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Prologue


Positano, Italy, September 1963


On Mondays, I walk down to the cemetery. It’s a little habit I’ve developed in recent months. I follow the winding dirt track, carved into the cliffside by centuries of footsteps, my leather sandals kicking up dust in the dry September heat. There’s a strong breeze, rustling through the leaves of the olive trees, and, as the branches dip and sway, I catch the dazzling blue of the sea and feel it pierce some delicate part inside me, as it always does when it catches me like this, unaware, unthinking.


The track meets the sunbleached stone steps that will carry me the rest of the way down the cliffside, to the wrought-iron gates of the cemetery, thrown open in invitation. Inside, the dead wait, not in the neat, flat lines and granite headstones of an English cemetery but in what at first glance appears to be heaped disarray. The cemetery, like the village, must obey nature, making the most of what is on offer. Ornate stone crosses and flat brick monuments rub shoulders with simple unmarked urns, and then come the rows of shrines, offering the dead shade from the glittering sun above. These tombs cling to the cliff like a mirror image of Positano itself. Death imitating life on the steep ground.


I step into the cool of the mausoleum and move through the ghostly rows, the curling letters of each name calling out to be read and acknowledged. A lifetime of love, sorrow, secrets and lies, reduced to a single line of text. I avert my eyes and press on. No one I loved is in here.


Stepping back out into the sun, I reach my final destination, a low-walled path along the edge of the cemetery from which I can see Positano in its entirety, spread out before me like a picture postcard.


It’s exactly like the photograph in the brochure Spencer had waved in front of me before we were married. I can still recall the thrill I’d felt, gazing upon the riot of colour and the seemingly haphazard zigzag of buildings up the cliffside. The villas and hotels looked as though they were piled up from the beach, one atop the other, like a tower of child’s playthings.


‘It doesn’t look real!’ I’d exclaimed.


He’d ruffled my hair then, in that way of his – a mix of adoration and condescension. ‘I promise it is. You’ll see.’


And he was right. It was real, in the end. Though perhaps it would have been better if it weren’t. For all of us.


A railing has been added to the low stone wall, discouraging people from leaning too far over as they take in the view. It would be all too easy to become overawed by the dazzling blue of the sea, stretching away in every direction. Even those afraid of heights find it difficult to resist the lure.


Here, they call it il richiamo del vuoto. The call of the void. The intermingling of thrill and dread as you approach the edge and, for a split second, imagine what it might be like to jump.


I step back from the wall and turn my back on the aching beauty of it all. I’ll return to the villa now, this fresh image of Positano etched in my mind, layered over the countless others, all the way back to that very first – the glossy photograph in the brochure that started it all. Later, I’ll doze in the shade, dreaming, as I always do, of where it went wrong.


They say that the urge to jump affirms the desire to live. Perhaps that’s why I no longer feel either.










PART ONE










One


The Amalfi Coast, Italy, August 1961


Stepping off the plane, I’m hit by a wall of heat. The blazing morning sun creeps its way around the edges of my dark glasses, and I lift a hand to shade my already-covered eyes from the onslaught.


I’d slept during the flight. Like a log, by all accounts. It had been raining hard back in London, and I was afraid of flying in bad weather. Of flying full-stop, if I’m honest. It was my first time, after all, and no matter how many times Spencer reassured me that planes were safer than cars, I couldn’t make myself believe it. In the end he’d pressed two pills into my palm as soon as we boarded the plane and the next thing I knew, we were here. In Italy. On our honeymoon at last.


Beyond the airfield, the land is flat and green.


‘It’s not at all what I imagined,’ I say.


Spencer steps alongside me, his suit jacket slung over one shoulder. ‘Well, this is just the airport, silly.’ His voice is light and teasing but his grip on my elbow is firm as he steers me down the steps. ‘How are you feeling now? You look a bit dazed.’


I glance sideways at my handsome husband, feeling a thrill all over again at the realisation that that’s what he is. My husband. I’ve had so few opportunities to say it, to really feel it. Maybe on this trip that will change and we can begin again, a normal, happy couple.


Spencer is smiling but I can see the worry behind his blue eyes. I watched him shave only this morning but already a dark shadow is blooming across his jaw. I reach a hand up to it, feeling the scratch of stubble against my palm, the tips of the jet-black hairs a stark contrast to his pale skin beneath. Meanwhile, the dark hair at his temples is streaked with silver – a new development.


What a year it’s been, for both of us.


‘I’m only a little woozy.’ I smile. ‘I’ll be all right.’


Heat shimmers off the runway and, as I step on to it, I can feel the ground scorching the thin soles of my pumps.


This is a private airfield. Our plane had only held twenty passengers, including the two of us, and it seems we’re the last to disembark. It must have taken longer than I thought for Spencer to rouse me. I watch as our fellow travellers disperse, climbing into waiting cars with idling engines.


‘Which one is ours?’ I push my sunglasses on to my head and squint into the distance.


‘Just wait.’ Spencer’s voice rumbles close to my ear. ‘You’re going to love it.’


He’s right, of course. The minute I set eyes on the little convertible, with its lemon-yellow paint and creamy leather upholstery, I love it instantly.


‘It’s like a lemon drop on wheels.’


I turn to find Spencer smiling at me indulgently, head tilted. ‘I knew you’d like it.’


We can’t cram all the luggage into the boot so Spencer lifts the cases, as though they weigh nothing at all, tossing them easily on to the back seat, laughing. ‘Not the most practical motor. But fun, hey?’


‘Do you know the way?’ I fret as Spencer slides into the driver’s seat.


He turns the key in the ignition and smiles sidelong. ‘It’s just one long road, Bambi. How hard can it be?’


 


We leave the airfield behind and pass through a town of narrow streets lined by pale buildings with flat rooftops. There are no pavements, and the pedestrians passing by are close enough that I could reach out a hand and touch them as we drive by. The town opens out, the road widening, and between the buildings I catch my first glimpse of the sea – a brilliant turquoise blue in the mid-morning sun. My breath catches in my throat.


Spencer squeezes my knee. ‘Well, Bambi, what do you think?’


‘It’s so blue.’


He chuckles. ‘Quite different from Brighton, hey?’


I remember the day trip, not long after we’d met. How the grey waves had battered relentlessly against the pier and my best hat had been carried out to sea by the wind. Spencer had made a grab for it, leaning so far out over the railing that I’d panicked and tugged him back by his elbow, the two of us collapsing in a fit of laughter against the damp wooden planks of the promenade.


‘Just a bit,’ I murmur.


We join the coastal road, where only a low wall separates us from the water, hundreds of feet below. The road itself is narrow, and I find myself grateful for the little car, wincing as a tour bus passes and Spencer edges us closer to the painted lines on my side of the road.


‘Stunning, isn’t it?’ Spencer asks.


‘Oh, yes,’ I agree quickly, so he’ll keep his eyes on the road. ‘Truly breathtaking. Only I wish the road were a little wider and not so close to the edge.’


He laughs again; everything I say today seems to be amusing him. ‘You’d have to take that up with the Romans.’


‘Oh, don’t worry, I will.’ I try to play along, though I grip the edge of my seat, my fingertips pressing into the soft leather as we reach another bend. I so desperately want to be light and carefree. This is our honeymoon, after all, and he makes it look so easy. But then, Spencer makes everything look easy.


‘The road is carved out of the cliffside,’ he tells me, though that much is obvious even to me. The view is as impressive as it is terrifying. The Tyrrhenian Sea stretches out below us on one side, and, on the other, the jagged, sun-bleached cliffs stretch up towards a cloudless sky.


Atop one, I catch the flash of white walls between the lush green of the trees and wonder how it must feel to live so very high up. To look down and see the cars scurrying, like ants in a line. It makes me feel a little giddy, and I turn back to the road.


Another bus approaches, squat and wide, its wheels veering across the midsection on to our side of the road. I squeeze my eyes shut.


‘The most beautiful stretch of road in the world and you have your eyes closed,’ Spencer drawls.


I inch them open but the road weaves on as far as I can see, bend after hair-raising bend. ‘It’s the drop,’ I say. ‘We’re so close.’


‘It only feels that way. It’s completely safe.’ Spencer squeezes my knee once more. ‘You trust me, don’t you?’


‘Of course,’ I answer quickly, wanting both of his hands back on the wheel.


‘Then try to relax.’


He slides his hand from my knee, and I do as he says, focusing on the tiny details that steer my eyes away from the oncoming traffic and my mind away from the sheer drop. The vivid pink of the flowers peeking out from the scrub at the roadside and the boats in the distance, carving streaks of white foam across the deep blue water. The breeze lifts my hair, and I imagine untying the scarf that holds it in place and letting it blow about my face like a film star, but I can’t bring myself to unfurl my fingers from the edge of the seat.


The car slows, and I see that the road is busier here, and, up ahead, buildings crowd the mountainside.


‘We’re here?’ I turn to Spencer.


He keeps his eyes fixed ahead, a line of concentration between his brows. ‘Almost.’


He slows the car to a crawl as the road narrows until two cars can barely squeeze past each other. Scooters, all colours of the rainbow, wait by roadside fruit stalls. Their owners drink fresh juice from paper cups, perched on the wall, their backs to the sea. My mouth waters at the sight of the fruit piled high on the carts: there are strawberries and lemons and the biggest oranges I’ve ever seen, like great tangerine boulders. I imagine plucking one from the bottom heap and watching the avalanche of fruit cascade down the hillside.


‘Did you want to stop?’ Spencer must have noticed me staring.


I shake my head, mute.


The road grows narrower still but, just as I begin to wonder if we’re lost, Spencer brings the little yellow car to a stop, and I see that we’ve arrived.


The hotel is a huge clay-red building with white windows. Either side of the glass doors, lemon trees grow from great terracotta pots, the dimpled fruit hanging like baubles between the pointed green leaves.


‘Well, how do you like it?’


I turn back to see Spencer waiting, his expression endearingly hopeful, like a small child holding out a painting, wanting approval. His desperation squeezes my heart. How hard he’s trying to make it all perfect.


‘It’s wonderful,’ I say quickly. ‘Just what I’d pictured.’


In truth I hadn’t known quite what to expect, since he’d handled all the arrangements, but already the damp, grey streets of London, and the dreary monotony of the past few months, feel a world away.


I climb out of the car. Beneath my stockings the backs of my knees are sticky from the hot leather of the seat. I smooth down the skirt of my white dress, hoping it’s not too creased from the flight, wobbling a little as I do, but Spencer is already there, his firm grip on my arm. He speaks to the valet, in quiet, unfaltering Italian, and the young man nods in understanding. He motions to another, and they begin to unload the luggage. I wonder what they think of us, arriving in our tiny car with our cases sliding around on the back seat, but Spencer is already leading me towards the entrance.


‘I had no idea you could speak Italian,’ I say.


Spencer winks and taps his nose. ‘I’ve been practising.’


‘So, that’s why you chose Italy – so you could show off,’ I tease.


His face falls. ‘Not at all. I only thought that you’d love it here.’


Heat floods my cheeks and I instantly regret my poor joke. ‘I do,’ I say quickly. We’ve waited so long for this and here I am teasing him after what must have been a difficult drive. I must try harder. ‘Could you teach me, do you think? Just a few words, so I can get by?’


Spencer’s smile returns. ‘Of course.’


We walk into the lobby arm in arm, the picture-perfect honeymooning couple.










Two


I’ve become accustomed to ritzy places and chic surroundings since my engagement to Spencer. It comes with the territory, after all. You can’t marry a Carmichael and not expect a little extravagance, though it still makes me uncomfortable at times, as though I’ve stumbled on to the wrong set in a play and don’t have the right costume or know any of the lines. I’m learning, though, getting better at blending in, at knowing what to say, or at least when to stay silent.


I like this place better than most. With its glimmering emerald floor tiles, and ivy cascading down the white walls, there’s a tranquillity to the lobby of the Palazzo Rosso, and I exhale fully for the first time since we boarded the plane.


The hotel has an understated elegance that oozes confidence. Only the abundance of marble, and the occasional gold accent, hint at the true opulence on offer. It doesn’t need to show off, I suppose, because it’s already the best. It must be, or Spencer wouldn’t have booked us a suite here for the month.


I’d wavered at the idea at first. Wouldn’t two weeks do? Surely that’s what most people take. But we weren’t most people. And anyway, things had been so tough lately, for both of us, Spencer had pointed out gently. So, if we wanted to hide away on the Amalfi Coast for a few weeks, soaking up the sun and enjoying each other’s company, well, wasn’t that no more than we deserved?


He can be so persuasive, without even trying. And so, here we are.


The lobby is quiet. A bell boy with slicked-back hair and a too-big uniform waits by the gold doors of a lift, and behind the marble desk stands a formidable-looking woman, almost as tall as Spencer, with a plait of thick black hair trailing over one shoulder and shrewd, dark eyes. Her painted lips draw a wide smile as we approach.


‘Posso aiutarla?’


This time Spencer answers in English, for my benefit, I assume. ‘Sì. I’m Spencer Carmichael, and this is my wife, Mrs Carmichael. We have a reservation – la Suite Glicine.’


‘Benvenuti. Welcome, to il Palazzo Rosso.’


She’s looking at me oddly, and I think perhaps I must be staring at her impossibly white teeth or maybe I have something in my own or else my hair has come undone . . . I reach a hand up to pat it and she looks away, pushing a large leather-bound book across the desk.


‘If you please, signore, signora . . .’


Spencer grips the pen in his left hand and writes both of our names in his oversized, looping letters that spill over on to the line below. I smile at the thought of whoever arrives after us, cursing the sprawling double C’s of my name as they’re forced to squash their own signature beneath. Spencer looks up and catches me watching him.


‘Something amusing you, Mrs Carmichael?’


I shake my head.


Spencer turns to hand the pen back to the woman behind the desk, and for the briefest moment I catch something strange, almost pained in his expression as she takes it from him and hands over the room key in exchange.


‘Enjoy your stay, and please, if there’s anything you need, you must only ask. My name is Piera Castagna.’


‘Thank you,’ Spencer says.


Piera snaps her fingers in the air. ‘Gilberto will show you to your suite. And congratulations!’ she adds.


Spencer acknowledges her with a nod. ‘Grazie.’


As we walk to the lift, I glance back over my shoulder and find Piera looking at me in a curious sort of way, as though there’s something about me that she finds puzzling.


Spencer presses his palm into the small of my back, ushering me through the open lift doors. Inside, the walls are gold, and the floor is the same gleaming emerald as the lobby.


‘Why was she looking at me like that?’ I whisper.


‘Like what?’ Spencer replies, but he’s smiling now. Whatever mood had come over him at the desk has gone as quickly as it arrived, it seems. And anyway, I can’t explain, so I don’t.


Gilberto is young and nervous. From the way he fumbles with the lift buttons, accidentally pressing two at once, I assume he’s new to the job.


‘Scusi, scusi,’ he mutters, the back of his neck flushing red in embarrassment.


‘Non fa niente,’ Spencer says. ‘Don’t worry about it.’


The doors slide closed to reveal a mirrored image of the three of us, and I pat idly at my hair, distracted by the surprise of my physical appearance, so at odds with how I see myself in my mind.


Spencer wraps his arm around my waist, pulling me closer, and I inhale the lingering woodsy scent of his aftershave, mingled with the sweet spice of tobacco. ‘You’re going to love the room.’


I turn from my reflection to smile up at my husband. ‘And how would you know?’


‘Oh, I just do.’ He winks.


The lift dings and the doors begin to slide open, the image of Spencer and me side by side fracturing, before disappearing altogether.


‘Non questo,’ Gilberto says, quickly. ‘Wrong floor.’


But a couple is waiting. Only they mustn’t have heard the lift arrive, because, as the doors part, they’re locked in a passionate embrace. Her back is to the lift, obscuring both their faces from view. I see his hand in the arch of her back and her slender, tanned arms looped around his neck. They’re dressed for the beach, she in a peach sundress, cut low between her shoulder blades, and he in shorts and a white short-sleeved shirt, with the collar turned up.


Gilberto clears his throat, and they break apart.


‘Oh, my.’ The woman speaks with an English accent. She laughs and smooths one hand over her jet-black hair, though not a strand looks out of place. Her dark eyes land on us, and I feel Spencer stiffen at my side. But when I look up he’s staring straight ahead, his jaw set.


I turn back to the couple, the man visible now that she’s stepped aside. His fair hair is over-long, falling on to his forehead, and, beneath it, his blue eyes widen at the sight of the three of us there in the elevator, staring.


‘Caught red-handed.’ He laughs, raising his hands in the air. I think I detect a faint American twang to his speech. He certainly looks far too sun-kissed and laid-back to be English.


The woman smacks him playfully on the arm. ‘You must forgive my husband,’ she says. ‘The sun has gone to his head.’


‘You want?’ Gilberto motions to the lift car.


‘No, no. You go on; we’ll wait for it to come back down.’ She waves a hand, pearls dancing at her wrist.


‘Oh, I think we can squeeze in, don’t you?’ Her husband flashes a grin and it’s the kind that’s hard not to copy, so I do.


‘Sure,’ I say. ‘Let’s move over, darling.’


But Spencer remains rigid beside me, his face pale beneath the gold-framed lights of the lift cart. What on earth is the matter with him? He looks as if he’s seen a ghost.


‘Spencer?’ I tug his arm and it seems to snap him out of his trance immediately.


‘What? Oh, yes. Yes, of course.’ He draws me gently towards the back of the lift, his arm tightening around me as the couple join us.


Gilberto closes the doors once more and we’re faced with the mirrored images of ourselves as the lift travels the extra two floors to the honeymoon suite.


My eyes slide from my husband’s reflection, as still as a statue, to theirs. They’re a handsome couple, and obviously very much in love. She leans into him, and he murmurs something in her ear that makes her full, painted lips curve at one corner. I try not to stare but it’s difficult not to when there’s little else to look at. They’re young, around my age perhaps but it’s hard to say for sure. They both seem to have that enigmatic quality that movie stars possess. As though they could be any age you like, anything you want them to be. Back in the typing pool, one of the other girls, Sandra, used to keep a photo of James Dean in her top drawer. She’d pull it out to moon over whenever Mrs Gillyham wasn’t looking. That’s how I feel now, watching the stranger’s reflection in the lift door. He’s not quite as tall as Spencer, and his frame is narrower, but he’s every bit as imposing, somehow.


His wife looks as if she could be Hollywood royalty, too. Pearls shimmer at her neck, wrists and earlobes and her coiffed hair is piled on top of her head, adding inches to her height. Her lips are painted a vibrant coral colour, setting off her bronzed skin. She meets my eyes in the mirrored wall and presses her lips into a polite smile.


I avert my eyes, watching my own cheeks flame. A familiar scent stirs my memory but before I can place it the lift bell rings, and the doors slide open on our floor.


‘This way, per favore.’ Gilberto motions.


Spencer steps out of the lift without so much as a nod at the other couple, sweeping me along with him.


I glance back over my shoulder and the husband lifts his hand in a wave. ‘Be seeing you.’ His wife leans forward to press the lift button and the doors slide closed.


‘Is something the matter?’ I ask, but Spencer doesn’t answer.


Gilberto is indicating to a door ahead. ‘La Suite Glicine.’


‘What does glicine mean?’ I whisper.


This time, Spencer answers, though he sounds distracted and far away somehow, despite the insistent pressure of his arm at my waist. ‘Wisteria.’ He turns to Gilberto, speaking Italian once more. I can’t make any sense of it, but I understand better when I see the roll of money Spencer slips from his pocket, and Gilberto’s look of surprise before he returns to the lift.


‘What was that about?’


Spencer looks at me for the first time since we got in the lift. ‘I was just making sure Gilberto understands that this is our honeymoon, so we won’t want to be disturbed.’


‘By who?’


He shrugs. ‘By anyone.’ He lifts a key from his pocket. ‘Shall we?’


My stomach flips in anticipation. I can’t believe this is really it – that we’re finally on our honeymoon. Maybe when I see where we’ll be staying it will seem more real.


I nod, and Spencer unlocks the door before flinging it wide open with a flourish. I’m about to step inside when he sweeps me off my feet and carries me through the door. I let out a small squeak. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Carrying you over the threshold, Bambi, what does it look like?’


Tears prick the backs of my eyes. It’s something we never got to do, after what happened. It hits me all over again just how important this trip is to both of us.


Spencer sets me down on the cool tiled floor and I look around, my vision misted with unshed tears.


A vaulted, frescoed ceiling makes the room feel even bigger than it already is, and, high above our heads, painted cherubs with golden harps perch on fluffy white clouds or flit in the blue between, arrows drawn and ready to shoot at unsuspecting lovers below. When I lower my gaze, I see that there’s an open fireplace with two winged armchairs on either side, upholstered in a deep green velvet, and between them a low mahogany table with a champagne bucket and two glasses. Through a set of double doors I can see a wide bed adorned with pink petals, and glass doors leading out on to a balcony.


I walk without thinking and pull the doors open, feeling the warmth of the sun flood the room. I step out on to the mosaic tiles and peer down over the hotel terrace and the pool and, beyond that, the beach and then the sea itself, a rippling blue, stretching away to the hazy horizon. The balcony is canopied by latticework, draped with luscious lilac-coloured flowers. I inhale deeply, breathing in the honey-sweet musk of their scent.


‘Wisteria.’ Spencer’s voice comes from just behind me.


I turn to face him, to tell him how happy I suddenly am to be here with him in this place.


‘Bambi, what’s wrong? Don’t you like it?’


I realise, then, that the tears that have been threatening are now rolling down my cheeks.


‘I love it.’


Relief floods Spencer’s features and he takes my face in his hands, brushing away my tears with his thumbs. ‘I knew you would.’


‘How do you always know?’


‘You’re my wife, aren’t you? Isn’t that my job?’


‘In that case, you’re very good at it.’ I blink away the last of my tears.


‘I’m good at other things too, you know,’ Spencer murmurs. He leans in, pressing his lips to my neck.


I shiver at his touch. ‘Surely I should be the judge of that?’ But, of course, he’s right. He’s good at everything and he knows it.


Spencer smiles against my skin. ‘Then please, Mrs Carmichael, allow me to demonstrate.’


He lifts me once more, this time carrying me to the bed, where he places me down gently. Before long, the scorching Mediterranean sun, the long drive, the difficult year and the beautiful couple from the lift are all long forgotten, and it’s just the two of us, man and wife.










Three


London, England, December 1960


There’s a heavy weight on my chest, pressing down. I try to move but I’m pinned firmly in place. I know I should be alarmed by this but I’m not. Everything has a soft fuzziness to it, as though the edges have all been rounded off.


‘It’s been four months!’


That’s Spencer’s voice.


The appearance of his name, so clear in my mind, surprises me, jolting me slightly from my reverie. Immediately, a few things become clear.


I’m in a bed, the sheets pulled up almost to my chin and tucked firmly beneath the mattress under me. That’s why I can’t move, I suppose, though this still doesn’t bother me quite as much as it should.


I haven’t got anywhere to go, anyway, I think. And, like Spencer’s name before it, I know instinctively that this is true. I also know that this isn’t the first time I’ve woken up in this room, and that it won’t be the last.


‘I understand that, Mr Carmichael, but these things take time – longer, sometimes, than even we expect.’


That’s not Spencer’s voice, though it’s not unfamiliar either. Male, gently rumbling, not quite as crisp and precise as Spencer’s, which comes again now.


‘How long?’


‘I’m afraid I really couldn’t say.’


The voices are outside the room, beyond the door. If I turn my head, I can make out the silhouettes of two figures behind the frosted glass pane.


They think I’m asleep. I understand this too, without trying. Though there’s little else I can grasp on to. My name? It slithers into the dark crevices of my mind. There are so many now. It’s hard to keep things where I can hold on to them.


‘Then what do you suggest I do?’ Spencer’s question, voiced from the other side of the door, could be my own, and I listen carefully for the answer.


‘Take her home. Have a good Christmas. See what the new year brings.’


The new year, I think. Perhaps that’s the answer. Though it sparks another question, tumbling through the wastelands of my mind. What happened to the old one?










Four


Positano, Italy, August 1961


When I wake, the light in the room has changed and Spencer is gone.


The doors of the balcony are still open and the scent of the wisteria travels in on the breeze. I raise myself on to my elbows, the sheets falling away to reveal the milk-white skin of my naked body, and I remember our fervent lovemaking earlier. It hadn’t been like that between us in a long time, though we’d tried, both of us, to bring it back. And now, here it was. Perhaps it had been in Italy all along, waiting for us, on the honeymoon that never was.


I’d hoped this might happen, yearned for it even, for us to recapture what we’d lost – yet I hadn’t really believed that it would.


But where is he now?


The thought propels me from the bed. Kicking off the sheets, I plant my bare feet on to the cool tiles.


The stubs of the cigarettes we smoked lie in a crystal ashtray on the bedside table. My stockings are discarded on the floor, where Spencer had peeled them off earlier, but my dress has been placed neatly over a chair in the corner. I slip it over my head and pad out on to the balcony. The sky has changed to the purple-blue of a fresh bruise, and the cicadas are singing. Far below, the terrace is filling up with guests dining al fresco. I listen to the clinking of glasses, the laughter and the chatter, and wonder if my husband is down there among them. I could hardly blame him after I slept the whole afternoon away. I should wash and join him for dinner.


The bathroom is a spectacle in marble and gold, and after the long day a soak in the claw-footed bathtub beckons. But I should hurry, or Spencer might have already eaten. Now that I’m here, I can’t bear to miss a moment of any of it. I’ve already missed so much. So instead, I turn the shower dial until the water is as hot as I can stand, steam filling the bathroom and fogging the twin mirrors until my reflection disappears and I no longer have to face the hollows beneath my cheeks or the dips above my hipbones. Safely behind the opaque curtain, I scrub myself as though I might slough away this past year, along with my dead skin, and be reborn as the wife my husband deserves. Suds swirl at my feet, circling the golden drain, but I go on scrubbing until my skin is tender.


Afterwards, I wrap myself in one of the oversized towels, white and fluffy, monogrammed with the swirling red logo of the Palazzo Rosso.


I remember the champagne bucket earlier and decide to pour myself a glass to drink as I dress. It’s still there, the ice long since melted and the label damp and peeling, but no matter.


As I pull the bottle out and twist the muselet, I notice that our luggage has arrived. Our cases lie unopened in the corner. There’s something else too – a slip of paper that looks to have been pushed under the door.


I set the champagne bottle down on the table.


Housekeeping, perhaps? Or maybe it’s a note from Spencer, telling me not to worry and that he’ll be back soon. But then why wouldn’t he leave it somewhere obvious?


I lift the paper and unfold it. The words hit me at once, like a slap to the face. I feel the heat draining from my body and, despite my blisteringly hot shower and the steam still billowing from the open bathroom door, I shiver. The paper shakes in my hand and I stare dumbfounded at the note, wondering what on earth it could mean or who might have sent it.


The words are handwritten, in black ink, the letters themselves scratched out in blocky capitals.


HE’S LYING TO YOU.










Five


The corridor is deserted. Not that I expected otherwise. Anyone posting an anonymous note beneath a hotel door is hardly likely to hang around to be caught in the act. Besides, it’s taken me far too long to build up the courage to check, paralysed as I was by the scrawled words and their implied meaning.


I’d stared at them for the longest time. Then I’d taken a match from the box on the bedside table, lit it, and held it to the note, watching the paper curl and the words blacken, before flushing the ashes away. Things are so tenuous right now, I couldn’t bear the thought of Spencer finding it. This honeymoon has to work.


But that doesn’t stop my mind racing, wondering who wrote it, what they think they know about my husband, and why they can’t simply tell me to my face.


I step out into the corridor, heart pounding, just as a maid exits one of the rooms further along. She looks about my age but has a solidity I lack, her thick, olive-skinned limbs moving with purpose as she drags her cleaning cart behind her. Her dark hair is scraped back into a tight bun, and she wears a white apron over her grey dress. When she turns and catches me watching, we both startle.


Perhaps she saw something – someone lingering in the corridor? A splotch of black ink smeared underfoot? Or maybe she heard the soft click of a door opening and closing as another guest slipped from their room and back again, unseen?


I move towards her, my heels tapping against the tile floor, an uncertain staccato.


‘Scusi,’ I begin. ‘Was there someone else out here, just now?’


She stares at me, uncomprehending, nervously twiddling with a cleaning rag. ‘Non capisco.’


‘Another person?’ I gesture to myself, to her, and an imaginary third figure beside us. ‘Here?’ I wave my hands around and she takes a step backwards, as though I mean to hit her. I drop my hands to my sides. ‘My name is Mrs Carmichael,’ I say. ‘I’m staying in the Wisteria Suite.’ I motion – carefully this time. ‘Glicine?’


‘Sì.’ She nods at this.


‘Did you see anyone knock?’ I mime knocking. ‘Or walk by the door?’


‘Mi dispiace.’ She wrings the rag in her hands, high pink spots blooming on her tan cheeks. ‘Non capisco.’


I sigh. ‘No, no, of course not.’ I don’t understand either. ‘It doesn’t matter.’ I force a smile. ‘Grazie.’


I feel her eyes boring into my back as I walk away, and I unconsciously quicken my pace, the sound of my footfall chasing me to the end of the corridor. I press the button for the lift and hear the mechanism whir to life. The base of my skull tingles, and I turn to find the maid still standing there beside her cleaning cart, rag in hand, watching. I lift my hand in a wave that goes unanswered. The lift dings behind me and I turn, pushing through the doors before they’re fully open.


The maid holds my gaze until the doors slide closed, cutting me off from her frank stare, and relief floods my body, my calves slackening so suddenly that I have to hold the gold rail to steady myself.


What on earth was that about? And why do I feel as though she understood me much better than she was letting on?


The lift dings, the doors sliding open to reveal Spencer leaning across the marbled front desk, deep in conversation with Piera.


He’s lying to you.


The words echo in my mind. Granted, the note didn’t mention Spencer by name, but who else could it mean? Unless the whole thing was a case of mistaken identity. Maybe it was intended for someone else and ended up under the wrong door somehow? Yes, that’s probably it, I reason as I lurch from the lift cart. We’ve simply become embroiled in somebody else’s scandal, quite by accident. They’ll realise their mistake sooner or later and that will be the end of it all. Terribly embarrassing for them, of course, but just a silly mix-up, and nothing whatsoever to do with us. The thought is soothing as I cross the lobby towards my husband.


Spencer hasn’t turned yet, hasn’t seen me approach, and as I near the front desk I catch snippets of his and Piera’s conversation, my footsteps slowing in surprise when I realise it’s taking place entirely in whispered Italian, quick and concise, the words tossed like tennis balls back and forth.


‘Dille la verità.’


‘Lei non lo deve sapere.’


‘Non mi piace.’


‘Non sono affari tuoi.’


I may not understand the language, but it’s impossible to miss the bite of venom behind the words, hissed as they are across the front desk.


Piera catches sight of me then, her dark eyes widening, and Spencer turns, his elbows sliding from the marble surface, slick and easy.


‘Darling, you’re awake.’ Any trace of ferocity gone, he takes my hand and kisses my cheek, his lips cool against my hot skin.


Piera’s eyes meet mine over my husband’s shoulder and then slide away.


‘Ready for dinner?’ Spencer asks.


I nod, allowing him to take my arm and lead me across the lobby. I glance back, but Piera is no longer looking at us. ‘Is there a problem?’


Spencer frowns. ‘Problem? Why should there be?’


‘You sounded angry, just now. When you were talking to Piera . . .’


Spencer shakes his head. ‘Not at all. I was simply reminding her of our requirements during our stay.’


‘What kind of requirements?’


‘Nothing you need concern yourself over. Leave it to me.’


Leave what to him, exactly?


‘Now, would you prefer to dine indoors or out?’


To our right is the hotel dining room. Through glass-panelled doors, I can make out the straight-backed chairs and neatly laid tables, groaning beneath the stacks of china and ordered rows of cutlery that used to strike such fear into me. The chatter and clatter drifts beneath the door and I turn from it.


‘Out.’


‘Good choice. The terrace is this way.’ Spencer steers me along another corridor, this one shorter and wider, lined with gilt-framed paintings and potted palms. Halfway along, a green chaise longue nestles in a darkened alcove and an image springs to mind of the couple from the lift earlier, sprawled across its velvet upholstery, locked in a passionate embrace. I blink and the chaise longue empties.


Ahead, the doors to the terrace stand open. A light breeze slinks along the corridor to meet us, skirting my bare ankles, warm and insistent, like an affectionate cat. I catch a glimpse of round tables with white linen cloths rippling gently and hear the murmur of voices and clink of glasses.


I turn to Spencer. ‘What does non mi piace mean?’


‘What’s that?’


‘Non mi piace. Piera said it, just now, at the desk.’


Spencer’s brow creases, as though trying to remember, though it was only moments ago. ‘Oh. Right, yes.’


‘You did say you’d teach me some Italian,’ I remind him.


‘I did say that didn’t I? Well, non mi piace means I don’t like it.’


‘What doesn’t she like?’


‘Boats, apparently,’ Spencer says. ‘I mentioned that I was thinking about taking one out, tomorrow. You like boats, don’t you, Bambi? So, what do you say? Are you up for an adventure?’


My skin tingles with the memory of my scrubbing in the shower, and I remember my earlier vow to try harder. ‘All right.’


We step out on to the terrace, and the host appears immediately. He seats us, wordlessly, at the edge of the terrace, with a view down over the rooftops to the beach where the tide rolls like spilled ink across the dark sand.


A waiter appears with menus. Spencer takes his without looking up, while the waiter recites the evening’s specials. He’s very young and, from the shuffle of his feet and the way he trips over his words, I’m guessing very nervous. I flash him a reassuring smile but as his gaze is fixed on Spencer’s forehead, where it peeps out from behind his menu, it makes little difference. Eventually the waiter runs out of dishes to list, and I think we’re all a little relieved.


‘You would like a drink, signore, signora?’


I think of the forgotten champagne back in the suite. The pop and hiss of the cork, and the buttery bubbles that had slid down so easy, making me brave enough to burn the note and dress for dinner.


‘Champagne,’ I blurt.


Spencer’s eyebrows raise marginally but he nods to the waiter. ‘A bottle of your finest, then.’


‘Certainly, signore.’ The waiter nods.


Spencer turns back to his menu, but my attention is elsewhere. Another couple is being seated, a few tables over, and I recognise them instantly.


‘Look,’ I say. ‘It’s that couple from the lift earlier.’


‘Hmm?’ Spencer continues scanning his menu. ‘What’s that?’


‘Over there,’ I say, tilting my head subtly in their direction. ‘You remember.’


He looks up and I catch a flicker of annoyance in his expression. ‘Oh, yes.’


They’ve changed for dinner, she in a tight gold shift dress, and he in a suit, though the veneer of refinement only makes him look all the more boyish, somehow. He grips her hands in his across the table top, and the diamond on her ring finger flashes in the candlelight. They stare into one another’s eyes as though the rest of us don’t exist.


I turn back to Spencer, who is still examining the menu, eyebrows knitted, seemingly oblivious. The contrast is striking, but I still feel a pang of guilt for making the comparison. It’s hardly fair, given everything that’s happened.


‘Your champagne.’ The waiter is back. He twists the cork free beneath a starched napkin with a subdued pop and pours it, fizzing, into two glasses. ‘Are you ready to order?’


‘I’ll have the steak.’ Spencer holds out his menu to the waiter without looking at him. ‘What are you having, Bambi?’


I haven’t even glanced at my menu yet. ‘Oh, just a salad for me. Per favore.’


Spencer shakes his head, just as the waiter says, ‘Certainly, signora.’


‘You haven’t eaten since breakfast,’ Spencer protests. ‘Surely a salad won’t do. Have the steak, Bambi, you’ll love it.’


The waiter looks from me to Spencer and back again.


What does it matter? We both know I shan’t eat it anyway.


‘All right.’


‘Medium rare,’ Spencer adds.


The waiter nods. ‘Eccellente.’


A few tables over, the other couple are being served cocktails. I watch as the woman brings her glass to her mouth, her eyes closing in a moment of satisfaction, her husband watching her closely. A shiver tickles the backs of my knees, and I press them into the seat beneath me.


‘A toast, then.’ Spencer raises his champagne flute, and I lift mine to meet it. ‘To us.’


‘To us,’ I repeat.


‘And to our first year of marriage. May there be many, many more.’


I swig the champagne greedily, relishing the burst of citrus flavour, and the rush of frothy bubbles down my throat.


One year since I walked down the aisle. One whole year of being Spencer Carmichael’s wife, and yet I still don’t really know him at all. Worse still, I seem to hardly know myself these days.


I tell myself it’s to be expected, that we’ve been through so much, that there hasn’t been time to get to know one another, to enjoy being newlyweds. That this trip is our chance to change that, to reset . . . but still, my eyes drift across the terrace towards the other couple as though drawn by some unseen magnetic force. They murmur to one another, hands clasped, cocktails forgotten, condensation sliding down the glass and pooling in dark circles on the tablecloth.


‘Bambi?’


‘Sorry.’ I turn back to my husband. ‘I was miles away.’


Spencer follows my line of sight, frowning. ‘So I see.’


‘Were you saying something?’


‘I was only asking what you think of the hotel?’


‘Oh – wonderful.’ I try not to think about the note, crumbling to ash in my fingers, about someone slipping it beneath the door while I slept, about the maid’s dark gaze and the way she’d flinched from me, about the vitriol I’d heard in Spencer’s voice back in the lobby. ‘It’s just perfect.’


When the food arrives, Spencer attacks his steak with fervour. ‘This is delicious, Bambi, don’t you think?’


I look at the lump of meat and smile weakly as I lift my cutlery.


When I press my knife to the steak, blood oozes from beneath it, sending ripples of red streaking across the white plate. I remember white sheets, smeared with crimson, ripped from a mattress by efficient nurses and balled in the corner of a hospital room, and I fancy I can taste the metallic tang already.


Eventually, Spencer notices me pushing the untouched food around my plate.


‘What’s the matter, Bambi? You haven’t touched your steak.’


‘It’s just that I think I’d really rather have had the salad,’ I murmur, not lifting my eyes from my plate.


Spencer shakes his head, tutting. ‘Well, whyever didn’t you say so?’ He gestures to the waiter, and I squirm while he attempts to explain.


‘Signora no like? Is no good?’ The waiter’s mouth is downcast as he gestures to my uneaten steak.


‘No, no, I’m sure it’s wonderful. It’s only that, well . . . I’ve changed my mind, you see.’


Eventually, it seems, Spencer is able to communicate my apparent contrariness to the poor waiter, and the steak is swiftly removed, and a plate of salad set down in its place. Great green leaves have been tossed with slivers of red onion and purple cabbage, laden with enormous slices of tomato, and dotted with shiny black olives.


I lift my fork, willing my appetite to emerge.


‘Really, Bambi, you must learn to be more decisive.’ Spencer cuts off another piece of steak and pops it into his mouth.


I look out to sea, biting my tongue so hard I taste blood after all.










Six


Spencer looks up from his newspaper as I step out on to the balcony. ‘There she is.’


I slip into the chair opposite him, blinking as my eyes adjust to the light. It’s not yet ten but already the sun is high in the sky, and the tiles are warm beneath my bare feet.


‘Did you sleep well?’


‘Wonderfully.’


I pour myself a coffee from the press, the smoky, bitter tang of it rousing my senses as I watch the steam curl from the hot, dark liquid and evaporate along with the lingering fragments of my dreams.


They’d been in it. The couple. We were at dinner together, the four of us, and she’d leaned in and whispered in my ear, ‘He isn’t what you think.’ And then I’d woken with a start, alone in the bed, every one of the fair hairs on my arms raised.


Breakfast must have been served while I showered. The young maid, perhaps, clutching the loaded tray in her capable hands. At the memory of her dark gaze, I shiver in spite of the heat of the morning, and clutch my coffee cup tighter, until the scalding liquid within burns my fingertips.


‘I thought we might explore the town today,’ Spencer says. ‘After you’ve eaten, of course.’


The table before us is laden. There are pastries shaped like seashells, blood-red strawberries, and plain yoghurt as thick as whipping cream, the spoon standing almost on end in the bowl, but I find I want none of it. I’d hoped that coming off those horrid pills would bring my appetite back, but it seems not. Still, Spencer is frowning at me over his newspaper, so I spoon the comically large strawberries and dense yoghurt into a bowl and push it around a little until an article catches his eye.


I set the bowl aside and sip the hot, strong coffee, letting my gaze wander across the vista, over the rooftops and beyond to the endless, rolling blue where the sea meets the sky. I imagine all the other lands beyond, places I’ve only read about. The millions of lives unfolding parallel to ours. My head feels light with the vastness of it all. The entirety of my twenty-two years has been lived out on the damp grey streets of London and already it feels like another world, and a lifetime away.


I’m so very lucky to be here. To be Spencer Carmichael’s wife.


I turn back to my breakfast and force down a couple of spoonfuls of yoghurt for his sake. I know he worries.


Spencer looks up from his newspaper, pleased, as I knew he would be. ‘It’s so good to see you enjoying food again. Everything tastes better out here, don’t you think? It must be the sun.’


I smile. ‘Perhaps you’re right.’


Or perhaps we’re both desperate for me to be better, and to put this awful year behind us. Only time will tell.


 


The streets of Positano are steep and narrow. Everywhere, there are steps, leading up or down or away into the shaded, maze-like warrens of side streets. We come to junction after junction and are forced to choose this way or that, but Spencer never slows, barely pausing to read the hand-painted signs. Negozi, Spiaggia, Galleria . . . We pass tiny arched doorways, framed with ivy, like something from a children’s storybook. Casa Alberto, Villa Marinella, Casa Ambro . . . each colourful house announces itself to us, and I murmur the names under my breath, wondering who lives in these improbable homes, and what kinds of lives they lead.


On and on the steps go, and down and down we climb. How can we have been so high up to begin with? I feel dizzy at the thought, and Spencer turns, seeming to sense my hesitation. ‘Do you need to stop?’


We pause by a little archway, from which a tiled mosaic of the Virgin Mary and baby Jesus peers out at us.


‘Not much further now,’ Spencer tells me.


‘How do you know?’


‘There’s a map in the suite, didn’t you see?’


I shake my head.


He’s right, though: at the next junction, we find ourselves on a wider street lined with shops and punctuated by lemon trees. These ones are much larger than the potted varieties at the hotel, their spindled branches heavy with large, smooth-skinned fruit, glistening yellow beneath the sun.


‘Sfusato Amalfitano,’ Spencer says, following my gaze. ‘Amalfi lemons. They’re bigger and sweeter than other kinds.’


The shops spill their wares out on to the pavements in offering to the early morning tourists. There are crates piled high with fruit and vegetables, hand-painted vases the same turquoise blue as the sea, and embroidered tablecloths pegged out on display and rippling in the gentle breeze. One lifts in a slight gust and obscures my vision. One minute Spencer is ahead of me and the next he’s gone, replaced by a wall of white cotton. I gently bat the tablecloth away and the scene unfolds once more.
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