
[image: Hotel Portofino: Lovers and Liars, by J. P. O’Connell. Welcome back to a new season at the beautiful Hotel Portofino…]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Hotel Portofino: Lovers and Liars, by J. P. O’Connell. Simon & Schuster. London | New York | Sydney | Toronto | New Delhi.]







Prologue

JUNE 1927

Bella lay in bed, suspended in the bright moonshine that leaked in through the gaps in the shutters. Streaks of ash-blonde hair clung to her damp brow. Marco was above her, kissing her neck until, at the sudden touch of his lips on hers, she gasped with pleasure.

Afterwards she felt breathless but clear-brained and satisfied – more satisfied than she had ever been. They lay together for a few moments, then Marco eased himself from her, climbed out of bed and stood naked before her. Bella lifted herself up, the better to observe her lover: his broad shoulders, glossy black hair and the ripple of taut muscles on his abdomen. To the right of his navel was a thin white scar from, he had told her, a childhood operation. For some reason the sight of it moved Bella immeasurably.

Marco started to dress. ‘I must be going,’ he said. ‘I’m meeting a new client early tomorrow morning.’

‘I understand,’ said Bella, who prided herself on being the kind of woman who understood. Laughing, she added, ‘I hope your new client isn’t too… alluring.’

‘He’s seventy-six. Distinguished, but not my type.’

They both laughed. Bella could feel his fine oval eyes on her. She knew that she was gleaming, glistening irresistibly. The silence in the room was dense and warm and Bella realised with a start that neither of them knew what to do with it, or perhaps they both knew but lacked the courage to act. Either way, a choice needed to be made, and soon.

As if he had been reading her mind, Marco stopped buttoning his collarless white shirt. ‘What is it?’

‘I was wondering,’ Bella began softly, ‘if your new client would mind you being a little bit late for the meeting.’

‘ “A little bit”. How long is that, exactly?’

‘Oh, an hour or so.’

‘An hour?’ Bella could hear the smile in his voice. ‘That’s a long time.’

‘Perhaps,’ she sighed, mock-resignedly. ‘The problem is, what I have in mind will take at least an hour.’

‘Will it indeed?’ He moved towards her, his excitement obvious. ‘That’s what I would call una proposta intrigante.’

Bella took his head in her hands and kissed his eyes and his mouth. ‘I like to intrigue,’ she confirmed. ‘So the best thing’ – she reached down and touched the neat silver buckle of his belt with her long, thin fingers – ‘is if you take this off right now…’



A loud knocking sound wrenched Bella from her daydream.

Frustrated by the disturbance, she looked up to see Betty, Hotel Portofino’s cook, glowering through the frosted glass of her office door. It was hard for Bella to keep the annoyance out of her voice as she called out, ‘Come in!’

The door burst open. ‘Mrs Ainsworth.’ A small, sturdy woman, with a wrinkled face like a walnut, Betty was practically panting with stress. ‘Lorenzo the butcher boy is here with the veal. But the gate’s locked and the key’s gone missing.’

No sooner had she spoken than both women’s gazes locked on the left-hand side of Bella’s oak desk, where the offending key was sitting in a ceramic dish. ‘Ah,’ said Bella, shamefaced. ‘I forgot to put it back in the kitchen drawer last night. I’m so sorry, Betty.’

Now it was Betty’s turn to suppress her frustration. ‘No harm done, ma’am. He’s only been waiting five minutes. If I can just get up the drive, I’ll have that meat cooling in the pantry in no time.’

She moved forward and was about to grab the key from her employer’s outstretched hand when, with an audible snap, Bella closed her fingers across her palm. ‘Do you know what? I rather fancy a walk. I’ll pop up the drive now and do it myself.’

Betty looked relieved but also satisfied, as if she considered this appropriate penance for Bella’s misdemeanour. ‘If you don’t mind, ma’am, that would be a great help. Then I can get on with the spuds. They don’t peel themselves, you know.’

And with that, Betty turned on her heel and headed back to the kitchen.

Bella massaged her eyes, then sat for a moment with her head in her hands, reflecting on what had occurred in her imagination between herself and Marco, the foreman–architect she had employed to oversee the construction of the hotel’s new spa.

Beyond the fact that he had come highly recommended and was a local, born and bred in Portofino, Bella knew little about Marco. But goodness, he was handsome, and goodness, she found it difficult to stop thinking about him, though of course nothing had happened between them and nothing could. What mattered was the freedom to dream she now possessed, something she hadn’t known since before she married Cecil.

So much had changed since last summer when Cecil had fled back to England with his tail between his legs. His behaviour towards her had been appalling, culminating in a shocking outburst of physical violence. Since then they had seen each other only once, at Lucian and Rose’s wedding. For weeks in advance Bella had dreaded it, but inevitably once she was there – standing outside the church in blustery Yorkshire greeting guests, Cecil mute and awkward by her side – it hadn’t been so bad.

She had wanted to be strong for Lucian; for she and Cecil to present a solid, united front. And so they had contrived a way to be together yet apart, present for all the essential formalities: the service, the photographs, the wedding breakfast. But as soon as the day was done, they went their separate ways – she to the boat train, he to wherever it was in London he had taken an apartment. Chelsea, someone had said.

The clock on the wall struck ten. Although it was now June, it took a while for the heat to build and the mornings in Portofino could be rather fresh. Throwing a shawl over her green almond linen dress, Bella slipped on her sandals and padded through the kitchen, past Betty and her assistant Paola, to the side door that led out onto the driveway.

It was a golden, mellow morning, the blue sky blazing above her. Bella’s feet crunched satisfyingly on the gravel path, which was flanked on both sides by neatly pruned palm trees that pierced the sky like spears. She enjoyed the sounds almost as much as the sights – the chirruping of the cicadas, which had just started in earnest, and in the distance the soft puttering of a small fishing boat.

Bella loved the start of the summer season, which in the last decade had gradually replaced the winter season as the most popular time for wealthy travellers to visit Italy. Actually, she loved Portofino all year round, but off-season – she had discussed this with her fellow hotel-owners and they felt the same – she was occasionally seized by the suspicion of being alien, fraudulent, in indulgent exile from wherever it was she should rightfully be.

But now the sun was shining and Portofino was coming to life. All day long, local youths wheeled barrows down to the beach at Paraggi, transporting sun-loungers and shades and collapsible bathing-huts. Up in the town itself, the cafés had acquired new check-patterned tablecloths and, in several cases, bright new awnings.

Bella turned and looked back at the hotel. Elegant and imposing, it was all she had hoped it would be when they first took possession. True, there were now other hotels in the area offering a similar experience, but there was nowhere quite like Hotel Portofino.

She remembered well the first time she had set eyes on it, this pale-yellow villa, built around forty years ago by a Ligurian entrepreneur. Just thinking about all the work they had put into renovating it exhausted her. It had taken three months to putty and paint the windows, another two to repair the sun-blistered shutters. Among the first Italian words Bella had learned were cacciavite – ‘screwdriver’ – and mano di vernice – ‘coat of paint’.

So much in Italy had changed in the name of progress, but the best traditions endured. Bullocks still ploughed the fields on the steep mountainside. Upkeep of the dry-stone walls continued to be a matter of intense local pride. Set against this was the sad fact that more and more people drove motorcars. When she honeymooned here with Cecil a quarter of a century ago, she had encountered, on the winding coastal road, great lumbering charabancs crowded with tourists, with up to eight horses caparisoned as if in a circus pageant. They had bells around their necks and feathers bobbing in their plaited manes. Sitting up at the front was an enterprising hotelier blowing a coaching horn.

All that had passed. Now, the only horns you heard were those of motorists announcing their presence as they rounded the hairpin bends.

Despite all of this – and the worsening political situation, which worried her enormously – Bella couldn’t imagine living anywhere else, and certainly couldn’t see herself ever making a permanent return to London.

What was that Browning line? She smiled as she recalled it:


‘Open my heart and you will see

Graved inside of it, “Italy”.’



Lorenzo was waiting patiently on his bicycle, the meat packed tight into the wicker basket fixed to the handlebars. A wiry, scruffy-haired lad of around fourteen, he was stronger than he looked, otherwise how on earth would he have hefted such a weight up the hill? He was a friend of Betty’s son Billy, the hotel’s bellboy, and Bella knew he had contacts in the anti-Fascist resistance, hence the smile of silent complicity they shared as Bella unlocked the gate and tugged it open.

‘Buon giorno, Lorenzo. Come sta tuo padre?’

‘Impegnata, signora. Ma bene, grazie.’

The boy cycled past her, up towards the house, leaving neat, straight tyre marks on the gravel. Bella followed him slowly. Then she stopped. Marco was sprinting jauntily towards her from the kitchen door. Even from this distance she could see he was smiling.

She blushed, recalling her dream. What a ridiculous situation this was!

Marco came to a standstill in front of her. If he noticed her embarrassment, he gave no sense of it. His brown eyes twinkled beneath their thick, dark brows. ‘Signora Ainsworth! I have good news. We do not need to underpin.’ His English was excellent, much better than Bella’s Italian. ‘I had thought we would have to, when we removed the wall between the rooms. But the engineer’s report says it is not necessary.’

‘That’s marvellous news,’ said Bella. She felt herself smiling idiotically, almost like a schoolgirl. Her eyes were drawn to the hollow at the base of Marco’s throat, made gloriously visible by the collarless white shirt he always wore on days when he was doing physical work on site. ‘Where does that leave us?’

‘The major structural work is almost done. Now we can plaster and decorate. And you can equip the spa as you wish.’

Bella nodded. Words seemed to have deserted her, a most unusual sensation. She glanced down at her sandalled feet, willing language to return.

But Marco carried on talking, oblivious to her discomfort. ‘I love this hotel. What you have done with it. I remember, when I was young, we used to come here sometimes, me and my family. My father was friendly with the owner. It was a nice villa always, one of the best in the region. But you have transformed it with your… style. Your touch.’

‘You’re very kind.’

He smiled. ‘I promise I am not trying to be kind. I notice small details – it is my job. The William Morris wallpaper in the Ascot Suite is exquisite. And the bathrooms—’ He broke off. ‘Forgive me. I went upstairs to look around.’

‘You mustn’t apologise. I should have given you a full tour myself. I don’t know why I didn’t.’

‘Morris said a wonderful thing. Perhaps you know it? “Have nothing in your house that you do not know to be useful or believe to be beautiful.” ’

‘That’s very good,’ Bella agreed. ‘No, I hadn’t heard it before.’

‘There is much that is beautiful in this house.’

Bella blushed. Without thinking, she said, ‘I wish my husband felt the same way.’

‘Your husband?’ Marco looked confused. ‘I did not…’ He cleared his throat. ‘Forgive me, I have not seen him while I have been working here. I thought perhaps you were a widow.’

‘No, no. Signor Ainsworth is… abroad. Elsewhere.’ Bella had got herself in a tangle. ‘He’s returned to England. On business.’

‘I see. And he does not like the hotel?’

‘Oh, he likes it well enough. But he’s a traditional Englishman. He prefers heavy, ornate furnishings. Lots of mahogany.’

Marco shrugged, as if to say: each to his own.



The silence was companionable as they walked together back towards the house. Casually, and with an innocence Bella found hard to credit, Marco asked, ‘When does Signor Ainsworth return?’

Bella smiled. ‘This might sound strange,’ she said, ‘but the truth is that I have absolutely no idea.’
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The bedroom was on the third floor, overlooking the gardens in the centre of the square. Both sash windows were open, the curtains moving slightly in the warm breeze. From the adjoining bathroom came the sound of sloshing water and Julia humming tunelessly.

A finger of grey ash from Cecil’s cigarette crumbled onto the silk bedspread. Tutting, he brushed it away, onto the rug beside the bed. The tobacco smell mingled agreeably with the musky scent from the bowl of pot pourri Julia had placed on her dressing table to mask a certain staleness in the air.

Despite having seen better days, this Belgravia townhouse was a world away from the drab service flat in Chelsea where Cecil Ainsworth was now obliged to stay. The Ainsworth family home had been sold two years ago and all the proceeds ploughed into that bloody hotel. Looking around, Cecil felt a sharp pang of jealousy. But he could suppress it because, after all, here he was – in the marital bed, in the marital bedroom. The inner sanctum.

It was Julia’s room, really. Julia’s house. Andrew, her husband, hadn’t stayed here for years – he was happier on their Yorkshire estate and avoided London if he possibly could, though Cecil noted with interest the masculine touches Julia had failed to eradicate: the framed hunting prints and Vanity Fair caricatures; the studded leather chair that would have made more sense in the Athenaeum; and the ugly single-bar electric fire perched before the fireplace on a dais of bricks.

Perhaps, Cecil thought, she still needed traces of Andrew around her as she went about her London life. Perhaps the marriage was less of a sham than people said.

The door clicked and Julia emerged from the bathroom in a cloud of steam. She wore a white bathrobe and had a white towel wrapped around her head. Cecil watched transfixed as she padded across to the chintz-covered chaise-longue opposite the bed. Sighing, she sat down and crossed her long, still-shapely legs.

Their eyes met and a smile formed on Julia’s lips. ‘You look comfortable,’ she said.

‘It’s a comfortable bed.’ Cecil patted the empty space beside him. ‘Why not climb back into it?’

She looked away, breaking the spell. ‘I have errands to run. If you want something to eat, you’ll have to get it yourself. I gave the servants the afternoon off.’

‘How generous.’

Julia raised an eyebrow. ‘You know me. I’m all heart.’

Impatiently, as if she had forgotten to do it earlier, she rose and drew the curtains with a decisive swish. The morning light fell harshly upon her bare face, exposing the lines on her forehead and the dark circles under her eyes. You would never guess, to look at her now, that Julia’s beauty had once been so widely esteemed. She had grown too thin and her skin, once radiant, had a sallow tinge. But Cecil was attracted to the memory of what she had been and had been shocked upon seeing her in Portofino last summer (she had visited at his invitation to match-make her Rose and his Lucian) by how deep and persistent that memory was.

Bella was different, of course – taller, more voluptuous, but alas out of bounds now, possibly forever.

The tone of easy intimacy that he was able to conjure with Julia sometimes surprised Cecil. He put it down to how long they had known each other – well over twenty years.

Back then Julia had had dozens of men in love with her and her family’s drawing room had teemed at weekends with potential suitors. Julia toyed with them, playing them off against each other, for so long that she acquired a reputation. Gradually the offers stopped and she had remained unmarried at twenty-six, at which point Andrew had arrived to rescue her.

Complicated family politics meant Cecil had never been a contender, but this hadn’t bothered him then and still didn’t. The casual arrangement they had persisted with for years – until marriage to Bella had obliged him to end it – suited them better. In nearly every marriage, Cecil felt sure, there was an undercurrent of deceit. But here there was only honesty and clear-sightedness. Cecil knew how hard and cold Julia could be and adjusted his expectations accordingly. For her part, Julia was attracted to the rascal in him, the opportunist, the bounder. Cecil never had to make excuses for himself when he was with Julia because she did it for him.

The moment he returned from Italy in disgrace, Cecil had contacted Julia, ostensibly to discuss Lucian and Rose’s forthcoming wedding but actually with a sly view to rekindling their physical relationship. In Portofino Julia had hinted that she might find such an overture congenial. And Cecil always prided himself on his ability to take a hint.

At first, they had affected casual meetings – in fact, carefully pre-arranged – at society parties to which they had both been invited. Then they tried a hotel or two, but Julia always found fault with them. Cecil suspected this was because she was nervous, despite the relatively small risk they were taking, but indeed it was always more pleasurable making love here at the house.

Who knew prudence was an aphrodisiac?

On the first occasion, one of the furtive hotel assignations, Cecil had given Julia a dramatic if partial account of his marital problems. According to his telling, Bella and her would-be lover Henry had done a good deal more than exchange letters. Bella had admitted as much, he said, which was why Cecil had raised his hand as if to strike her. He wasn’t proud of it, but it had happened.

Of course, he added quickly, he had done no such thing. What sort of man hit his wife? But seeing Cecil standing in front of her with his palm outstretched must have put an idea in Bella’s head because the next time he saw her she had the most terrible bruises on her cheek and lip. He could only think, well, that she’d walked into a door…

‘… or struck herself,’ Julia had offered, lying naked beside him. ‘It does happen, I’ve read about it. Some women will do anything.’

‘They will,’ Cecil agreed, though as he spoke, he was more than usually aware of the devil on his shoulder.

He had not seen Bella, nor had any significant contact with either of his children, since Lucian and Rose’s wedding back in February. As far as he knew, the married couple were getting on all right. Alice had returned to Italy, helping her mother run the hotel – a thankless, exhausting task if ever there was one.

Prim and uptight, Alice seemed to be settling into a kind of professional widowhood. Not the destiny Cecil had envisaged for her. She wrote him the odd letter, to give her credit, and it was from these that he had learnt of Bella’s plan to convert the hotel’s rather grotty basement rooms into a spa.

The revelation had annoyed him, not just because spas were the sort of modish nonsense to which Bella had always been partial, but because they were, he felt sure, a licence to print money. How infuriating not to be on site, just when Bella had hit upon what his banker friend Geoffrey liked to call a ‘gusher’.

As he mused, Julia dressed. Refocusing, Cecil watched his lover fasten the buttons on her blouse quickly and efficiently. When she had finished, she came over and sat on the edge of the bed, her brown eyes watching him intently.

‘Must you smoke?’ she asked.

‘I must.’

‘You smell like an ashtray.’ Julia turned away momentarily. When she looked back, she was smiling, a smile that gathered up some malice hidden just below the surface and directed it straight at Cecil. ‘I forgot to tell you. I had an interesting talk with that new maid Rose and Lucian have hired. Edith, or whatever she’s called. The one with the terrible hair.’

‘Oh yes?’

‘Lucian asked her to pack for Italy. But only a single trunk. For him.’

Cecil frowned. ‘He’s planning to go to Portofino alone? Without his new wife?’

‘Apparently so.’

‘When?’

‘Imminently, from what I gather.’

‘Have you spoken to Rose?’ His tone was dry.

‘Of course. She admitted Lucian was going. She said she feels too unwell to travel herself.’

‘What sort of unwell?’

‘Oh, the usual.’ Julia waved her hand minutely. ‘Nerves. Headaches. Feeling sick, that’s the latest one.’

‘You didn’t mention, before the wedding, that Rose was so… disabled.’

Julia shot him one of her Medusa stares. ‘My daughter is not disabled.’

An idea crossed Cecil’s mind. ‘ “Feeling sick”, you said. You know what that means.’

‘I know what it can mean. But I’m afraid it doesn’t on this occasion.’

Julia’s blithe certainty shocked Cecil. ‘How on earth can you be so sure?’

She laughed dismissively. ‘Cecil, they sleep in separate rooms. And have done ever since the wedding.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘Edith.’

‘But that’s preposterous.’

‘It’s unfortunate, certainly.’

Cecil felt a peculiar, reflexive urge to defend his son’s manhood. ‘Just because they’re not sleeping in the same room, it doesn’t mean they’re not… you know. Bella and I didn’t always sleep in the same room.’

‘Did you not?’ Julia raised a wicked eyebrow.

‘Oh, come on. Don’t tell me you and Andrew still share a room.’

‘We do, actually. When I’m up in Yorkshire.’

Cecil took a long drag on his cigarette. ‘You haven’t been to Yorkshire since the wedding.’

At this, Julia’s tone became hard and icy. ‘If you must know, that side of our marriage has always been very enjoyable.’ She stood up. ‘And I was making a serious point. Rose’s marriage needs to work.’

This happened sometimes with Julia. A light, gossipy conversation would flip suddenly and become tetchy and unpleasant. What’s more, the idea that she was still having relations with Andrew irritated Cecil, not because he was jealous of Andrew as such, but because it was humiliating somehow not to be able to sleep with his own wife; the way things stood, Bella would never let him near her ever again.

He felt himself retreating into a sulk and wondered what he could do to rise out of it. The solution, he decided, was to make his voice especially rich and caressing and suggest a trip to the Savoy for lunch.

‘I’m in the mood for devilled kidneys,’ he announced. ‘Why don’t you join me? We could go to the pictures afterwards. See Ivor Novello in The Lodger.’

But Julia looked appalled. ‘The Savoy? Really, Cecil, I don’t want the whole of London knowing about us. As for devilled kidneys’ – she wrinkled her nose – ‘it’s the sort of thing clerks eat.’ She checked her make-up in her powder compact mirror, then gathered her things. ‘Now if you don’t mind letting yourself out… I need you gone by four o’clock.’



Lucian picked his way unsteadily along the Old Brompton Road, heading home from the architectural practice where he had been working as a trainee. His injured leg was playing up today. There was no rhyme or reason as to why it hurt on some days and not others. He had heard but discounted sundry theories about barometric pressure, extreme cold, extreme heat… Because really, who knew for sure?

It was late afternoon, sunny and windless enough to convince an optimist that summer had arrived. Passing a patisserie, Lucian stopped on a whim and bought some cakes, thinking Rose might like that.

If she saw them, if she was presented with them, then perhaps she would eat them. Perhaps.

Interning at the practice in Bayswater had been his mother’s idea. Even the way the office was configured made it feel like being back at school: six drawing desks arranged three on each side, one in front of the other, with a giant clock on the wall above them. At first architecture had appealed to him because of what it represented – the marriage of art and the basic human need for decent housing. But at Shipman & Colville there was no room to be innovative. You did what you were told, no matter how drab and municipal.

For example, Lucian’s main task had been helping to design a block of flats in Shepherd’s Bush. Housing for the poor. The chief architect, his boss, had described the designs as being ‘in the style of Sir Christopher Wren’, but they didn’t look like it to Lucian. Despite the rococo flourishes, the flats were grim and forbidding, not the sort of places anyone would choose to live. The gimmick was that each one had its own bathroom and Lucian could see that this was important. He spent several days working out how to shave space off the entrance hall and sitting room so that the bathrooms could be bigger.

He had been hoping for some feedback before his traineeship ended today, but there had been none. Instead, the day had been dominated by an argument, surprisingly vicious, about whether to include a war memorial in the main quad.

As a former soldier, Lucian felt ambivalent about memorials. But not as ambivalent as he felt about stuffy old Shipman & Colville. He had been reading in magazines about the International Style, dreaming of sheer glass walls and smooth stucco. Why couldn’t architects deploy these new styles when designing housing for ordinary people? Why build for the future using the materials of the past? It made no sense.

The bigger question was why he was trying to be an architect when deep down he wanted to be a painter.

At least, Lucian thought, he had acquitted himself well. The practice manager seemed pleased with his work and hinted there would be an opening for him at the firm should he wish to return. But while this was comforting on one level – it was a good, solid job, one he could be proud of; one that used his considerable talents to their full advantage – what excited him more than anything was being free. Not, he admitted to himself with a guilty shudder, so that he could spend more time with Rose, but so that he could travel once more. Return to Italy and throw himself into his painting. See his mother and Alice. See Constance…

Looming into view as the road curved was the house he and Rose had been given as part of their marriage settlement. It was a comfortable Victorian villa with four bedrooms (one of them in the attic for the maid) and a bathroom with an indoor WC. Four years ago, the house had been renovated and wired for electricity, but Rose was scared of turning the lights on in case it caused a fire and insisted on taking an oil lamp to bed.

Overall, Lucian felt the place was more than he deserved. But then he had been feeling strange recently, more than usually inclined to seek out solitude. He loved the moment just after Edith had finished for the night and Rose had gone to bed; when it felt as if he had the whole house to himself. Or rather, he loved it for about half an hour, after which the switch would flip in the opposite direction and he would slump into a chair, gripped by a feeling of despair so powerful it left him unable to breathe.

For her part, Rose seemed lost, overwhelmed by her new status as a married woman living an adult life in her own house. Lucian wasn’t altogether sure what she did during the day when he wasn’t around. She didn’t shop or socialise as far as he knew. She didn’t read. If she was still up when he got back from work, she would often be reluctant to settle. She might eat a few mouthfuls of soup with him. Then she would drift from room to room frowning vacantly, as if looking for something she had mislaid.

Lucian paused at the front door and took a deep breath. Then he let himself in. After shrugging off his overcoat and hanging it on the stand, he put the bag of cakes on the hall table. He felt stupid for having wasted money on them. Perhaps Edith would want them.

The new maid was still in the house. She was in her early thirties, short and round with mousy brown hair cut in an uneven bob. Julia had found her and pushed them hard to hire her. Perhaps for this reason, Lucian had grown suspicious of her. She made great play of being meek but he had seen the way her face changed when she thought she wasn’t being observed. Her currant-like eyes flitted about, scanning for clues. And when you told her something she was never satisfied with the answer, always asking for more information as if trying to build up a bigger picture.

She came down the stairs towards him and Lucian noticed her register the bag of cakes. ‘Oh, sir. I was just finishing your packing.’

‘Thank you, Edith.’

‘Will eight shirts be enough? Mrs Ainsworth said you was going for a month…’

‘That’s correct.’

‘… but if it’s longer you may need more?’

Lucian assured her he would not be away for longer than a month, though in truth he had no idea.

As a cook, Edith was no Betty. Lucian’s heart sank as she talked him through the supper menu – a nice bit of boiled beef followed by syllabub. He caught the note of fake casualness in her voice as she asked, ‘And will Mrs Ainsworth be dining downstairs tonight?’

Lucian said he didn’t know, that he hadn’t yet had a chance to ask her.

‘Only it’s a shame, the pair of you not eating together. Your last night in London and all.’

Was she hinting that she, Edith, might be willing to fill in for Rose? Take her seat at the table across from him?

‘Things are what they are,’ said Lucian with a smile. ‘By the way, please do help yourself to those cakes on your way out. They were a gift from a colleague. But neither of us cares very much for cakes like that.’

With a heavy tread Lucian climbed the stairs. The door to the master bedroom was closed. He knocked twice before opening it, then stood for an instant on the threshold before padding across the rug-scattered floorboards to the bed where Rose lay. The air tasted musty and clotted. Thin slivers of light leaked through the edges of the tightly drawn velvet curtains.

Lucian sat down on the edge of the bed and looked at his wife. She was propped up on pillows with her hands by her side. A large satin eye-mask obscured the top half of her face. Her long, thick hair, which Edith would have brushed for her before she lay down, fanned out like a halo. In the low light she resembled a stone memorial on a tomb.

‘Rose?’ He reached out and touched her cheek.

She flinched. ‘Who is that? Lucian?’

‘Yes.’

‘I want to look at you,’ she said weakly, ‘but the slightest light is intolerable to me.’

‘I understand,’ said Lucian, though increasingly he didn’t. Nor did any of the doctors who had examined Rose over the past few months. Their diagnosis was always the same and struck Lucian as unhelpfully vague – neurasthenia or ‘nervous difficulties’. There was nothing organically wrong, they explained. The severe migraine headaches that tormented Rose several times a week were part of a broader condition. They had prescribed bed rest and capsules of something called Veronal, which was apparently excellent at allaying anxiety and promoting sleep. The problem was, Rose disliked taking the Veronal as she said it made her headaches worse; and anyway, she didn’t want to become a ‘drug fiend’.

Lucian tried not to be exhausted by the situation. He kept reminding himself that it was worse for Rose. What nagged away at him was that he had not felt able to tell the doctors about an additional problem, a rather intimate one he suspected might be connected to the headaches. It was too embarrassing to relate and Rose had begged him to say nothing to anyone, which was a good excuse for inaction. But life couldn’t go on like this.

Gingerly, Rose eased herself up, as if the effort were immense and she was unsure if her bony elbows would support her. Lucian bent forward and helped to rearrange the pillows behind her head. ‘You are good to me,’ she said. Her voice was weak and fey.

They exchanged commonplaces, as was their habit. Lucian told her a bit about his work, exaggerating a mild disagreement with a colleague into a full-blown argument that he had proudly won. Rose told him about a robin she had seen in the garden during the brief period when she had felt strong enough to sit outside. Then she said, ‘I can’t believe you’re going away tomorrow.’

Lucian flushed guiltily. ‘It does seem strange,’ he admitted.

‘What will you wear?’

The oddness of the question took him by surprise. ‘I don’t know. My white linen suit, I suppose. It’s comfortable for travelling…’

‘Yes.’

‘… even if it does crease easily.’

Rose squeezed his hand. ‘Ask Edith to press it for you.’

Lucian assured her he would.

‘It’s hard to imagine,’ Rose continued, ‘that you’ll soon be drinking lemonade on the terrace and swimming in the Mediterranean.’

Was she trying to make him feel guilty? Lucian couldn’t always tell. ‘I did ask you if you wanted to come too,’ he pointed out. ‘And you said no.’

She smiled almost imperceptibly. ‘I couldn’t possibly. I’m simply not well enough. Anyway, I don’t like lemonade. And as you’re always reminding me, I can’t swim.’

It was a gentle barb, but piercing all the same. In response, Lucian slid into a prepared speech to the effect that this trip would be more of a chore than a pleasure. He was only returning to Portofino to help his mother convert some basement rooms into a spa. Under normal circumstances his father would be there to do this, but as Rose was aware, these were not normal circumstances…

‘I know,’ she sighed acceptingly. ‘It’s such a responsibility for you.’

‘I forgot to say – I’m stopping off in Paris for a couple of days en route. Mother has asked me to source some art for the hotel.’

Rose frowned. ‘Paris? Won’t that be terribly dangerous?’

‘Of course not. It’s a very respectable city.’

‘One hears all sorts of stories.’

‘All false, I’m sure.’ There was an immense and oppressive silence, then Lucian asked, ‘Will you be coming down for supper?’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. Could you ask Edith to send something up? Some weak tea, perhaps.’

‘You should have more than that. You need to maintain your strength.’

A flash of irritation. ‘What good is food to me if I can’t keep it down? You don’t understand. You’ve never had headaches like mine, Lucian.’

This was true, so Lucian said nothing. Every atom of his being recoiled from this. He wanted to leave the room, to walk away, just like that. Then he would be free.

Rose must have sensed something amiss. ‘You’re cross with me,’ she said.

‘Of course not. How could I be?’

‘Write to me, won’t you? Every day.’

‘I’ll try.’

‘I expect you’re leaving terribly early.’

‘Six o’clock.’

‘Let’s say our goodbyes now, then. I won’t want to be woken.’

Later, in the sanctuary of his study, Lucian collapsed into an armchair with a cigarette and a tumbler of whisky. He stared with empty eyes at his writing desk, the amply stocked bookshelves, the large window with its stirring view of the oak tree at the end of the garden. Materially, he wanted for nothing. Emotionally, it was a different story.

The sky was darkening now, bruising like a spoiled fruit, and the prospect of yet another solitary evening stretched out before him.

On their wedding day Rose had had a headache and complained of feeling ‘feeble’. Right from the planning stage, factions within their families had had competing demands and a wildly different sense of what was desirable or even possible. At her mother’s insistence they had married from their estate in Yorkshire – a spring wedding so that his mother could be back in Italy well before the season started. The little estate church was charming and would have made for a picturesque location had the weather not been so foul: grey skies and sleety rain that cut like tiny needles.

The wedding was the first time Lucian had ever met his future father-in-law. He turned out to be a stocky man, rather pumped up, with thinning reddish hair and the habit – it amounted to a tic – of scratching his left eyebrow and blinking while he was talking to you. Respect was due: Andrew Drummond-Ward had survived the Somme where he had been an officer with the 9th King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry.

‘So you’re the fellow who’s taking Rose off my hands?’ he had observed. ‘I hope you know what you’re letting yourself in for.’

As manly banter went, it was hardly remarkable. But Lucian had been struck by the lack of humour in the older man’s voice; by how much the remark sounded like a warning, even a reproach. It had compounded his feeling of disconnection, not just from the noisy circus of the wedding but from himself. Lucian worried that he would be found out, that everyone had guessed what he already knew for certain – the marriage was a sham.

If he hadn’t believed in purgatory before the wedding, he did afterwards. Every corner he turned, friends and family of the Drummond-Wards popped out and accosted him. ‘Hubert Rawlinson, Rose’s godfather…’ ‘Godfrey Hart, master of the hunt…’

Julia had intercepted him on his way to the church, her face a Kabuki mask, white with violently rouged cheeks. ‘The weather isn’t what we’d hoped for. But your mother did insist on a spring wedding…’

The slow procession up the aisle had been like a bad dream. The cold, scented air, the coughing and muttering. What were people saying? Were they laughing at him? Rose had looked beautiful, for sure, in the same wedding gown her mother and grandmother had worn – an eight-piece bodice, the neckline and short puffed sleeves trimmed with lace – but what an empty, pallid beauty it was.

Something remarkable but awful was happening to him, something from which he might never be able to extricate himself.

Then had come the worst moment of all – the wedding night.

Clutching his whisky, Lucian shivered to recall it. He drained the glass, gulping back the shame and embarrassment that continued to torment him.

No. He couldn’t go there.

As requested, Lucian left the house without waking Rose, just as Edith was lighting the kitchen range. ‘Don’t worry, sir,’ she said, pulling her shawl close against the morning chill. ‘I’ll look after Mrs Ainsworth.’

I bet you will, he thought.

The taxi crawled towards Charing Cross Station. Wiping condensation from the windows, Lucian looked out at the mullet skies and drizzle that had replaced yesterday’s sun; at the trams disgorging men in hats and overcoats to offices across the West End. They pulled in at the rank beside the Eleanor Cross. Directly, Lucian found a porter for the trunk and his other smaller bag. He stopped at WHSmith to buy the latest edition of The Bystander and made the boat train with ten minutes to spare.

This route was one he knew well. Folkestone had been a transport hub for troops during the war. Not for nothing had people observed that the Western Front really began on the English side of the Channel.

The rickety buildings on the harbour had been his last sight of England back in 1917, then his first sight of it again a year later after he had been discharged from the Convalescence Depot in Trouville where he had met his great friend Nish. So this journey had for him the quality of a pilgrimage; an air of compulsive but hopeful re-enactment.

Settling into his seat, Lucian felt positive and relaxed for the first time in months. He ordered some breakfast and read his magazine; allowed himself to think, in the vaguest terms, about what – or rather who – was waiting for him in Portofino.

Scenes flashed across his mind’s eye – ludicrous fantasy scenarios. In one he was lying with Constance in his room at the hotel in a glow of sunshine, the fragrant sea air streaming in through the window. In another he was walking with her in some fantastical garden between hedges of myrtle and aloe. They stopped and her face tilted up to his. He brushed a hair from her face with his fingertips and kissed her on the lips, softly at first, then more deeply as he felt her tongue searching for his…

Had Rose ever inhabited his fantasies to the same degree? No. There was no comparing Rose and Constance or the way Lucian felt about them.

A few hours later, deposited on Folkestone Harbour – the train took you all the way there – Lucian realised with incredulity that the ‘new’ ship he was about to sail on was the same one that had carried him to war, the good old Biarritz, though it had been refitted and upgraded, its funnels heightened and its promenade deck enclosed.

Well, well. That had to be an omen of sorts.

In the trenches his friend Peter, a classics scholar, had been fond of quoting Heraclitus, right up to the moment a shell blew him to pieces.

‘The way up and the way down are one and the same,’ he’d said.

‘Yes,’ Lucian had replied. ‘But how can you tell which direction is which?’

‘You can’t,’ said Peter. ‘That’s the point.’

Now Lucian thought, Am I going up or down?

His plan was to travel from Boulogne to Paris, where he would spend two days soaking up the atmosphere in Montparnasse and the Latin Quarter before catching the Blue Train to Nice. From there, after renting a motorcar he would drive to Portofino along the coast road via Sanremo and Savona, a journey he estimated would take the best part of a day.

The story about Bella wanting Lucian to source art for the hotel was a half-truth. Really he just wanted some time to himself; time to indulge his enthusiasms and become reacquainted with who he actually was.

Had he become more secretive? He had always had that side to him, even when he was a child. At boarding school you learned quickly that it was unacceptable to tell your parents anything. So nobody had ever known about the time Lucian’s head was forced into a toilet bowl while his nemesis Lawrence Barr-Heston pulled the chain. When one boy, bullied far worse than Lucian, ended his life by hanging himself in the chapel, nobody spoke of it. There was no assembly, no inquiry, no admission of responsibility. Pupils didn’t need to be told to keep quiet about it. They just did.

And now he was doing it again, but this time the secret was Constance. His love for Constance. His adoration of her.

For Lucian, Italy was Constance and Constance Italy. She was one somehow with the medieval towns perched on their mountain summits; the grave, stately villas flanked by cypresses scattered across hillsides; the fresh, hot Italian air, full of light and colour.

The problem was that his love for Constance was not such a secret anymore – his sister Alice knew something was going on – and because of this, the need to keep his feelings to himself was paramount.

Alice was forever watchful. She had nothing else to think about, nothing else to do except poke her nose into other people’s affairs. Sour and vindictive, she had embraced widowhood and seemingly intended to live like a nun for the rest of her cramped, ungenerous life.

Well, that might be all right for her. But Lucian had no intention of shutting himself off to feeling in that way. He knew he shouldn’t, but he felt sorry for poor old Count Albani, the hotel guest whose approaches Alice had rejected so violently last year.

The only person who might understand his predicament was Nish. But Nish was in Genoa now, living a radical, dangerous new life. A strange path to fulfilment, Lucian had thought at first, but the more he pondered it, the more he realised they were in equivalent positions.

They both understood that fulfilment required sacrifice.

Before he left London, Lucian had written to Nish at the Genoa address he had for him, inviting him to join him in Portofino.

Had Nish received the letter? Would he ever receive it? Gripping the handrail, watching the grey water churn remorselessly beneath him, Lucian hoped the answer was ‘yes’.



Alice stood in the middle of the dining room and looked around. She was good at this, checking, and could spot a missing fork at ten paces. What she beheld now was, however, the equivalent of twenty missing forks – a job left half finished. All the tables had been cleared after breakfast and fresh tablecloths put on, but only some of them had cutlery. There was still half an hour’s work to be done. What on earth was going on?

She would have to talk to Paola, the Italian maid, which was never easy. For one thing there was the language barrier. Then there was the simple fact that Paola disliked her. But it wasn’t Alice’s job to be liked. It was her job to help ensure the hotel was running properly so that there was money to pay a lazy maid like Paola.

Just because the hotel wasn’t yet full, it didn’t mean standards could be permitted to slip. If she was honest, Alice missed the days of the hotel being empty. She liked it best that way, when the atmosphere was subdued and the only sounds were the tolling of distant church bells and the swishy rasp of Constance sweeping the stairs. The nights were a different story. Off-season in the winter, a heavy black silence fell and you felt intensely lonely as well as cold.

I am tired, Alice thought. I’m having to assume more and more responsibility. Yet no one is thanking me or even noticing.

Well, that wasn’t quite true. Her mother was trying to persuade her to take a holiday with friends. Her old school chum Dorothy had booked rooms at the Majestic Hotel in Nice. Alice had protested that staying in a hotel would be a busman’s holiday as she would constantly be monitoring the performance of the staff and inspecting the linen for scorch marks, but her mother had said not to be so silly. Dorothy kept writing to her, banging on about olive groves and the delights of playing lawn tennis in the shadow of eucalyptus trees, oblivious to the fact that in Portofino, Alice had all the olive groves and tennis courts a person could want.

‘The big craze this year is tanning,’ Dorothy had written.

‘Tanning sounds perfectly awful,’ Alice wrote back. She disliked the sun and did her best to keep out of it, proud as she was of her creamy, English-rose complexion.

The other problem with going away was that her mother had just promoted Constance March to assistant manager. Alice worried that if she took even a week off, she would return to find Constance had taken over the hotel and probably the whole of Portofino, like some mythological creature that kept sprouting new heads and arms.

Nothing irritated Alice more than Mama’s inexplicable fondness for the March girl, who was – it was important to speak plainly – a common little thing, and a slattern to boot. Only she, Alice, understood Constance’s real intention: to seduce Lucian, wreck his marriage, then get him to play father to her illegitimate son.

Well, Alice wasn’t going to stand for that.

A banging from deep in the hotel’s bowels resonated through the upper rooms. Alice massaged her forehead. Really, they should have closed the place entirely while the building work was being carried out. But Mama had been against the idea. She thought they could keep Hotel Portofino open if they lowered the room rates and were upfront with guests about the possible noise and inconvenience. She had called a staff meeting at which everyone agreed they would do their best.

But if this was Paola’s best, Alice thought as she put out the new forks, God help everyone when she was at her worst.

Work on the spa had started in January when it was still cold and was supposed to have been completed by now. But as it transpired, Italian builders were even less reliable than English ones. That Marco fellow, well, he might have won over Mama with his combination of rugged good looks and doe-eyed modesty, but Alice knew his type and wasn’t fooled in the slightest.

She made her way from the dining room to the kitchen, intending to tear a strip off Paola. When she got there, however, there was so much commotion she didn’t want to add to it by opening her mouth. The Italian maid was mopping the terracotta-tiled floor violently while behind her Betty crashed about with saucepans, shaking her head and muttering under her breath.

The source of this upset was immediately obvious. Bruno and Salvatore, the Italian workmen Marco had brought with him to work on the spa, were storing bags of cement in an empty, unused corner of the kitchen. Betty had grudgingly agreed to this arrangement on the condition that it was temporary. But the bags were leaky and every time they carried one through the kitchen and out of the side door into the garden, they left a trail of fine dust – not just on the floor but in the air. It settled on the copper pans on the stove, on the ciabatta rolls cooling on the rack, on the chopped vegetables and soaking borlotti beans waiting to be made into minestrone.

Betty watched Bruno and Salvatore go, shaking her head. ‘This spa,’ she announced to no one in particular, ‘will be the death of me.’

‘Don’t be preposterous,’ said Alice, who had learned that you had to be firm with Betty and speak your mind. She launched once again into a defence of spas. ‘We’ve been through this so many times. We’ve got to find a way to extend the season. Make the hotel more profitable. The Swiss and Germans love spas and they travel early in the year, as early as March.’

‘Madness, if you ask me.’

‘Well, they’re impervious to the cold. Unlike the locals, who won’t go near the sea until June.’

‘It’s all very well what you say,’ said Betty, ‘but if I have folk traipsing in and out of my kitchen all day it’ll be the food that suffers.’

‘I understand,’ Alice reassured her, ‘but Hotel Portofino can’t stand still. It has to compete. A place I heard about the other day, a spa in Baden-Baden – it has fifty-two bathrooms fed with naturally warm water from wells. It also has steam baths, mud baths, an inhalation room, a massage room…’ She counted off the features on her fingers.

‘But we’re not a spa in whatever it’s called, are we?’ Betty interrupted. ‘We’re Hotel Portofino – and proud of it.’

Privately, Alice agreed with Betty. She thought spas decadent and unhygienic and saw no reason to build something just because some Germans wanted it. Still, she seized the opportunity to admonish Betty for her disrespect. ‘Watch your tone, please, when you’re speaking to me.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Betty turned away, back to the onions she was chopping.

Feeling bruised, Alice walked out into the foyer where Mama and Constance were chatting. The easy familiarity between them enraged Alice. The way they were speaking, too – in low, placid voices.

Her mother seemed to be getting younger by the day: her skin glowing, her posture lithe and supple. Vaguer and more abstracted, yes, but also more confident. With a shudder Alice realised she was jealous. Other people’s transformations often made her feel this way because she didn’t believe in her own ability to change. Sometimes she would make an effort to do something differently – wear her hair in a new style; moderate her displays of irritation – but she would snap like a rubber band back into the previous version.

The truth was, Bella had been thriving since her father, Cecil, had left Italy. She had grown more relaxed as the hotel prospered, having overcome its early teething troubles. She was more accepted in the community and had forged good relationships with local suppliers and officials (that rodent of a councillor Danioni excepted).

It was amazing, Alice thought, how little missed her father was. No one ever mentioned him. It was as if he had never existed. Although she understood why this was so – clearly, he hadn’t covered himself in glory – it felt unfair, not to say disproportionate. But then his whole role in bringing the hotel into being had been underestimated, Alice felt.

Granted, he could be unpleasant – couldn’t we all? – but she had always felt close to him and sincerely believed him to have been good for her mother over the years, stopping her whimsical brain from drifting off at wild tangents. Although Alice favoured a cautious approach in all things and disliked her father’s boundless appetite for risk, a little bit of drama wasn’t bad. It shook people up, goading and incentivising them. Without her father in it, her life sometimes felt flat and colourless.

And now her mother seemed more interested in Constance than in her own daughter.

Determined to disrupt the cosy scene, Alice cleared her throat before asserting her authority. ‘Constance? Could you help Paola lay the tables? We’re running terribly behind…’

‘Of course, ma’am.’ Without looking at her, Constance scuttled off with her head down.

Bella turned to Alice. ‘What was that for?’

‘I need her to help Paola. The kitchen’s a disaster zone.’

Bella stared at her, her eyes boring deep into Alice’s until her daughter had no choice but to look away. ‘You must try to be nicer to Constance. You have nothing to fear from her, you know.’ Alice felt herself blush. She dug her nails into the palms of her hands. ‘Your role at the hotel will still be open to you, when you come back from France.’ Bella smiled. ‘I suppose I should say “if you come back”, you’ll be having such a good time…’

‘Of course I’ll come back. Assuming I go in the first place…’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m wondering if it’s the right thing to do. Whether I’ll even enjoy it when I’m there.’

Her mother took her by the arm. ‘Look at me,’ she said. Alice raised her eyes. ‘I know how hard you work. And I’m so grateful for it. But you’re still a young woman. Don’t throw away the best years of your life. After all you’ve been through, you deserve to have some fun.’ She paused. ‘To be a widow at your age… It must be awful. Never think I don’t appreciate that.’

Alice bit back the tears she was horrified to feel welling up and nodded. ‘Thank you, Mama.’

‘You’re welcome,’ said Bella. ‘It’s what I’m here for.’
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Finding he had arrived at his club before Lord Heddon, Cecil made himself comfortable in the smoking room next to the conservatory and settled down with a gin and tonic.

But before his drink had even been mixed, his brother bowled in, sighing and complaining about everything: the taxi driver’s insouciant tone, the way women dressed these days, even Cecil’s request to meet at this infernal place…

Did Cecil not know that it had gone off? That everyone worth their salt had defected to the Garrick?

The insult struck home and Cecil quivered with anger and embarrassment. A member of the Beefeater for decades, he had in his youth enjoyed many a bachelor dinner and blackjack session in its vast, comfortable rooms above Pall Mall.

But last year Bella had suggested he let his membership lapse. They were moving to Italy, so what was the point in keeping it up? They needed to ‘examine their costs across the board’, she had said, like the industrialist’s daughter she was. Cecil had ignored her. The club rules book, he recalled, said something about the club being ideal for ‘the man who is not comfortably or conveniently settled at home’. Which was him down to a tee.

Since his return to London, Cecil had dined here at least once a week. He adored the ancient leather sofas, thinning carpets and paintings of illustrious members staring down at him from blood-red walls.

Cecil led the way to the dining room which was dimly lit by an elaborate crystal chandelier. They sat by the window – Heddon’s request – and Cecil noticed, with his predator’s instinct for infirmity, how portly his brother had become, the way the older man puffed and panted as he squeezed his stocky frame into the chair.

Cecil wanted a leisurely, gossiping sort of dinner, the better to prepare the ground for the conversation he wanted to have afterwards. But Heddon was in no mood for small talk. No sooner had they ordered – identically, as it happened: potted shrimps followed by shepherd’s pie – than he was giving Cecil what-for about whisky.
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