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Eight

Positano, Italy, August 1961

We each have two more limoncellos, the bitter tang the perfect aperitif to the souring mood that has overtaken the day.

When we stand to leave, I feel the alcohol rush to my head and sway slightly, gripping the brim of my new hat.

Spencer is by my side in an instant. ‘Perhaps we should get you back to the hotel.’

‘Not yet,’ I protest.

Spencer raises an eyebrow. ‘Are you sure?’

I nod slowly, careful not to move my head too much. ‘I want to explore.’ I want to shake off this cloud that’s hanging over us. To reclaim the day before it’s lost. I want us to feel like equals for once and not like I’m a burden to be cosseted and set down when I become too heavy.

‘All right, then,’ Spencer concedes. ‘Where would you like to go?’

‘Let’s walk down to the beach,’ I say, hoping I sound more confident than I feel. ‘I want to see the sea up close.’

 

The sand is grey like ash, and as we make our way hand in hand to the water’s edge it becomes rough and pebbled, though groups of local children race across it barefoot, unflinching, before tossing themselves carelessly into the water, shrieking and laughing. For a split second I find myself wishing I was one of them. That I wasn’t so painfully self-conscious. That I could move so freely, so spiritedly, joyfully ignorant of judgemental glances or disapproving tuts. That my body felt wholly my own, and not this strange, disjointed thing that inches warily across the pebbles towards the lapping tide.

Beside me, Spencer, oblivious, is regaling me with facts about the beach. He tells me that spiaggia grande means ‘large beach’, but in truth it isn’t nearly as big as I’d expected and the sandy strip is crowded with sun loungers and colourful parasols, making it seem all the smaller.

I see a woman nudge her sunglasses down her nose to watch us pass by her lounger, and I take comfort in the anonymity of my new hat. When we reach the water, it’s delightfully clear and I’m struck by a sudden urge to swim. I wish I were wearing a bathing suit under my dress, or that I’d packed a towel. I kick off my sandals and dip my toes into the water.

‘It’s so warm.’

I look over at Spencer, but his attention is elsewhere. A woman is striding from the sea in a red two-piece bathing suit, her limbs impossibly long and tanned, her long dark hair falling loose against the bronzed skin of her bare shoulders, dripping seawater. She lifts one arm in a lazy wave to the shore, and I follow her line of sight to a man waiting on the sand, his unbuttoned shirt revealing a deep tan and a smattering of golden hair across his chest.

The couple from the Palazzo Rosso.

Beside me Spencer must have come to the same realisation, because he looks away quickly, and finds me watching him, watching her.

‘Did you want to swim?’ he asks, mildly.

‘No.’ I pull my foot from the water and slip it back into my sandal, still wet. ‘I think I’ll go back to the hotel after all.’

 

I sleep through the hottest part of the day, but it doesn’t bother me the way it once did. It’s normal in places like this for everything to grind to a halt at midday. Knowing that the streets will fall quiet, and the terrace will empty as the other guests seek the shade of their rooms, makes me feel less conspicuous about retreating to our suite.

As I slip beneath the cool sheets, Spencer takes a newspaper out on to the balcony, and just like yesterday, when I wake, he’s gone. Only this time, at least, he’s left a note. I find it propped up against the base of the bedside lamp.

Bambi. Gone for a swim. Back soon.

I light a cigarette from the packet on the side, letting the match burn down almost to my fingertips before I blow it out and drop it in the ashtray beside Spencer’s note.

I glance at it again, remembering the note from yesterday. Lying about what? If the sender knows something about my husband that I don’t, then why not simply say so instead of choosing to be deliberately vague?

I think of all the things I don’t know about Spencer and feel dizzy with lack of knowledge. He may be my husband, but I only know what he tells me, which isn’t especially much. Still, there’s a difference between being reticent and dishonest. Just because he doesn’t share everything with me, that doesn’t mean he has something to hide . . . does it?

Perhaps it involves money. Certainly, that’s a topic Spencer would be unwilling to discuss with me. Whenever I’ve even dared to mention it in the past he’s shut me down, saying, You needn’t worry about all that now. All I know is that he has plenty, and as a result so do I, though I only ever see the evidence of it. I can’t remember the last time I had any money of my own. My last wage feels a lifetime ago and I suddenly long for the scratch of a brown envelope against my palm, tucking it discreetly into my handbag to be opened later, away from Mrs Gillyham’s watchful eye, since she strictly forbade any of us girls from opening our pay packets in the building. ‘It’s perfectly vulgar,’ she’d said upon catching a new girl, Tammy Briar, counting her pay at her desk.

Perhaps it was. Though it occurred to me, as Tammy shamefacedly scooped her coins back into the torn envelope, that it only ever seems to be those with money who prefer not to see or speak about it. Those of us who grew up without any like to hear it jangle in our purse or clatter against a table top as we count it, and feel the weight of it in our palms, a solid, tangible thing.

Wealth seems to be something altogether different. Not the solidity of coins in your hand, but an assumption that, even as you hand your last one over, there will always be more, because in Spencer’s world there always is.

There’s a brief knock on the suite door and I sit bolt upright. As I’m wondering who it could be, the door is opening, and then a young woman steps into the room. Her profile is at once strange and familiar, and when she turns, my heart begins to hammer in my chest.

The maid from yesterday. The one whose knowing gaze had made my skin prickle.

She hasn’t seen me yet and for a moment I fantasise that I might slip away, unnoticed. Out on to the balcony, perhaps? But then where from there? I’m in my underthings. And besides, this is silly. She’s a maid, and this is my suite, isn’t it? I have every right to be here.

It’s too late, anyway. She turns, freezing when she sees me here, sitting up in the bed, ash dropping unchecked from the end of my cigarette on to the expensive sheets.

‘Signora Carmichael! Scusi.’ She holds her hands up in surrender, a horrified look on her face.

‘That’s quite all right,’ I say, stubbing out my cigarette in the crystal ashtray on the bedside table. ‘I was about to take a bath anyway. Please, carry on.’

The poor girl looks as if she’s seen a ghost, and her dark eyes widen further as I throw back the sheets and climb from the bed in my peach satin chemise. Perhaps I ought to have sent her away after all. I wish I knew the etiquette. It’s the sort of thing I imagine they’d teach in a finishing school rather than a typing school and in any event I went to neither, so I have no idea if I’ve just committed a terrible faux pas.

Most of the other girls from the orphanage went into service, and it occurs to me now that, if I had, I would have known how to behave in this sort of scenario. But then again, if I’d followed in their footsteps I wouldn’t have needed to know. I wouldn’t be married to Spencer Carmichael, standing here now, in this hotel suite, half-dressed, with my toes curling against the cool tiles, locked in a strange and unsettling stalemate with an aghast chambermaid.

Her eyes dart from mine to the open balcony doors to the closed bathroom door, and then to the rumpled sheets of the bed. She glances over her shoulder as if she’s expecting to find someone standing there behind her.

‘E il Signor Carmichael?’ The maid’s voice falters, her smooth brow marred by worry lines.

‘My husband isn’t here,’ I say.

Her shoulders drop and she nods in understanding.

‘I’ll be through here,’ I say, gesturing to the bathroom.

At last, she seems to gather her wits. ‘Sì, signora. I change sheets. You come out, I gone.’ She motions to the suite door behind her.

‘Oh, don’t rush on my account,’ I tell her, but already she’s moving purposefully towards the bed, the crisp, clean scent of starch and sunshine wafting from the neatly folded sheets laid across her forearms.

I step into the bathroom, press the door closed and turn the lock. Through the wood I hear the rustle of fabric as the maid strips the bed with obvious hurry, and the whoosh of balled linen hitting the floor. I drop the heavy gold bath plug into place and turn the taps to full. The rumble of the water drowns out the noises from the other room but not the question circling my mind.

Why is an Italian chambermaid afraid of my husband?





Eleven

I choose my favourite from the dresses I’ve packed, a sleeveless green satin, with a full skirt that hides my narrow hips. Slipping on a new pair of stockings straight from the packet, I take time to straighten the seams, before waving my strawberry-blonde hair, just so, and curling my eyelashes.

There’s no need for rouge; the Italian sun has seen to that. I dab a little powder across my nose in an attempt to subdue the redness.

My hand hovers over the two perfume bottles on the dressing table, my fingers brushing over the expensive scent Spencer gifted me when we were courting. They settle instead on the midnight-blue bottle I bought with my first pay packet, dreaming of all that a Soir de Paris might hold. I spritz my scent in the air around me and walk through the cloud, letting the soft scent of violets and vanilla settle on my bare shoulders. I want to seem myself again, even if I don’t feel it. I want to give the old version of me a sign that I haven’t forgotten her, even if she’s long since abandoned us.

Spencer walks into the bedroom and gives a low whistle. ‘You look marvellous.’ He places his hands on my shoulders as I lean in towards the mirror to hook my pearl earrings into place.

‘Thank you.’

‘You know, I’m not sure we should go to this dinner after all.’

I meet his eye in the mirror, and he flashes that devilish smile of his.

‘I can think of more agreeable ways to spend the evening, can’t you?’ His tone is playful, but his grip is firm, keeping me in my seat.

‘But, darling, we can’t stand them up.’

‘Pfft, and why not? We don’t know them from Adam. Besides, it’s our honeymoon.’ Spencer plucks a lock of hair from the nape of my neck and curls it around one finger. He bends at the waist, pressing his lips against my bare skin, and I shiver.

‘Theirs too, I expect,’ I murmur.

He looks up at me in the mirror. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘Isn’t it obvious? They seem so smitten with one another.’

Spencer gives a noncommittal grunt and lets the lock of hair fall against my neck. His fingers hover above the zip of my dress.

Do we? I wonder. What do strangers think of our relationship when they see us side by side? Mr and Mrs Carmichael. Do middle-aged women gossip about how quickly we were married? Speculate on the reasons why a man like him would have chosen a girl like me?

If they do, I’m sure it won’t be anything I haven’t thought myself. Why me? When he could have his pick of any well-bred young woman in England? Why me, and not someone like Vivian Lambert . . . or rather, Bancroft?

‘I think we should go to dinner,’ I say, placing one hand atop his on my shoulder. ‘There’ll be time for other things later.’

Spencer sighs, but he lifts his hands from my shoulders and moves away from the dressing table. I watch him go in the glass as I pull on my gloves. I imagine myself saying that I’ve changed my mind, imagine the crisp sheets knotting in my grasp, the wisteria breeze rippling against my bare skin, and Spencer’s breath on my neck . . .

Instead, I rise and turn away from the mirror. ‘I’m ready.’

Ready for what, I don’t know, but if I spend the night in this suite with Spencer I’ll never find out.

At the lift doors, Spencer presses the gold button, and we wait, our reflections distorted in the metal.

‘She’s very beautiful,’ I blurt.

‘Who is?’

‘Vivian Lambert.’

He doesn’t say anything.

‘And her husband has a certain je ne sais quoi, wouldn’t you say?’

Spencer raises an eyebrow. ‘I thought you wanted to learn Italian, not French.’

‘Well, I’m waiting for you to teach me.’

The lift bell dings.

‘Io amo molto mio marito,’ Spencer says.

The doors slide open before us, revealing the mirrored gold walls of the empty lift car.

‘Io amo molto mio marito,’ I repeat slowly. ‘It’s a bit of a tongue-twister, isn’t it? What does it mean?’

Spencer presses his hand into the small of my back, and we step into the lift together.

‘It means, I love my husband very much.’

 

Vivian and Fred have already been seated on the terrace. Fred is wearing a dusky blue suit that brings out the colour of his eyes, and Vivian a rich navy pencil dress with a cutaway back. Her arms are bare aside from a single chunky gold bangle at one wrist and I feel dowdy, suddenly, in my elbow-length satin gloves, like a child who’s overdressed for a party.

Fred gets to his feet as we approach. ‘Ah, you made it.’ There’s a flicker of relief in his expression that makes me wonder if perhaps he thought we weren’t coming, and I find myself touched that he should care, and a little guilty that we almost wouldn’t have, if Spencer had had his way.

Vivian is radiant. With her dark hair tumbling across her bare shoulders in waves she looks like Elizabeth Taylor, greeting fans between movie takes. Smoke curls from a cigarette holder balanced between her painted fingernails, and her red lips part in a smile as she greets us. ‘I’m so glad you could join us.’

She and Fred are sat opposite each other, and so Spencer and I slip into the remaining seats, me beside Vivian and him beside Fred. I discreetly tug my gloves off and curl my bitten-down nails into my palms.

There’s a rush of activity as the waiter comes to take our drinks order and then an uneasy silence as he departs, and we all look at one another, stumped for something to say. Spencer tugs at his shirt collar and panic begins to unfurl in my chest. Oh, don’t let it be awkward, I think. It would be so wonderful to have them as friends. To have friends at all.

Spencer has them, of course, in the hundreds, but I left mine, what few there were, back in the typing pool. How nice it would be to have friends that were both of ours. Who knew us as a couple, rather than viewing me as something of an add-on – an afterthought or a plus one.

‘Goodness, look at the sky,’ I blurt.

One by one, they all turn to where the sun is dipping towards the horizon, painting the sky a hazy pinkish orange, daubed with lavender clouds.

‘I’ve never seen anything like it,’ I murmur.

‘This is your first time in Italy, then?’ Fred asks.

I turn back to the table and find them all waiting, expectantly, for my answer. Heat creeps up my neck. ‘Yes. My first time abroad,’ I admit.

Beside me, Vivian exhales, daintily, a thin plume of smoke rising from her pouted red lips. ‘And how are you finding it?’

‘Oh, wonderful.’

She smiles. ‘You made an excellent choice for your first trip – Positano is something special.’

‘Oh, well, that was Spencer’s idea.’

We all look to where he’s studying the menu as though he’s never seen it before, as though we haven’t dined here every night so far. Why isn’t he making more effort?

‘Actually, this is our honeymoon. Isn’t it, darling?’

His eyes meet mine over the top of the menu and he sets it down on the table top. ‘It is.’

‘Goodness,’ Fred exclaims. ‘Congratulations! When were you married?’

‘Oh.’ I shift in my seat, the fabric of my dress bunching around me. ‘Well, last year, in fact . . .’

‘Too busy to get away, hey?’ Fred nudges Spencer’s shoulder convivially but Spencer remains rigid and unsmiling.

‘My wife was unwell.’

All eyes land on me once more, my face growing hot and my mouth dry. Where is the waiter with the drinks?

‘I fell ill after the wedding,’ I say. ‘A nervous collapse, the doctors said. It came on quite out of the blue. I’ve always been so healthy and robust . . .’ I trail off, aware that I don’t look it in the slightest. ‘My recovery has been a little slower than we’d hoped; that’s why it’s taken us until now to get away.’

I reach for Spencer’s hand across the table and wish he would say something. After all, he knows more about it than I do, since it’s him the doctors spoke to. He who listened to their theories and diagnoses and recommendations as I lay there in a stupor, removed from it all. Even thinking of it now makes me squirm with embarrassment. How pathetic I must have seemed, must still seem. I tell myself it was the intensity of it all that did it – Spencer’s sudden proposal, meeting his family, the rush of wedding preparations.

I glance sidelong at Vivian. I can’t for one moment imagine her being hospitalised due to an attack of nerves after her wedding. She must have been a radiant bride.

‘I’m sorry to hear it,’ Fred says, suddenly serious. He looks down at Spencer’s hand covering mine on the table top, and Vivian follows his gaze with her own.

‘Thank you.’ I try to deflect the pity I can feel wafting my way, sitting up a little straighter, pulling my shoulders back. ‘But I’m beginning to feel more like myself every day. I think this trip is exactly what I needed.’

‘I’m glad.’ Vivian stubs out her cigarette, and when I glance sideways I find her smiling at me without pity. I feel a rush of warmth for her.

Spencer looks over at her too, their eyes catching across the table, and both Fred and I notice, and instantly look at one another.

Spencer turns to me and squeezes my hand. ‘I knew it would help.’

The waiter approaches our table and I sag a little with relief, knowing the attention will be diverted from me. When he sets my wine glass down in front of me, I take a deep swig. The wine is tart and dry, like the crispest green apple fallen early from the tree.

‘You are ready to order?’ the waiter asks.

‘Oh, I don’t—’

‘Sì. I’ll have the lobster,’ Spencer says.

Vivian jerks at my side, sloshing her cocktail. She dabs at the blood-red stain on the white tablecloth, muttering. I look away, embarrassed for her. It’s exactly the kind of thing I’d do, and I would die if I thought everyone was watching. Still, she seems more irritated than anything, tossing the soiled napkin to one side and lifting her glass once more, drinking deeply.

‘Ah, perhaps I should have mentioned – I have a shellfish allergy,’ Fred says, a trace of apology in his tone. Embarrassment, perhaps, at having to admit a weakness. I feel an affinity with him, especially when, like me, he seems determined to play it down and shrug it off. ‘Strangest thing, but I’ll be damned if it didn’t nearly kill me.’ He laughs.

Spencer’s eyebrows raise. ‘Is that right?’

Fred’s laughter dies away.

‘How does a person find out a thing like that?’ Spencer muses.

‘He had a reaction,’ Vivian says coolly. ‘A bad one.’

‘A damned crab salad, if you can believe it?’ Fred mutters. ‘Landed me in the hospital after barely a mouthful.’

‘So, it’s only a problem if you eat it, then?’ Spencer asks.

A flash of irritation crosses Fred’s face. ‘Well, yes . . . but . . .’

Spencer hands his menu to the waiter. ‘Then you shouldn’t worry. I wasn’t planning to share.’

I shift in my seat. ‘Darling, perhaps you ought to consider—’

‘What?’ Spencer looks at me.

I glance at Fred and feel myself blushing furiously. ‘Well, I just thought that under the circumstances, it might be better—’

‘No, no.’ Fred holds up his hands. ‘Far be it from me to keep a man from his dinner. Besides, I have this thing now.’ He opens his jacket, tapping his inside breast pocket, and there’s a tinny rattle.

‘It’s called an Ana-Kit,’ Vivian tells us. ‘If he has a reaction, I’m to draw up the medicine and inject it into his thigh.’

‘Good grief.’ I shudder. ‘That sounds grisly.’

Fred chuckles. ‘Not as grisly as the alternative, I assure you.’

‘There you go, then,’ Spencer says, as though that concludes the matter, as though he isn’t being a perfect brute about it all.

I stammer my own order to the waiter and stare down into my drink, ears ringing with embarrassment as Vivian and Fred place theirs. I watch the waiter retreat across the terrace, wishing I could follow. I’m struck by the mad thought that perhaps I ought to run after him, giving some excuse or other, and change Spencer’s order myself, but then he’s gone, and it’s too late.

‘So. Whereabouts in England are you from?’ Fred asks.

I lift my eyes from my drink and find him smiling and holding out a packet of cigarettes across the table. I take one, grateful to him for being such a good sport about it all, and refuse to meet Spencer’s eye though I can see him looking at me from the corner of mine.

‘I was born in Hackney. I’ve lived in London my whole life,’ I tell him.

Fred produces a silver lighter from his pocket but already Spencer has brought out his own, the worn initials RJC engraved on faded gold. The only thing of his brother’s that made it back from the front line, he’d told me once, in an unusually loquacious mood. I hadn’t pressed. Phantom older brothers were common enough in the fifties. We’d all lost someone. Or in my case, everyone.

Spencer lights my cigarette and then his own, and Fred gives a small shrug that makes me feel even more sorry for him and a rush of irritation towards my husband. Fred lights his cigarette and slips the lighter back into his pocket. ‘Don’t think me rude, but don’t you find London dreadfully dreary?’

I laugh at his honesty and, in an effort to soften Spencer’s rebuff, I admit, ‘Sometimes.’

‘All that grey.’ Fred pulls a face. ‘Of course, Vivian doesn’t agree.’ He looks to his wife. ‘Do you, darling? Where she grew up it rained all the damn time, so she’s used to it. Surprised she hasn’t got gills, between the constant rain and all that swimming.’ He laughs.

Vivian smiles but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

‘Where did you grow up?’ I ask.

‘Dartmoor.’

‘Oh! What a coincidence – that’s where Spencer’s family lives.’

Vivian looks over at him. ‘Is that so?’

‘Dartmouth,’ Spencer corrects. ‘Not quite the same, Bambi.’

‘No, of course, silly me. Still, they’re quite near, aren’t they? I wonder if you ever bumped into one another.’

Spencer coughs, cigarette smoke sputtering across the table. Through it, Vivian appraises him, head tilted. ‘I don’t think so. I’m sure I would remember.’

‘What about you?’ I ask Fred, emboldened now by the wine, my glass already empty.

‘Oh, I was born and schooled in England,’ Fred says, waving his hand once, as though to dismiss this fact the minute he says it. ‘But my father’s American, and I moved out there just as soon as I could.’

‘I thought I detected a hint of an accent.’

He grins, smoke wisping from between his straight white teeth. ‘Can’t be helped, I’m afraid.’

‘And where do you live now?’ I look between the two of them but it’s Vivian who answers.

‘Hollywood.’

‘Goodness! Tell me, is it just how it seems in the movies?’

Fred puffs out his chest. ‘Sure is. Glorious sunshine, palm trees outside the window, a pool in the yard with a view of the hills . . .’

‘I suppose you must see big stars all the time?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘It sounds awfully glamorous.’

‘Oh, it is,’ Vivian says but she sounds almost bored as she takes another drag of her cigarette.

‘Best place in the world,’ Fred announces. He seems so very young and playful, in a way I can’t imagine Spencer being, even if I’d met him ten years earlier, but then I’d only have been a child myself, and what on earth would we have had to say to one another? Him a man in his twenties, preparing to take over the family firm, and me, barely a teenager, a scrap of a thing with no knowledge of life outside the walls of the orphanage.

How did I come to be here? At this table, with these people, married to this man?

Another round of drinks arrives, and I knock back the wine as if it’s water. Vivian is drinking cocktails, the same colour as the sky now that the sun has dipped below the horizon. ‘A Bloody Mary,’ she tells me when she catches me looking. ‘Fewer calories than wine. Not that you need to worry about that.’

I smile and bring my cigarette to my lips. I don’t tell her that it’s the months of illness that have whittled me down, that nothing tastes the way it once did, that eating feels like a chore to be endured, that I would kill for the width of her hips and the fullness of her breasts. Better she thinks my waistline demonstrates a deliberate act of self-restraint rather than an absence of desire.

The food arrives, and I stare in horror at the whole lobster the waiter sets down in front of Spencer, but Fred only laughs. ‘Rather you than me, old man,’ he says. ‘And I don’t just mean the allergies. How on earth do you even tackle a thing like that?’

Spencer reaches for the menacing-looking device the waiter has supplied. I suppose it must be a nutcracker of sorts, but as he lifts it from the table it looks more like a surgical implement or a torture device.

I suppress a shudder as Spencer crunches the lobster’s tail with a hideous crack. ‘Oh, it’s quite easy when you know how,’ he says.

Over the course of dinner, I learn that the Lamberts have a baby boy, who is staying in England with Vivian’s parents. I recall the American women at the pool and their stage whispers and speculation.

‘How lovely,’ I say. ‘And how old is he?’

‘Not quite six months. Much too young to appreciate this sort of thing,’ Vivian laughs but it feels forced, and it strikes me that she misses him but doesn’t want to say so. I think again about women and their gossip while I pick at my salad and am grateful when Vivian waves the waiter over to order another drink.

‘I’ll have what she’s having,’ I tell the waiter.

But when it arrives I find it tastes like cold, spicy, soup. I hide my grimace by turning away to look out over the darkened sea. Below us, the lights of Positano glimmer like fireflies, and for one mad moment I wish I were down there, alone on the cool, dark sand, away from the chatter of the terrace and the mounting tension at the table.

If only Spencer wouldn’t be so snobbish, I think, resigning myself to my hideous cocktail. I’m sure that’s what this is. An unwillingness to accept Fred as an equal because he’s nouveau riche. As though anyone without an inheritance and a coat of arms isn’t worth bothering with. But then, why on earth did he marry me?

My cocktail is soon finished, though my salad remains largely untouched, and this time it’s me who signals to the waiter.

‘They go down easy, don’t they?’ Vivian nods to my empty glass, her voice low.

I force a laugh, too high, too harsh, that familiar flush creeping over my chest. ‘I suppose so.’

Vivian’s smile is knowing. ‘I’ll have another too.’

And so the waiter delivers two more of the revolting cocktails, and I discover that if I hold my breath the taste isn’t nearly so bad.

Spencer continues to attack his lobster with alarming ferocity, and on one occasion, wincing at the brutality with which he cracks and pulls the thing apart, I’m forced to look away and I find Fred watching. He winks at me conspiratorially, and I feel myself blushing terribly and looking around the table to see if anyone has noticed, but Spencer and Vivian are both preoccupied with their food.

The conversation moves on to business and I feel myself zoning out. Fred’s family made their fortune during the war, it seems, and I see Spencer’s mouth twist when he says this, as though it’s distasteful to mention. Perhaps it is. How would I know? And then the waiter is back, and I’m grateful to have my plate of barely touched food taken away before anyone can comment.

Vivian declines dessert. ‘I couldn’t possibly.’ She laughs, as though the mere suggestion is absurd, and turns to me. ‘How about you?’

‘Oh, not for me, thank you. But another drink, perhaps?’

From the corner of my vision I catch Spencer’s disapproving expression, but I deliberately avoid his eye.

The waiter nods. ‘Certamente, signora.’

‘What about your family?’ Fred asks, abruptly, as though just now remembering I’m there.

Unprepared for the question, I drop my head, looking down at the tablecloth as though it might hold an acceptable answer. ‘I don’t have any. Both my parents died in the war.’

‘Oh, how awful.’ Vivian turns to me, her dark eyes swimming with unshed tears.

I’m touched that she should feel so emotional about the death of two people she never met, but then I see her signal to the waiter once more, her glass drained, and wonder if it isn’t all the alcohol making her sentimental.

‘I’m sorry,’ Fred replies, solemn in his apology.

‘That’s quite all right,’ I say. ‘It was such a long time ago. My father left to fight before I was born, so I never knew him, and my mother was killed in an air raid attack when I was four.’

I conjure an image of her – a small, nervous woman with a permanently pinched expression, and apricot hair a shade or two darker than my own. I remember very little of our time together and all too soon it was over. In January 1944, light snow wasn’t the only thing falling from the Hackney sky. The Germans called it Operation Steinbock, but to everyone else it was the Baby Blitz, and to me it was what took my mother.

‘They dug me from the rubble,’ I say.

‘Good God,’ Fred murmurs.

Mercifully, I remember almost nothing of the attack itself, though I do remember arriving at the children’s home with nothing but the clothes on my back and a mouth full of ashes and dust. I was clinging to a silk scarf that had belonged to my mother, and which the matron tried – and failed – to prise from my sooty fist.

I touch a hand to my neck, expecting it to be there now, but, at the feel of the cool pearls instead, I drop my hand to my lap.

I remember that they tried to trace my father because, of course, they didn’t know about the telegram that had arrived just before Christmas. About the way my mother had crumpled in the doorway, folding like the paper in her hand, and how the delivery boy had turned away from her grief, his eyes landing on me, full of pity.

The same pity I feel now, as three pairs of eyes wait to see what I’ll do or say next.

I force a smile. ‘I barely remember it all, of course. Ancient history.’ I wave a hand, almost toppling my glass, and have to catch it, my cheeks flaming with embarrassment, and aching with strained cheer.

‘That’s the spirit.’ Fred matches my smile, though his appears genuine, dazzling more brightly than mine ever could.

The conversation moves on, but I startle at the touch of Vivian’s hand on my arm. Her fingers, chilled from the ice in her glass, sting my warm skin.

‘I moved away from my family to marry Fred,’ she says quietly. ‘So I know what it is to not be surrounded by family, to feel lonely sometimes.’

‘Oh.’ I struggle to hide my surprise. ‘Well, I mean, I’m used to it, I suppose . . . and of course, I have Spencer.’

She removes her hand from my arm and flashes a tight smile. ‘Of course.’

‘The whole thing was a crying shame, don’t get me wrong, and it was a terrible blow to lose so many good men. But it












































Eighteen

Positano, Italy, August 1961

The wind is whipping around the streets, rushing around the narrow bends to greet us. It ruffles the tulle skirt of my new dress, and I bat ineffectively at the layers, trying to hold them down.

I feel as stiff as the mannequin in the shop window. It’s not that it’s uncomfortable so much as that it feels as if it’s wearing me, rather than the other way around. I’d almost changed into my green dress at the last minute, but then Spencer had stepped into the room, gushing about how wonderful I looked, and it was too late.

Behind my navel a thrum of anticipation is building as we follow Piera’s directions to the club, weaving our way through increasingly narrow streets in an unexplored part of town.

‘Is it much further?’

Spencer glances sideways at me as though he’d forgotten I was there. ‘Do you need me to go slower?’

‘No, I only wondered.’ If anything, I want us to run. I can barely stand the suspense, the feeling of being on the precipice of some great excitement and not knowing what to expect.

‘Not far now. I’m sure Piera said it was along here somewhere . . .’

We turn down another narrow street and the wind rushes past, pushing at our backs and rattling the shutters overhead. In the distance, over the howl of the rising wind, there’s the ceaseless roar of the tide, battering against the worn cliff-face. It’s a wild night and it makes me feel wild right along with it, as though anything might happen, and it wouldn’t matter if it did.

Further along the street, a man stands in a doorway. He watches us approach, and the backs of my knees begin to tingle so that I falter a little, my ankle going over in my heels, but Spencer rights me wordlessly.

‘Buonasera,’ Spencer says. ‘È questa la Caverna Dorata?’ He shows the man the tickets and he nods, stepping aside to let us pass.

Stone steps lead us underground, and, although the walls are cool to touch when I press a palm against one to steady myself, the air grows hotter the lower we go. We emerge in a cavern-like space and my eyes are immediately drawn up to the domed ceiling, painted entirely in gold and dripping with heavy, gilded chandeliers.

‘The golden cavern,’ Spencer says. He has to bring his mouth right to my ear so I can hear him over the music; his breath, hot against my neck, raises the hairs on my arms.

On a low stage, slightly off centre to the rest of the room, a band plays, though it sounds less like a song and more like a conversation that the rest of us are eavesdropping on. A heated discussion, perhaps, the saxophone and piano at the heart of it, the other instruments goading them on, interrupting occasionally, with a point of their own.

A maître d’ steps forward, gesturing, ready to lead us to one of the little round tables arranged, almost haphazardly it seems, around a dance floor in front of the stage. The club is dark, the bulbs of the chandeliers overhead no match for the dusky stone walls and the lack of natural light.

‘Ecco qui—’ The maître d’ gestures ahead, though even in the dim light it’s clear that there are no empty tables in this part of the club. There are, however, two empty chairs at a table in the far corner, already occupied by a couple, sitting with their backs to us and cast in shadow.

‘Preferiremmo sederci da soli,’ Spencer says. ‘Table for two.’ He gestures between us. ‘Alone?’

The man shakes his head. ‘I tuoi biglietti sono per questi posti.’

‘Surely they can’t expect us to sit with strangers?’ I shout over the music to Spencer as the man leads us to the table.

Spencer shrugs but his expression belies his concern, and I know he’s as anxious as me not to be seated with people we don’t know. But then the couple turn, in unison it seems, and both Spencer and I freeze in place.

Vivian’s red lips draw back, her pearly white teeth glittering in the dark, and Fred gets to his feet.

‘I’m so glad you could join us.’

 

Surprise gives way to embarrassment, and I rush forward to take up my seat opposite Fred and Vivian. ‘Oh, it’s you!’

Vivian laughs. ‘Who else were you expecting?’ She’s wearing a red halterneck pencil dress that looks as though it might have been painted on, the fabric clinging to every curve. The long ties trail down her bare back, scarlet streaks against her smooth, bronzed skin. Fred is wearing a black suit, his white shirt open at the collar to expose the hollow of his throat.

‘We thought we were being seated with total strangers, didn’t we, darling?’ I turn to Spencer, who still hasn’t moved.

Fred laughs. ‘I’m sure I mentioned we had tickets too.’

Spencer moves at last, taking the remaining empty seat. ‘No, you didn’t.’

Fred shrugs as he lowers himself into his chair beside Vivian. ‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world,’ he says. ‘Best jazz club outside of America. And, as the ticket says, these nights are legendary.’

Fred winks at me, though fortunately Spencer doesn’t notice. He already looks irritated at having been caught unawares by their presence. I’m surprised too, but relieved, almost. The night will be livelier with the two of them here. I know I can rely on Fred to charm, and on Vivian to fill any awkward pauses.

‘It’s spectacular,’ I say, my voice a little breathy. The bodice of the new dress pinches me now that I’m sitting. The dressmaker must have been over-zealous in her alterations. Or perhaps I’m putting on weight at last.

A tray of drinks arrives.

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ Fred says. ‘I went to the liberty of pre-ordering. Vivian remembered how much you enjoyed the cocktails at dinner.’

I accept the Bloody Mary with a polite smile, and sip at it as I look around the crowded club. Every last seat is taken, and many more bodies line the walls and crowd the bar. The air is dense with the heat of them all, and I’m glad of the ice bobbing in my cocktail, if nothing else.

The music shifts and a couple takes to the dance floor. A woman in a short black dress, accompanied by a man in a black shirt and tight trousers. His sleeves are pushed up to his elbows and his collar is undone. They both have the deeply bronzed skin and glossy dark hair of locals, and they begin to dance with a sensuality that is almost obscene but nearly impossible to look away from.

Fred follows my line of sight. ‘Do you dance?’

My face blazes, making me grateful for the low light. ‘Oh, no.’

He raises an eyebrow. ‘Whyever not?’

‘I never learned.’

‘Well, there’s no time like the present, wouldn’t you agree?’ Fred gets to his feet and bows theatrically towards me, hand outstretched. ‘May I have the honour?’

‘Oh, I don’t think I . . .’ I look to Spencer, flustered.

He sits, straight-backed in his chair, his jaw set. ‘Go ahead, dance if you like,’ he says. ‘It doesn’t bother me.’

‘Nor should it. What man wouldn’t want to see his wife have a good time, hey?’

Fred’s smile is impossible to resist, and I allow myself to be tugged gently to my feet and towards the dance floor.

 

I needn’t have worried about my lack of grace or rhythm. Fred dances for both of us.

Soon, more couples get to their feet to join us on the small dance floor, and I begin to relax into it, reassured that no one will be paying me any attention. That my ineptitude is camouflaged by the other bodies twisting and writhing around us.

The air is heavy with smoke and sweat, but as Fred draws me closer it’s the spicy, almost medicinal scent of his pomade that envelopes me. I breathe a little deeper, drinking it in.

‘Uh-oh, I’m being shot daggers,’ says Fred.

‘What do you mean?’

Fred looks over my shoulder and then spins me around so I can see the table where Spencer and Vivian sit.

‘Your husband,’ Fred shouts over the music. ‘I don’t think he likes me.’

‘I’m sure that’s not true.’

But Spencer’s gaze is fixed. His eyes follow us around the dance floor no matter how much Fred twirls me about.

‘Are you?’ Fred chuckles. ‘Seems to me he might be a touch jealous.’

‘It’s only that he’s protective,’ I say. ‘Because of my illness. He worries about me, that’s all.’ But even as I’m saying it, my gaze is snagging on the set of Spencer’s jaw, the rigidity of his posture. Vivian says something to him, leaning across the table to be heard over the music, and he answers without taking his eyes from me and Fred.

Fred spins me again, looking over my shoulder. ‘The thief doth fear each bush an officer.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Shakespeare.’ Fred shakes his head. ‘Isn’t it remarkable, the things one can remember? All that rote learning at that dreadful school, I expect. Still, it’d be nice to remember something useful for a change.’

‘Oh, but I’d love to be able to quote Shakespeare.’

He looks down at me then. ‘Whatever for?’

I shrug. ‘To seem clever, I suppose.’

Fred laughs. ‘There’s nothing clever about thinking and saying the same things as everyone else. Far better to be your own person, I say.’

I don’t argue. It would be impossible for a man like Fred to understand the appeal of fitting in or how decadent it would feel to be comfortable in your own skin for just one moment. I imagine relaxing into myself the way a person might a cosy armchair. No anxiety at meeting new people or visiting new places like this, no fear of being seen for who – and what – you really are. Knowing and liking yourself so completely that nothing and no one can make you doubt yourself. It’s like a fairytale, and, like all good fairytales, it will never come true.

When the song changes, Fred steps back into a gracious bow and I give an embarrassed laugh.

‘You’re a natural,’ he tells me as we wind our way back to the table.

I slide into my seat, breathless.

Fred turns to Spencer. ‘Your turn.’

‘Oh, not yet—’ I protest.

‘Then borrow my wife,’ Fred gestures to Vivian. ‘I insist.’

Spencer looks as though he’s about to argue, but pushes back his chair and holds out a hand. Vivian accepts with a demure smile, but as she turns away there’s a crease between her brows.

Fred and I watch as they step on to the dance floor. My heart is still racing from my own dance, and I press a hand to my chest.

The song changes once more, the music slower now. A singer with deep brown skin and cropped black hair steps on to the stage, her gold gown flowing around her generous curves like water. She smiles graciously at the applause, and without preamble begins crooning into the microphone.

Goosebumps erupt on my arms, and I watch as Spencer places a hand on Vivian’s waist, catching my eye over her shoulder.

I smile, feeling my heart thrum beneath my fingertips.

‘What a handsome couple they make.’

I tear my eyes from Spencer’s to Fred, who is watching my husband and his wife, his head tilted slightly to one side.

‘Don’t you think?’

My gaze lingers on Vivian’s hand, resting gently on Spencer’s shoulder, the diamond of her wedding ring glinting beneath the gold ceiling and the lights of the chandeliers.

‘I suppose so.’ I look away.

‘So glamorous, so refined.’

I lift my eyes, and once more find Spencer looking intently in our direction.

‘All their creases ironed out,’ Fred continues. ‘Not like you and me.’ He turns to me, eyes and teeth sparkling.

I reach for my glass and take a deep swig, remembering, too late, how hideous it tastes.

Fred raises an eyebrow. ‘Another?’

‘Oh, no. Thank you. I’d really much rather have champagne,’ I say.

Fred laughs. ‘Who wouldn’t?’ He gets to his feet, momentarily blotting out my view of the dance floor with his frame. ‘Your wish is my command, signora.’

As he moves away into the crowd, I turn back to the dance floor, but I can no longer see Spencer or Vivian. My eyes scan the bodies, the aftertaste of the cocktail bitter in my throat.

Finally, I spot them. Vivian’s head is tilted back, her dark hair cascading over her bare shoulders. Her lips are moving, and Spencer’s head is bent forward, a light frown marring his brow as he listens. They could be a pair of locals, enjoying the music before retiring to their apartment, where they’d continue the party. I imagine the smudges of red lipstick on the rim of a wine glass, the purple dregs of a rich wine, and a low, creaky bed where they’d make passionate love, the shutters open so that people passing below would hear their cries of passion.

My stomach rolls in protest at the images playing in my head.

The song changes but my eyes remain fixed on Spencer and Vivian as they weave their way across the dance floor towards me. My mind is still lost in the torrid fantasy it’s conjured, so that the two of them are almost upon me before I snap back to reality, faking a smile that I’m sure would fool no one if it weren’t for the long shadows.

Vivian takes her seat, not quite meeting my eye.

‘Fred’s gone for another round of drinks,’ I say.

Spencer eyes the crowded bar as though he doesn’t quite believe me.

‘Signor Carmichael!’ My husband’s name cuts through the swell of the music and chatter.

A stranger is pushing his way through the crowd towards us. I’m so caught up in my daydream about Spencer and Vivian that for half a beat I almost think I’ve conjured this local man into being. It’s only when he claps a hand on Spencer’s shoulder that I’m shaken back to reality.

‘I thought it was you!’ The man is older, sixty perhaps, heavy-set, his grey hair receding, his features arranged in folds around a prominent nose.

Spencer’s expression flickers with something close to irritation.

‘And this must be your lovely wife, yes?’

For one awful moment I think he’s talking about Vivian, and so must she because her eyes widen, but then the stranger beams at me, holding out a hand.

‘Riccardo Casola.’

‘Oh, hello.’

He envelops my hand in his, pumping it enthusiastically.

‘And how do you know my husband?’

Someone jostles Spencer from behind and he jerks forward, tipping his cocktail down Signor Casola’s front, where it spreads like a bloodstain across the front of his white shirt.

‘Oh!’ I stare at it in horror.

‘Scusa, scusa!’ Spencer sets his empty glass down on the table and produces a napkin which he offers to Signor Casola. ‘What a crowd there is in here tonight!’

‘Grazie,’ the man mutters, dabbing ineffectively at the red stain that mars his chest.

‘Good grief, what a mess I’ve made of you. Come, let’s get that cleaned up properly.’

Signor Casola begins to protest, but Spencer is already leading him away, just as Fred is approaching the table, drinks in hand. He frowns, watching Spencer and the man walk away, and sets the drinks on the table. ‘What did I miss?’

I immediately reach for the champagne flute and take a deep swig. ‘Nothing really, but it’s so crowded in here! I’m afraid Spencer had an accident with the drinks. Quite ruined a poor man’s suit.’

Fred’s eyes search the crowd. ‘What precisely does he intend to do, tailor him a new one?’

‘Oh, I don’t know.’ I hadn’t even thought about what they might do. It’s hardly as though Signor Casola would have a change of clothing tucked away somewhere. But then Spencer is striding back towards us, parting the crowd, another cocktail in his hand.

‘Where did he go?’ I peer around my husband’s frame.

Spencer waves a hand. ‘Oh, there was nothing to be done for it. I gave him ten thousand lire to cover the dry-cleaning bill and he’s gone home to change.’

‘How did you know him, anyway?’

From the corner of my eye, I see both Fred and Vivian glance over at Spencer as though they too are awaiting his answer.

Spencer shrugs. ‘He’s one of the boat-owners. We got chatting on the jetty the other day. Remember – when you were unwell?’

His tone is pointed, and I feel myself blushing. ‘Yes, I remember.’

I look away, my eyes scanning the crowded club for a man with a stained shirt, a man who has only met my husband once but was able to recognise him across the dance floor of a crowded nightclub . . .

‘Looking for someone?’ Fred asks.

I turn back to the table and find all eyes on me. Heat floods my cheeks. ‘Only the powder room.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ Vivian says, getting to her feet quickly. ‘Excuse us.’
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