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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.
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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.
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