The last set of memories are the ones which bring the most pain. Valery becoming sick, and the useless hope we clung to that everything would be well, that it was a short-term illness, until the day of the diagnosis. We married shortly after, foolishly thinking that the universe couldn’t split up two people as in love as we were, that it couldn’t be that cruel. But life doesn’t work that way. I close my eyes to blot out what I know is coming next, but it just heightens the tightness in my chest. It hurts too much, the loneliness and the loss of a future we will never get to have. You’d have thought that after ten years, the pain would have diminished, and in a way it has, as these days I can draw breath without the loss stabbing me through the heart. But sometimes, when I talk about Valery, it brings it all back up.

      Smoke hazes round me as I pour another two fingers of rum. I knock this one back, the scorching in my throat matching the sears on my soul.

      A flash of annoyance that the memories had been evoked plays through my thoughts, but I tamp that down. It wasn’t the guy’s fault, he was just being polite.

      Why did I invite him to stay and drink? That’s the curious part of all this. I’m not in the habit of asking people to drink with me. In fact, in all the years since I opened the bar, I’ve only done it on a handful of occasions when the thought of being alone became too much to bear, and then they were usually staff, musicians, or acquaintances. Never with a stranger. Admittedly, he was a very handsome stranger. If his light brown hair and pale skin didn’t mark him as northern European, his awkwardness and politeness did. His English accent had sent shivers up my spine. He looked serious, a scholar or academic maybe, though not nerdy or delicate. But none of this explains why I targeted him. Why, when the bar was closing, did I grab a bottle of my finest rum and invite him to stay?

      Maybe it was something in the way he tilted his head that drew my attention as I glanced across the room. Or it could’ve been the look in his eyes: as if life had beaten him, and he was sure there was more to come but couldn’t do a damn thing about it. I don’t know if these can properly describe the pull I felt tonight, the need to connect with him somehow. Not that it worked, as I ended up practically kicking him out, and now here I am, drinking alone and wallowing in self-pity.

      I know from experience that no good can come of this, so I stub out my cigarette and stand. It’s time to go to bed.

      Habit ensures that I empty and clean the ashtray so the smell doesn’t linger. Smoking isn’t allowed in public places, but I figure that with it being after hours, it isn’t public anymore. I leave cleaning the glasses until the morning, though.

      I lock up and take the stairs to the two-storey apartment above the bar. My home. Technically, it has two floors, but the upper one, a sizable loft space, is largely storage and I rarely go up there. It was going to be our bedroom . . . mine and Valery’s. Another project he had grand plans for. One day, after he’d decided this was our building, but before it had come on the market, he’d talked the previous owner into letting us have a look around. He’d stood in the large loft and, with his usual ebullience, described exactly how we should have it. A plan that was refined over the following months until I knew every detail. When I finally secured the building, a year after Valery left me alone in this world, the bar I could create for him—that part of his vision I could do. But not the bedroom. I was unable to stand the oppressive weight of sleeping alone every night in a space where we were supposed to celebrate our love. So, I remain living all on one level and sleeping in a smaller bedroom.

      I run the tap for a glass of water, hoping it means I won’t wake up feeling like I’ve drunk several glasses of rum. The pipes grumble, a reminder I need to get the plumbing looked at, especially as the damp patch on the wall seems to have grown slightly. Maybe tomorrow.

      As I pull my T-shirt over my head, the stranger’s handsome face comes back to me, or rather, how his honeyed eyes had looked like liquid gold when he’d told me that running the bar was romantic.

      I have no idea what he meant by that, but the way he said it stirred up memories I needed to be alone for. We only get one chance at love in this life, and I don’t need a reminder that I’ve had my turn.

      I slip between the sheets, enjoying the coolness, just perfect now in spring, before the heat of the summer renders sleep almost impossible. There was a lost look in his eyes, and I wonder if there’s more to his story than he told me. As I drift off to sleep, I wonder if he’ll come back to the bar again. The thought fosters a small seed of hope that he will. After all, I never got to ask his name.
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      “Bye Auntie, I’ll be back later.” My hushed tones still seem too loud in the quiet room. I glance at the prone form in the bed and then at Juana, my great aunt’s housekeeper and now, I suppose, her nurse. She shakes her head, her mouth downturned in sadness and resignation. I’ve only been in the country for a few days, but I’m learning the patterns of the house. Some days, my aunt has times of lucidity and energy, and some days not. This is one of them.

      Unable to face a long afternoon and evening by myself, I decided to explore the city.

      I’ve never been good at solitary confinement, so it feels wonderful to get out of the house for a while.

      The problem isn’t the house itself—as it’s a large mansion split over several floors and has plenty of space—but the zero stimulation it provides. Built in the 1920s, it’s stunningly beautiful, just like its owner, my aged great aunt. And just like its owner, its beauty is faded, reminiscent of livelier and more decadent times. Now, the past is an opaque filter which can be viewed but not lived in. Like looking at a photograph of a long-gone Hollywood star, it belongs to another era.

      Leaving behind the hushed oppression of a building waiting to exhale, I choose to walk down the hill from the mansion and into the city, needing the freeing nature of movement. I doubt I could walk back up, though. I’m not used to hills back home in Buenos Aires, where it’s flat. When I get to the centre, I follow La Rambla for a while, enjoying the wide tourist street of boutiques and restaurants. I select an outdoor table at a cafe for a coffee and a bout of people-watching while I rest after the walk. The weather is warming up, whereas back home in Argentina we’d be heading into winter. Maybe spending the summer in Barcelona won’t be such a bad experience after all.

      I’m not sure how long I will be here, but no one argues with my father. I remember him summoning me to his office—a rare occurrence, as I’m not usually welcome at his work. I’m the son he tries to forget unless it’s convenient to remember me, like now. He’d held a letter in his hand. That in itself was odd, I mean, who writes letters anymore?

      

      “I’ve had a letter from Aunt Estrella’s solicitor.” He brandishes the thick cream sheet of paper as if showing exhibit A. “She’s dying. You will go to her.”

      “What? Me?” Incredulity and surprise sends my voice loud and squeaky and my father visibly winces. I know who he’s referring to, of course. We all know of Aunt Estrella—or rather, his Aunt Estrella—we’ve just never met her. She left Argentina a long time ago, even before my father was born. And whilst he’s met her a few times, as far as I’m aware, she’s not returned for over thirty years.

      “She is family, so someone needs to be there.” His voice holds no emotion. Maybe it’s hard to feel anything for someone you’ve not seen for a long time. But then again, this is my father; emotions are not something he’s familiar with. Myself, on the other hand . . . It’s one of the reasons we don’t get along.

      There’s no point saying that he should be the one to go, or that I actually have a job and commitments here in Buenos Aires. His mulish expression shows me that arguing would be useless.

      “Your flight leaves in four hours.”

      “Papa!” The name slips out and my father looks up sharply. I was twelve when my father said I was no longer to call him that. It was to be only Padre or Señor. But I’ve been caught off guard. Four hours is barely enough to get home, pack, and get to the airport. I thought I might have a day or two, at least some time to make other arrangements for my classes.

      My father’s expression softens slightly. Anyone might think it’s with affection, but I know my father better than that.

      “Florencio, you are the best person to go to her. She will like you.” A rare compliment, even if it is backhanded. He pushes an envelope across the desk to me, no doubt containing my tickets. He keeps his hand on it and looks me square in the eye. “We’re all she has.” And with those last four words, my father reveals himself and what he’s asked me to do.

      

      Before I continue exploring the city, I snap a photo and send it to my sister, knowing exactly the reaction it’ll get. I’m rewarded with a message of her outrage within a few seconds. That I can no longer be at my sister’s beck and call is one of the few kicks I’m likely to get out of this whole assignment. I can’t be her unpaid childminder if I’m thousands of miles away. I love my nieces, but that’s not the problem. It’s the way my sister always drops those duties on me when she knows I’m not teaching, as if I don’t have anything else in my life except to be there for her.

      I open a browser on my phone and look up gay bars and clubs, discovering a whole area in the Eixample district, cutely called Gaixample. That’s definitely somewhere for me to visit another night, maybe find a hookup or two. After all, no one said I couldn’t have any fun while I’m here, so I fully intend to. Things are looking up. For now, though, I decide to explore the old town some more, heading past the Cathedral and the Picasso Museum, making a note to come back another day. I follow the ancient winding streets, enjoying the old buildings and quiet reverence past the Basílica de Santa Maria del Mar, Our Lady of the Sea. I stand for a while, staring at its gothic beauty.

      Music catches my attention. I can’t mistake the sound of the bandoneón—tango music. It is unexpected, as flamenco music is more common in Spain. Tango is infused in my soul, and the familiar sound of it creates a wave of longing to be at home, to be dancing and teaching. Like a magnet, my body is pulled towards the source of the music. It’s coming from a small bar, set away from the main streets and down a cool alleyway. La Casa de Valery . . . sounds intriguing. When I enter, a sense of rightness settles over me. Standing at the bar, I look around, and it’s easy to see why—I could be back home in Buenos Aires. The bar isn’t big, but larger than it looks from its unassuming outside. A long bar runs along one wall and there are at least a dozen tables and chairs. To one side is a dance floor with enough room for several couples to dance comfortably. The lower half of the walls are all wood-panelled, and the upper half is painted cream but covered in an eclectic mix of paintings and photographs, all tango related.

      It has a timeless quality, almost as if it could have been transported out of Argentina and dropped into Spain a century ago. What’s more surprising is that it’s busy. Nearly all the tables are occupied, and the dance floor already has a few couples. The music is provided by a bandoneón player, a violinist, a flautist, and a guitar player. An upright piano is pushed against one wall of the dance floor but is not currently being played.

      There’s a small unoccupied table close to the dancers, so I take a seat and watch them. I think of the lessons I had to cancel and the two club owners I’ve let down at short notice by being here. I hope there’s a job for me when I return home. Not that my father views it as a proper job, which is really why I was the one chosen, the one member of the family who could be spared. It doesn’t take long before I’m itching to get up and dance.

      I watch as one of the couples sits back at their table. The woman doesn’t look like she’s ready to stop, but the guy is paying her no attention. On a whim, I stand and ask her to dance. She smiles like a vixen at her partner, who looks daggers at her for a minute, but she pays him no heed and eagerly steps onto the dance floor.

      Maria, I learn, is probably nearly twice my age, very elegant, and a good dancer.

      “Your partner has nothing to fear from me,” I tell her and she laughs.

      “I know, but it won’t hurt for him to stew for a little while.” She smiles, and the next time we pass the table, she draws just a little closer to me. The guy is practically apoplectic, so after the song finishes, I take her back to her seat. I don’t want to be in the middle of an argument or risk the wrath of her bullish partner.

      I need a drink, so I place my order and sit back at my table. The music starts up again, and this time the guy with the guitar sings. I relax, content to people-watch for a while. My eyes are drawn to a photograph on the wall behind the bar. It’s a picture taken of a happy-looking couple on a beach. I recognise one of the guys as the singer in the tango group, but I don’t see the other one. He looks older now than in the photo, and the joyful, carefree look is gone. His dark brows seem drawn, weighed down like life is a difficult weight to bear. Strangely, it suits him, almost more than the joyous look from the photo. It adds a gravitas to his handsome, dark face. But what strikes me the most about him is his voice. It’s deep and reverberates in my bones. It makes me want to move, want to dance. He sometimes closes his eyes and then the song takes on a more soulful air. More than once, he flicks his eyes across the room, and I follow his gaze to where a guy is reading a book. The man is gorgeous. He’s definitely not Spanish, his skin is too pale, but it’s perfect for his light brown hair. He’s wearing gold-rimmed glasses, which give him a scholarly air. Yes, he’s definitely rocking the sexy professor look. If he notices the attention on him, he doesn’t look up or acknowledge it. He seems completely oblivious to what’s going on around him. I envy him his focus and his beauty. With the singer’s rich tones coursing through my body, I make my way over to the handsome stranger. When I get closer, I see the book he is reading is English, though the author was Spanish.

      “Would you like to dance?” I ask, speaking English, reasoning that unless he is trying to improve his language skills, he’s English.

      It takes him a second to notice my presence and that I’ve spoken.

      “Hmm?” He blinks a couple of times—he obviously hadn’t heard me. I almost feel sorry for disturbing him, but it was worth it to have his light brown, almost gold eyes on me.

      “Would you like to dance?” I repeat.

      His brow knits together for a second, and he answers with a frown. “I’m . . . err, straight.”

      The unexpected answer makes me snort.

      “Cariño! I asked if you wanted to dance with me, not if you wanted to fuck me!”
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      “Oh shit! Sorry!” I blurt, wishing the earth could actually open up and swallow me. My cheeks burn and I’m sure I’m a horrendous puce colour. “I didn’t mean it like that. I⁠—”

      What did I mean? It dawns on me that my first reaction was to think the guy was hitting on me. Have I just been homophobic? Damn, I hope not, because I’m not, in any way. But I don’t know many gay people and there are certainly none among my close friends, not that I have many of those either. I don’t even know if the guy is gay. It’s not like he has a neon sign above his head. I messed up talking to people yesterday, and today doesn’t look any better. Maybe I should’ve stayed in my hotel room. But I like it here, I find it calming, though I’m trying to not catch the eye of the owner. I’m still embarrassed about yesterday.

      Luckily, the guy looks amused rather than upset.

      “I . . . I’ve never been asked to dance before,” I finish.

      “Really? Now that does surprise me,” he chuckles.

      “Look, I’m sorry I was rude. Please let me buy you a drink?” I feel it’s the least I can do.

      He flashes a brilliant smile and sits down at my table. “Well, if you insist.” I signal to the waitress and order a bottle of wine.

      I pour him a glass and he takes a large swallow. Then he looks at me with an appraising air. “That is good wine. Apology accepted.”

      “You sound surprised,” I laugh.

      “That you know good wine?” He frowns slightly. “I guess I am a little. I’m sorry, too.”

      “Apology accepted.” I raise my glass, and he matches me, both of us taking another drink. “I once wrote a book that centred around the wine industry, so I did a lot of research and a lot of wine tasting.”

      “You’re a writer? How exciting.” His eyes sparkle.

      “Not really. It’s a lot of looking at a blank screen, wondering how to get the words in your head to form into recognisable and coherent squiggles.”

      He laughs again as if I’ve said something witty instead of just venting my frustrations. Writing is rewarding, and it’s the only thing I know how to do. But it’s a hard slog, and right now, with no contract, I might never sell another book. The thought is certainly demotivating. I’m sure it would make my family happy too. My parents thought I should have gone into a more stable career, like being a solicitor or an accountant, but I don’t want to think about that right now. Here I am in company for the second day in a row and for only the second time since I arrived here.

      “Are you famous? Have I heard of you?” he asks, leaning in a little closer and whispering. “Are you here incognito?” He looks around furtively, like maybe some sort of paparazzi or fan might appear at any moment, and he should be on the lookout. Watching him slightly lightens the heaviness I’ve felt for a week, and I chuckle.

      “No, nothing like that. I doubt very much you’ve heard of me. I don’t think any of my books have been translated into Spanish.”

      “Tell me anyway, and I can tell all my friends I’ve met you.”

      “Okay, I write under the name Rafe Rowell.”

      He pulls back a little and scrutinises me for a minute. He scrunches his nose slightly, something I don’t think I’ve seen another guy do before. It’s kind of cute, which is a word I’ve never used to describe a man before. Huh. It’s probably the wine kicking in. I’ve been sitting here drinking slowly and reading for several hours, making myself comfortably numb.

      He gives a little shake of his head.

      “Sorry, I’ve got nothing.” He looks genuinely apologetic.

      “I don’t think most people in the UK, or the States for that matter, would know who I am either.” I have a small readership in the US, but I’m hardly a household name. “The way I’m going, I’ll probably fade into obscurity, anyway.” I hadn’t meant to give anything away. I don’t want to bring the mood down. I cast my eyes down and sigh. A warm hand rests on my arm.

      “I’m sure that’ll never happen; all books deserve to be read.” He gives my arm a squeeze, and I lift my head to look into his eyes. A fleeting recollection of the rich red-brown of the conkers I used to play with as a kid passes and is gone. His soft expression watches me with no judgement.

      “Thank you for saying so.” The reassurance of a stranger casts my life and family in stark contrast. I press my lips together, his kindness almost overwhelming me, and I blink back the tears that are threatening to form. I desperately try to think of something to say, needing to change the subject before I find myself spilling the whole of my sad story. I look down to where his hand is still on my arm.

      “You know, if you’re going to touch me, you could at least let me know your name.”

      He smiles, showing a row of white teeth. “It’s not always necessary or desirable to be that familiar.” He withdraws his hand, though, and takes another drink.

      Oh . . . Oh! It takes me a few seconds to understand he’s referring to hookups. Not something I’m familiar with, but the wine emboldens me.

      “And what about in this case?”

      The corners of his mouth twitch and he looks like he’s about to speak. I’m interested in hearing what he’ll say since he’s managed to surprise me more than once already. Another voice cuts in.

      “I wanted to apologise for yesterday. I didn’t mean to kick you out.” I look up, straight into the face of the guy from yesterday—the bar owner.

      I catch the eye of my drinking companion; his eyebrows are somewhere up near his hairline, and he’s giving me another of his appraising looks.

      “It’s fine.” I make an open gesture with my hand. “It seems to be the day for apologies, so please come and drink with us.”

      It’s only then that I realise the music has stopped and people are leaving. I’m not sure how it got so late.

      “Oh, it’s closing time.” I’m a little disappointed as I don’t feel like leaving yet.

      “You can stay a while longer and so can . . .” He turns to address the other guy.

      “Florencio,” he replies. “Florencio Delgado. My sister calls me Florrie. You may not.”

      I’m sure I see the serious mouth of the older guy twitch slightly as he bows his head. “I am Constantin Marin.”

      They both look at me. I guess I should introduce myself. “Rafe Alderson.”

      “Give me a minute. I’ll just need to check on the staff and lock up.” He turns and heads towards the bar where the waitress is clearing up.

      “Soooo.” Florencio draws the word out and smirks. “He kicked you out last night, and he didn’t know your name? Colour me intrigued.”

      I laugh. “I’m sorry to disappoint you. It’s not nearly as exciting as you’d think. I’d never met him before last night.”

      “Well, that just sounds more exciting. Come on, tell me all.” He leans a little closer and glances over to where Constantin is talking to the other musicians who are packing their instruments away. “He is very handsome, isn’t he? I can see why you stayed.”

      “Oh, no! It’s nothing like that. He asked me to stay for a drink and I had nothing else to do. We talked for a little while and then he seemed to become sad and wanted me to leave.” I wasn’t going to disclose his story; that was for Constantin to decide who he told. As for handsome, I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it. I guess he is. I can appreciate that other guys are good looking, can’t I? Florencio is looking at me as if I’m lying, a smile playing on his lips.

      “Look, nothing happened,” I protest. “I had a drink, and I left. And anyway, I told you, I’m straight.” I have no idea why I needed to blurt out that last bit again, but Florencio’s expression turns to full smugness.

      “Mmmm, I’ve heard that one before.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter 5]
        

      

      
        
          [image: Constantin]
        

      

      

      When my eyes landed on the guy from yesterday, the air felt lighter and the room was brighter somehow, which is ridiculous. Here in the bar, the lighting is the same day in and day out, so I don’t know why it seemed that way. I guess it’s because I was afraid I’d scared him away. I was quite abrupt with him last night. Most days, I can cope well enough, but for some reason, last night, sharing my story with the stranger made it feel raw again. I thought time would heal the grief, but it hasn’t. It just makes it easier to bear. That is, until something reminds me of the future I can never have with Valery, and then it catches up with me. I push the thoughts away, determined to not go through it again.

      I help the staff finish clearing up for the night and lock the door after them. I glance over to where Rafe is sitting, talking with the other guy, Florencio. At first, I was a little annoyed that Rafe wasn’t on his own when I went to apologise earlier. Had I wanted to talk to him alone? Had I wanted him to myself? That’s a curious thought that I might unpack later. Was it a wise decision to ask them both to stay? I spend far too much time on my own, and I don’t make great company. This could be a chance to finally crawl out of my shell and engage with the outside world. I could do with trying to make some friends.

      On my way back over to their table, I choose a bottle of wine. It’s one of my favourites and I feel like sharing. Also, staying off the spirits might be a good idea.

      They both look up, stopping their conversation as I pull up a chair and sit.

      “Don’t let me interrupt you,” I say as I apply myself to opening the bottle.

      “Do you know Rafe here is a famous author?” Florencio smiles widely and I watch Rafe’s brow crease.

      “No, not famous at all. Barely known, really.” His expression is painful, as if he’d rather not talk about it.

      Instead, I pour us all some of the wine. I watch as Rafe lifts the glass and peers at the wine before giving it a swirl and bringing it up his nose to sniff it. I catch the eye of Florencio, and he’s smirking slightly, almost as if he knew this would happen. Rafe takes a sip, leaving it there for a minute, and he even closes his eyes for a few seconds.

      “That’s a damn fine Rioja,” he says. “Where’s it from?”

      He reaches for the bottle, picking up his glasses from the table, obviously needing them to read the label. They suit him and give him a kind of dishevelled teacher look. I can see him spending hours writing, peering down at the words he creates, his focus totally consumed by it.

      “It comes from a small vineyard my cousin Luis Eduardo owns just on the edge of the Navarre region,” I enlighten him, and he turns his attention to us, becoming aware we’re both watching him, our own wine glasses untouched.

      “I—” He puts the bottle down. “Sorry, was I being a wine bore? I get told I am all the time.”

      “I’m not sure you can be one of those in Spain. I’m just not used to seeing our wines being appreciated by . . . outsiders.”

      I grimace, wincing at my own words, wishing the biases we acquire didn’t rule us unconsciously.

      “I’ve already made that mistake tonight.” Florencio laughs, picking up his glass and taking a hearty swallow. “He’s forgiven me, so I’m sure he’ll forgive you too.”

      “I actually like surprising people.” Rafe is smiling, much to my relief. “I forgive you.” He raises his glass and nods before taking a drink.

      “Gracias.”

      He tips his head with a small smile, and I realise I’ve answered in Spanish.

      “Sorry. I—” I start to explain.

      “It’s fine. It’s actually one of the few words I do know, so I understood.”

      I turn to Florencio. “So, you’re from Argentina, correct?”

      He currently has his glass to his lips, so he makes a flourish with his hand.

      “Wait, you know where he’s from? You just met.” Rafe pulls back slightly in surprise.

      “You must have the same with your English dialects,” I explain.

      “Well, yes, of course. I’ve not really thought about that for other languages.”

      “And you can always tell an Argentinian,” I add with a slight smirk.

      “¡Que maleducado!” Florencio slaps a hand on his chest, but his smile is wide.

      Rafe’s brows knit together as he stares off into the distance, his bottom lip caught between his teeth. I watch transfixed as he chews it slightly, remembering too late that we were excluding him. I’m about to apologise again, but he speaks first.

      “I don’t know it, but contextually, I guess you were being a bit rude towards Florencio, and he was mock offended.”

      “That’s exactly it. Well done. It translates as ‘how rude.’”

      His warm smile is genuine and causes the corners of his eyes to crease slightly. He repeats the phrase. “Que maleducado. I like that.”

      He says it a few more times quietly to himself, as if committing it to memory, before taking another drink. “You say your cousin owns a vineyard?”

      “My mother’s family is from the Rioja region, so most of her family is involved in the wine industry. My grandfather owns one of the largest vineyards in the area, and it’s been in the family for a long time. My cousin didn’t want to sit around and just wait for his legacy, he actually had an interest in cultivating grapes and making his own wine. He set up his own vineyard in Navarre. He studied the area carefully, trying to find the right terroir. That’s the combination of altitude, the soil, the correct side of the mountain so it gets enough sun, and all the environmental factors that affect the grapes.” Rafe nods in understanding. I guess he knows something about wine if he’s already familiar with the term. “It makes for very good wine,” I conclude.

      “It does.” Rafe takes another drink as if to agree with his point.

      “Your family’s vineyard though, which one is it?” Rafe leans forward a little, his eyes shining in interest.

      “Castillo Otero.”

      He sits back, his eyes wide and his mouth slightly open. “You’re part of the Otero wine family?”

      I shrug. I’m not that close to the maternal side of the family. I find them too caught up in their own success, too haughty for me—overbearing and annoying. My mother felt the same, which is why she moved away to Gran Canaria as soon as she could. It’s also why my cousin wanted to set up on his own. He’s the only one I can stand for any length of time and is the closest I have to a brother.

      “I feel I should apologise.” Rafe’s mouth forms into a slight grimace. I can’t imagine what he means.

      “I wrote a book a few years ago. Although it was mostly set in England, it was based on the wine industry, so there were elements of Spanish vineyards. The Otero family . . . your family was one of the ones I studied. I might have formed some characters on them. I’m not sure I was wholly complimentary.” His face creases, and he looks like he might have painted them all as devils, which, to be fair, wouldn’t be too far from the truth.

      “Well, if you made them self-centred narcissists who think of profit above all else, then you’d not be far wrong,” I reply blithely.

      Florencio emits a loud snort, nearly spitting out his wine.

      We both turn to look at him.

      “Sorry,” he says when he’s recovered. “I thought you were talking about my family there for a minute.”

      I’m suddenly curious about the witty Argentinian.

      “So what brings you to Barna?” I ask Florencio, using the familiar term for Barcelona. His face, sunny one minute, clouds slightly.

      “My father sent me.” He says it so flatly I’m not sure if he’s joking or not.

      “He can do that?”

      “Were we not just talking about families?” he huffs. “If your father is Antonio Delgado he can.”

      Ah, even I’ve heard of him and his media empire. Florencio might not have been far wrong if he was comparing the behaviour of our families.
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