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About the Book

Beneath the majestic towers of the Alhambra, Granada’s cobbled streets resonate with music and secrets. Sonia Cameron knows nothing of the city’s shocking past; she is here to dance. But in a quiet café, a chance conversation and an intriguing collection of old photographs draw her into the extraordinary tale of Spain’s devastating civil war.

Seventy years earlier, the café is home to the close-knit Ramírez family. In 1936, an army coup led by Franco shatters the country’s fragile peace, and in the heart of Granada the family witnesses the worst atrocities of conflict. Divided by politics and tragedy, everyone must take a side, fighting a personal battle as Spain rips itself apart.
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Granada, 1937

In the shuttered nocturnal gloom of an apartment, the discreet click of a closing door penetrated the silence. To the crime of being late, the girl had added the sin of trying to conceal her surreptitious homecoming.

‘Mercedes! Where in the name of God have you been?’ came a harsh whisper.

A young man emerged from the shadows into the hallway and the girl, who was no more than sixteen, stood facing him, her head bowed, hands concealed behind her back.

‘Why are you so late? Why are you doing this to us?’

He hesitated, suspended in the uncertain space between total despair and uncompromising love for this girl.

‘And what are you hiding? As if I couldn’t guess.’

She held out her hands. Balanced on her flattened palms was a pair of scuffed black shoes, the leather as soft as human skin, their soles worn to transparency.

He took her wrists gently and held them in his hands. ‘Please, for the very last time I am asking you . . .’ he implored.

‘I’m sorry, Antonio,’ she said quietly, her eyes now meeting his. ‘I can’t stop. I can’t help myself.’


‘It’s not safe, querida mia, it’s not safe.’





Part 1




Chapter One

Granada, 2001

JUST MOMENTS BEFORE, the two women had taken their seats, the last of the audience to be admitted before the surly gitano  slid the bolts decisively across the door.

Voluminous skirts trailing behind them, five raven-headed girls made their entrance. Tight to their bodies swirled dresses of flaming reds and oranges, acid greens and ochre yellows. These vibrant colours, a cocktail of heavy scents, the swiftness of their arrival and their arrogant gait were overpoweringly, studiedly dramatic. Behind them followed three men, sombrely dressed as though for a funeral, in jet black from their oiled hair down to their hand-made leather shoes.

Then the atmosphere changed as the faint, ethereal beat of clapping, palm just brushing palm, seeped through the silence. From one man came the sound of fingers sweeping across strings. From another emanated a deep and plaintive wail that soon flowed into a song. The rasp of his voice matched the roughness of the place and the ruggedness of his pock-marked face. Only the singer and his troupe understood the obscure patois, but the audience could sense the meaning. Love had been lost.

Five minutes passed like this, with the fifty-strong audience sitting in the darkness around the edge of one of Granada’s damp cuevas, hardly daring to breathe. There was no clear moment when the song ended – it simply faded away – and the girls took this as their cue to file out again, rawly sensual in their gait, eyes fixed on the door ahead, not even acknowledging the presence of the foreigners in the room. There was an air of menace in this dark space.

‘Was that it?’ whispered one of the latecomers.

‘I hope not,’ answered her friend.

For a few minutes, there was an extraordinary tension in the air and then a sweet continuous sound drifted towards them. It was not music, but a mellow, percussive purring: the sound of castanets.

One of the girls was returning, stamping her feet as she paced down the length of the corridor-shaped space, the flounces of her costume brushing the dusty feet of the tourists in the front row. The fabric of her dress, vivid tangerine with huge black spots, was pulled taut across her belly and breasts. Seams strained. Her feet stamped on the strip of wood that comprised the dance floor, rhythmically one-two-one-two-one-two-three-one-two-three-one-two . . .

Then her hands rose in the air, the castanets fluttered in a deep satisfying trill and her slow twirling began. All the while she rotated, her fingers snapped against the small black discs she held in her hands. The audience was mesmerised.

A plaintive song accompanied her, the singer’s eyes mainly downcast. The dancer continued, in a trance of her own. If she connected with the music she did not acknowledge it and if she was aware of her audience they did not feel it. The expression on her sensual face was one of pure concentration and her eyes looked into some other world that only she could see. Under her arms, the fabric darkened with sweat, and watery beads gathered at her brow as she revolved, faster and faster and faster.

The dance ended as it had begun, with one decisive stamp, a full stop. Hands were held above her head, eyes to the low, domed ceiling. There was no acknowledgement of the audience’s response. They might as well not have been there for all the difference it made to her. Temperatures had risen in the room and those close to the front inhaled the heady mix of musky scent and perspiration that she spread in the air.

Even as she was leaving the stage, another girl was taking over. There was an air of impatience with this second dancer, as though she wanted to get it all over with. More black dots swam in front of the audience’s eyes, this time on shiny red, and cascades of curly black hair fell over the gypsyish face, concealing all but the  sharply defined Arab eyes, outlined in thick kohl. This time there were no castanets, but the endlessly repeated, rattling of feet: clack-a-tacka tacka, clack-a-tacka tacka, clack-a-tacka tacka . . .

The speed of movement from heel to toe and back again seemed impossibly fast. The heavy black shoes, with their high, solid heels and steel toecaps vibrated on the stage. Her knees must have absorbed a thousand shockwaves. For a while, the singer remained silent and gazed at the ground, as though to catch this dark beauty’s eyes might turn him to stone. It was impossible to tell whether the guitarist kept up with her stamping or whether he dictated its pace. The communication between them was seamless. Provocatively she hitched up the heavy tiers of her skirt to reveal shapely legs in dark stockings and further showed off the speed and rhythm of her footwork. The dance built to a crescendo, as the girl, half whirling dervish, half spinning top, rotated. A rose that had clung precariously to her hair, flew out into the audience. She did not stoop to collect it, marching from the room almost before it had landed. It was an introverted performance and yet the most overt display of confidence they had ever seen.

The first dancer and the accompanist followed her out of the cave, their faces expressionless, still indifferent to their audience in spite of the applause.

Before the end of the show, there were another half-dozen dancers, and each one conveyed the same disturbing keynotes of passion, anger and grief. There was a man whose movements were as provocative as a prostitute’s, a girl whose portrayal of pain sat uncomfortably with her extreme youth, and an elderly woman in whose deeply furrowed face were etched seven decades of suffering.

Eventually, once the performers had filed out, the lights came up. As the audience began to leave, they caught a glimpse of them in a small backroom, arguing, smoking and drinking from tall tumblers filled to the brim with cheap whisky. They had forty-five minutes until their next performance.

It had been airless in the low-ceilinged room, which reeked of alcohol, sweat and long-ago smoked cigars, and the crowd was relieved to emerge into the cool night air. It had a clarity and purity that reminded them they were not far from the mountains.

‘That was extraordinary,’ commented Sonia to her friend. She  did not really know what she meant, but it was the only word that seemed to fit.

‘Yes,’ agreed Maggie. ‘And so tense.’

‘That’s exactly it,’ agreed Sonia. ‘Really tense. Not at all what I imagined.’

‘And they didn’t look particularly happy, those girls, did they?’

Sonia did not bother to answer. Flamenco clearly had little to do with happiness. That much she had come to realise in the past two hours.

They walked back through the cobbled streets towards the centre of Granada and found themselves lost in the old Moorish quarter, the Albaicín. It was pointless to try to read a map; the tiny alleyways hardly had names and sometimes even petered out in sets of narrow steps.

The women soon got their bearings again when they turned a corner and were confronted with a view of the Alhambra, now gently floodlit, and though it was already past midnight the warm amber glow that bathed the buildings almost convinced them that the sun was still setting. With its spread of crenellated turrets that stood out against a clear black sky, it looked like something from  The Arabian Nights.

Arms linked, they continued their walk down the hill in silence. The dark and statuesque Maggie reduced the length of her stride to match Sonia’s. It was a habit of almost a lifetime between these two close friends, who were physical opposites in every way. They did not need to talk. For now, the crisp sound of their feet on the cobbles, percussive like the claps and castanets of the flamenco dancers, was more pleasing than the human voice.

It was a Wednesday in late February. Sonia and Maggie had arrived only a few hours earlier but even as they were driven from the airport, Sonia had fallen under Granada’s spell. The wintry sunset illuminated the city with a sharp light, leaving the snow-capped mountains that were its backdrop in dramatic shadow, and as the taxi sped into the city along the freeway, they caught their first glimpse of the Alhambra’s geometric outline. It seemed to keep watch over the rest of the city.

Eventually their driver slowed to take the exit into the centre and now the women feasted their eyes on regal squares, palatial buildings and occasional grandiose fountains before he turned off to take a route through the narrow cobbled streets that spread through the city.

Even though her mother had been from Spain, Sonia had visited this country only twice before, both times to the coastal resorts of the Costa del Sol. There she had stayed on the slick stretch of sparkling coast, where all-year sun and all-day breakfasts were marketed to the British and Germans who came in droves. Nearby plantations of matching villas, with ornate pillars and fancy wrought-iron railings, were so close and yet a million miles away from this city of confused streets and buildings that had been built over many centuries.

Here was a place with unfamiliar smells, a cacophony of ancient and modern, cafés overflowing with local people, windows piled high with small, glossy pastries, served by serious men proud of their trade, tatty shuttered apartments, glimpses of sheets hung out on balconies to dry. This was a real place, she thought, nothing ersatz here.

They swung this way and that, left and right, right and left and left again, as though they might end up exactly where they had started. Each of the small streets was one-way and occasionally there was a near miss with a moped that was going the wrong way up the street and approaching them at speed. Pedestrians, oblivious to the danger, stepped off the pavement into their path. Only a taxi driver could have negotiated his way through this complex maze. A set of rosary beads suspended from the rear-view mirror clattered against the windscreen and an icon of the Virgin Mary watched demurely from the dashboard. There were no fatalities on this journey, so she seemed to be doing her job.

The sickly, boiled-sweet smell of air-freshener combined with the turbulence of the journey had made both women feel nauseous, and they were relieved when the car eventually slowed down and they heard the grating sound of the handbrake being yanked into position. The two-star Hotel Santa Ana was in a small, scruffy  square, flanked by a bookshop on one side and a cobbler on the other, and along the pavement was a row of stalls now in the process of being packed up. Smooth golden loaves and hefty tranches of flat, olive-studded bread were being wrapped, and the last remaining segments of some fruit tarts originally the size of wagon wheels were being stowed away in waxed paper.

‘I’m ravenous,’ said Maggie, watching the stallholders loading up their small vans. ‘I’ll just grab something from them before they disappear.’

With typical spontaneity, Maggie ran across the road, leaving Sonia to pay off the taxi driver. She returned with a generous section of bread that she was already tearing into pieces, impatient to satisfy her hunger.

‘This is delicious. Here, try some.’

She thrust some of the crusty loaf into Sonia’s hand and they both stood on the pavement by their bags, eating and scattering crumbs liberally on the stone slabs. It was time for the paseo. People were beginning to come out for their evening saunter. Men and women together, women arm in arm, pairs of men. All were smartly dressed and though they enjoyed a stroll for its own sake they looked purposeful.

‘It looks attractive, doesn’t it?’ said Maggie.

‘What?’

‘Life in this city! Look at them!’ Maggie pointed at the café on the corner of the square, which was packed with customers. ‘What do you think they talk about over their tinto?’

‘Everything, I expect,’ replied Sonia with a smile. ‘Family life, political scandal, football . . .’

‘Look, let’s go and check in,’ said Maggie, finishing her bread. ‘Then we could go out and have a drink.’

The glass door opened into a brightly lit reception area that was given a sense of grandeur by a number of chocolate-boxy arrangements of silk flowers and a few pieces of heavy baroque furniture. A smiling young man behind a high desk gave them a registration form and after photocopying their passports, told them the time of breakfast and handed them a key. The full-size wooden orange attached to it was an absolute guarantee that they would  never leave the hotel without handing it in for replacement on the row of hooks behind reception.

Beyond the lobby, everything else in this hotel was tawdry. Nose to nose, they went up in a tiny box of a lift, their luggage balanced in a tower, and on the third floor emerged into a narrow corridor. In the darkness they clattered along with their suitcases until they could make out in large, tarnished figures the number ‘301’.

Their room had a view of sorts. But not of the Alhambra. It looked out onto a wall and, specifically, onto an air-conditioning unit.

‘We wouldn’t spend much time looking out of the window anyway, would we?’ commented Sonia, as she drew the thin curtains.

‘And even if there was a balcony with gorgeous furniture and far-reaching views over the mountains we wouldn’t use it,’ added Maggie, laughing. ‘It’s a bit early in the year.’

Sonia quickly threw open her suitcase, squashed a few T-shirts into the small bedside drawer and hung the rest of her things in the narrow wardrobe; the scrape of metal coat hangers on the rail set her teeth on edge. The bathroom was as economically sized as the bedroom, and Sonia, though petite, had to squeeze behind the basin to shut the door. Having cleaned her teeth she tossed her brush into the single glass provided and reappeared in the bedroom.

Maggie was lying on top of the burgundy bedspread, her suitcase on the floor, still unopened.

‘Aren’t you going to unpack?’ enquired Sonia, who knew from experience that Maggie would probably spend the week living out of a suitcase that frothed over with bits of flirtatious lace and tangles of ruffled blouses, rather than actually hang anything up.

‘What’s that?’ Maggie asked distractedly, engrossed in reading something.

‘Unpack?’

‘Oh, yes. I might do that later.’

‘What’s that you’re reading?’

‘It was with a pile of leaflets on the table,’ Maggie replied from behind a flyer, held close to her face in an attempt to make out the words.

The low-voltage lighting lifted the gloom of the dark beige room only a little and scarcely provided enough illumination to read. ‘It’s advertising a flamenco show somewhere called Los Fandangos. It’s in the gypsy area, as far as my Spanish can tell, anyway. Shall we go?’

‘Yes. Why not? They’ll be able to tell us on reception how to get there, won’t they?’

‘And it doesn’t start until ten thirty, so we could go and eat first.’

Shortly afterwards, they were out on the street, a map of the city in hand. They wound their way through a labyrinth of streets, partly following their noses, partly the orientation of the map.


Jardines, Mirasol, Cruz, Puentezuelas, Capuchinas . . .

Sonia remembered the meaning of most of these words from her schooldays. Each one held its magic. They were like brush strokes, painting the landscape of the city, each one helping to build up a picture of the whole. As they got closer to the heart of this city, the street names clearly reflected the dominance of the Roman Catholic religion.

They were making for the cathedral, the city’s central point. According to the map, everything emanated from here. The narrow alleyways seemed an unlikely way to reach it but it was only when Sonia saw some railings and two women sitting begging in front of a carved doorway that she looked up for the first time. Towering above was the most sturdy of buildings. It filled the sky, a solid mass of distinctively fortress-like stone. It did not reach up to the light, like St Paul’s, St Peter’s or the Sacré-Coeur. From where she stood, it seemed to blot it out. Nor did it announce itself with a huge empty space in front of it. It lurked behind the workaday streets of cafés and shops, and from most places in these narrow streets was unseen.

On the hour, however, it reminded the world of its presence. As the two women stood there, the bells began to toll. The volume was enough to make them reel back. Resoundingly deep, metallic clangs banged inside their heads. Sonia cupped her ears with her hands and followed Maggie away from the deafening noise.

It was eight o’clock and the tapas bars around the cathedral  were already filling up. Maggie made a speedy decision, drawn to the place where a waiter stood outside on the pavement, smoking.

Once they were perched on high wooden stools, the women ordered wine. It was served in small stubby tumblers with a generous plate of jamon and each time they ordered another drink, more tapas magically appeared. Although they had been hungry, these small offerings of olives, cheese and pâté slowly filled them up.

Sonia was perfectly happy with Maggie’s choice of venue. Behind the bar, ranks of mighty hams hung from the ceiling, like giant bats suspended upside down in trees. Fat dripped from them into small plastic cones. Next to them were chorizos, and on shelves behind sat huge tins of olives and tuna. There were rows and rows of bottles just out of reach. Sonia loved this dusty chaos, the rich, sweet smell of jamon and the hum of conviviality that wrapped itself around her like a favourite coat.

Maggie interrupted her reverie. ‘So, how is everything?’

It was a question typical of her friend. As heavily loaded as the cocktail stick onto which she had speared two olives and a cherry tomato.

‘Fine,’ answered Sonia, knowing as she said it that this response would probably not do. It sometimes annoyed her that Maggie always wanted to get straight to the heart of things. They had kept conversation quite light and superficial since they had met up at Stansted early that day, but sooner or later, she knew Maggie would want more. Sonia sighed. This was what she both loved and loathed about her friend.

‘How’s that dusty old husband of yours?’ This more direct question could not be deflected with one single word, especially not ‘Fine’.

Since nine o’clock, the bar had filled up rapidly. Earlier in the evening the clientele had been mostly elderly men, gathered in tight-knit groups. They were neat figures, Sonia observed, small and smartly jacketed, with highly polished shoes. After that, slightly younger people began to pack the place out and stood chatting animatedly, balancing wine and plates of tapas on the narrow ledge that ran around the room especially for this purpose. The volume  of noise meant that conversation was more difficult now. Sonia drew up her stool so close to Maggie’s their wooden frames touched.

‘Dustier than ever,’ she said in her ear. ‘He didn’t want me to come here, but I suspect he’ll get over that.’

Sonia glanced over at the clock above the bar. Their flamenco show was beginning in less than half an hour.

‘We really should go, shouldn’t we?’ she said, slipping down off her stool. Much as she loved Maggie, for the time being she wished to deflect her personal questions. In her best friend’s view no husband was really worth having, but Sonia had often suspected that this might have been something to do with the fact that Maggie had never had one, at least not one of her own.

Coffee had just been served to them on the bar and Maggie was not going to leave without drinking it.

‘We’ve got time for this,’ she said. ‘Everything starts late in Spain.’

Both women drained their rich cups of café solo, manoeuvred their way through the crowds and went outside. The throng continued into the street and almost all the way to the Sacromonte where they soon found a sign pointing to ‘Los Fandangos’. It was set into the hillside, a white-washed, roughly plastered building, the cueva where they were going to see flamenco. Even as they approached, they could hear the alluring sound of someone picking out chords on a guitar.




Chapter Two

THAT NIGHT, BACK in the hotel bedroom, Sonia lay awake staring at the ceiling. As is the way with cheap hotel rooms, it was too dark in the day and too light in the night. Through the unlined curtains a beam of light from the lamp outside illuminated the beige pattern of hallucinogenic swirls on the ceiling and her mind, still stimulated by caffeine, whirled. Even without the light and the coffee, the thin mattress would have been conducive to wakefulness.

Sonia contemplated her happiness at being in this city. Maggie’s rhythmic breathing in the next bed only a few inches away was strangely comforting. She mulled over the evening and how she had deflected her friend’s questions. Whatever she said, Maggie would get at the truth sooner or later and would simply know how things were with her in spite of any words. She could tell merely from a shadow that flickered across a face in answer to the question ‘How are you?’ what the answer should be. This was why James did not like her, and indeed why so many men shared his feelings. She was too perceptive, generally too critical of men and never gave them the benefit of any doubt.

James was, as Maggie so kindly put it, ‘dusty’. It was not his age alone, but his attitudes. Dust had probably settled on him in the cradle.

Their wedding five years earlier, following a courtship of textbook romanticism, had been a vision of contrived but fairy-tale perfection. In this hard, narrow bed, so distant in every way from the expansive luxury of the four-poster where she had spent her wedding night, Sonia thought back to the time when James had appeared in her life.

They met when Sonia was twenty-seven and James was hurtling towards his fortieth birthday. He was a junior partner in a small private bank and for the first fifteen years of his career had worked an eighteen-hour day, ambitiously climbing his way up the corporate ladder. Though he might be in the office for eighteen hours a day, he was at the end of a phone for twenty-four if he was seeing through a deal. Occasionally he picked up a girl late at night in a wine bar, but these were women he would never introduce to his parents, and once or twice he had had relationships with kittenish, stiletto-heeled receptionists who worked in the bank. These never resulted in anything and sooner or later, these girls drifted off, usually to work as PAs in another bank.

Only weeks before his landmark birthday, as the Americans who owned his bank would have put it, James ‘reprioritised’. He needed someone to take to the opera, to dinners, to have his children. In other words, he wanted to be married. Though she was unaware of it for several years, Sonia eventually realised that she had nicely fulfilled an entry in his Filofax ‘to do’ list.

Sonia remembered their first meeting very clearly. James’s employer, Berkmann Wilder, had recently merged with another bank and had taken on the PR consultancy she worked for to rebrand them. Sonia always dressed provocatively for meetings with financial institutions, knowing that men who worked in the City usually had rather obvious taste, and when she was shown into the bank’s boardroom, her attraction was not lost on James. Petite, blonde, with a pert bottom well outlined by a tight skirt, and a neat bosom cupped in a lace bra just visible through a silk blouse, she satisfied several male fantasies. James’s stares made her feel almost uncomfortable.

‘Peachy,’ James described her to a colleague that lunchtime. ‘And quite sparky too.’

The following week when she returned for a second meeting, he suggested a working lunch. The lunch led to a drink in a wine bar and within the week, they were what James called ‘an item’. Sonia was being swept off her feet and she had no desire to feel the ground beneath them. As well as being quite  handsome, he filled in all kinds of gaps in her life. He came from a large, terribly English, entirely conventional, Home Counties family. Such firm foundations had been lacking in Sonia’s life and proximity to them made her feel secure. The two significant relationships she had been through in her twenties had ended disastrously for her. One had been with a musician, the other with an Italian photographer. Neither had been faithful to her and the appeal of James was his reliability, his public school solidity.

‘He’s so much older than you!’ objected her friends.

‘Why does that matter so much?’ queried Sonia.

It was the very fact of this age gap that probably gave him the resources for lavishly extravagant gestures. On Valentine’s Day, he did not send a dozen red roses, he sent a dozen dozen, and her small flat in Streatham was overwhelmed. She had never been so spoiled, or indeed so happy when, on her birthday, she found a two-carat diamond solitaire ring in the bottom of a glass of champagne. ‘Yes’ was the only possible answer.

Although Sonia had no intention of giving up a job she enjoyed, James offered her long-term security and in return she brought a dowry of childbearing potential and tolerance of a mother-in-law for whom no one was good enough for her son.

As she lay in her cramped Granada hotel room, Sonia thought of their glorious white wedding, the images of it still so clear; a video had been professionally done and was still occasionally replayed. The marriage had taken place, two years after their first meeting, in the Gloucestershire village close to James’s family home. The dingy part of south London where Sonia had grown up would not have provided a picturesque enough backdrop for these nuptials. There was a rather obvious imbalance in the congregation (representation on the bride’s side was noticeably thinner than on the groom’s, which swelled with second cousins, fleets of small children and friends of his parents) but for Sonia the only really noticeable absence was her mother’s. She knew that her father felt it too. Apart from that, everything was perfect. Sprays of freesias festooned pew-ends and scented the air, and there was a gasp as Sonia entered through  the arch of white roses on her father’s arm. In a full tulle gown that almost filled the width of the aisle, she floated down the strip of carpet towards her groom. Crowned with flowers, the sun creating a halo of light around her, the silver-framed photographs in her home reminded her that she had looked translucent, other-worldly on that day.

After the reception (a four-course dinner for three hundred in a pink candy-striped marquee), James and Sonia left in a Bentley for Cliveden and by eleven the following morning they were on their way to Mauritius. It was a perfect beginning.

For a long while, Sonia had loved being petted, cared for. She enjoyed the way that James opened doors for her, came home from business trips to Rome with satin lingerie in silk-lined boxes, from Paris with perfumes packaged in boxes within boxes layered like Russian dolls, and with airport scarves from Chanel and Hermès that were not quite her. The habit of clothing her and choosing how she might be fragranced was one he had copied from his father. Sonia’s in-laws, Richard and Diana, had been together for nearly fifty years, so it was clearly a technique that women liked, James had evidently concluded.

They both had careers that absorbed them. Sonia had moved to a younger, smaller company that looked after the PR interests of manufacturing companies rather than City institutions. She felt she had enough bankers and lawyers in her private life. She did not mind the fact that James did not bother to change his working patterns. He would be disturbed at all times of day or night by a ringing phone and the need to deal with some international conference call between London, Tokyo and New York. This was the personal cost of a banker’s salary. Sonia perfectly understood and never minded that, a few times a week, he had to have dinner with clients. On the evenings when he was at home, he had very little energy for anything much apart from a perusal of Investors Chronicle and a vacant stare at the television. The only exceptions were the occasional visits to the cinema and the very regular dinner parties that he and Sonia gave and attended.

On the surface of things, all looked rosy. They had everything:  good jobs, a Wandsworth house that was steadily increasing in value, and plenty of space to begin a family. They seemed a solid couple, just like their home and the street where they lived. The obvious next stage in their lives was to become parents, but to James’s irritation something held Sonia back. She had begun to make excuses, both to herself and to James, usually to do with it not being the right moment to take a career break. Admitting, even to herself, the real reason was not easy.

Sonia could not put a date on when the drinking had seemed to become a problem. There probably was not an exact moment, a particular glass of wine, a specific bar or an evening when James had come home and she felt he had had ‘too much’. Perhaps the moment had been at a business lunch, or even at a dinner party, possibly the one they had given the previous week when the large mahogany table had been laid with their best china and cut glass, all gifts at their perfect fairy-tale wedding five years earlier.

She could picture her guests standing around sipping flutes of champagne in their comfortable shades of ice-blue drawing room, making conversation that followed a predictable pattern. The men had been uniformly dressed in suits but the women had their own strict dress code too: floaty skirts and kitten heels and what at one time would have been called a ‘twinset’. Some kind of diamond pendant was de rigueur, too, and a set of fine jangly bangles. It was the smart-casual dress style of their generation: feminine, slightly flirty but steering well clear of tarty.

Sonia recalled how conversation had followed its usual pattern: information had been exchanged about when to put children’s names down for nursery, the flattening of property prices, the rumoured opening of a new deli-restaurant on the Common, brief reference to an awful road rage incident in the neighbouring street, and then the men told crude jokes that had been circulating on the internet to try to lighten the atmosphere. She remembered feeling almost at screaming point with the sheer predictability of the middle-class talk and with these people with whom she felt she had nothing in common.

That night, as usual, James had been eager to show off his huge collection of vintage clarets, and the husbands, tired after a long week in the city, had enjoyed knocking back a few bottles of 1978 Burgundy, though even after a glass and a half they began to get disapproving looks from their wives who now realised that it would be their job to drive home.

Cigars had made their appearance at midnight.

‘Go on,’ coaxed James, passing around a box of pure Havana cigars, ‘guaranteed to have been rolled between a virgin’s thighs!’

Though they had heard it said a thousand times before, the men all roared with laughter.

For conservative forty-six-year-old bankers like James, an evening such as this was perfect: safe, respectable and just as his parents would have enjoyed. In fact, it was no different from dinners that Mr and Mrs Cameron Senior had hosted. James once told Sonia that he remembered sitting on the landing peering through the banister rails and catching snippets of conversation that floated up from the dining room and the occasional burst of laughter as doors were opened and closed, his mother hurrying to and from the kitchen, delivering tureens of soup or casserole to her generously proportioned hostess trolley. His childhood spying on the staircase had always come to an end well before the guests left and the conviviality of it all lived on in his imagination. Sonia sometimes wondered if his parents had bickered over the debris of the evening, or how often his mother climbed wearily into bed at two in the morning beside a snoring husband.

That previous week, it had not been until well after midnight that the guests had all departed. Faced with the depressing aftermath of the dinner party, James had displayed a level of belligerence that had taken Sonia by surprise, given that it had been, as usual, his decision to fill their home with City colleagues and their shrill wives. It was not exactly her idea of fun either, dealing with glasses that were too fragile to go in the dishwasher, ashtrays full of smouldering dog-ends, tidemarks of soup now stuck to the bowls like green concrete, a tablecloth stained with splatters of claret, and white linen napkins covered with perfect  lipstick kiss marks. Someone had spilled coffee onto the carpet and not mentioned it, and there was a splash of red wine on a pale armchair.

‘What’s the point of having a cleaner if we still have to scrub the dishes?’ exploded James as he attacked a particularly resistant pan and sent a tidal wave of water flying over the edge of the sink. Even if his guests had limited the amount they had drunk, James had not.

‘She only works during the week,’ said Sonia, mopping up the lake of greasy water, which lapped against James’s feet. ‘You know that.’

James knew full well that the cleaner did not come on Friday nights, but it did not stop him from asking the same question every time he found himself at the sink doing battle with stubborn stains.

‘Bloody dinner parties,’ he swore, carrying in a third tray laden with glasses. ‘Why do we give them?’

‘Because we get invited to them and you like them,’ Sonia replied quietly.

‘It just goes round in bloody circles, doesn’t it?’

‘Look, we don’t have to give another one for ages. We’re owed lots of invitations.’

Sonia knew not to pursue this line of conversation. It would be much better to button her lip.

By one o’clock, the plates were filed in perfect order, facing right in the dishwasher like a row of soldiers. They had had their usual argument about whether or not the sauce should be rinsed off the plates before stacking them. James had won. The smart Worcestershire china already gleamed inside the now humming machine. The pans were spotless too and James and Sonia had nothing more to say to each other.

Retiring to bed in Granada was so different. She loved the solitude of this narrow bed and being alone with her own reflections. There was such peace in this. The only sounds she could hear were reassuring: a moped buzzing in the street below, a muffled conversation amplified by the acoustics of the narrow street and the faintly rasping breath of her oldest friend.

In spite of the light that still streamed in from the lamppost outside and even now a subtle brightening of the sky, suggestive of dawn breaking, her mind finally shut down, like a candle extinguished. She slept.




Chapter Three

ONLY A FEW hours later the women were woken by the insistent pulse of an alarm.

‘Rise and shine,’ said Sonia with mock cheerfulness, peering at the bedside clock. ‘Almost time to go.’

‘It’s only eight,’ groaned Maggie.

‘You haven’t changed your watch,’ replied Sonia. ‘It’s nine and we’re meant to be there at ten.’

Maggie pulled her sheet up over her head while Sonia got up, showered and dried herself with a rough, threadbare towel. By nine twenty she was dressed. She had come to Granada for a purpose.

‘Come on, Maggie, let’s not be late,’ she said coaxingly. ‘I’m going to nip down for some coffee while you get dressed.’

While she breakfasted on a limp croissant and tepid coffee, Sonia studied the map of Granada and located their destination. The dance school was not far away, but they would have to concentrate on taking the correct turnings.

As she sipped her coffee, Sonia mused on how things evolved. It had all begun with a film. Without that, the dancing would never have happened. It was like a board game – she had not known where the next move would take her.

One of the few things that James occasionally agreed to do on a weekday was to go to their local cinema, even if he was usually asleep well before the film’s denouement. The local south London picture house resolutely refused to show blockbusters, but had enough local clientele wanting to see high-brow, art-house films, to half fill it most nights. It was only a mile or so from where they lived, but the atmosphere was much edgier this side of  Clapham Common: Caribbean takeaways, kebab houses and tapas bars competed with Chinese, Indian and Thai restaurants, all a contrast with the glassy metropolitan restaurants closer to their home.

The side street into which they emerged after the film matched the hauntingly gloomy Almodóvar film they had watched. As they walked along Sonia noticed something that she hadn’t seen before – a brightly illuminated, flashing, Las Vegas-vulgar sign: ‘SALSA! RUMBA!’ it shrieked in neon. In the dimly lit street, there was something reassuringly cheerful about the sign.

As they approached, they could hear music and see a suggestion of movement behind the frosted windows. They must have walked past this building on their way to the cinema but not even given it a second look. In the intervening two hours, the prosaic-looking nineteen fifties hall, squeezed into the space where a bomb had fallen during the Blitz, had come to life.

As they passed, Sonia had taken in a smaller, illuminated sign:

 

Tuesday – Beginners

Friday – Intermediate

Saturday – All Levels

From inside came a scarcely audible but alluring Latin American beat. Even the faint suggestion of rhythm exerted a strong pull on her. The clipped sound of James’s heels retreating down the street confirmed to her that he had not even noticed it.

Coming home from the office a few weeks later, she had, as usual, to force open the front door and push aside the embankment of paper that lay behind it. Leaflets clogged up the hallway as irritatingly as slush on winter roadsides – every type of take-away and home delivery imaginable, catalogues for DIY shops that she had no intention of visiting, offers of carpet cleaning at half price, English lessons that she did not need. But there was one leaflet that she could not throw into the recycling bin. On one side was a photo of the neon sign that had winked at her all those weeks ago and the words: ‘Salsa! Rumba!’ On the reverse, were days and times for lessons and at the bottom of the page,  rather endearingly, the following words: ‘Lern to dance. Dance to live. Live to dance.’

As a little girl she had been taken to weekly ballet lessons and later on to tap dancing. She had given up dance school as a teenager but was always there until the bitter end at any school disco. Since they married, James had made it clear that dancing was not his ‘thing’ so the opportunity rarely arose. Now there was just the occasional black tie birthday party or a corporate event for James’s bank, where there might be a small square of parquet flooring and a DJ who played a few desultory disco hits from the nineteen eighties. It was not the real thing. The thought that there was somewhere she could take dance lessons less than ten minutes’ drive from where she lived kept coming back to her. Perhaps she would pluck up the courage to go one day.

That day came sooner than she had imagined. It was a few months later. They had planned to see a film and James had rung on her mobile just as she was arriving at the cinema to say that he was stuck in the office. Across the way, the neon lights of the dance school winked at her.

The hall was as seedy on the inside as it appeared on the outside. Paint peeled from the ceiling and there was a waist-height tide-mark all the way round the room as though it had once filled up with water like a giant fish tank. This might have explained the unmistakable smell of damp. Six bare light bulbs hung down from the ceiling on irregular lengths of flex, and a few posters advertising Spanish fiestas were intended to cheer up the walls. Their tattiness only reinforced the general sense of decay. Sonia’s nerve almost failed her, but one of the instructors spotted her in the doorway. She was given a warm welcome, and was just in time for the start of a lesson.

She found that she soon picked up the rhythm. Before the end of the evening she discovered that the movement could turn into something as subtle as a twitch of the hips rather than a meticulously counted sequence of steps. Two hours later she emerged, flushed, into the chilly evening air.

For some reason that she could not have articulated to anyone, Sonia felt exhilarated. Even the music had filled her to the very  top of her being. She was brimming – that was the only way she could describe it to herself – and without hesitation she signed up for a course. Each week the dancing thrilled her more. Sometimes she could hardly contain her exuberance. For an hour or so after it had finished, the mood of the dance class remained with her. There was an enchantment about dancing. Even a few minutes of it could leave her in a state of near-ecstasy.

She loved everything about her Tuesday evening engagement with Juan Carlos, the stubby Cuban with the shiny, pointy-toed dancing boots. She loved the rhythm and the momentum and the way the music reminded her of sunshine and warm places.

Whenever the instructor needed to, he would demonstrate the complex steps with his even tinier wife, Marisa, and whilst they did so their dozen or so pupils stood in silent, admiring rapture. It was the deftness of their steps and the ease with which they moved that reminded this small motley audience why they showed up each week. The truth was that, most of the time, women were dancing with women. The older of the only two men, Charles, had clearly been a good dancer in his youth. Now in his late sixties, his footwork was still feather light and he moved his partner firmly but with faultless rhythm. He never missed a beat and never failed to pick up the instructions they were given. Whenever Sonia danced with him, she knew that he dreamed of his wife who, she had gathered from a brief conversation, had died just over three years before. He was brave, sprightly, sweet.

The other, a recently divorced and slightly overweight man in his forties, had taken up dancing as a way of meeting women. In spite of the healthy ratio of women to men, he was already finding this class to be a disappointment as there was no one here who was going to take the slightest interest. Each week he asked a different woman out for a drink with him and, one by one, they declined. It might have been something to do with the way he sweated profusely even during the slow dances. The girls were much happier dancing with each other than finding themselves cheek to cheek with desperation and a large perspiring frame.

Over the following weeks, Sonia acknowledged that Tuesday was her favourite of all days, and her class the one unmissable commitment in her diary. What started as a distraction, grew into a passion. Salsa CDs littered the boot of her car, and on her journeys to work she mind-danced as she drove. Each week, she returned warm and flushed from the exhilaration of her lesson. On the occasions when he was already in, James would greet her with a patronising comment, bursting the balloon of her euphoria.

‘Good time at your dancing class?’ he enquired, glancing up from his newspaper. ‘How were all the little girls in their tutus?’

James’s tone, though it pretended to be teasing, had a distinctively sarcastic undertone. Sonia tried not to be provoked, but felt obliged to deflect his criticism.

‘It’s just like a step class. Don’t you remember? I used to go to them all the time a couple of years ago.’

‘Mmm . . . vaguely,’ came the voice behind the newspaper. ‘Can’t see why you have to go every week, though.’

One day she mentioned this new interest of hers to her oldest school friend, Maggie. The two girls had been inseparable for the seven years they were at grammar school together, and two decades on they were still almost as close, meeting several times a year for an evening in a wine bar. Maggie was full of enthusiasm for Sonia’s dancing. Could she come too? Would Sonia take her? Sonia was only too pleased. It could only make it more fun.

The bond between them had been forged when they were eleven and never broken. Initially all that had brought them together was the simple fact that they had gained places at the same grammar school in Chislehurst, wore the same navy blazer that chafed at their necks and stiff flannel skirts that crackled round their knees. On the very first day of school they had been thrown together in the fourth row by the proximity of their surnames in the register: pale, little Sonia Haynes and tall, chatty Margaret Jones.

From that day, they observed and admired the many differences in each other. Sonia envied Maggie’s relaxed attitude to her schoolwork and Maggie looked admiringly at her friend’s  meticulous notes and neat annotated set texts. Maggie thought Sonia’s colour TV the most amazing thing in the universe, but Sonia would have swapped it any day for the platform shoes her friend was allowed to wear. Sonia wished she had liberal parents like Maggie’s, who let her stay out until midnight, while Maggie knew that she would have wanted to come home earlier if there was a dog curled up by a glowing fire. Whatever one of them had, to the other it seemed desirable.

In every way, their lives could not have been more contrasted: Sonia was an only child and her mother was already in a wheelchair by the time she started secondary school. The atmosphere in her tidy semi-detached house was subdued. Maggie, on the other hand, lived in a ramshackle house with four siblings and easy-going parents who never seemed to mind if she was in or out.

In their all-girls school, academic work absorbed little of their energy. Feuds, discos and boyfriends were their main preoccupations, and confessions and confidences were the oxygen of friendship. When Sonia’s mother was finally beaten by the multiple sclerosis that had been slowly destroying her for years, Maggie was the person Sonia cried with. Maggie more or less moved in with her and both Sonia and her father appreciated her presence. She lifted the terrible gloom of their grief. This happened in the girls’ lower sixth. In the following year, Maggie had her own crisis. She became pregnant. Her parents took the news badly and for the second time Maggie went to live with Sonia for a few weeks until they got used to the idea.

In spite of this closeness, they went very separate ways when they left school. Maggie’s baby was born not long after – no one ever knew the name of the father, perhaps not even Maggie herself – and eventually she supported herself by teaching pottery part time in a couple of colleges and at night classes. Her daughter, Candy, was now seventeen, and had just started at art school. In a good light, with their big hoop earrings and quasi-bohemian style of dress, they could easily be mistaken for sisters. In a harsher one, some would look at Maggie and wonder why a woman her age was still dressing in Topshop. Though her long dark curls were  almost identical to her daughter’s, years of smoking had indented her sun-tanned face with lines that revealed her true age. They lived together on the borders of Clapham and Brixton, close to a row of pound shops and the best Indian vegetarian restaurants this side of Delhi.

Sonia’s lifestyle, a career in PR, an expensively upholstered home, and James were all very alien to Maggie, who had never hidden her concerns about her friend marrying such a ‘stuffed shirt’.

Their lives might have gone in very different directions, but geographically they had remained close, their south of the river homes being only a few miles apart. For nearly twenty years they had diligently remembered each other’s birthdays and nourished their friendship with lengthy evenings over a few bottles of wine, when they told each other every detail of their lives until it was closing time, and then parted, not to be in touch again for weeks or even months.

For the first half of her introductory salsa class in Clapham, Maggie sat out and watched. All the time she was tapping out the beat with her foot and rocking gently on her hips, never for a moment taking her eyes off the instructors’ feet as they demonstrated that night’s steps. Juan Carlos had the music turned up loud that night, and the insistent beat seemed to make the floorboards themselves vibrate. After the five-minute break, when everyone sipped water from their bottles and Sonia introduced her old friend to the other dancers, Maggie was ready to try the steps. A few of the regulars were sceptical that someone who had not been to the class before could join halfway through a term and expect to catch up; they feared that their own progress would be delayed.

The Cuban took Maggie’s hand and, in front of the mirror, led her through the dance. The rest of the class watched, several of them hoping that she would flounder. Her brow might have been furrowed with concentration but Maggie remembered every move and half-turn that they had been working on that night and was step-perfect. There was a ripple of applause as the dance finished.

Sonia was impressed. It had taken her weeks to get as far as Maggie had in half an hour.

‘How did you manage that?’ she asked Maggie over a glass of Rioja in the wine bar afterwards.

She admitted that some years ago she had done some salsa on a trip to Spain and had not forgotten the basic technique. ‘It’s like riding a bike,’ she said nonchalantly, ‘once learned, never forgotten.’

Within a few sessions, her enthusiasm surpassed even Sonia’s and, with few other commitments in her life, Maggie began going to a salsa club, dancing in the darkness with hundreds of others until five in the morning.

In a few weeks it was to be Maggie’s thirty-fifth birthday.

‘We’re going dancing in Spain,’ she announced.

‘That sounds fun,’ said Sonia. ‘With Candy?’

‘No, with you. I’ve got the tickets. Forty pounds return to Granada. It’s done. And I’ve booked us some dance classes while we’re there.’

Sonia could imagine exactly how badly this would go down with James, but there was no question of refusing Maggie. She knew for sure that her friend would have little sympathy for any kind of vacillation. Maggie was a free spirit and never understood how anyone could give up their liberty to come and go as they pleased. But most importantly for Sonia, she did not want to refuse. Dance already seemed like a driving force in her life and she was addicted to the sense of release it gave.

‘How fantastic!’ she said. ‘When exactly?’

The trip was in three weeks’ time, to tie in with the day of Maggie’s birthday.

James’s froideur was no surprise. If James had disliked his wife’s new interest in dancing, his antagonism intensified when she had announced this trip to Granada.

‘Sounds like a hen party,’ he had said dismissively. ‘Bit old for that kind of thing, aren’t you?’

‘Well, Maggie did miss out on the whole wedding thing, so perhaps that’s why she’s making such a celebration of a big birthday.’

‘Maggie . . .’ As ever, James’s contempt for Maggie was ill concealed. ‘Why didn’t she ever get married? Like everyone else?’

He could see what Sonia saw in her university friends, her colleagues and the various acquaintances she had made within sugar-borrowing distance of their home, but his attitude to Maggie was different. As well as being part of his wife’s dim and distant schooldays, Maggie did not fit into any boxes and he could not begin to see why Sonia kept in touch with her.

Far away from her husband, under the sympathetic gaze of a cheaply reproduced Virgin Mary in the breakfast room of the Hotel Santa Ana, Sonia realised that she had ceased to care what James thought of her unconventional friend.

Maggie appeared, bleary-eyed at the doorway.

‘Hi, sorry I’m late. Have I got time for coffee?’

‘No, not if we’re going to get there for the start of the class. We’d better go straight away,’ instructed Sonia, keen to obstruct any further procrastination that Maggie might be dreaming up. In the daytime, Sonia felt she was in charge. At night, she knew they would swap roles. It had never been any different.

They went out into the street and were taken aback by the sharp air. There were few people about: a handful of elderly folk with small dogs on leads, and the rest sitting in cafés. Most shop fronts were still hidden behind metal grilles, with only bakeries and cafés showing signs of life, the alluring fragrance of sweet pastries and churros scenting the air. Many of the cafés were already densely fogged with the steam of coffee machines and cigarette smoke. Most of the city would only really stir itself in another hour. Until then, early risers like Sonia and Maggie would have the narrow streets almost to themselves.

Sonia hardly looked up from her map, following the twists and turns of the alleyways and passageways to steer them to their destination. Every step of the way was guided by the blue lettering of the ceramic street signs, the musical charm of the names – Escuelas, Mirasol, Jardines – taking them closer. They crossed a recently hosed-down square, sloshing through puddles of water, and passing by a glorious flower stall that was set up between two cafés, its huge fragranced blooms luminous. The smooth slabs of  the marble pavement were soft underfoot and the fifteen-minute walk seemed like five.

‘We’re here,’ announced Sonia triumphantly, folding the map into her pocket. ‘La Zapata. This is it.’

It was a tatty building. Layers of small posters had built up over the years on the walls of its façade, one after the other stuck over the brickwork advertising flamenco, tango, rumba and salsa evenings taking place all over the city. Every phone box, lamppost and bus-shelter in the city seemed to have been used in the same way, informing passers-by of forthcoming espectáculos, one flyer plastered over another often before it had even taken place. It was a chaotic kind of collage but it represented the spirit of this city and the profusion of dance and music that was its lifeblood.

The inside of La Zapata was as scruffy as the exterior. There was nothing glamorous about it. This was not a place for performance but for practice and rehearsal.

Four doors led from the hallway. Two were open, two shut. From behind one closed door could be heard the sound of thunderous stamping. A herd of bulls charging down a street would not have made more noise. It stopped abruptly and was followed by the sound of rhythmic clapping, like the patter of raindrops after a thunderstorm.

A woman bustled purposefully past them and down an unlit corridor. Steel heel- and toecaps clip-clopped on the stone floor and music burst through a briefly opened door.

The two Englishwomen stood reading the framed posters advertising performances that had taken place decades earlier, slightly unsure what they should do. Eventually Maggie got the attention of a skeletally thin and tired-looking woman of about fifty, who seemed to run the place from a dark cubbyhole within the reception area.

‘Salsa?’ said Maggie, hopefully.

With a perfunctory nod, the woman acknowledged their presence. ‘Felipe y Corazón – allí,’ she said, pointing emphatically to one of the open doors.

They were the first in the studio. They put their bags in the corner and changed their shoes.

‘I wonder how many of us there will be,’ mused Maggie, doing up her buckles. Her statement required no response.

A mirror ran across one end of the room and a wooden bar ran down another. It was a clinical space with high windows that overlooked a narrow street, and even if the glass had not been opaque with dirt, little daylight would have entered the room. A strong smell of polish seeped from the dark wooden floor worn smooth by years of wear.

Sonia loved the slightly musty smell of age and usage that emanated from the walls of this room, the way that the cracks between the boards had filled with dust, grime and wax. She noticed the way fluff had mounted up between the segments of the ancient old radiators and saw silvery cobweb threads wafting gently from the ceiling. In each layer of dust there was another decade of the place’s history.

Half a dozen other people drifted into the studio. There was a group of Norwegian students (mostly girls) all doing Spanish Studies at university, and then a few additional men in their early twenties appeared, all of them locals.

‘They must be what are called “taxi dancers”,’ Maggie whispered to Sonia. ‘It said in the brochure that they hire them in to balance up the numbers.’

Eventually, their instructors appeared. Felipe and Corazón were both raven-haired and as lean as young calves, but their weathered skin betrayed that they were well into their sixties. Corazón had evenly spaced rows of deep lines on her bony face, not etched there just by the passing of time, but through expressiveness and the unashamed exaggeration of her emotions. Whenever she smiled, laughed and grimaced it took its toll on her skin. Both were dressed in black, which accentuated their slimness, and against the whiteness of the room, they stood out like silhouettes.

The group of twelve had spread themselves out, all of them facing their instructors.

‘Hola!’ they said in unison, smiling broadly at the group lined up expectantly in front of them.

‘Hola!’ chorused the group, like a class of well-disciplined six year olds.

Felipe carried a CD player, which he set down on the floor. He pressed ‘play’ and the space they shared was transformed. The joyful sound of a trumpet introduction pierced the air. The class automatically mirrored Corazón’s movements. It did not take a word from her, it was simply obvious that this was her intention. For a while the class warmed up gently, turning wrists and ankles, flexing heels, stretching necks and shoulders, and rotating hips. All the while they kept their eyes fixed on their teachers, fascinated by their pipe-cleaner bodies.

Though they had grown up in the flamenco tradition, Felipe and Corazón had seen which way the wind was blowing. In teaching terms, the Cuban-originated dance of salsa was more commercial and would appeal to an audience who might not be drawn to the dramatic intensity of flamenco. Some dancers of their age still performed, but Felipe and Corazón knew that they could not make a decent living out of doing so. Their strategy had worked. They had mastered salsa and created new choreographies, attracting many Granadinos as well as foreigners to their classes. They liked salsa; it was more superficial, less emotionally draining than their true passion, like a light Jerez next to a full-bodied Rioja.

For a few years there had been a steady wave of people wanting to learn salsa and Felipe and Corazón, old and experienced as they were, had no difficulty in becoming experts. Given a short demonstration of the steps, the pair could have danced any dance in the world. Just as musicians with perfect pitch can listen to a complex tune and then repeat it back, note perfect, and then a second time with variations and inversions, so it was with these two. One day they might watch a series of moves and the very next they had mastered it, having observed the male and female parts just a single time.

Salsa instruction now began. It was Corazón who did most of the shouting. Her voice cut through the music and even the strident tone of jazz trumpet that blasted its way through the salsa tune.

‘Y un, dos, tres! Y un, dos, tres! And! Clap! Clap! Clap! And! Clap! Clap! Clap! And . . .’

On she went. Repetition, after repetition, after repetition of the beat until it would haunt them and penetrate their dreams. Every turn their pupils mastered was greeted with huge encouragement and enthusiasm.

‘Eso es!’ That’s it!

When it was time to move on, to try something new, Felipe would call out: ‘Vale!’ OK! And a demonstration of the next turn, or vuelta, would commence.

‘Estupendo!’ the teachers would cry out, unashamed of the hyperbole.

Between attempts at each new move, the women would move round one partner, so that by the end of the lesson’s first half, they had danced with all of the taxi dancers. Even if none of them could speak English, these young men were all fluent in the language of salsa.

‘I love this,’ said Maggie as she passed Sonia on the dance floor.

In dancing, mused Sonia, perhaps Maggie showed her true self. She certainly looked happy being passed across a man’s body this way and that, her hand running down the back of his neck to an instruction given precisely by him. A dismissive flick of his hand was all that was required to tell her when to spin. She responded on the beat, without hesitation. Sonia watched her friend being used to demonstrate a complex sequence of steps and found it strange that Maggie seemed so attracted to a dance where the man played an entirely dominant role. The feisty feminist who wanted to be in charge seemed happy being twirled.

Maggie received praise from the teachers and an expression that Sonia remembered from schooldays passed across her face. It was a look of slight surprise, accompanied with a huge beam of pleasure.

There was a break when big jugs of iced water were brought in and poured into plastic cups. It had become stifling in the room and everyone drank thirstily while polite snippets of stilted conversation were exchanged between people of different nationalities.

When they had quenched their thirst, the two Englishwomen went off to the cloakroom. Sonia noticed huge quantities of graffiti, particularly several sets of initials heavily scored into the old wood. Some of the scratches had almost been polished away through the passing years, and others were freshly done, the recent carvings still the colour of naked flesh. One particularly ornate set of letters reminded her of a church carving, a work of art. It must have been a labour of love to have made such deep dents in these solid doors. Anyone who had bothered was not making a careless expression of short-lived passion but a declaration of real, lasting devotion. ‘J – M’ – the heavy doors would never shed this expression of affection until they were taken from their hinges and turned into firewood.

As they sauntered back into the corridor, they paused outside the studio, where the framed posters jostled with each other. Felipe and Corazón appeared on one of them. The style of type dated it to around 1975 and it was advertising a flamenco performance.

‘Look, Maggie, it’s a picture of our teachers!’

‘God, so it is! Hasn’t age been cruel!’

‘They haven’t changed that much,’ said Sonia in their defence. ‘Their figures are pretty similar.’

‘But those crow’s-feet – she didn’t have them in those days, did she?’ commented Maggie. ‘Do you think they’d show us some flamenco? Teach us how to stamp our feet? Give us a bit of a clatter on the castanets?’

Maggie didn’t wait for an answer. She was already back in the studio, explaining and gesticulating to the teachers what she wanted them to do.

Sonia watched her from the doorframe.

Finally, Felipe found some English words: ‘Flamenco can’t be taught,’ he said gutturally. ‘It’s in the blood, and only in gypsy blood at that. But you can try if you like. I’ll show you some at the end of the lesson.’

It was a statement designed to challenge.

For the next hour they repeated the movements from the first half of the lesson and then fifteen minutes before the end, Felipe clapped his hands together.

‘Now,’ he said. ‘Flamenco.’

He strutted over to the CD player, flicked swiftly through his wallet of music, and carefully extracted what he wanted. Meanwhile, Corazón changed her shoes in the corner, to a pair with heavy heels and steel-capped soles.

The class stood back, quietly expectant. They heard palms against palms and low drums. It was dark and very different from the happy-go-lucky sound of salsa.

Corazón strode out in front of the group. It was as though she no longer knew they were there. As a guitar played, she raised one arm and then another, her sinuous fingers fanning out like daisy petals. For more than five minutes, she stamped her feet in a complex sequence of heel and toe, heel and toe, that accelerated to a thunderous vibration before it stopped dead, with a final, decisive ‘BANG’ of her hard shoe on the solid floor. It was a virtuoso display of strength and breathtaking technical prowess as much as a dance, somehow the more impressive because of her age.

On the very beat that she stopped, a wail emanated from the speakers and eerily wrapped itself around everyone in the room. It was a raw-throated male voice and seemed to express the same anguish that had shown on Corazón’s face as she had danced.

Just before she finished, Felipe had begun and for a few seconds mirrored his wife’s movements, proving to the audience that this dance was not pure improvisation, but a well-rehearsed piece of choreography. Now Felipe took her place centre stage. Narrow-hipped, his slim back arched into a ‘C’, Felipe briefly struck a pose before spinning himself around and beginning a series of floor-hammering steps. The sound of metal on wood bounced off the mirrored walls. His movements were even more sensual than those of his wife, and certainly more coquettish. It was as though he flirted with the class, his hands travelling up and down his body, his hips rocking one way and then another. Sonia was transfixed.

As though to compete with Corazón, he executed an ever more complex sequence of steps, time after time landing by some miracle on precisely the same spot, the music drowned out by the hammering of feet. The passion of it was extraordinary and it seemed to have come from nowhere.

Felipe’s finishing pose, eyes to the ceiling, one arm wrapped around his back, the other thrown across his front was one of pure arrogance. From the back a quiet voice said ‘Olé’. It was Corazón; even she was moved by her husband’s display, his total absorption in the moment. Then there was silence.

After a moment or two, Maggie broke it by applauding rapturously. The rest of the group clapped but with less enthusiasm.

Felipe’s face broke into a smile, all traces of arrogance melting away. Corazón came out in front of the audience and challenged them.

‘Flamenco? Tomorrow? You want?’ she enquired, flashing her yellowing teeth.

Some of the Norwegian girls, slightly embarrassed by this display of naked emotion, turned to chat to one another; meanwhile the taxi dancers were looking at their watches to see whether their time as hired hands was nearly over. They did not plan to do overtime.

‘Yes,’ said Maggie. ‘I want.’

Sonia felt uncomfortable. Flamenco was so very different from salsa. From what she had seen in the past twelve hours, it was an emotional state of being as much as a dance. Salsa was carefree, an emotional escape route and, moreover, it was what they had come to improve.

By now the rest of the class had dispersed and Sonia needed fresh air.

‘Adiós,’ said Corazón, packing up her bag. ‘Hasta luego.’




Chapter Four

IT WAS ONE o’clock. The dance studio did not have glamorous neighbours and the workaday side street in which they found themselves offered little more than a car parts depot and a key cutter. As they walked to the end of the shadowy street and turned into the main road the atmosphere changed and they were dazzled by the glare of sunlight and deafened by the crazed cacophony of lunchtime traffic, brought to a standstill.

The bars and cafés were now crammed with builders, students and anyone else who lived too far out of town to get home for their lunchtime siesta. All the other shops – greengrocers, stationers and the plethora of hairdressing salons – were firmly shut up again, having opened for just a few hours since Sonia and Maggie had last passed. Their slatted metal grilles would not be raised again until some time after four.

‘Let’s stop at this one,’ suggested Maggie, outside the second bar they came to. La Castilla had a long, stainless-steel bar and several tables down the side of the room, all but one occupied. The two Englishwomen quickly went in.

The smells were intense and mingled together to form a distinctive aroma of Spanish café life: beer, jamon, stale ash, the slightly sour smell of goat’s cheese, a whiff of anchovies and, wafting across it all, strong, freshly ground coffee. A row of uniformly blue-overalled manual workers sat up at the bar, oblivious to everything but the plates in front of them. They were intent on sating their hunger. Almost simultaneously they put down their forks, and clumsy hands reached for packets of strong cigarettes, generating a mushroom cloud of smoke as they lit  up. Meanwhile the patron manufactured a row of café solos. It was a daily ritual for them all.

Only now did his attention turn to his new customers.

‘Señoras,’ he said, coming to their table.

Reading from the board behind the bar, they ordered huge crusty bocadillos to be filled with sardines. Sonia watched the bar owner preparing them. In one hand he wielded a knife, in the other a cigarette. It was an impressive juggling act and she marvelled as he ladled crushed tomatoes from a bowl and squashed them on to slabs of bread, fished sardines out of a bucket-sized tin and all the while took regular drags on his Corona cigarette. If the process seemed unconventional, the end result was by no means disappointing.

‘What did you think of the lesson?’ asked Sonia, between mouthfuls.

‘The teachers are wonderful,’ answered Maggie. ‘I love them.’

‘They’re life-enhancing, aren’t they?’ agreed Sonia.

She had to raise her voice above the clatter of falling coins that erupted from a one-armed bandit next to their table. Since entering they had listened to the perpetual warbling of the fruit machine, and now one of the café’s customers happily scooped a handful of coins into his pocket. He walked away whistling.

Sonia and Maggie both ate hungrily. They watched as the workmen left the bar, leaving behind them a pall of smoke and dozens of tiny screwed-up paper napkins carelessly scattered on the floor like a snow storm.

‘What do you think James would make of it all?’ asked Maggie.

‘What? This place?’ responded Sonia. ‘Too grubby. Too earthy.’

‘I meant the dancing,’ said Maggie.

‘You know what he’d think. That it’s all self-indulgent nonsense,’ replied Sonia.

‘I don’t know how you stand him.’

Maggie always went for the kill. Her open dislike of James almost drove Sonia to his defence but she did not really want to think about her husband today and quickly changed the subject.

‘My father, on the other hand, used to love dancing. I only discovered that a few weeks ago.’

‘Really? I don’t remember anything about that when we were growing up.’

‘Well, it was all over by then anyway, because of Mum’s illness.’

‘Of course it was,’ said Maggie, slightly embarrassed. ‘I forgot about that.’

‘When I last went to see him,’ continued Sonia, ‘he was so enthusiastic about my salsa lessons it almost made up for James’s cynicism.’

Sonia’s visits to her elderly father were usually timed for when James was having a golf day. It seemed a good opportunity, given that the two men had very little to say to each other. Unlike James’s parents, a visit to whom involved a three-hour drive out of London, the packing of green Wellington boots, occasionally evening wear and an obligatory overnight stay, Sonia’s father lived a mere thirty-minute drive away, in the outer suburbs of Croydon.

It was always with a pang of guilt that she rang his doorbell, one of a set of twenty outside the characterless block of nineteen fifties flats. Each visit, it seemed to take even longer before the buzzer went and the outer door, which let visitors into the pale green, uncarpeted communal hallway, opened. It was then a disinfectant-scented climb up to the second storey of this building, and by that time Jack Haynes would be standing at his open doorway ready to welcome his only daughter in.

Sonia recalled that last visit and how the seventy-eight year old’s round face had creased into a smile as she came into sight. She had embraced his stout frame and kissed the top of his liver-spotted head, making sure she did not disturb the few remaining strands of silver hair, which he had carefully combed back across his pate.

‘Sonia!’ he said warmly. ‘How lovely to see you.’

‘Hello, Dad.’ She hugged him tighter.

A tray with cups and saucers, a jug of milk and a small plate of Rich Tea biscuits was already set out on a low table in the living room, and Jack insisted that Sonia took a seat while he went into the kitchen to fetch the teapot, which rattled noisily as he carried it through and set it down. Pale liquid slopped from the spout and splashed the rug but she knew not to ask him  whether he needed any help. Such a ritual as this preserved the dignity of old age.
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