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I would not creep along the coast but steer
Out in mid-sea, by guidance of the stars
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The Aegean Sea

I will always remember exactly where I was and what I was doing when I
heard that my father had died.

I was lying naked in the sun on the deck of the Neptune, with Theo’s
hand resting protectively on my stomach. The deserted curve of golden
beach on the island in front of us glimmered in the sun as it sat nestled in its
rocky cove. The crystal-clear turquoise water was making a lazy attempt at
forming waves as it hit the sands, foaming elegantly like the froth on a
cappuccino.

Becalmed, I’d thought, like me.

We’d dropped anchor in the small bay off the tiny Greek island of
Macheres at sunset the night before, then waded ashore to the cove carrying
two cool boxes. One was filled with fresh red mullet and sardines that Theo
had caught earlier that day, the other with wine and water. I’d set down my
load on the sand, panting with effort, and Theo had kissed my nose tenderly.

‘We are castaways on our very own desert island,” he’d announced,
spreading his arms wide to gesture at the idyllic setting. ‘Now, I’m off in
search of firewood so we can cook our fish.’

I’d watched him as he turned from me and walked towards the rocks
forming a crescent around the cove, heading for the tinder-dry sparse
bushes that grew in the crevices. Given he was a world-class sailor, his
slight frame belied his strength. Compared to the other men I crewed with
in sailing competitions who seemed to be all rippling muscles and Tarzan-
like chests, Theo was positively diminutive. One of the first things I’d
noticed about him was his rather lopsided gait. He’d since told me how he’d



broken his ankle falling out of a tree as a child and how it had never
mended properly.

‘I suppose it’s another reason why I was always destined for a life on the
water. When I’m sailing, no one can tell how ridiculous I look walking on
land,’ he’d chuckled.

We’d cooked our fish and later made love under the stars. The following
morning was our last aboard together. And just before I’d decided I
absolutely had to resume contact with the outside world by switching on my
mobile, and then subsequently discovered my life had shattered into a
million tiny pieces, I’d lain there next to him perfectly at peace. And, like a
surreal dream, my mind had replayed the miracle of Theo and me, and how
we’d come to be here in this beautiful place. . .

I’d first set eyes on him a year or so ago at the Heineken Regatta in St
Maarten in the Caribbean. The winning crew was celebrating at the victory
dinner and I was intrigued to discover that their skipper was Theo Falys-
Kings. He was a celebrity in the sailing world, having steered more crews to
victory in offshore races during the past five years than any other captain.

‘He isn’t what I imagined at all,” I commented under my breath to Rob
Bellamy, an old crewmate with whom I’d sailed for the Swiss national
team. ‘He looks like a geek with those horn-rimmed glasses,’ I added as I
watched him stand up to move across to another table, ‘and he has a very
odd walk.’

‘He’s certainly not your average brawny sailor, admittedly,” agreed Rob.
‘But Al, the guy is a total genius. He has a sixth sense when it comes to the
water and there’s no one I’d trust more as my skipper on stormy seas.’

I was introduced to Theo briefly by Rob later that evening and I noticed
his hazel-flecked green eyes were thoughtful as he shook my hand.

‘So, you’re the famous Al D’ Apliese.’

Behind his British accent, his voice was warm and steady. ‘Yes, to the
latter part of that statement,’ I said, embarrassed at the compliment, ‘but I
think it’s you who’s famous.” Doing my best not to let my gaze waver under
his continued scrutiny, I saw his features soften as he let out a chuckle.

‘What’s so funny?’ I demanded.



“To be frank, I wasn’t expecting you.’

‘What do you mean “me”?’

Theo’s attention was diverted by a photographer wanting a team photo,
so I never did get to hear what it was he meant.

After that, I began to notice him across the room at various social events
for the regattas we took part in. He had an indefinable vibrancy about him
and a soft, easy laugh that, despite his outwardly reserved demeanour,
seemed to draw people to his side. If the event was formal, he was usually
dressed in chinos and a crumpled linen jacket as a nod to protocol and the
race sponsors, but his ancient deck shoes and unruly brown hair always
made him look as if he’d just stepped off a boat.

On those first few occasions, it seemed as if we were dancing around
each other. Our eyes met often, but Theo never attempted to continue our
first conversation. It was only six weeks ago, when my crew had claimed
victory in Antigua and we were celebrating at the Lord Nelson’s Ball that
marked the end of race week, when he tapped me on the shoulder.

‘Well done, Al,’ he said.

‘Thanks,’ I replied, feeling gratified that our crew had beaten his for a
change.

‘I’m hearing many good things about you this season, Al. Do you fancy
coming to crew for me in the Cyclades Regatta in June?’

I’d already been offered a place on another crew, but had yet to accept.
Theo saw my hesitation.

“You’'re already taken?’

‘Provisionally, yes.’

‘Well, here’s my card. Have a think about it and let me know by the end
of the week. I could really do with someone like you aboard.’

“Thanks.’ I mentally pushed aside my hesitation. Who on earth turned
down the chance to crew for the man currently known as ‘The King of the
Seas’? ‘By the way,’ I called out as he began to walk away from me, ‘last
time we talked, why did you say you weren’t expecting “me”?’

He paused, his eyes sweeping briefly over me. ‘I’d never met you in
person; I’d just heard titbits of conversation about your sailing skills, that’s
all. And as I said, you aren’t what I was expecting. Goodnight, Al.’

I mulled over our conversation as I walked back to my room in a little inn
by St John’s harbour, letting the night air wash over me and wondering why
it was that Theo fascinated me so much. Street lights bathed the cheerful



multi-coloured house fronts in a warm nocturnal glow, and from a distance,
the lazy hum of people in the bars and cafés drifted towards me. I was
oblivious to it all, exhilarated as I was by the race win — and by Theo Falys-
King’s offer.

As soon as I entered my room, I made a beeline for my laptop and wrote
him an email to accept his offer. Before I sent it, I took a shower, then
stopped to read it through again, blushing at how eager I sounded. Deciding
to save it in my drafts folder and send it in a couple of days, I stretched out
on my bed, flexing my arms to relieve the tension and soreness from the
race that day.

‘Well, Al,” I muttered to myself with a smile, ‘that will be an interesting
regatta.’

I sent the email as planned and Theo contacted me immediately, saying
how pleased he was I could join his crew. Then just two weeks ago, I found
myself inexplicably nervous as I stepped aboard the race-rigged Hanse 540
yacht in Naxos harbour to begin training for the Cyclades Regatta.

The race was not overly demanding as competitive racing went, the
entrants comprising a mix of serious sailors and weekend enthusiasts, all
buoyed up by the prospect of eight days’ fabulous sailing between some of
the most beautiful islands in the world. And as one of the more experienced
crews involved, I knew we were strongly fancied to win.

Theo’s crews were always notoriously young. My friend Rob Bellamy
and me, both thirty, were the ‘senior’ members of the team in terms of age
and experience. I’d heard that Theo preferred to recruit talent in the early
stages of a sailor’s career to prevent bad habits. The rest of the crew of six
were in their early twenties: Guy, a burly Englishman; Tim, a laidback
Aussie; and Mick, a half-German, half-Greek sailor who knew the waters of
the Aegean like the back of his hand.

Although I was eager to work with Theo, I hadn’t stepped into it blindly;
I’d done my best beforehand to gather information on the enigma that was
‘The King of the Seas’, by looking on the internet and talking to those who
had crewed with him previously.

I’d heard that he was British and had studied at Oxford, which would
account for his clipped accent, but on the internet, his profile said that he
was an American citizen who had captained the Yale varsity sailing team to
victory many times. One friend of mine had heard he came from a wealthy
family, another that he lived on a boat.



‘Perfectionist’, ‘Control freak’, ‘Hard to please’, “Workaholic’,
‘Misogynist’ . . . These were other comments I had gathered, the latter
coming from a fellow female sailor who claimed she’d been sidelined and
mistreated on his crew, which did give me pause for thought. But the
overwhelming sentiment was simple:

‘Absolutely the best bloody skipper I have ever worked for.’

That first day aboard, I began to understand why Theo was afforded so
much respect from his peers. I was used to shouty skippers, who screamed
instructions and abuse at one and all, like bad-tempered chefs in a kitchen.
Theo’s understated approach was a revelation. He said very little as he put
us through our paces, just surveyed us all from a distance. When the day
was over, he gathered us together and pinpointed our strengths and
weaknesses in his calm, steady voice. I realised he’d missed nothing and his
natural air of authority meant we hung on every word he said.

‘And by the way, Guy, no more sneaking a cigarette during a practice
under race conditions,” he added with a half-smile as he dismissed us all.

Guy blushed to the roots of his blond hair. “That guy must have eyes in
the back of his head,” he mumbled to me as we trooped off the boat to
shower and change for dinner.

That first evening, I headed out from our pension with the rest of the
crew, feeling happy I’d made the decision to join them in the race. We
walked along Naxos harbour, the ancient stone castle lit up above the
village and a jumble of twisting alleys winding down between the white-
washed houses. The restaurants along the harbour front were teeming with
sailors and tourists enjoying the fresh seafood and raising endless glasses of
ouzo. We found a small family-run establishment in the back streets, with
rickety wooden chairs and mismatching plates. The home-cooked food was
just what we needed after a long day on the boat, the sea air giving us all a
ravenous appetite.

My obvious hunger elicited stares from the men as I tucked into the
moussaka and generous helpings of rice. “What’s the problem? Have you
never seen a woman eat before?’ I commented sarcastically, as I leant
forward to grab another flatbread.

Theo contributed to the banter with the occasional dry observation, but
left immediately after dinner, choosing not to participate in the post-supper
bar crawl. I followed him shortly afterwards. Over my years as a



professional sailor, I’d learnt that the boys’ antics after dark were not
something I wished to witness.

In the next couple of days, under Theo’s thoughtful green gaze, we began
to pull together and quickly became a smoothly efficient team, and my
admiration for his methods grew apace. On our third evening on Naxos,
feeling particularly tired from a gruelling day under the searing Aegean sun,
I was the first to stand up from the dinner table.

‘Right lads, I’'m off.’

‘Me too. Night boys. No hangovers aboard tomorrow, please,” Theo said,
following me out of the restaurant. ‘Can I join you?’ he asked as he caught
up with me in the street outside.

“Yes, of course you can,’ I agreed, feeling suddenly tense that we were
alone together for the first time.

We walked back to our pension along the narrow cobbled streets, the
moonlight illuminating the little white houses with their blue-painted doors
and shutters on either side. I did my best to make conversation, but Theo
only contributed the odd ‘yes’ or ‘no’, and his taciturn responses began to
irritate me.

As we reached the lobby of the pension, he suddenly turned to me. ‘You
really are an instinctive seaman, Al. You beat most of your crewmates into a
cocked hat. Who taught you?’

‘My father,’ I said, surprised by the compliment. ‘He took me out sailing
on Lake Geneva from when I was very small.’

‘Ah, Geneva. That explains the French accent.’

I readied myself for the typical ‘say something sexy in French’ type of
comment that I usually got from men at this point, but it didn’t come.

“Well, your father must be one hell of a sailor — he’s done an excellent
job on you.’

‘Thanks,’ I said, disarmed.

‘How do you find being the only woman aboard? Although I’'m sure it’s
not a one-off occurrence for you,’ he added hastily.

‘I don’t think about it, to be honest.’

He looked at me perceptively through his horn-rimmed glasses. ‘Really?
Well, forgive me for saying so, but I think you do. I feel you sometimes try
to overcompensate for it and that’s when you make errors. I’d suggest you
relax more and just be yourself. Anyway, goodnight.” He gave me a brief
smile then mounted the white-tiled stairs to his room.



That night, as I lay in the narrow bed, the starched white sheets itched
against my skin and my cheeks burnt at his criticism. Was it my fault that
women were still a relative rarity — or, as some of my male crewmates
would undoubtedly say, a novelty — aboard professional racing boats? And
who did Theo Falys-Kings think he was?! Some kind of pop psychologist,
going around analysing people who didn’t need to be analysed?

I’d always thought I handled the woman-in-a-male-dominated-world
thing well, and had been able to take friendly jibes and asides about my
female status on the chin. I'd built myself a wall of inviolability in my
career, and two different personas: ‘Ally’ at home, ‘Al’ at work. Yes, it was
often hard and I’d learnt to hold my tongue, especially when the comments
were of a pointedly sexist nature and alluded to my supposed ‘blonde’
behaviour. I'd always made a point of warding off such remarks by keeping
my red-gold curls scraped back from my face and tied firmly in a ponytail,
and by not wearing even a smidgen of make-up to accentuate my eyes or
cover up my freckles. And I worked just as hard as any of the men on the
boat — perhaps, I fumed inwardly, harder.

Then, still sleepless with indignation, I remembered my father telling me
that much of the irritation people feel at personal observations was usually
because there was a grain of truth in them. And as the night hours drew on,
I had to concede that Theo was probably right. I wasn’t being ‘myself’.

The following evening, Theo joined me again as I walked back to the
pension. For all his lack of physical stature, I found him hugely intimidating
and I heard myself stumble over my words. As I struggled to explain my
dual personas, he listened quietly before responding.

“Well, my father — whose opinion I don’t normally rate to be fair,” he
said, ‘once stated that women would run the world if they only played to
their strengths and stopped trying to be men. Maybe that’s what you should
try to do.’

“That’s easy for a man to say, but has your father ever worked in a
completely female-dominated environment? And would he “be himself” if
he did?’ I countered, irritated at being patronised.

‘Good point,” Theo agreed. “Well, at least it might help a little if I called
you “Ally”. It suits you far better than “Al”. Would you mind?’

Before I had a chance to answer, he halted abruptly on the picturesque
harbour front, where small fishing boats rocked gently between the larger
yachts and motor cruisers as the soothing sounds of a calm sea lapped



against their hulls. I watched him look up to the skies, his nostrils flaring
visibly as he sniffed the air, checking to see what the dawn would bring
weather-wise. It was something I had only ever seen old sailors do, and 1
chuckled suddenly at the projected image of Theo as an ancient, grizzled
sea dog.

He turned to me with a puzzled smile. ‘What’s so funny?’

‘Nothing. And if it makes you feel better, you’re welcome to call me
“Ally”.’

“Thanks. Now, let’s get back and grab some sleep. I have a hard day
planned for us all tomorrow.’

Again that night, I was restless as I replayed our conversation in my
mind. Me, who usually slept like a log, especially when I was training or
competing.

And rather than Theo’s advice helping me, over the next couple of days I
made numerous silly mistakes, making me feel more like a rookie than the
professional I was. I castigated myself harshly; but ironically, even though
my crewmates teased me good-naturedly, never once was there a word of
criticism from Theo.

On our fifth night, feeling horribly embarrassed and confused by my
uncharacteristically sloppy performance level, I didn’t even join the rest of
the crew for dinner. Instead, I sat on the small terrace of the pension eating
bread, feta cheese and olives provided by the kind owner. I drowned my
sorrows in the rough red wine she poured me, and after a number of glasses,
began to feel decidedly queasy and sorry for myself. I was just lurching
unsteadily from the table, headed for bed, when Theo arrived on the terrace.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked, sliding his glasses up his nose to see me
properly. I squinted back at him, but his outline had become inexplicably
blurry.

“Yes,’ I replied thickly, sitting back down hurriedly as everything I tried
to focus on started to sway.

‘Everyone was worried about you when you didn’t turn up tonight.
You’re not sick, are you?’

‘No.’ I felt the burning sensation of bile rising in my throat. ‘I’m fine.’

“You know, you can tell me if you are sick and I swear I won’t count it
against you. Can I sit down?’

I didn’t answer. In fact, I found I couldn’t as I struggled to control my
nausea. He sat down in the plastic chair across the table from me anyway.



‘So what’s the problem?’

‘Nothing,” I managed.

‘Ally, you’re an awful colour. Are you sure you’re not ill?’

‘I...Excuse me.

With that, I staggered up and just made it to the edge of the terrace before
I vomited over it onto the pavement below.

‘Poor you.’ I felt a pair of hands clasp me firmly around my waist.
“You’re obviously not well at all. I’'m going to help you to your room. What
number is it?’

‘Tam . . . perfectly well,” I muttered stupidly, horrified beyond measure
at what had just happened. And all in front of Theo Falys-Kings, who, for
some reason, I was desperate to impress. All things considered, it could not
have been worse.

‘Come on.” He hoisted my limp arm over his shoulder and half-carried
me past the disgusted gaze of the other guests.

Once in my room, I was sick a few more times, but at least it was into the
toilet. Each time I emerged, Theo was waiting for me, ready to help me
back to the bed.

‘Really,’ I groaned, ‘I’ll be fine in the morning, I promise.’

“You’ve been saying that in between rounds of vomit for the past two
hours,’ he said pragmatically, wiping the sticky sweat from my forehead
with a cool, damp towel.

‘Go to bed, Theo,” I murmured groggily. ‘Really, I’'m fine now. Just need
to sleep.’

‘In a while, I will.’

“Thanks for looking after me,” I whispered as my eyes began to shut.

“That’s okay, Ally.’

And then, as I drifted in the half here, half there world of the few seconds
before sleep, I smiled. ‘I think I love you,’ I heard myself say before I
descended into oblivion.

I woke the next morning feeling shaky but better. As I climbed out of
bed, I tripped over Theo, who had used a spare pillow and was curled up on
the floor fast asleep. Shutting the bathroom door, I sank onto the edge of the
bath and remembered the words I’d thought — or Christ, had I actually
spoken them? — last night.

I think I love you.



Where on earth had that come from? Or had I dreamt I’d said it? After
all, I’d been very unwell and might have been hallucinating. God, I hope so,
I groaned to myself, my head in my hands. But . . . if I hadn’t actually said
it, why could I remember those words so vividly? They were ridiculously
inaccurate, of course, but now Theo might think that I actually meant them.
Which of course I didn’t, surely?

Eventually, I emerged sheepishly from the bathroom and saw that Theo
was about to leave. I couldn’t meet his eye as he told me he was going to
his own room to take a shower, and would come back to collect me in ten
minutes to take me down for breakfast.

‘Really, you go on your own, Theo. I don’t want to risk it.’

‘Ally, you have to eat something. If you can’t keep food down for an
hour afterwards, I’m afraid you’re banned from the boat until you can. You
know the rules.’

‘Okay,’ I agreed miserably. As he left, I wished with all my heart that I
could simply become invisible. Never in my life had I wanted to be
somewhere else as much as I did at that moment.

Fifteen minutes later, we walked onto the terrace together. The other crew
members looked up at us from the table with knowing smirks on their faces.
I wanted to punch each and every one of them.

‘Ally has a stomach bug,” Theo announced as we sat down. ‘But by the
looks of it, Rob, you missed out on some beauty sleep too.” The assembled
crew members chuckled at Rob, who shrugged in embarrassment as Theo
proceeded to talk calmly about the practice session he had planned.

[ sat silently, appreciating that he’d moved the conversation on, but I
knew what the others were all thinking. And the irony was, they were so, so
wrong. I’d made a vow never to sleep with a crewmate, knowing how
quickly women could get a reputation in the close-knit world of sailing.
And now, it seemed I’d acquired one by default.

At least I was able to keep my breakfast down and was allowed aboard.
From that moment on, [ went out of my way to make it clear to everyone —
especially to him — that I was not the slightest bit interested in Theo Falys-
Kings. During the practices, I kept as far away from him as was possible on
a small craft, and answered him in monosyllables. And in the evenings,
after we finished dinner, I gritted my teeth and stayed on with the crew as
he rose to leave and return to the pension.



Because, I told myself, I did not love him. And I did not wish for anyone
else to think I did either. However, as I set about convincing everyone
around me, I realised there was no real conviction in my own mind. I found
myself staring at him when I didn’t think he was looking. I admired the
calm, measured way he dealt with the crew and the perceptive comments he
made that pulled us together and made us work better as a team. And how,
despite his comparatively small stature, his body was firm and muscled
beneath his clothes. I watched him as he proved himself time and again to
be the fittest and strongest of all of us.

Every time my treacherous mind wandered in that direction, I did my
best to reel it firmly back in. But I’d suddenly started noticing just how
often Theo walked around without a shirt on. Granted, it was extremely hot
during the day, but did he really have to be topless to look at the race maps .

b

‘Do you need anything, Ally?’ he asked me once, as he turned around to
find me staring at him.

I don’t even remember what I mumbled as I turned away, my face bright
red with shame.

I was only relieved that he never mentioned what I may have said to him
on the night I was so ill, and began to convince myself that I really must
have dreamt it. But still, I knew something irrevocable had happened to me.
Something that, for the first time in my life, I seemed to have no control
over. As well as my usual clockwork sleeping pattern deserting me, my
healthy appetite had disappeared too. When I did manage to doze off, I had
vivid dreams about him, the kind that made me blush when I awoke and
made my behaviour towards him even more awkward. As a teenager, I’d
read love stories and dismissed them, preferring meaty thrillers. Yet, as I
mentally listed my current symptoms, sadly, they all seemed to fit the same
bill: I’d somehow managed to develop a massive crush on Theo Falys-
Kings.

On the last night of training, Theo rose from the table after supper and
told us we’d all done a spectacular job and that he had high hopes for
winning the forthcoming regatta. After the toast, I was just about to depart
for the pension when Theo’s gaze fell on me.

‘Ally, there’s something I wanted to discuss with you. The regulations
say we have to have a member of the crew who’s in charge of first aid. It



means nothing, just red tape and a case of signing a few forms. Would you
mind?’ He indicated a plastic file, then nodded to an empty table.

‘I know absolutely nothing about first aid. And just because I’'m a
woman,’ I added defiantly as we sat down at the table away from the others,
‘doesn’t mean I can nurse anyone better than the men. Why not ask Tim or
one of the others to do it?’

‘Ally, please shut up. It was just an excuse. Look.” Theo showed me the
two sheets of blank paper he’d just taken out of his file. ‘Right,’ he said,
handing me a pen, ‘for the sake of form, particularly yours, we will now
conduct a discussion about your responsibilities as the appointed crew
member in charge of first aid. And at the same time, we will discuss the fact
that on the night you were so ill, you told me that you thought you loved
me. And the fact is, Ally, I think I might feel the same about you too.’

He paused and I looked at him in total disbelief to see if he was teasing
me, but he was busy pretending to check the pages.

‘What I’d like to suggest is that we find out what this means for both of
us,” he continued. ‘As from tomorrow, I’m taking my boat and disappearing
for a long weekend. I’d like you to come with me.’ Finally, he looked up at
me. ‘Will you?’

My mouth was opening and closing, probably in a very good impression
of a goldfish, but I simply didn’t know how to answer him.

‘For goodness’ sake, Ally, just say yes. Forgive the feeble analogy, but
we’re both in the same boat. We both know that there’s something between
us and has been ever since we first met a year ago. To be frank, from what
I’d heard about you, I’d been expecting some muscly “he-she”. And then
you turned up, all blue eyes and gorgeous Titian hair, and completely
disarmed me.’

‘Oh,’ I said, totally lost for words.

‘So.” Theo cleared his throat and I realised that he was equally nervous.
‘Let’s go and do what we both love best: spend some time mucking about
on the water and give whatever this “thing” is a chance to develop. If
nothing else, you’ll like the boat. It’s very comfortable. And fast.’

‘Will there . . . be anyone else on-board?’ I asked him, eventually finding
my voice.

‘No.’

‘So, you’ll be skipper and I’ll be your only crew?’



“Yes, but I promise I won’t make you climb the rigging and sit in the
crow’s nest all night.” He smiled at me then, and his green eyes were full of
warmth. ‘Ally, just say you’ll come.’

‘Okay,’ I agreed.

‘Good. Now, perhaps you can sign on the dotted line to . . . er, seal the
deal.’ His finger indicated a spot on the blank sheet of paper.

I glanced at him and saw that he was still smiling at me. And finally, I
offered him a smile back. I signed my name and passed the sheet of paper
over to him. He studied it in a show of seriousness, then returned it to the
plastic file. ‘So, that’s all sorted,’ he said, raising his voice for the benefit of
our fellow crew members, whose ears were no doubt on elastic. ‘And I’ll
see you down at the harbour at noon to brief you on your duties.’

He gave me a wink and we walked sedately back to join the others, my
measured pace belying the wonderful bubble of excitement I felt inside me.



It was fair to say that neither Theo nor I were sure what to expect as we set
sail from Naxos on his Sunseeker, the Neptune, a sleek and powerful motor
yacht that was a good twenty feet longer than the Hanse we were sailing in
the race. I’d become used to sharing cramped quarters on boats with many
others, and now that it was just the two of us, the amount of space between
us felt conspicuous. The master cabin was a luxurious suite with a polished
teak interior and when I saw the large double bed, I cringed as I
remembered the circumstances of the last time we had slept in the same
room.

‘I picked her up very cheaply a couple of years ago when the owner went
bankrupt,” he explained as he steered the craft out of Naxos harbour. ‘At
least it’s put a roof over my head since then.’

“You actually live on this boat?’ I said in surprise.

‘I stay with my mum at her house in London during the longer breaks,
but in the last year, I’ve been living on this in the rare moments I’m not
sailing a boat to a race or competing. Although I’ve finally got to the stage
of wanting a home of my own on dry land. In fact, I’ve just bought a place,
although it needs an awful lot of work and God knows when I’ll have the
time to renovate it.’

I was already accustomed to the Titan, my father’s oceangoing super
yacht with its sophisticated computerised navigation, so the two of us
shared the ‘driving’, as Theo liked to call it. But that first morning, I found
it difficult to slip out of the usual protocol of being aboard with him. When
Theo asked me to do something, I had to stop myself answering, ‘Yes,
skipper!”’

There was a palpable air of tension between us — neither of us was sure
how to cross over from the working relationship we’d had so far to a more



intimate footing. Conversation was stilted, with me second-guessing
everything I was saying in this strange situation and mostly resorting to idle
small talk. Theo remained virtually silent and by the time we dropped
anchor for lunch, I was starting to feel that the whole idea was a complete
disaster.

I was grateful when he produced a bottle of chilled Provencal rosé to
accompany our salad. I’d never been a big drinker, certainly not on the
water, but somehow we managed to swiftly down the bottle between us. In
order to prod Theo out of his awkward silence, I decided to talk to him
about sailing. We went over our strategy for the Cyclades and discussed
how different the racing would be in the upcoming Beijing Olympics. My
final trials for a place in the Swiss squad were to take place at the end of the
summer and Theo told me he’d be sailing for America.

‘So you’re American by birth? You sound British.’

‘American father, English mother. I was at boarding school in
Hampshire, then went to Oxford, then to Yale,” he clarified. ‘I always was a
bit of a swot.’

‘What did you study?’

‘Classics at Oxford, then a masters in psychology at Yale. I was lucky
enough to be selected for the varsity sailing team and ended up captaining
it. All very ivory-tower-type stuff. You?’

‘I went to the Conservatoire de Musique de Geneve and studied the flute.
But that explains it.” I eyed him with a grin.

‘What explains “what”?’

“The fact that you’re so keen on analysing people. And half the reason
you’re such a successful skipper is because you’re so good with your crew.
Especially me,’ I added, the alcohol making me brave. “Your comments
helped me, really, even if I didn’t particularly like hearing them at the time.’

“Thanks.” He ducked his head shyly at the compliment. ‘At Yale, they
gave me free rein to combine my love of sailing with psychology and I
developed a style of command that some might find unusual, but it works
for me.’

“Were your parents supportive of your sailing?’

‘My mother, yes, but my father . . . well, they split when I was eleven and
an acrimonious divorce followed a couple of years later. Dad went back to
live in the States after that. I’d stay with him there during the holidays when
I was younger, but he was always at work or travelling and he employed



nannies to look after me. He visited me when I was at Yale a few times to
watch me compete, but I can’t say I really know him very well. Only
through what he did to my mum, and I accept that her antipathy towards
him clouded my judgement. Anyway, I’d love to hear you play the flute, by
the way,” he said, suddenly changing the subject and meeting my gaze
properly, green eyes on blue. But the moment passed and he looked away
again, shifting in his seat.

Frustrated that my attempts to draw him out seemed to be failing, I
lapsed into an irritated silence too. After we’d carried the dirty plates down
to the galley, I dived off the side of the boat and swam hard and fast to clear
my wine-infused brain.

‘Shall we go up onto the top deck and get some sun before we move on?’
he asked me as I appeared back on-board.

‘Okay,’ I agreed, even though I could feel my pale freckled skin had
already had more than enough sun. Normally when I was on the water, I
covered myself in heavy-duty total sunblock, but as it was practically akin
to painting myself white, it wasn’t the most seductive look. I’d deliberately
used a lighter sunscreen that morning, although I was beginning to think
that the sunburn wouldn’t be worth it.

Theo took two bottles of water from the ice box and we made our way to
the comfortable sun deck on the prow of the yacht. We settled ourselves
next to each other on the luxuriously padded cushioning and I glanced at
him surreptitiously, my heart pounding uncontrollably at his half-naked
nearness. I decided that if he didn’t make a move soon, I’d have to do
something very unladylike and simply pounce on him. I turned my head
away from him to prevent further salacious thoughts from running through
my mind.

‘So, tell me about your sisters and this house that you live in on Lake
Geneva. It sounds idyllic,” he said.

“Ttis...I...

Given my brain was scrambled with desire and alcohol, the last thing I
wanted to do was commence a long spiel about my complex family
scenario. ‘I’m feeling sleepy, can I tell you later?’ I said, turning onto my
front.

‘Of course you can. Ally?’

[ felt the light touch of his fingers on my back. “Yes?’ I turned back over
and looked up at him, my throat tightening with breathless expectation.



“You’re burning on your shoulders.’

‘Oh. Right,’ I snapped. ‘Well, I’ll go and sit downstairs in the shade,
then.’

‘Shall I come with you?’

I didn’t answer, just shrugged as I stood up and clambered along the
narrow part of the deck that led aft. Then his hand grabbed mine.

‘Ally, what is it?’

‘Nothing, why?’

‘You seem very . . . tense.’

‘Ha! So do you,’ I retorted.

‘Do I?’

“Yes,’ I said as he followed me down the steps into the stern and I sat
heavily on a bench in the shade.

‘Sorry, Ally,” he sighed. ‘I’ve never been very good at this bit.’

‘What exactly is “this bit”?’

‘Oh, you know. All the preamble, knowing how to play it. I mean, I
respect you and like you, and I didn’t want to make you feel as though I’d
brought you aboard for a roll in the hay. You could well have thought that’s
all I wanted, since you’re so sensitive anyway about being a female in a
male world and—’

‘For God’s sake, Theo, I’'m not!’

‘Really, Ally?’ Theo rolled his eyes in disbelief. ‘To be honest, these
days us guys are all scared we’ll get slapped with a sexual harassment
charge if we so much as gaze admiringly in the direction of a woman. It
happened to me once with another female sailor who was on my crew.’

‘Did it?’ I feigned surprise.

“Yup. I think I said something like, “Hi Jo, so nice to have you aboard to
liven all us boys up.” I was doomed from that moment on.’

I stared at him. ‘You didnt say that!’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, Ally, what I meant was that she would keep us all on
our toes. Professionally, she had a fabulous reputation. And she took it the
wrong way, for some reason.’

‘I can’t think why,” I commented acidly.

‘Nor could 1.’

“Theo, I was being facetious! I can see exactly why she took offence. You
can’t imagine the kinds of comments us women sailors get. No wonder she
was sensitive about it.’



‘Well, that’s why I was extremely nervous about having you aboard in
the first place. Especially as I found you so attractive.’

‘I’m the polar opposite, remember?’ I rounded on him. “You criticised me
for trying to be a man and not playing to my strengths!’

“Touché,’ he said with a grin. ‘And now here you are with me, alone, and
I work with you and you might think—’

“Theo! This is getting ridiculous! I think it’s you who’s got the problem,
not me!’ I shot back at him, by now completely exasperated. ‘You asked me
onto your boat and I came of my own free will!”’

“Yes, you did, but to be honest, Ally, this whole thing . . .” He paused and
looked at me earnestly. ‘You matter so much to me. And forgive me for
behaving like an idiot, but it’s been so long since I’ve done this . . . courting
thing. And I don’t want to get it wrong.’

My heart softened. “Well, how about if you just try to stop analysing
everything and relax a little? Then maybe I will too. Remember, I want to
be here.’

‘Okay, I'll try.’

‘Good. Now,’ I said, as I studied my sunburnt upper arms, ‘as I really am
starting to resemble an overripe tomato, I’m going to go downstairs to take
a rest from the sun. And you’re very welcome to join me if you want to.” I
stood up and made my way to the stairs. ‘And I promise I won’t sue you for
sexual harassment. In fact,” I added boldly, ‘I might positively encourage
some.’

I disappeared down the stairs, giggling at the blatancy of my invitation
and wondering whether he’d respond to it. As I entered the cabin and lay
down on the bed, I felt a sense of empowerment. Theo might be the boss at
work, but I was determined to have parity in any personal relationship the
two of us might have in the future.

Five minutes later, Theo appeared sheepishly at the door and apologised
profusely for being ‘ridiculous’. Eventually, I told him to shut up and come
to bed.

Once that had happened, all was well between us. And in the following
days, both of us realised it was something far deeper than physical
attraction — that rare triumvirate of body, heart and mind. And finally, we
immersed ourselves in the mutual joy of having found each other.

Our closeness grew at a faster pace than normal because we were already
aware of each other’s strengths and weaknesses, although it’s fair to say we



didn’t talk much about the latter, simply glorifying in how wonderful we
seemed to each other. We spent the hours making love, drinking wine and
eating the fresh fish Theo caught from the back of the boat, with me lying
lazily in his lap reading a book. Our physical hunger was coupled with an
equally insatiable appetite to learn everything we could about each other.
Alone together out on the peaceful sea, I felt we lived outside of time,
needing nothing but each other.

On our second night, I lay under the stars in Theo’s arms on the sun deck
and told him about Pa Salt and my sisters. As everyone always did, Theo
listened in fascination to the tale of my strange and magical childhood.

‘So, let me get this straight: your father, nicknamed “Pa Salt” by your
eldest sister, brought you and five other baby girls home from his travels
around the world. Rather like other people would collect fridge magnets?’

‘In a nutshell, yes. Although I like to believe I’m slightly more precious
than a fridge magnet.’

‘We’ll see,” he said, nibbling my ear gently. ‘Did he take care of all of
you by himself?’

‘No. We had Marina, who we’ve always called “Ma”. Pa employed her
as a nanny when he first adopted Maia, my oldest sister. She’s practically
our mother and we all adore her. She’s from France originally, so that’s one
of the reasons we all grew up fluent in French, apart from it being one of
the Swiss national languages. Pa was obsessed with us being bilingual, so
he spoke to us in English.’

‘He did a good job. I’d never have known it wasn’t your first language,
apart from your gorgeous French accent,’ he said as he hugged me to him
and pressed a kiss onto my hair. ‘Did your father ever tell you why he
adopted you all?’

‘I asked Ma once, and she said that he was simply lonely at Atlantis and
had plenty of money to share. Us girls never really questioned why, we just
accepted where we were, as all children do. We were a family; there never
had to be a reason. We just . . . are.’

‘It’s like a fairy tale. The rich benefactor who adopts six orphans. Why
all girls?’

‘We’ve joked that maybe once he’d started naming us all after the Seven
Sisters star cluster, adopting a boy would have spoilt the sequence,’ I said
with a chuckle. ‘But to be honest, none of us have a clue.’



‘So your proper name is “Alcyone”, the second sister? That’s a bit more
of a mouthful than “Al”,’” he teased me.

“Yes, but nobody ever calls me that, except for Ma when she’s cross with
me,’ | grimaced. ‘And don’t you dare start!’

‘I love it, my little halcyon bird. I think it suits you. So why are there
only six of you, when there should have been seven to fit with the
mythology?’

‘I’ve absolutely no idea. The last sister, who would have been called
Merope if Pa had brought her home, never arrived,’ I explained.

“That’s rather sad.’

“Yes it is, although considering how much of a nightmare my sixth sister,
Electra, was when she first came to Atlantis, I don’t think any of us were
looking forward to adding another screaming baby to our family.’

“Electra”?’ Theo recognised the name immediately. ‘Not the famous
supermodel?’

“They’re one and the same, yes,’ I replied warily.

Theo turned to me in amazement. I rarely, if ever, mentioned that Electra
and I were related, as it engendered endless probing to find out who really
lay behind one of the most photographed faces in the world.

‘Well, well. And your other sisters?’ he asked, pleasing me by asking
nothing further about Electra.

‘Maia is my big sister and the eldest. She’s a translator — she took after
Pa in her talent for languages. I’ve lost count of how many she speaks. And
if you think Electra is beautiful, then you should see Maia. Whereas I’'m all
red hair and freckles, she has gorgeous tawny skin and dark hair and looks
like an exotic Latin diva. Though in personality, she’s very different. She’s
a virtual recluse, still living at home at Atlantis, saying she wants to be
there to look after Pa Salt. All the rest of us think she’s hiding . . . from
what’ — a sigh escaped me — ‘I couldn’t tell you. I’m sure something
happened to her when she went away to university. She changed
completely. Anyway, I absolutely adored her when I was a child and I still
do now, even though I feel that she’s cut me out over the past few years. To
be fair, she’s done that with everyone, but we used to be very close.’

‘“When you go within, you tend to go without, if you know what I mean,’
Theo murmured.

“Very profound.’ I nudged him with a smile. ‘But yes, that’s about the
size of it.’



‘And your next sister?’

‘Is called Star and she’s three years younger than me. My two middle
sisters really come as a pair. CeCe, my fourth sister, was brought home by
Pa only three months after Star, and they’ve been stuck together like glue
ever since. They both had a somewhat nomadic existence after leaving
university, working their way through Europe and the Far East, although
apparently they’re now intending to settle in London so CeCe can do an art
foundation course. If you’re going to ask me who Star actually is as a
person, or what her talents and ambitions are, I really couldn’t tell you, I’'m
afraid, because CeCe completely dominates her. She doesn’t speak much
and lets CeCe do the talking for both of them. CeCe’s a very strong
character, like Electra. As you can imagine, there’s some tension between
those two. Electra’s as high-voltage as her name suggests, but very
vulnerable underneath, I’ve always thought.’

“Your sisters would certainly make a fascinating psychological study,
that’s for sure,” Theo agreed. ‘So, who comes next?’

“Tiggy, who is easy to describe as she’s simply a sweetie. She graduated
in biological sciences and worked in research at Servion Zoo for a while,
before taking off to the highlands of Scotland to work in a deer sanctuary.
She’s very . ..” — I searched for the word — ‘ethereal, with all her strange
spiritual beliefs. She literally seems to float somewhere between heaven and
earth. I’m afraid all of us have teased her mercilessly over the years when
she’s announced she’s heard voices or seen an angel in the tree in the
garden.’

“You don’t believe in anything like that then?’

‘I’d say my feet were firmly planted on the earth. Or at least, on water,’ I
corrected myself with a grin. ‘I’m very practical by nature, and I suppose
that’s partly why my sisters have always looked to me as the “leader” of our
little band. But that doesn’t mean to say I don’t have respect for what I
don’t know or understand. You?’

‘Well, even though I’ve never seen an angel like your sister, I’ve always
felt as though I was protected. Especially when I’ve been sailing. I’ve had a
number of hairy moments aboard, and so far, touch wood, I’ve managed to
come out of them unscathed. Perhaps Poseidon is rooting for me, to use a
mythological analogy.’

‘And long may that continue,’ I muttered fervently.



‘So, last but not least, tell me about this incredible father of yours.” Theo
began to stroke my hair gently. “What does he do for a living?’

“To be honest, again, none of us is exactly sure. Whatever it is, he’s
certainly been successful. His yacht, the Titan, is a Benetti,’ I said, trying to
put Pa’s wealth into a language Theo could understand.

‘“Wow! That makes this look like a child’s dinghy. Well, well, with your
palaces on land and sea,” Theo teased me, ‘I reckon you’re a secret
princess.’

‘We’ve certainly lived well, yes, but Pa was determined to make sure we
all earned our own money. There have never been carte blanche handouts
to any of us as adults, unless it was, or is, for educational purposes.’

‘Sensible man. So, are you close to him?’

‘Oh, extremely. He’s been . . . everything to me, and to all of us girls. I'm
sure we all like to think we have a special relationship with him, but
because the two of us shared a love of sailing, I spent a lot of time alone
with him when I was growing up. And it’s not just sailing he taught me.
He’s the kindest, wisest human being I’ve ever met.’

‘So, you’re a real Daddy’s girl. Seems like I have a lot to live up to,’
Theo remarked, his hand moving from my hair to caress my neck.

‘Enough of me now, I want to know about you,’ I said, distracted by his
touch.

‘Later, Ally, later . . . You should know the effect that gorgeous French
accent of yours has on me. I could listen to it all night.” Theo propped
himself up on his elbow, leant over to kiss me full on the mouth and after
that, we spoke no more.



The next morning, we’d just decided to sail to Mykonos for supplies when
Theo called me down from the upper sun deck to join him on the bridge.

‘Guess what?’ he said, looking smug.

‘“What?’

‘I was just chatting on the radio to Andy, a sailing friend of mine who’s
in the area on his catamaran, and he suggested we rendezvous in a bay off
Delos for a drink later. He joked that there was a bloody great superyacht
called the Titan currently moored right by him, so I wouldn’t be able to
miss him.’

“The Titan?!’ 1 exclaimed. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Andy said it was a Benetti, and I doubt your father’s boat has a
doppelgédnger. He also said there was another floating palace approaching
him, and he was starting to feel claustrophobic, so he’s moved off a couple
of miles to the bay around the corner. So, shall we drop aboard for a cup of
tea with your dad on the way to see Andy?’ he asked me.

‘I’m stunned,’ I replied truthfully. ‘Pa didn’t tell me he was planning a
trip down here, although I know that the Aegean is his favourite place to
sail.’

“To be fair, Ally, he probably wasn’t expecting you to be in such close
proximity. You can double-check it’s your father’s boat through the
binoculars when we get a little closer and then radio the skipper to let them
know we’re coming. It would be pretty embarrassing if it wasn’t your
father’s yacht and we interrupted some Russian oligarch with a boat full of
vodka and partying prostitutes. Actually, good point.” Theo turned towards
me. ‘Your father never rents out the Titan, does he?’

‘Never,’ I replied firmly.



‘Right then, m’lady, take the binoculars and go back to relaxing up top,
while your faithful captain takes the wheel. Give me a thumbs up through
the window when you see the Titan and I’ll put out a message on the radio
saying we’re approaching.’

As I climbed back up to the deck and sat tensely waiting for the Titan to
appear on the horizon, I wondered how I would feel about the man I loved
most in the world meeting the man I was growing to love more as each day
passed. I thought back to whether Pa had ever met any of my previous
boyfriends. Perhaps I’d introduced him once to someone I’d been having a
fling with during my time at music school in Geneva, but that was as far as
it had gone. To be blunt, so far there’d never been a ‘significant other’ who
I’d felt I wanted to introduce to Pa or my family.

Until now . . .

Twenty minutes later, a familiar-shaped vessel came into view, and I
trained my binoculars on it. And yes, it was definitely Pa’s boat. I turned
over and knocked on the glass window of the bridge behind me and gave
Theo a thumbs up. He nodded and picked up the radio receiver.

Going below to the cabin, I tamed my wind-strewn hair into a neat
ponytail and donned a T-shirt and some shorts, suddenly excited to be able
to turn the tables on my father and surprise him for a change. Back up on
the bridge, I asked Theo if Hans, my father’s skipper, had radioed back yet.

‘No. I just put out another message, but if we don’t get a response, it
looks like we’ll just have to chance it and turn up unannounced.
Interesting.” Theo picked up his binoculars and trained them on another
boat close to the Titan. ‘I know the owner of the other superyacht Andy
mentioned. The boat’s called the Olympus, and it belongs to the tycoon
Kreeg Eszu. He owns Lightning Communications, a company that’s
sponsored a couple of the boats I’ve captained on, so I’ve met him a few
times.’

‘Really?’ I was fascinated. Kreeg Eszu, in his own way, was as famous as
Electra. “What’s he like?’

‘Well, put it this way: I couldn’t say I warmed to him. I sat next to him at
dinner once and he talked about himself and his success all night. And his
son, Zed, is even worse — a spoilt rich kid who thinks his father’s money
means he can get away with anything.” Theo’s eyes fill with unusual anger.

My ears had pricked up. It wasn’t the first time I’d heard Zed Eszu’s
name mentioned by someone close to me. ‘He’s that bad?’



“Yes, that bad,’ he reiterated. ‘A female friend of mine got involved with
him and he treated her like dirt. Anyway . ..’ Theo lifted the binoculars to
his eyes again. ‘I think we’d better have another go at radioing the Titan. It
looks like she’s on the move. Why don’t you put out the message, Ally? If
your father or his skipper is listening, they might recognise your voice.’

I did so, but there was no reply and I saw the boat continue to pick up
speed and sail away from us.

‘Shall we give chase?’ Theo said as the Titan continued to head into the
distance.

‘I’1l go and get my mobile and call Pa directly,’ I said.

‘And while you do, I’'ll ramp up the knots on this. They’re almost
certainly too far ahead, but I’ve never tried to catch a superyacht before and
it might be fun,’ he quipped.

Leaving Theo to play cat and mouse with Pa’s boat, I went below to the
cabin, hanging on to the door frame as he upped the speed. Searching
through my rucksack for my mobile and trying to switch it on, I stared
impatiently at the lifeless screen. It stared back at me like a neglected pet
whom I’d forgotten to feed, and I knew that the battery had run out of
charge. Rooting back through my rucksack to find the charger, and then
again to find an American adapter suitable for the socket by the bed, I
plugged it in and begged it to come back to life swiftly.

By the time I’d gone back up to the bridge, Theo had slowed our speed to
a relatively normal pace.

‘There’s no way we’re going to catch up with your father now, even at
top speed. The Titan is going at full blast. Have you called him?’

‘No, my mobile’s charging at the moment.’

‘Here, use mine.’

Theo handed his mobile to me, and I tapped in Pa Salt’s number. It
immediately went to voicemail and I left my father a message explaining
the situation and asking him to call me back as soon as possible.

‘Looks like your father’s running away from you,” Theo teased me.
‘Maybe he doesn’t want to be seen just now. Anyway, I’ll radio Andy to
find out his exact location and we’ll go straight to meet him instead.’

My confusion must have shown on my face, because Theo took me in his
arms and gave me a hug.

‘Really, darling, I was only joking. Remember it’s just an open radio line
and the Titan may well have missed the messages. I’ve certainly been



known to do that. You should have just called him on his mobile to begin
with.’

“Yes.” I agreed. But as we sailed at a far more leisurely pace towards
Delos to rendezvous with Theo’s friend, I knew from my many hours of
sailing with Pa that he insisted on the radio being on at all times, with Hans,
his skipper, always alert for any messages for the Titan.

And in retrospect, I remember how unsettled I’d felt for the rest of the
afternoon. Perhaps it had been a premonition of what was to come.

And so I awoke in Theo’s arms the following morning in the beautiful
deserted bay of Macheres, my heart heavy at the thought of heading back to
Naxos later that afternoon. Theo had already talked about his plans to
prepare for the race that would start in a few days and it seemed our
halcyon time together was almost over, at least for now.

As I came to from my reverie, lying naked on the sun deck next to him, I
had to force my mind to reboot outside the wonderful cocoon that was Theo
and me. My phone was still charging from the day before and I made to get
up and retrieve it.

“Where are you going?’ Theo’s hand held me fast.

“To get my phone. I really should listen to my messages.’

‘Come straight back, won’t you?’

I did and then he reached for me and ordered me to put the phone down
for a little while longer. Suffice to say, it was another hour before I switched
it on.

I knew there would probably be some messages from friends and family.
But as I manoeuvred Theo’s hand gently from my belly so as not to wake
him, I noticed that I had an unusually large number of texts. And a number
of voicemail alerts.

All the text messages were from my sisters.

Ally, please call as soon as you can. Love Maia.

Ally, CeCe here. We’re all trying to get hold of you. Can you call Ma
or one of us immediately?

Darling Ally, it’s Tiggy. We don’t know where you are, but we must
speak to you.



And Electra’s text sent shudders of terror through me: Ally, oh my God!
Isn’t it awful? Can you believe it? Flying home from LA now.

I stood up and walked to the prow of the yacht. It was obvious that
something dreadful had happened. My hands trembled as I dialled my
voicemail and waited to hear what it was that had prompted my sisters to
contact me with such universal urgency.

And as I listened to the most recent message first, I knew.

‘Hi, this is CeCe again. Everyone else seems to be too scared to tell you,
but we need you home urgently. Ally, I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad
tidings, but Pa Salt has died. Sorry . . . sorry . .. Please call as soon as you
can.’

CeCe had probably thought she’d ended the call before she had, as there
was a sudden loud sob before the beep of the next message sounded.

I stared unseeingly into the distance, thinking of how I’d seen the Titan
through the binoculars only yesterday. There must be some mistake, 1
comforted myself, but then I listened to the next voicemail from Marina,
my mother in all but blood, asking me to contact her urgently too, and the
same again from Maia, Tiggy and Electra . . .

‘Oh my God, oh my God . . .’

I held on to the railing for support, my mobile slipping out of my hand
and landing with a thump on the deck. I bent my head forwards as all the
blood seemed to drain from me and I thought I might faint. Breathing
heavily, I collapsed onto the deck and buried my head in my hands.

‘It can’t be true, it can’t be true . . .’ I moaned.

‘Sweetheart, what on earth is it?” Theo, still naked, appeared beside me,
crouching down and tipping my chin up to him. “What’s happened?’

I could only point at my dropped mobile.

‘Bad news?’ he asked as he picked it up, concern written across his face.

I nodded.

‘Ally, you look like you’ve seen a ghost. Let’s get you into the shade and
find you a glass of water.’

With my mobile still in his hand, he half-lifted me from the deck and
helped me down and onto a leather bench inside. I remember wondering
randomly if I was always destined to be seen by him as helpless.

He hastily donned a pair of shorts and fetched me one of his T-shirts,
gently helping my unresponsive body into it, then he armed me with a large
brandy and a glass of water. My hands were shaking so much that I had to



ask him to dial my voicemail so I could listen to the rest of my messages. I
choked and spluttered as I swallowed the brandy, but it warmed my
stomach and helped calm me.

‘Here you go.” He handed me my mobile and I numbly re-listened to
CeCe’s message and all the rest, including three from Maia and one from
Marina, then the unfamiliar voice of Georg Hoffman, who I vaguely
remembered was Pa’s lawyer. And a further five blank voicemails where
the caller had obviously not known what to say and had rung off.

Theo’s eyes never left my face as I placed my mobile on the seat next to
me.

‘Pa Salt is dead,’ I whispered quietly, and stared into space for a long
time after that.

‘Oh God! How?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Are you absolutely sure?’

“Yes! CeCe was the only one brave enough to actually say the words. But
I still don’t understand how it’s possible . . . it was only yesterday when we
saw Pa’s boat.’

‘I’m afraid I can’t offer an explanation for that, my darling. Here, the best
thing you can do is ring home immediately,’ he said, sliding my mobile
back to me across the seat.

‘I...cant’

‘T understand. Would you like me to do it? If you give me the number, I

b

‘NO!’ 1 shouted at him. ‘No, I just need to get home. Now!’ I stood up
then, looking around me helplessly and then up to the skies, as if a
helicopter might appear overhead and carry me to the place I so urgently
needed to be.

‘Listen, let me go on the internet and then make a few calls. Back in a
bit.’

Theo disappeared up to the bridge as I sat, catatonic with shock.

My father ... Pa Salt. .. dead?! I let out an outraged laugh at the
ridiculousness of the idea. He was indestructible, omnipotent, alive . . .

‘Please, no!’ I shivered suddenly and felt my hands and feet tingling as
though I was in the snowy Alps, rather than on a boat in the Aegean sun.

‘Okay,” Theo said as he returned from the bridge. “You’ll miss the two
forty flight from Naxos to Athens, so we’re going to have to get there by



boat. There’s a flight from Athens to Geneva first thing tomorrow morning.
I’ve booked you on it as there were only a few seats left.’

‘So I can’t get home today?’

‘Ally, it’s already one thirty, and it’s a long way to Athens by boat, let
alone flying to Geneva. I reckon if we do top speed most of the way, with a
stop at Naxos for fuel, we can make it into the harbour by sunset tonight.
Even I don’t fancy taking this into a port as crowded as Piraeus in the dark.’

‘Of course,’ I replied dully, wondering how on earth I would cope with
the endless in-between hours of the journey home.

‘Right, I’ll go and start her up,” Theo said. ‘Want to come and sit with
me?’

‘In a while.’

Five minutes later, as I heard the rhythmic hydraulic clank of the anchor
being raised and the soft hum of the engines purring into life, I stood up and
walked to the stern, where I leant on the railings. I watched as we began to
move away from the island, which I’d thought of last night as Nirvana but
now would always be the place where I’d heard about my father’s death. As
the boat began to pick up speed, I felt nauseated with shock and guilt. For
the past few days, I’d been totally and utterly selfish. I had thought only of
me, and my happiness at finding Theo.

And while I had been making love, lying with Theo’s arms around me,
my father had been lying somewhere dying. How could I ever forgive
myself for that?

Theo was as good as his word, and we arrived at Piraeus harbour in Athens
at sunset. During the agonising journey, I lay across his lap on the bridge, as
one of his hands gently stroked my hair and the other steered us safely
across a choppy sea. Once in our berth, Theo went down to the galley and
prepared some pasta, which he then spoon-fed me as if I was a child.

‘Coming down to sleep?’ he asked me and I could see he was exhausted
from the concentration of the past few hours. “We have to be up at four
tomorrow to make your flight.’

I agreed, knowing he’d insist on staying up with me if I refused to go to
bed. Steeling myself for a long, sleepless night, I let Theo lead me below,



where he helped me into bed and wrapped his warm arms around me,
cradling me to him.

‘If it’s any consolation, Ally, I love you. I don’t just “think” I do any
more, I know.’

I stared into the darkness and, having not shed a tear since the news, I
found my eyes suddenly wet.

‘And I promise I’m not just saying it to make you feel better. I’d have
told you tonight anyway,” he added.

‘I love you too,’ I whispered.

‘Really?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, if you mean it, I’m more pleased than if I’d won this year’s Fastnet
Race. Now, try to sleep.’

And surprisingly, held fast by Theo and his admission of love, I did.

The following morning, as the taxi crawled through the Athens traffic,
heavy even at sunrise, I saw Theo surreptitiously checking his watch. It was
usually me in control of such things, monitoring the time for others, but at
that moment, I was glad he was taking charge.

I checked in with forty minutes to spare, just as the desk was closing.

‘Ally, darling, tell me, are you sure you’re going to be okay?’ Theo
frowned. ‘And are you positive you don’t want me to come to Geneva with
you?’

‘Really, I’'ll be fine,’ I said as I walked towards departures.

‘Listen, if there’s anything I can do, please let me know.’

We’d reached the end of the queue waiting to go through security as it
wove snake-like between the barriers. I turned to Theo. “Thank you, for
everything. You’ve been amazing.’

‘I really haven’t, Ally, and listen’ — he pulled me back towards him
urgently — ‘just remember I love you.’

‘I will,” T whispered, managing a wan smile.

‘And any time you don’t feel brave, just call or text me.’

‘I promise.’



‘And by the way,” he said as he released me from his arms, ‘I’1l totally
understand if you can’t sail in the regatta, given the circumstances.’

‘I’1l let you know as soon as possible.’

“We’ll lose without you.” He grinned suddenly. “You’re the best crewman
I’ve got. Goodbye, my darling.’

‘Bye.’

I joined the queue and was subsumed into the mass of trudging humanity.
As I was about to dump my rucksack in a tray for X-ray, I turned back.

He was still there.

‘I love you,” he mouthed. And with a kiss and a wave, he left.

As I waited in the departure lounge, and the surreal bubble of love that
had encased me for the past few days burst abruptly, my stomach began to
churn with dreadful trepidation at what I must face. I pulled out my mobile
and called Christian, the young skipper of our family’s speedboat, who
would transport me from Geneva and along the lake to my childhood home.
I left a message asking him to collect me at ten o’clock from the pontoon. I
also asked him to say nothing to Ma or my sisters about my arrival, telling
him I would contact them myself.

But as I boarded the plane and willed myself to make the call, I found
that I couldn’t do it. The dreadful prospect of another few hours alone, with
the truth having been confirmed over the phone by one of my family,
prohibited it. The plane began taxiing along the runway, and as we left the
ground, flying up into the sunrise over Athens, I leant my hot cheek against
the cool window as panic began to assail me. To distract myself, I glanced
unseeingly at the front page of an International Herald Tribune that I’d
been handed by the cabin attendant. I was about to put it aside when a
headline caught my eye.

‘BILLIONAIRE TYCOON’S BODY WASHED UP ON GREEK
ISLAND’

There was a photograph of a vaguely familiar face, with a caption
beneath it.

‘Kreeg Eszu found dead on Aegean beach.’

I stared at the headline in shock. Theo had told me it was his boat, the
Olympus, which had been so close to Pa Salt’s in the bay off Delos . . .

Letting the newspaper slip to the floor, I stared miserably out of the
window. I didn’t understand. I didn’t understand anything anymore . . .



Nearly three hours later, as the plane began its descent into Geneva
airport, my heart started beating so fast that I could barely catch my breath.
I was going home, which normally engendered a feeling of happiness and
excitement because the person I loved most in the world would be there to
welcome me with open arms into our own magical world. But this time, I
knew he would not be there to greet me. And never would be again.



“Would you like to drive, Mademoiselle Ally?’ Christian indicated my usual
seat in front of the wheel where I would sit and speed us across the still,
calm waters of Lake Geneva.

‘Not today, Christian,’ I said and he nodded at me sombrely, his
expression confirming that everything I knew already was true. He started
the engine, and I slumped onto one of the seats at the back, my head
hanging miserably, unable to look anywhere but down as I remembered
how Pa Salt had sat me on his knee as a tiny child and let me steer for the
first time. Now, just minutes away from not only having to face reality, but
also having to acknowledge the fact that I’d failed to pick up my family’s
messages or respond to them, I wondered how any god could take me from
the heights of joy to the abject despair I felt as we approached Atlantis.

From the lake, everything beyond the immaculate hedges that shielded
the house from view looked as it always had. Surely, I prayed as Christian
eased us into the jetty and I climbed out and moored the boat securely to the
bollard, there’d been some mistake? Pa would be here to greet me any
moment, he had to be here . . .

Within a few seconds, I saw CeCe and Star approaching across the lawns.
Then Tiggy appeared, and I heard her shout something through the open
front door of the house as she hurried to catch up with her two older sisters.
I began to run up the lawn to meet them, but my knees went weak with
dread and I drew to a halt as I read their shared expressions.

Ally, T entreated myself, you’re the leader here, you have to pull yourself
together . . .

‘Ally! Oh Ally, we’re all so glad you’re here!” Tiggy reached me first as I
stood immobile on the grass, trying to appear calm. She threw her arms



around me and hugged me tightly. “We’ve been waiting for you to come for
days!’

CeCe was the next to reach me, then Star — her shadow — who remained
silent but joined Tiggy in our mutual embrace.

Eventually, I pulled away, noticing the tears in my sisters’ eyes, and we
walked up to Atlantis together in silence.

Seeing the house, I was struck by another pang of loss. Pa Salt had called
this our private kingdom. Dating back to the eighteenth century, it even
looked like a fairy-tale castle, with its four turrets and pink-painted exterior.
Cocooned on its private peninsula and surrounded by magnificent gardens,
I’d always felt safe here — but already it felt empty without Pa Salt.

As we arrived on the terrace, Maia, my eldest sister, emerged from the
Pavilion that sat to the side of the main house. I could see her lovely
features were marked by pain, but they lightened into relief as she saw me.

‘Ally!” she breathed, as she rushed to greet me.

‘Maia,’ I said as she clasped her arms around me, ‘isn’t it absolutely
awful?’

“Yes, just ghastly. But how did you hear? We’ve been trying to contact
you for the last two days.’

‘Shall we go inside?’ I asked the assembled company. ‘And then I’ll
explain.’

While my other sisters crowded around me as we walked into the house,
Maia lagged behind. Even though she was the eldest and the one they
looked to individually if they had an emotional problem, as a group, it was
me who always took command. And I knew she was letting me do so now.

Ma was already waiting for us in the entrance hall and enveloped me in a
warm, silent embrace. I let myself sink into the comfort of her arms and
clutched her tightly to me. I was relieved when she suggested we all head
into the kitchen — it had been a long journey and I was desperate for some
coffee.

As Claudia, our housekeeper, prepared a large cafetiere, Electra sidled
into the room, her long, dark limbs managing to look effortlessly elegant in
shorts and a T-shirt.

‘Ally.” She greeted me quietly, and close up I could see how weary she
looked, as if someone had burst her and drained the fire out of her
incredible amber eyes. She gave me a brief hug and squeezed my shoulder.



I looked at each one of my sisters, thinking how rare it was these days
that we were all gathered together. And as I thought of the reason, my heart
jumped into my throat. Although I must eventually hear what had happened
to Pa, I knew I had to tell them first where I’d been, what I’d seen there and
why it had taken me so long to come home.

‘Right.” I took a deep breath as I began. ‘I’m going to tell you what
happened, because to be honest, I’'m still confused about it.” As we all sat
down around the table, I noticed Ma standing to the side and gestured her to
a chair. “‘Ma, you should hear this too. Maybe you can help explain.’

As Ma sat down, I tried to gather my thoughts in order to explain the
appearance of the Titan through my binoculars.

‘So, there I was, down in the Aegean Sea, training for the Cyclades
Regatta next week, when a sailing friend of mine asked me if I wanted to
join him on his motor yacht for a long weekend. The weather was fantastic
and it was great to actually relax on the water for a change.’

‘Whose boat was it?’ Electra asked, as I knew she would.

‘I told you, just a friend,’ I said evasively. As much as I wanted to share
Theo with my sisters at some point, this was definitely not the moment for
it. ‘Anyway,’ I continued, ‘there we were a couple of afternoons ago, when
my friend told me that another sailing mate of his had radioed him to say
he’d spotted the Titan ...’

Casting myself back to that moment, I took a sip of my coffee and then
did my best to describe how our radio messages had gone unanswered and
my sense of confusion as Pa Salt’s boat had kept moving away from us.
Everyone listened to my story with rapt attention and I saw a look of
sadness pass between Ma and Maia. I then took a deep breath and told them
that because of the dreadful mobile phone signal in the region, I hadn’t
received any of their messages until yesterday. I hated myself for lying but I
couldn’t bear to tell them I had simply switched it off. I also made no
mention of the Olympus — the other yacht Theo and I had seen in the bay.

‘So please,’ I finally entreated them, ‘can somebody tell me what on
earth was going on? And why Pa Salt’s boat was down in Greece when he
was already . . . dead?’

We all turned to Maia. I knew she was weighing her words before she
spoke. ‘Ally, Pa Salt had a heart attack three days ago. There was nothing
anyone could do.’



Hearing how he’d died from my eldest sister made it so much more final.
As I tried to stop the rising tears, she continued. ‘His body was flown to the
Titan and then sailed out to sea. He wanted to be laid to rest in the ocean; he
didn’t want to distress us.’

I stared at her as the dreadful realisation hit. ‘Oh my God,’ I whispered
eventually. ‘So the chances are that I happened upon his private funeral. No
wonder the boat sped off as fast as it could away fromme. I...’

Unable to pretend to be strong or calm any longer, I put my head in my
hands and took deep breaths to control the panic I felt, as my sisters
gathered around me to try and give me comfort. Not used to showing
emotion in front of them, I heard myself apologising as I tried to regain my
composure.

‘It must be an awful shock for you to realise what was actually
happening. We’re all so sorry for you, Ally,” Tiggy said gently.

“Thank you,’ I managed, and then muttered some platitudes about
hearing Pa tell me once that he wanted to be buried at sea. It was such a
ridiculous coincidence that I had come across the Titan on Pa Salt’s final
voyage; the thought made my head spin and I needed some air urgently.
‘Listen,’ I said as steadily as I could, ‘would you all mind terribly if I had a
little time alone?’

They all agreed I should and I left the kitchen with their warm words of
support following after me.

Standing in the hallway, I looked around desperately, trying to navigate
my body towards the comfort I craved, but knowing that whichever way I
turned, he was gone and I would find none.

[ stumbled out of the heavy oak front door, wanting nothing more than to
be outside so I could release the feeling of panic that was pressing on my
chest. My body automatically led me down to the jetty and I was relieved to
see the Laser moored there. I climbed aboard, raised the sails and released
the lines.

As I steered away from shore, I felt the wind was good, so I hoisted the
spinnaker and blasted along the lake as fast as I could go. Eventually,
having exhausted myself, I dropped anchor in an inlet shielded by a rocky
peninsula.

I waited for my thoughts to flow, to try and make sense of what I’d just
learnt. Currently, they were so jumbled that nothing much happened and I
simply stared out over the water like an idiot thinking of absolutely nothing.



And wishing I could grasp something that would allow me to understand.
The tangled threads of my consciousness refused to loop into the
devastating facts of what actually was. Being present at what had obviously
been Pa Salt’s funeral . . . why had I been there to see it? Was there a
reason? Or was it just coincidence?

Gradually, as my heart rate began to slow and my brain eventually started
to function again, the stark reality hit me. Pa Salt was gone, and there
probably was no rhyme or reason. And if I, the eternal optimist, was going
to get through this, I simply had to accept the facts for what they were. Yet
all the normal touchstones I used when something dreadful happened
seemed null and void, empty platitudes that were swept away on the tide of
my grief and disbelief. I realised that whichever way my mind led me, the
familiar paths of comfort had disappeared and nothing would ever make me
feel better about my father leaving me without saying goodbye.

I sat there in the stern of the boat for a long time, knowing that another
day was passing here on earth without him as part of it. And that somehow,
I had to reconcile the dreadful guilt I felt for putting my own happiness
first, when my sisters — and Pa — had so desperately needed me. I’d let them
all down at the most important moment of all. I looked up to the heavens,
tears streaming down my cheeks, and asked Pa Salt for his forgiveness.

I gulped down some water, then lay back in the stern to let the warm
breeze dance over me. The gentle rocking of the craft soothed me as it
always did, and I even dozed a little.

The moment is all we have, Ally. Never forget that, will you?

I came to, thinking that this had been one of Pa’s favourite quotes. And
even though I continued to blush in embarrassment at what I’d probably
been doing with Theo when Pa drew his last breath — that stark
juxtaposition of the processes of life beginning and ending — I told myself it
wouldn’t have mattered to him or the universe if I’d simply been having a
cup of tea or been fast asleep. And I knew that, more than anyone, my
father would have been very happy that I’d found someone like Theo.

As I set sail back to Atlantis, I felt a little calmer. There was still,
however, one piece of information I had left out of the description I’d given
my sisters of how I’d come across Pa’s boat. I knew I needed to share it
with someone to try and make sense of it.

As with all large groups of siblings, there were various tribes within the
whole; Maia and I were the eldest and it was to her that I decided to confide



what I’d seen.

I moored the Laser to the jetty and made my way back up to the house,
the weight on my chest at least feeling lighter than it had when I’d left. A
breathless Marina caught up with me on the lawn and I greeted her with a
forlorn smile.

‘Ally, have you been out on the Laser?’

“Yes. I just needed some time to clear my head.’

‘Well, you’ve just missed everyone. They’ve gone out on the lake.’

‘Everyone?’

‘Not Maia. She’s shut herself away in the Pavilion to do some work.’

We shared a glance, and even though I could see how much Pa’s death
was weighing on Ma too, I loved her for always putting our worries and
cares first. She was obviously very concerned about Maia, who I’d always
had an inkling was her favourite.

‘I was on my way to see her, so we’ll keep each other company,’ I said.

‘In that case, can you tell her that Georg Hoffman, your father’s lawyer,
will be here shortly, but he wants a word with me first, for what reason I
can’t imagine. So she’s to come up to the house in an hour’s time. And you
too, of course.’

‘Will do,’ I said.

Ma gave my hand a loving squeeze and set off back towards the main
house.

When I reached the Pavilion I gave a gentle knock on the door but
received no reply. Knowing that Maia always left it unlocked, I let myself
in and called her name. Wandering into the sitting room, I saw my sister
curled up asleep on the sofa, her perfect features relaxed, her glossy dark
hair naturally arranged as though she was posing for a photo shoot. She sat
up with an embarrassed start as I approached her.

‘I’m sorry, Maia. You were asleep, weren’t you?’

‘I guess I was,’ she said, blushing.

‘Ma says that the other girls have gone out, so I thought I’d come and
speak to you. Do you mind?’

‘Not at all.’

She’d obviously been deeply asleep and to give her time to come to, I
offered to make us both some tea. When we settled down with our steaming
cups, I realised my hands were shaking and I needed something stronger
than tea to tell her my story.



“There’s some white wine in the fridge,” Maia said with an understanding
smile, and went to fetch a glass of wine from the kitchen for me.

Having taken a gulp, I gathered my strength and told her about seeing
Kreeg Eszu’s boat near Pa’s two days ago. To my surprise, she turned pale,
and even though I had been rattled by the Olympus being so close,
especially now I knew what had been happening on the Titan, Maia seemed
far more shocked than I’d expected. I watched her attempt to recover
herself, and then, as we chatted, try to make light of it and supply me with
some solace.

‘Ally, please, forget about the other boat being there — it’s irrelevant. But
the fact you were there to see the place where Pa chose to be buried is
actually comforting. Perhaps, as Tiggy suggested, later in the summer we
can all take a cruise together and lay a wreath on the water.’

“The worst thing is, I feel so guilty!” I said suddenly, unable to hold it in
any longer.

“Why?’

‘Because . . . those few days on the boat were so beautiful! I was so
happy — happier than I've ever felt in my life. And the truth is, I didn’t want
anyone to contact me, so I turned off my mobile. And while it was off, Pa
was dying! Just when he needed me, I wasn’t there!’

‘Ally, Ally . . .” Maia came to sit next to me, stroking my hair back from
my face as she rocked me gently in her arms. ‘None of us were there. And I
honestly believe it’s the way Pa wanted it to be. Please remember I live
here, and even I had flown the nest when it happened. From what Ma has
said, there really was nothing that could have been done. And we must all
believe that.’

“Yes, I know. But it feels as though there are so many things I wanted to
ask him, to tell him, and now he’s gone.’

‘I think we all feel that way. But at least we have each other.’

“Yes, we do. Thank you, Maia,’ I replied. ‘Isn’t it amazing how our lives
can turn on their heads in a matter of hours?’

“Yes, it is, and at some point,” she said with a smile, ‘I’d like to know the
reason for your happiness.’

I thought of Theo and enjoyed the comfort it provided. ‘And at some
point, I’ll tell you, I promise. But not just yet. How are you, Maia?’ I asked
her, wanting to change the subject.

‘I’m okay,’ she shrugged. ‘Still in shock like everyone.’



“Yes, of course you are, and telling our sisters can’t have been easy. I’'m
sorry that I wasn’t here to help you.’

“Well, at least the fact that you’re here now means we can meet with
Georg Hoffman and begin to move on.’

‘Oh yes,’ I said, checking my watch, ‘I forgot to say that Ma has asked us
to be up at the house in an hour. He’s due here any minute, but he wants to
have a chat with her first apparently. So,’ I sighed, ‘can I please have
another glass of wine while we wait?’



At seven o’clock, Maia and I walked up to the house to meet with Georg
Hoffman. Our sisters had already been waiting a while on the terrace,
enjoying the evening sun, but tense with impatience. Electra, as usual, was
covering her nervousness by making sarcastic comments about Pa Salt’s
flair for drama and mystery, when Marina finally arrived with Georg. I saw
he was tall, grey-haired and dressed immaculately in a dark grey suit — the
epitome of a successful Swiss lawyer.

‘Sorry to keep you so long, girls, there was something I had to organise,’
the lawyer said. ‘My condolences to you all.” He shook each of our hands in
turn. ‘May I sit down?’

Maia indicated the chair next to her and as Georg sat down, I sensed his
tension as he twisted his expensive but discreet watch around his wrist.
Marina excused herself and went into the house to leave us alone with him.

“Well, girls,” he began. ‘I am so very sorry that the first time I meet you
in person is under such tragic circumstances. But of course, I feel as though
I know each of you very well through your father, and firstly I must tell you
that he loved you all very much.’ I watched as genuine emotion crossed his
features. ‘Not only that, but he was passionately proud of who you have all
become. I spoke to him just before he . . . left us, and he wanted me to tell
all of you this.’

He looked at each of us kindly in turn, before turning to the file in front
of him. ‘The first thing to do is to get the finances out of the way and
reassure all of you that you will be provided for, at some level, for the rest
of your lives. However, your father was adamant that you should not live
like lazy princesses, so you will all receive an income which will be enough
to keep the wolf from the door, but never allow you to live your lives in
luxury. That part, as he stressed to me, is what you must all earn yourselves,



just as he did. However, your father’s estate is held in trust for all of you
and he has given me the honour of managing it for him. It will be down to
my discretion to give you further financial help if you come to me with a
proposition or a problem.’

None of us said anything as we listened intently.

“This house is also part of the trust, and Claudia and Marina have both
agreed that they are happy to stay on and take care of it. On the day of the
last sister’s death, the trust will be dissolved and Atlantis can be sold and
the proceeds divided between any children you all may have. If there are
none, then the money will go to a charity of your father’s choice.
Personally,” Georg commented, finally laying aside his lawyerly formality,
‘I think what your father has done is most clever: making sure the house is
here for the rest of your lives, so you know you have a safe place to return
to. But of course, your father’s ultimate wish is for all of you to fly away
and forge your own destinies.’

All of us sisters exchanged glances, wondering what kind of changes this
would bring about for us. For me, I supposed, my financial future at least
would not be affected. I had always been independent and worked hard for
everything I had. As for my destiny . . . I thought of Theo and what I hoped
we would continue to share together.

‘Now,’ said Georg, snapping me out of my thoughts, ‘there is one further
thing that your father has left you, and I must ask you all to come with me.
Please, this way.’

We followed Georg, uncertain of where he was taking us, as he led us
around the side of the house and across the grounds until we eventually
reached Pa Salt’s hidden garden, tucked away behind a line of immaculately
clipped yew hedges. We were greeted by a burst of colour from the
lavender, lovage and marigolds that always attracted butterflies in the
summer. Pa’s favourite bench sat underneath a bower of white roses, and
tonight they hung lazily down over where he should have been sitting. He
had loved to watch us girls play on the little shingle beach that led from the
garden to the lake when we were younger, me clumsily attempting to paddle
the small green canoe he had given me for my sixth birthday.

“This is what I wish to show you,’ said Georg, once again pulling me out
of my reverie as he pointed to the centre of the terrace. A striking sculpture
had appeared there, resting on a stone plinth about as high as my hip, and
we all gathered round to have a closer look. A golden ball shot through by a



thin metal arrow sat amidst a cluster of metal bands that wound intricately
around it. As I noticed the outline of the continents and oceans delicately
engraved on the encased golden ball, I realised it was a globe and that the
arrowhead was pointing straight to where the North Star would be. A larger
metal band looped around the globe’s equator, engraved with the twelve
astrological signs of the zodiac. It looked like some kind of ancient
navigational tool, but what did Pa mean by it?

‘It’s an armillary sphere,” Georg stated, for the benefit of all of us. He
then explained that armillary spheres had existed for thousands of years and
that the ancient Greeks had originally used them to determine the positions
of the stars, as well as the time of day.

Understanding its use now, I took in the sheer brilliance of the ancient
design. We breathed words of admiration, but it was Electra who cut in
impatiently. ‘Yes, but what does it have to do with us?’

‘It isn’t part of my remit to explain that,” said Georg apologetically.
‘Although, if you look closely, you’ll see that all of your names appear on
the bands I pointed out just now.’

And there they were, the script defined and elegant on the metal. ‘Here’s
yours, Maia.’ I pointed to it. ‘It has numbers after it, which look to me like
a set of coordinates,’ I said, turning to my own and studying them. “Yes,
I’m sure that’s what they are.’

There were further inscriptions beside the coordinates and it was Maia
who realised that they were written in Greek, commenting that she would
translate them later.

‘Okay, so this is a very nice sculpture and it’s sitting on the terrace.’
CeCe’s patience was wearing thin. ‘But what does it actually mean?’ she
asked.

‘Once again, that is not for me to say,’ said Georg. ‘Now, Marina is
pouring some champagne on the main terrace, as per your father’s
instructions. He wanted all of you to toast his passing. And then after that, I
will give you each an envelope from him, which I hope will explain far
more than I am able to tell you.’

Mulling over the possible locations of the coordinates, I walked back to
the terrace with the others. We were all muted, trying to take in what our
legacy from our father meant. As Ma poured us each a flute of champagne,
I wondered how much of this evening’s activities she had already known
about, but her face was impassive.



Georg raised his glass in a toast. ‘Please join me in celebrating your
father’s remarkable life. I can only tell you that this was the funeral he
wished for: all his girls gathered together at Atlantis, the home he was
honoured to share with you for all these years.’

“To Pa Salt,” we said together, raising our glasses.

As we sipped our champagne in silent thought, I reflected on what we
had seen and I desperately wanted some answers. ‘So, when do we get these
letters?’ I asked.

‘I’ll go and get them now.” Georg stood up and left the table.

‘Well, this has to be the most bizarre wake I’ve ever attended,’ said
CeCe.

‘Can I have some more champagne?’ I asked Ma, as questions flew
around the table and Tiggy began to weep quietly.

“Well, I just wish he was here to explain in person,” Tiggy whispered.

‘But he isn’t, darling,’ I said, rallying as I felt the atmosphere sinking into
gloom and despondency. ‘And somehow I feel this is fitting. He made it as
easy as possible. And now we must take strength from each other.’

All my sisters nodded in sad agreement, even Electra, and I clasped
Tiggy’s hand as Georg returned and placed six large vellum envelopes on
the table. I glanced at them and saw all our names written in Pa’s distinctive
handwriting on the front of them.

“These letters were lodged with me approximately six weeks ago,’ said
Georg. ‘In the event of your father’s death, I was instructed to hand one to
each of you.’

‘So, are we meant to open them now, or later, when we’re alone?’ I asked
him.

“Your father made no stipulation on this point,” Georg replied. ‘All he
said was that you should open them whenever each of you is ready and
feels comfortable to do so.’

As I looked at my sisters, I knew that we were probably all thinking that
we’d prefer to read our letters in private.

‘So, my job is now done,” Georg said with a nod. He gave us each his
card, telling us he was there for us. ‘But I'm sure that, knowing your father,
he will have anticipated already what it is that you might all need. So, now
it is time for me to leave you. Once again, girls, my condolences to you.’

I appreciated how difficult it must have been for him to pass on Pa’s
mysterious legacy to us and I was glad when Maia thanked him for us all.



‘Goodbye. You know where I am if you need me.” With a sombre smile,
and saying he’d let himself out, he left the terrace.

Ma rose from the table too. ‘I think we could all do with something to
eat. I’1l tell Claudia to bring supper out here,’ she said and disappeared
inside the house.

The thought of eating had not crossed my mind all day. I was still
focussed on the letters and the armillary sphere. ‘Maia, do you think you
could go back to the armillary sphere and translate the quotations on it?’ I
asked her.

‘Of course,’ she said, as Marina and Claudia returned with plates and
cutlery. ‘After supper, I will.’

Electra eyed the plates and stood up to leave. ‘I hope you guys don’t
mind, but I’m not hungry.’

As Electra left, CeCe turned to Star. ‘Are you hungry?’

Star was tightly clasping her envelope in her hand. ‘I think we should eat
something,” she murmured quietly.

It was the sensible thing to do, and when it arrived, the five of us
attempted to force down the home-made pizza slices and salad. Then
slowly, one by one, my sisters all left to be alone, until only Maia and I
remained.

‘Do you mind, Maia, if I go to bed too? I feel completely exhausted.’

‘Of course not,” she answered. ‘You were the last one to hear and you’re
still getting over the shock.’

“Yes, I think I am,’ T agreed, standing up and kissing her gently on the
cheek. ‘Goodnight, darling Maia.’

‘Goodnight.’

[ felt guilty for leaving her at the table all alone, but just like the rest of
my sisters, [ needed some time to myself. And the letter I held was burning
through my fingertips. Wondering where I could go to find solitude and
peace, I decided that my childhood bedroom would give me the most
comfort right now, so I climbed up the two flights of stairs.

All of our rooms were on the top floor of the house, and when Maia and I
were little we had sometimes played at being princesses in a tower. My
bedroom was bright and simply decorated, with its plain magnolia walls
and blue and white checked curtains. Tiggy had once said it looked rather
like an old-fashioned cabin on a boat. The round mirror was framed by a



lifebelt with the words ‘SS Ally’ stencilled onto it — a Christmas present
from Star and CeCe years ago.

As I sat down on my bed and looked at my envelope, I wondered whether
my other sisters were opening theirs eagerly, or whether they were filled
with trepidation at what they might contain. Mine had a slight bulge that
shifted as I picked it up and held it. Out of all the sisters I’d always been the
most eager to open Christmas or birthday presents, and as I studied the
envelope, I felt the same with this. I tore it open and as I pulled out a thick
sheet of paper, I jumped in surprise as something small and solid dropped
out onto the duvet. With a start I realised it was a little brown frog.

After peering at it closely for a moment and then feeling foolish for
thinking that it could possibly be a living creature, I picked up the little
model. Its back was dappled with yellow and it had sweet, expressive eyes.
I ran my fingers over its surface as it sat snugly in the palm of my hand,
completely perplexed as to why Pa Salt had included it in my letter. As far
as I could remember, frogs had never been of special importance to either of
us. Perhaps it was one of Pa Salt’s little jokes and the letter would explain
it.

Picking it up, I unfolded the paper and began to read.

Atlantis
Lake Geneva
Switzerland

My dearest Ally,

As I start to write this letter, I can imagine you — my beautiful, vibrant
second daughter — racing through the words eagerly to reach the end.
And then having to read it slowly all over again.

Anyway, by now you will know I am no longer with you and I’m sure
the shock will have been great for each and every one of you girls. I also
know that, as the optimist among your sisters, the one whose positivity
and zest for life has lit up mine, you will grieve for my loss, but then, as
you always have done, pick yourself up and move on. Just as you should.

Perhaps, out of all my daughters, you are the child who is most like
me. And I can only say how proud I’ve always been of you, and that 1
hope and pray that even though I’m no longer there to watch over you,
you will continue to live your life as you have done so far. Fear is the



most powerful enemy human beings face, and your lack of it is the
greatest gift that God has bestowed on you. Don't lose it, even now in
your grief, dearest Ally, will you?

The reason I’m writing to you, apart from to say an official goodbye, is
that I decided some time ago that it was only right for me to leave all of
you girls a clue as to your original heritage. When I say this, I don’t
mean that I wish you to drop everything immediately, but one never
knows exactly what will happen in the future. And when you might need
or wish to find out.

You will already have seen the armillary sphere and the coordinates
engraved on it. These indicate a location which will help you to begin
your journey. There is also a book on the shelf in my study by a man long
dead named Jens Halvorsen. It will tell you many things, and perhaps
help you decide if you wish to explore your origins further. And if you do,
you’re resourceful enough to find out how.

My darling girl, you were born with many gifts — almost too many, I’ve
sometimes thought. And having too much of anything can be as difficult
as having too little. I also fear that due to my delight in our shared
passion for the sea, I may have blown you off course when there was
another route just as easily available to you. You were such a talented
musician and I adored listening to you play the flute. If I have, forgive
me, but know that some of those days we spent out on the lake together
remain the happiest I’ve ever spent. So from the bottom of my heart,
thank you.

Enclosed with this letter is one of my most precious possessions. Even
if you do not decide to discover your past, treasure it and perhaps one
day, hand it down to your own children.

Dearest Ally, I am reassured that even after the blow you’ve taken as
you read this, your tenacity and positivity will allow you to be whatever
and with whomever you wish. Don’t waste a second of your life, will you?

I’ll be watching over you.

Your loving father,

Pa Salt x

Just as Pa had guessed, I had to read the letter twice, having raced through it
the first time. And I knew I would read it a hundred times more in the days
and years to come.



I lay back on my bed, the little frog in my hand, still none the wiser as to
what relevance it held for me and thinking about what Pa had said in his
letter. I then decided I wanted to talk to Theo about it, thinking he’d help
me to make sense of it. Instinctively, I reached into my bag for my phone to
see if he had messaged me, but then remembered I had left it in the kitchen
to charge when I’d arrived home that morning.

I walked quietly along the landing, not wishing to disturb my sisters. I
saw that Electra’s door was ajar, and peered around it carefully in case she
was asleep. Her back was towards me and she was sitting on the edge of her
bed, taking a drink out of a bottle. At first, I thought it must be water, but as
she took another slug, I realised it was vodka. I watched as she screwed the
top back on, then pushed the bottle under her bed.

Withdrawing from the door before she saw me, I tiptoed along the
landing and down the first flight of stairs, unsettled by what I’d just seen.
Out of all of us, Electra was by far the most obsessed with her health, and it
surprised me that she was drinking spirits at this time of night. But then,
perhaps the usual rules didn’t apply to any of us at this sad, difficult
moment.

On instinct, I paused on the middle landing and headed towards Pa’s
first-floor suite of rooms, suddenly desperate to feel him close to me.

I tentatively pushed the door open and tears sprang to my eyes as I stared
at the high single bed on which my father had apparently drawn his last
breath. The room was so very different to the rest of the house — utilitarian
and sparse, with its bare polished floorboards and the wooden-framed bed, a
battered mahogany nightstand beside it. On top of it sat Pa’s alarm clock. I
remembered coming in here once when I was very young and being
fascinated by it. Pa had let me press the switch up and down, up and down,
to stop and start the alarm bell. I’d giggled in delight each time it rang.

‘I must wind it every day or it stops ticking,” he’d told me, doing just
that.

The alarm clock wasn’t ticking now.

I walked across the room and sat down on the bed. The sheets were
uncreased and pristine, but still the tips of my fingers reached out and
stroked the starched white cotton of the pillow where his head had last
rested.

I wondered where his old Omega Seamaster watch could be and what
had happened to the rest of what undertakers would call his ‘personal



effects’. I could still picture the watch on his wrist, with its simple, elegant
gold dial and the leather strap that had bad chafing on the fourth hole. I"'d
once bought him a replacement strap for Christmas and he’d promised he’d
use it when the old one finally broke, but it never had.

My sisters and I often pondered the fact that Pa could have bought any
timepiece he’d wanted or chosen designer labels to cover his body, yet it
seemed to all of us that he’d worn the same set of clothes — when he wasn’t
sailing at least — ever since we could remember. His old tweed jacket had
always been teamed with a perfectly laundered snowy-white shirt, discreet
gold initialled cufflinks at the wrist, and dark trousers with militarily precise
creases down the front. His feet had invariably been clad in brown brogues
with gleaming toecaps. In fact, I thought, as I glanced around his bedroom
and my eyes fell on the small mahogany wardrobe and chest of drawers —
the only other pieces of furniture in the room — Pa’s personal needs had
always bordered on the frugal.

I looked at the framed photograph of him and us girls aboard the Titan
that stood atop the chest of drawers. Even though he’d been in his seventies
when the picture was taken, it was plain to see he had the physique of a
much younger man. Tall and deeply tanned, his attractive weathered
features were creased into a broad smile as he lounged against the railings
of the yacht, surrounded by his daughters. And then my gaze strayed to the
only picture hanging on the wall, which sat directly opposite the narrow
bed.

I stood up and went to study it. It was a charcoal sketch of a very pretty
young woman, who I guessed must be in her early twenties. As I looked
more closely, I saw that her expression held sadness in it. The features were
striking, but almost too large for her narrow, heart-shaped face. Her huge
eyes were in proportion to her full lips, and I could see a dimple on each
side of her mouth. She had an abundance of thick, curly hair that fell to
beyond her shoulders. There was a signature at the bottom of it, but I
couldn’t make out the letters.

‘“Who are you?’ I asked her. ‘And who was my father . .. ?’

With a sigh, I returned to Pa’s bed, lay down and curled myself up into a
small ball. Tears dribbled out of my eyes, soaking the pillow that still smelt
of his clean, lemony scent.

‘I’m here, darling Pa,” I murmured, ‘but where are you?’



I woke the next morning on Pa’s bed, feeling groggy but cleansed. I didn’t
even remember falling asleep and I had no idea what time it was now. I rose
from the bed and went to look out of the window. I decided that whatever
Pa Salt’s bedroom lacked in luxury, the vista from his window more than
made up for. It was a glorious day, the sunlight glinting off the smooth
surface of the lake, which seemed to stretch out to a misty infinity left and
right. Looking straight ahead, I could see the lush green of the hillside that
rose steeply from the shore on the other side of the lake. And for those few
seconds, Atlantis felt magical again.

[ went upstairs to my own room, took a shower and emerged thinking
about Theo and how worried he must be that I hadn’t contacted him yet to
say I’d arrived. Dressing hastily, I grabbed my laptop and ran down the
stairs to the kitchen to retrieve my mobile, which I’d been on my way to
collect last night. There were several texts from Theo waiting for me, and
my heart warmed as I read them.

Just checking in. Sending all my love.

Goodnight, darling Ally. My thoughts are with you.

Don’t want to disturb you. Call or text when you can. Miss you. x

The texts were loving and undemanding — not even requesting an
immediate reply. I smiled as I texted him back, remembering Pa’s letter,
telling me I could be anything or be with anybody I wanted.

And right now, I wanted to be with Theo.

Claudia was standing at the kitchen worktop, mixing some batter in a
bowl. She offered me hot coffee as a greeting, which I accepted gratefully.

‘Am I the first down?’ I asked her.

‘No, Star and CeCe have already left on the launch to go to Geneva.’



‘Really?’ I said as I took a sip of the rich, dark liquid. ‘And the others
aren’t up yet?’

‘If they are, I haven’t seen them,’ she said calmly, continuing to beat the
batter with her strong, capable hands.

I took a fresh croissant from the breakfast feast laid out along the centre
of the long table and bit into the buttery pastry. ‘Isn’t it wonderful that we
can all stay here at Atlantis? I’d thought the house might have to be sold.’

“Yes, it’s very good indeed. For everyone. Will you be wanting anything
else?’ Claudia asked me as she tipped the contents of the bowl into a baking
tray and laid it beside the oven.

‘No, thank you.’

She nodded at me, then divested herself of her apron and left the kitchen.

Throughout our childhood, Claudia had been as much of a fixture at
Atlantis as Ma or Pa Salt. Her German accent made her sound severe, but
we all knew what a soft heart she had underneath. I thought how little all of
us knew about her background. But then, as children, or even as young
adults, we had never thought to question the where, how and why. Claudia,
like everything else in the charmed universe we had grown up in, just was.

I wondered then about the coordinates on the armillary sphere and how
the secrets they held could completely unsettle everything we had known —
or didn’t know — about ourselves. It was a daunting thought, but Pa Salt had
obviously left them for us for a reason and I had to trust his decision to do
so. Now it was up to each of us individually to explore them further, or not,
as we chose.

I picked up a pen and notepad from the sideboard, and left the kitchen by
the back door, blinking in the morning light. It was refreshing to have the
cool air on my skin. Not yet warmed by the sun, the grass was still fresh
and dewy as it brushed the sides of my feet. The gardens lay in perfect
tranquillity, with only the occasional trill of birdsong floating on the air and
the gentle lapping of the water on the lake shore to disturb the silence.

I retraced my footsteps from last night around the side of the house
towards Pa’s special garden, admiring the many varieties of roses that had
just opened their buds and were spreading their heavy scent into the
morning air.

The golden ball in the centre of the armillary sphere glinted in the
sunlight, which was already casting sharp shadows onto the navigational
bands. I wiped the dew from the band with my name on it using my sleeve,



and traced the Greek inscription with my finger, wondering what it said and
how long ago Pa had planned this.

Getting to work, I carefully noted down the coordinates for all of us,
trying not to second-guess where any of them — especially mine — would
lead. And then I noticed something. Counting the bands again, my fingers
touched the seventh. It was inscribed with one word: ‘Merope’.

‘Our missing seventh sister,” I breathed, wondering why on earth Pa had
thought to add her name to the sphere when it was too late for him now to
ever bring her home. So many mysteries, I thought as I returned to the
house. And no one to answer my questions.

Back in the kitchen, and with the coordinates in front of me, I fired up
my laptop, eating another croissant as I waited in frustration for an internet
signal that had obviously taken a holiday and left a novice temp to fill in for
it. When it eventually decided to work, I investigated sites that used
coordinates to pinpoint locations and settled on Google Earth. I considered
which of us sisters I should begin with and decided I would go in age order,
but leave myself until last. Typing in Maia’s coordinates, wondering if they
would be recognised, I watched the spinning globe zoom in and pinpoint an
exact location.

‘Wow,’ I muttered under my breath in fascination, ‘they actually work.’

It was a frustrating hour as the signal came and went, but by the time
Claudia re-entered the kitchen to begin preparing lunch, I’d managed to
write down the bare facts of every single set of coordinates, except my own.

I typed them in, holding my breath for an agonisingly long time as the
computer worked its magic.

‘Goodness!’ I murmured as I read the details.

‘Excuse me?’ asked Claudia.

‘Nothing,’ I said quickly, scribbling the location down on the notepad
next to me.

“You’ll be wanting lunch, Ally?’

“Yes, that would be great, thank you,’ I answered distractedly, mulling
over the fact that the location the search had pinpointed for me was
apparently an art museum. It didn’t make any sense, but then, I wasn’t sure
any of my sisters’ coordinates did either.

I looked up as Tiggy arrived in the kitchen, and gave me a sweet smile.
‘Only you and me for lunch?’

‘Seems like it, yes.’



“Well, that’ll be lovely, won’t it?’ she said as she floated towards the
table. For all her odd spiritual ideas, as I watched her sit down opposite me,
I envied her inner peace. This stemmed from a total belief that there was
more to life than life itself, as she was fond of saying. She seemed to carry
the freshness of the Scottish Highlands in her clear skin and thick chestnut
hair, and her calmness was reflected in her soft brown eyes.

‘How are you, Ally?’

‘I’m okay. How are you?’

‘Coping, just. I can feel him around me, you know. As if’ — she sighed,
as she swept her hands through her glossy curls — ‘he hasn’t gone at all.’

‘Sadly, he’s not here, Tiggy.’

“Yes, but just because you can’t see someone, does that mean they don’t
exist?’

‘In my book, yes,’ I replied briskly, not sure I was in the mood for
Tiggy’s esoteric comments. The only way I knew how to deal with Pa’s loss
was to accept it as soon as I could.

Claudia broke into our conversation by placing a Caesar salad in front of
us. ‘There’s enough for all of you, but if no one else arrives, they can have
it for supper.’

“Thank you. By the way,’ I said as I helped myself to the salad, ‘I’ve
written down all the coordinates and found out how to look them up on
Google Earth. Do you want yours, Tiggy?’

‘At some point, yes. But not now. I mean, does it matter?’

‘I’m not sure, to be honest.’

‘Because wherever I originally came from, it’s Pa Salt and Ma who’ve
looked after me and brought me up to be the person I am. Maybe I’ll take
them, then if I feel the need to look, I can. I sort of . ..” — Tiggy sighed, and
I saw her uncertainty — ‘don’t want to believe I came from anywhere else.
Pa Salt’s my father and always will be.’

‘I understand. So, just out of interest, where do you think Pa Salt is,
Tiggy?’ I asked her as we both began to eat.

‘I don’t know, Ally, but he’s definitely not gone, that’s for sure.’

‘Is that in your world, or mine?’

‘Is there a difference? Well, to me there isn’t anyway,” she qualified
before I could answer. “We’re just energy, all of us. And every single thing
around us is too.’



“Well, that’s one way of looking at it, I suppose,’ I replied, hearing the
cynical edge to my voice. ‘I know these beliefs work for you, Tiggy. But
right now, with Pa only just laid to rest, it doesn’t do it for me.’

‘No, I understand, Ally. But the circle of life goes on, and it isn’t just us
humans, it’s all of nature too. A rose blooms to its full beauty, then it dies,
and another on the same plant blooms in its place. And Ally’ — she glanced
at me and gave a small smile — ‘I have a feeling that despite this terrible
news, something good is happening to you at the moment.’

‘Really?’ I eyed her suspiciously.

“Yes.” She reached a hand over to mine. ‘Just enjoy it while you can,
won’t you? Nothing is forever, as you know.’

‘I do,’ I said, feeling suddenly defensive and vulnerable at her accurate
comment. I changed the subject. ‘So how are you?’

‘I’'m well, yes . . .” Tiggy seemed to be trying to reassure herself as much
as me. ‘I am.’

‘Still enjoying mothering your deer at the sanctuary?’

‘I absolutely adore my job. It suits me perfectly, although I never get a
moment to myself, as we’re so short-staffed. Talking of which, I really have
to get back as soon as possible. I’ve checked out flights and I’m leaving this
afternoon. Electra’s coming to the airport with me too.’

‘So soon?’

“Yes, but what can we do here? I’'m sure Pa would prefer us all to be
getting on with our lives and not moping around feeling sorry for
ourselves.’

“Yes, you’re right,” I agreed. And for the first time, I thought beyond this
terrible hiatus and towards the future. ‘I’m meant to be crewing in the
Cyclades Regatta in a few days’ time.’

“Then do it, Ally, really,” she urged me.

‘Maybe I will,” I murmured.

‘Right, I’ve got to go and pack and then say goodbye to Maia. Out of all
of us, this probably affects her the most. She’s devastated.’

‘I know. Here, take your coordinates.’ I handed her the sheet of paper on
which I’d written them.

‘Thanks.’

I watched as Tiggy stood up and then paused at the kitchen door, staring
at me sympathetically. ‘And always remember that I’m only a phone call
away if you need me in the next few weeks.’



“Thanks, Tiggy. The same goes for you.’

Having helped Claudia clear away the plates, I wandered back upstairs to
my room, wondering whether I too should leave Atlantis. Tiggy was right:
there was nothing left to do here. And the thought of being back on the
water — not to mention in Theo’s arms — propelled me back downstairs with
my laptop to check if there were any seats on a flight to Athens in the next
twenty-four hours. Entering the kitchen, I saw Ma, who was standing with
her back to me at the window, obviously deep in thought. She heard me
enter and turned with a smile, but not before I’d glimpsed the fleeting
sadness in her eyes.

‘Hello, cherie. How are you today?’

‘Contemplating whether to fly back to Athens and take part in the
Cyclades race as I’d originally planned. But I’'m worried about leaving you
and the other girls here. Especially Maia.’

‘I think it’s an excellent idea to go and race, chérie. And just what your
father would have told you to do, I’'m sure. Don’t worry about Maia. I’'m
here for her.’

‘I know you are,’ I said, thinking how, even if she wasn’t our real mother,
it was impossible to think of any other parent loving and supporting us all
more.

I stood up and went towards her, enveloping her in my arms and hugging
her tightly. ‘And remember, we’re all here for you too.’

I went upstairs to find Electra and hand her the coordinates before she
left. Knocking on her bedroom door, she opened it but didn’t invite me in.

‘Hi, Ally. I’'m in a rush, packing.’

‘T just brought you your coordinates from the armillary sphere. Here.’

‘I don’t think I want them. Honestly, Ally, what was it with our father?
It’s like he’s playing some kind of game with us from beyond the grave,’
she said darkly.

‘He only wanted to let us know where we came from, Electra, just in case
we needed the information.’

“Then why didn’t he just do as most other normal human beings would?
Like, write the facts down on paper, instead of subjecting us to some weird
genealogical treasure hunt? Christ, the man always was a control freak.’

‘Electra, please! He probably didn’t want to reveal everything
immediately, in case we’d prefer not to know. So he just left us enough
information to find out if we wanted to.’



‘Well, I don’t,” she said flatly.

‘Why are you so angry with him?’ I asked her gently.

‘I’'m not, I...” Her amber eyes flashed in pain and confusion. ‘Okay. I
am. I ...’ She shrugged and shook her head. ‘I can’t explain.’

‘Well, take this anyway.’ I offered her the envelope, knowing from
experience not to probe any further. “You don’t have to do anything with
them.’

“Thanks, Ally. Sorry.’

‘Don’t worry. Are you sure you’re all right, Electra?’

‘I...yeah, I'm all right. Now I’ve got to pack. See you later.’

The door closed in my face and I walked away knowing full well she was

lying.
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That afternoon, Maia, Star, CeCe and I made our way down to the jetty to
see Electra and Tiggy off. Maia handed them their translated quotations as
well.

‘I think Star and I might be on our way later too,” commented CeCe as
we walked up to the house.

‘Really? Couldn’t we stay a little longer?’ asked Star plaintively. And as
always, I noted the physical contrast between them: Star, tall and thin to the
point of emaciation with her white-blonde hair and pale-as-snow skin, and
CeCe, dark-skinned and stocky.

‘What’s the point? Pa’s gone, we’ve seen the lawyer and we need to get
to London as soon as possible to find somewhere to live.’

“You're right,” said Star.

‘What will you do with yourself in London while CeCe’s at art school?’ I
asked.

‘I’m not quite sure yet,” said Star, glancing at CeCe.

“You’re thinking of taking a cordon bleu course, aren’t you, Star?’ CeCe
answered for her. ‘She’s an amazing cook, you know.’

Maia and I shared a concerned look, as CeCe took Star off with the
intention of checking flights to Heathrow that evening.

‘Don’t say it,” Maia sighed when they had gone. ‘I know.’



We walked towards the terrace, discussing our concerns about Star and
CeCe’s relationship. They had always been inseparable to the extreme. I
only hoped that with CeCe concentrating on her art course, they might
disentangle themselves a little.

I noticed how pale Maia looked and realised that she hadn’t eaten lunch.
Telling her to sit down on the terrace, I went into the kitchen to find Claudia
and asked her to prepare some food. Claudia gave me an understanding
look and began to assemble sandwiches as I returned outside to Maia.

‘Maia, I don’t want to pry, but did you open your letter last night?’ I
asked carefully.

“Yes, I did. Well, this morning actually.’

‘And it’s obviously upset you.’

‘Initially yes, but I’'m okay now Ally, really,” she said. ‘How about you?’
Her tone had become abrupt and I knew it meant that I should back off.
“Yes, I opened mine,’ I said. ‘And it was beautiful and it made me cry, but it

also uplifted me. By the way, I’ve spent the morning looking the
coordinates up on the internet. I now know exactly where all of us
originally came from. And there are a few surprises in there, I can tell you,’
I added, as Claudia brought out a plate of sandwiches and placed it on the
table before swiftly withdrawing.

“You know exactly where we were born? Where I was born?’ she asked
tentatively.

“Yes, or at least where Pa found us,’ I clarified. ‘Do you want to know,
Maia? I can tell you, or I can leave it to you to look up yourself.’

‘I...DI'm not sure.’

‘All T can say is, Pa certainly got around,’ I joked lamely.

‘So you know where you’re from?’ she asked.

“Yes, though it doesn’t make sense just yet.’

‘“What about the others? Did you tell them you know where they were
born?’

‘No, but I've explained to them how to look up the coordinates on
Google Earth. Shall I explain to you too? Or just tell you where Pa found
you?’ I suggested.

‘At the moment, I’m simply not sure,’ she said, casting her beautiful eyes
downwards.

‘Well, as I said, it’s very easy to look it up yourself.’

“Then I’ll probably do that when I’m ready,’ she said.



I offered to write down the instructions for the coordinates for her, but
doubted whether she would ever have the courage to look them up. ‘Did
you have a chance to translate any of the quotes that were engraved in
Greek on the armillary sphere?’ I asked her.

“Yes, I have them all.’

‘Well, I’d really like to know what Pa chose for me. Would you tell me,
please?’

‘I can’t remember exactly, but I can go back to the Pavilion and write it
down for you,’ said Maia.

‘So it seems that between us, you and I can provide the rest of the sisters
with the information they need if they want to explore their past.’

“We can, but perhaps it’s too soon for any of us to think whether we’ll go
back and follow the clues Pa has given us.’

‘Maybe so,’ I sighed, thinking of Theo and the weeks ahead. ‘Besides, 1
have the Cyclades race starting and I’m going to have to leave here as soon
as possible to join the crew. To be honest, Maia, after what [ saw a couple
of days ago, getting back on the water is going to be hard.’

‘I can imagine. But you’ll be fine, I’m sure,” she reassured me.

‘I hope so. It’s honestly the first time I’ve had cold feet since I began
racing competitively.’

Saying this out loud to my big sister was a relief. Currently, whenever I
thought of the Cyclades, the only image that sprang to mind was of Pa lying
in his coffin at the bottom of the sea.

“You’ve put everything into your sailing for years, Ally, so you mustn’t
let it faze you. Do it for Pa. He wouldn’t have wanted you to lose your
confidence,” Maia encouraged me.

“You’'re right. Anyway, will you be okay here by yourself?’

‘Of course I will. Please don’t worry about me. I have Ma, and my work.
I’ll be fine.’

As I helped Maia finish off the sandwiches, I made her promise we
would keep in touch and asked if she’d like to come sailing with me later in
the summer, even though I knew she probably wouldn’t.

CeCe appeared on the terrace. “We’ve managed to get two seats on a
flight to Heathrow. Christian is taking us to the airport in an hour.’

“Then I might see if I can get a flight to Athens and come with you.
Don’t forget to write out the quotation for me, will you, Maia?’ I said as I
left to go in search of my laptop.



Having found a last-minute evening flight to Athens, I packed hurriedly.
Checking round my bedroom to make sure I had everything, my eyes
alighted on my flute, sitting snugly inside its protective case on my shelf. It
had remained unopened for a long time. On a whim, thinking about Pa’s
mention of it in his letter, I pulled it down and decided to take it with me.
Theo had said he’d like to hear me play, and perhaps, after a practice, I
would. Then I went downstairs to find Ma to say goodbye.

She hugged me tightly, setting two warm kisses on my cheeks. ‘Please
take care, chérie, and come back to see me when you can.’

‘I will, Ma. Promise,’ I said. Then Maia and I walked down to the jetty
together.

‘Good luck in the race,’ she said, and handed me my envelope containing
the translated quotation Pa had chosen for me.

Giving her a last embrace, I climbed aboard the launch, where CeCe and
Star were already waiting for me. We all waved to Maia as Christian pulled
away from the jetty. Setting off across the lake, I thought of how Pa Salt
had always told me that one should never look back. Yet I knew I would,
time and time again, at what had been, and was no longer.

I walked away from CeCe and Star to the stern of the boat, still clutching
the envelope, feeling it was fitting to read Pa’s quotation while I was on
Lake Geneva, where he and I had sailed together so many times. I opened
the envelope and eased out the piece of paper inside it.

In moments of weakness, you will find your greatest strength.

As Atlantis receded into the distance, the house disappearing behind the
trees, I begged Pa’s words to flow through me and help me find the courage
I needed to carry on.



Theo had texted me to say he’d meet me at Athens airport. As I appeared
out of arrivals, he walked towards me looking anxious, then took me in his
arms.

‘Sweetheart, I’ve been so worried about you. How are you? You must be
shattered, you poor thing. And you’ve lost weight,” he added as he felt my
ribs.

‘I’m okay,’ I told him firmly, breathing in his wonderful, reassuring
smell. He took my rucksack and we went out into the dark, stifling heat of
an Athens evening in July.

We climbed into a taxi, with its sticky plastic seats and smell of stale
tobacco, apparently heading for a hotel in the harbour at Faliro, where the
Cyclades race would start.

‘I’m serious when I say that if you’re not up to this, really, we can
manage without you,” Theo said as we motored along the city streets.

‘I don’t know whether to take that as a compliment or an insult,’ I
retorted.

‘Definitely a compliment, given that you’re an integral part of the crew.
But because it’s you and I love you, I don’t want you to feel any pressure.’

I love you. Every time he said those words with such naturalness, I felt a
small thrill. And now he was here, next to me, holding my hand and still
saying it. And I loved him too for his honesty, his openness and his refusal
to play games. As he’d said to me once during those wonderful few days on
the Neptune before I’d heard about Pa Salt’s death, if I broke his heart, he’d
just have to find another one instead.

‘Really, I know it’s what Pa would want me to do. Get back onto a boat
and into my life and not sit around moping. And, of course, win.’

‘Ally.” He squeezed my hand. ‘We’ll do it for him. I promise.’



When I went aboard the Hanse the following morning with the other
members of the crew to begin our last few days of training, they also
seemed infused with a real urge to triumph. And I was touched that every
one of them tried to make my life as easy as possible. The Cyclades was
nothing like as arduous as other offshore races I’d crewed on: eight days
overall, but with a twenty-four-hour stopover and a rest day at each island
we’d sail to.

Theo had noticed I’d brought along my flute. “Why don’t you bring it on-
board? You can serenade us all to spur us on,’ he’d suggested.

As we sped through the water in the glorious sunset on our first day of
racing, I lifted the instrument to my lips and smiled at Theo before
launching into an improvised woodwind version of Fantasia on a Theme by
Thomas Tallis, a piece made famous by the epic seafaring movie Master
and Commander. Theo grinned back at me from the helm, silently
acknowledging the joke as we sailed into Milos harbour. The boys all
applauded me graciously and I felt as if I’d paid my own small tribute to Pa
Salt.

We won the first leg of the race outright, then came third in the second
leg and second in the third. Which put us joint first with a Greek crew. The
penultimate night of the race found us in the port of Finikas on Syros, a
small and idyllic Greek island, the residents of which had laid on a
celebration in the harbour for all the crews. After supper, Theo gathered us
all together.

‘Gentlemen — and lady — I understand you’ll think I’m a killjoy, but your
skipper is commanding all of you to have an early night. While the
competition’ — he nodded in the direction of the Greek crew, already half-
drunk and clasping each other by the shoulder, dancing a Zorba routine to a
bouzouki accompaniment — ‘are making merry, we will get our beauty sleep
and awake refreshed in the morning ready to kill. Okay?’

There was the odd groan, but everyone dutifully returned to the boat and
went to their respective cabins.

Given the proximity in which we were living with the rest of the crew,
Theo and I had developed a night-time routine so that we could snatch a



few moments together without arousing suspicion. As the only female, I
had my own stuffy cubbyhole in the prow of the boat, while Theo slept on
the bench in the galley-cum-sitting area.

I would wait until I'd heard the others use the tiny locker room
containing a sink and a loo. Then, when all was quiet, I’d creep upstairs into
the darkness, where a warm hand would be waiting to pull me towards him.
We’d have a nervous five-minute cuddle, like teenagers scared to be caught
together by their parents. Then, in order to establish an alibi in case anyone
should hear me creeping about, I would tiptoe back down to the galley and
open the cooler box, grab a bottle of water, then walk back to my cabin and
shut the door noisily. We were convinced we’d performed the charade so
well that no one on the crew had the faintest idea of what was happening
between us. As he pulled me to him on the last night before the finish, I felt
extra passion in his goodnight kisses.

‘Jesus, I hope you’re prepared to spend at least twenty-four hours in bed
with me to make up for all the frustration I've suffered in the past few
days,’ he groaned.

‘Aye, aye, captain. Whatever you say. But it’s hardly fair to order the rest
of the crew to bed early and the skipper to then disobey his own orders,’ I
whispered into his ear as I removed a roving hand from my left breast.

“You’re right, as always. So go, my Juliet, remove thyself from my sight,
or forsooth, I shall be unable to restrain my lust for thee.’

Giggling, I kissed him one last time and extracted myself from his
embrace.

‘I love you, sweetheart. Sleep well.’

‘And I love you,’ I mouthed in return.

Theo’s disciplinary tactics once again paid off. It had been tense being neck
and neck with the Greek team for the final leg of the race, but as Theo
commented triumphantly when we passed the gun in Vouliagmeni harbour
on Saturday a good five minutes before they did, it must have been the ouzo
that got them in the end. At the closing ceremony, the rest of the crew
placed the victory crown made from laurel leaves on my head, the cameras
flashed and champagne was sprayed over everyone. As I was handed a



bottle to swig out of, I raised it into the air and silently told Pa Salt that this
was for him. And sent up a fervent ‘I miss you’ to the heavens.

After the celebration dinner, Theo took my hand at the table and hauled
me to my feet.

‘First of all, a toast to Ally. Given the circumstances, I think we can all
agree that she was incredible.’

The boys cheered and I found tears pricking my eyes at their genuine
warmth.

‘And secondly, I’d like you all to consider joining my crew in the Fastnet
Race in August. I’m sailing the Tigress on its maiden voyage. Some of you
may have heard of it — it’s a brand-new boat which has only just been
launched. And having seen it, I’'m sure it can definitely sail us to another
victory. What do you say?’

“The Tigress?’ said Rob excitedly. ‘I’'m in!’

The rest of the boys joined him in eager agreement.

‘Am I included?’ I asked him quietly.

‘Ally, of course you are.’

And with that, Theo turned to me, put his arms around me and kissed me
hard on the lips.

This engendered another round of cheering as I pulled away from him,
blushing to the roots of my hair.

‘And that’s the last thing I was going to announce. It seems Ally and I are
an item. So if anyone has a problem with that, just let me know, okay?’

I watched the boys all raise their eyebrows in boredom.

‘Old news,’ Rob sighed.

“Yeah, what’s the big deal?’ said Guy.

We both looked at the crew in astonishment.

“You knew?’ said Theo.

‘Apologies, skipper, but we’ve all lived cheek by jowl for the past few
days and, since no one else has yet had the pleasure of touching Al’s
backside without getting a thump for it, or been awarded a goodnight kiss
and cuddle, it didn’t take a genius to work it out,” said Rob. “We’ve all
known for ages. Sorry.’

‘Oh,” was all Theo could manage, as he squeezed me tighter.

‘Get a room!’ shouted Guy, while the rest of the crew made various lewd
comments.



Theo kissed me again and I wanted to fall through the floor in
embarrassment as I realised that love really could be blind.

So, we did ‘get a room’ — a hotel room in fact, in Vouliagmeni. Theo was
true to his word, keeping us both more than occupied for twenty-four hours.
Lying in bed, we talked about plans for the Fastnet Race and beyond.

‘So, are you free to join me on the Tigress?’

‘I am now, yes. I’d normally be joining Pa Salt and some of my sisters
for our annual holiday on the Titan in August . ..’ I swallowed hard and
continued quickly. ‘Then in September, if I get through the final trials, I’1l
hopefully start training with the Swiss team for the Beijing Olympics.’

‘I’1l be there too with the Americans.’

‘I’m sure you’ll be quite the competition and I can’t have you winning,’ I
teased him.

‘Well, thank you, fair lady. I hope I’ll rise to the challenge.” Theo gave
me a mock bow. ‘So, what about the next few days? I’m taking what I’d
like to think is a well-earned holiday at my family’s summer home. It’s only
a few hours’ sailing from here. Then, of course, I’m off to the Isle of Wight
to prepare for the Fastnet. Would you come with me?’

‘For the holiday or the Fastnet?’

‘Both. Although, being serious for a second, I know you’re an
experienced sailor, but the Fastnet is something else. I crewed on the last
one two years ago and we nearly lost one of our crew as we were going
round the Rock. Matt was literally blown off the boat. It’s dangerous and’ —
Theo breathed in deeply — ‘to be honest, I’'m now starting to wonder if it’s a
good idea for me to have suggested you join the crew.’

‘Why? Because I’'m a girl?’

‘For God’s sake, Ally, get over yourself! Of course it’s not that. It’s
because I love you and I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to
you. Anyway, let’s think about it over the next few days, shall we?
Preferably with a drink on a terrace overlooking the sea. Tomorrow
morning, I’ve got to hand the Hanse back over to the owner down at the
harbour, which is where I’ve moored the Neptune, so we could head straight
off. What do you reckon?’

‘Actually, T was thinking I should go home,’ I said. ‘Be with Ma, and
Maia.’

‘I totally understand if you feel you should. Although being selfish, I"d
love it if you could come with me. It sounds as though this next year will be



crazy for both of us.’

‘I really want to come, but I'll need to call Ma first and make sure
everything’s okay, then take it from there.’

‘Why don’t you do that while I take a shower?’ Theo dropped a kiss on
the top of my head, before hopping out of bed and heading for the
bathroom.

When I called her, Ma assured me that everything at Atlantis was fine,
and there was absolutely no need for me to return. “You take a holiday,
chérie. Maia has decided to go away for a while, so she’s not here anyway.’

‘Has she? I’'m amazed,’ I commented. ‘But are you sure you aren’t lonely
by yourself? I promise that this time my mobile will be on at all times if
you need me.’

‘I am fine and I won’t, chérie,’ she replied stoically. ‘Sadly, the worst has
happened already.’

I ended the call and felt suddenly low, as I did every time I allowed
myself to remember Pa was no longer here. But Ma was right. The worst
had happened. And I wished for once that I belonged to a religion with set
rules to cope with the bleak aftermath of death. Even if I’d considered such
rules archaic in the past, I now saw they were a ritual designed to help
human beings through their darkest moments of loss.

The following morning, Theo and I checked out of the hotel and walked
down to the harbour.

After a celebratory drink on-board with the owner of the Hanse — who
was delighted with the win and was already talking to Theo about future
regattas — we walked along the harbour and climbed aboard the Neptune.
Before setting sail, Theo charted our course on the navigation system. He
refused point-blank to tell me where we were heading, and as he helmed the
boat out of Vouliagmeni harbour and once more onto the open sea, I busied
myself restocking the fridge and the cooler box with beer, water and wine.

As we cruised through the calm aquamarine waters, no matter how hard I
tried to concentrate on the beauty of the seascape, the dichotomy of emotion
I’d experienced on my last voyage aboard the Neptune came flooding back.
I found myself thinking that there were similarities between Pa Salt and my
lover: they both enjoyed mystery, and most definitely liked to be in control.

Just as I was contemplating whether I’d fallen in love with a father
figure, I felt the Neptune slow down and heard the anchor being dropped.
When Theo appeared on deck next to me, I decided I wouldn’t share my



recent thoughts with him. With his love for analysis, I knew I’d never hear
the last of it.

Over beers and a feta salad with fresh olives that I’d bought from a stall
in the harbour, I explained to Theo properly about the armillary sphere with
its quotations and engraved coordinates. And the letter Pa Salt had written
to me.

‘Well, it certainly sounds like he was well prepared. It must have taken
some planning.’

‘Oh yes, he was that sort of person. Everything was always organised
perfectly.’

‘Sounds like my kind of man,” Theo said, mirroring my earlier thoughts.
‘I’ve written my will and issued instructions for my funeral too.’

‘Don’t say that,” I said with a shudder.

‘Sorry, Ally, but all sailors are in a dangerous game and one just never
knows.’

‘Anyway, I’m sure Pa would have liked you a lot.” I looked at my watch
to swiftly change the subject. ‘Should we be leaving to go to wherever it is
we’re headed?’

‘Soon, yes. I want to time our arrival perfectly.” Theo smiled secretively.
‘Swim?’

Three hours later, when I saw the setting sun flood the sky above a tiny
island with a deep orange glow, reflecting off the white-washed houses
dotted along the coastline, I understood why he’d wanted to wait.

‘See? Isn’t it just perfect?’ breathed Theo, who had one hand on the
wheel and one arm around me as he steered us into the little harbour.

“Yes,” I agreed, as I studied the way the sunset’s rays had seeped into the
clouds, rather like an egg yolk gently releasing its contents after it had been
burst. ‘Pa always said that Greek sunsets were the most beautiful in the
world.’

“Then that’s another thing we would have agreed on.” Theo kissed my
neck tenderly.

Given my earlier thoughts, I decided I’d definitely steer clear of Pa Salt’s
likes and dislikes for the duration of our holiday.

‘Will you tell me where we are now?’ I asked as we drew into the port
and a swarthy youth hurried to grasp the rope I threw in order to secure the
boat.



‘Does it matter? You’ll find out in due course. For now, let’s simply call
it “Somewhere”.’

Expecting we’d have to haul our rucksacks up the steep hillside, I was
surprised when Theo told me to leave them where they were. Having locked
the cabin securely, we disembarked and Theo paid the youth a few euros for
his efforts. Then he took my hand and led me along the harbour front to a
row of mopeds. He fumbled in his pocket for a key and then fiddled with a
padlock, which released the twisted mass of heavy metal chains wound
around one of the bikes.

“The Greeks are lovely people, but the economy is fairly desperate just
now, so it’s better to take precautions. I never want to arrive here and find
both wheels are missing. Climb aboard,’ he offered and I did so reticently,
my heart sinking.

I hated mopeds. During my gap year, I’d done as Pa Salt had suggested
and set off to see the world with two friends, Marielle and Héléne. We’d
started in the Far East and visited Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam.
Making our way back to Europe, where I had secured myself a summer
waitressing job on the island of Kynthos, we had travelled through Turkey
on hired mopeds. On our way down from Bodrum airport to Kalkan,
Marielle had misjudged a treacherous hairpin bend and crashed.

Finding her seemingly lifeless body in the scrub on the hillside, then
standing in the middle of the road waiting desperately for any vehicle to
pass and help us, was something I’d never forgotten.

The road had remained deserted, and eventually I’d grasped my mobile
and called the only person I could think of who would know what to do. I
explained to Pa Salt what had happened, and where, and he told me not to
worry, that help was on its way. An agonising half an hour later, a helicopter
had landed with a pilot and a paramedic. They airlifted the three of us to a
hospital in Dalaman. Marielle survived with a shattered pelvis and three
broken ribs, but the knock to her head still caused her serious migraines to
this day.

Sitting on the back of Theo’s moped that evening, having never been near
one since Marielle’s accident, my stomach somersaulted with dread.

‘All set?’ he asked.

‘As I’ll ever be,” I muttered, wrapping my arms like a vice around his
waist. As we set off up the narrow lanes of ‘Somewhere’, I decided that if
Theo was one of those harum-scarum male drivers who wanted to impress



me, | would demand he stop and then I’d jump off. And even though he
wasn’t, [ still closed my eyes as we left the port behind us and set off along
a steep and dusty road. Eventually, after we’d been climbing for what to me
seemed like an eternity, but was in reality probably less than fifteen
minutes, I felt him brake and the bike lean to one side as he put a foot on
terra firma and stopped the engine.

‘Right, this is it.’

‘Good.’

I opened my eyes feeling shaky with relief and concentrated on climbing
off.

‘Isn’t it beautiful?’ Theo eulogised. ‘I mean, the views climbing up here
are spectacular, but I think this has to be the best.’

As I’d had my eyes tightly shut all the way here, I didn’t know anything
about the views. He took my hand and led me across some rough, dry grass,
and I saw ancient olive trees peppering the sloping land below us, which
fell sharply into the sea beyond. I nodded to indicate that yes, it was.

‘Where are we going?’ I asked him as he continued to lead me on
through the olive grove. I couldn’t see a single dwelling in front of us. Only
an ancient barn, probably meant for the goats.

“There.” He pointed to the barn and turned to me. ‘Home sweet home.
Isn’t it amazing?’

‘Tts...I1...0

‘Ally, you’re awfully pale. Are you feeling okay?’

“Yes,” I assured him as we finally arrived at the barn and I wondered
which one of us had lost the plot. If this really was his ‘home’, then even if
I had to walk every kilometre back down in the dark, I would. I wasn’t
spending the night here for anything.

‘I know it looks like a shack at the moment, but I’ve recently bought it
and I wanted you to be the first to see it, especially at sunset. I know it
needs a lot of work, and of course the planning regulations here are fairly
strict,” he continued as he heaved open the splintering wooden door and we
entered the building. Through the roof, in the twilight, I could see the first
stars beginning to appear in the enormous hole above me. The interior smelt
strongly of goat, which made my already churning stomach turn over again.

‘What do you think?’ he asked me.

‘I think that, as you say, it has a beautiful view.’ As I stood listening to
Theo explaining how he’d employed an architect, and his plans for the



kitchen just here and a huge sitting room there and a terrace beyond
overlooking the sea, I shook my head helplessly and stumbled outside,
unable to stand the smell of goat any longer. Running over the rough, dried
earth outside, I managed to get round the corner of the barn before I
doubled over and dry-retched.

‘Ally, what is it? Are you ill again?’

Theo was quickly by my side, his arms supporting me as I shook my
head miserably.

‘No, really, I’m fine. I just...Ijust...

And then I sat down in the grass and bawled my eyes out like a little girl.
I told him about the moped accident and how I was missing my father so
very badly and how sorry I was that he was seeing me upset again.

‘Ally, it’s you who needs to forgive me. This is my fault. Of course
you’re exhausted from the race and the trauma of your father’s death. You
do such a great impression of being tough that I, the man who likes to pride
himself on being the ultimate reader of people, have failed you. Now, I’'m
going to phone a friend, and get him to come up here by car and collect us
immediately.’

Too tired to argue, I sat on the grass and watched Theo stand up and
make a call on his mobile. The sun was now being subsumed by the sea
beneath us, and as I calmed down, I decided that Theo was right. The view
was indeed stunning.

Ten minutes later, with Theo following behind on the moped, I was being
driven sedately down the hill in an extraordinarily old Volvo by an equally
old man who Theo briefly introduced as Kreon. Halfway down, the car
turned right and proceeded along another dusty, bumpy road, seeming to
lead to nowhere again. But this time, when we reached the end of the track,
I saw the welcoming lights of a beautiful house perched right on the edge of
a cliff.

‘Make yourself at home, sweetheart,” said Theo as he led me into a
spacious entrance hall and a middle-aged, dark-eyed woman appeared and
embraced him warmly, murmuring endearments in Greek. ‘Irene here is our
housekeeper,” he explained. ‘She’ll show you to your room and run you a
bath. I’'m going down to the port with Kreon to get our stuff from the boat.’

The bath turned out to sit on a terrace, which was carved — like the rest of
the house — into the jagged rocks that plunged steeply down the cliff and
into the foaming sea. Having luxuriated in a frothing pool of scented water,



I climbed out and padded into the gorgeous airy bedroom. Then I went to
explore and found myself in a stylishly furnished sitting room, which led
onto a huge main terrace with a spectacular view and an infinity pool that
an Olympic competitor would not have sniffed at. I concluded that this
house was a little like Atlantis, but suspended in the air.

Soon after, wrapped in a soft cotton robe that I’d found on the bed, I sat
down in one of the comfortably upholstered chairs on the terrace. Irene
appeared with a bottle of white wine in a cooler and two glasses.

“Thank you.’

I sipped my drink as I gazed out into the star-studded darkness,
appreciating the luxury of the surroundings after several days of sailing. I
also knew now that when I took Theo home to Atlantis, he would be
completely at ease there. So many times in the past, when I’d taken a friend
from boarding school home to stay, or for a sailing trip on the Titan, I’d
seen how their gregarious personalities were quashed under their awe of
how we lived. And then they would leave, and when I’d next see them, I’d
feel what I now guessed was animosity emanating from them, and the
friendship would never be quite the same again.

Thankfully, there’d be none of those problems with Theo. His family
obviously lived as well as mine did. I chuckled at the thought that both of
us spent at least three-quarters of our lives lying on hard bunks in airless
cabins, feeling lucky if the one cramped shower cubicle produced even a
trickle of water — be it hot or cold.

[ felt a hand on my shoulder and then a kiss on my cheek.

‘Hello, my love. Are you feeling better?’

“Yes, much, thanks. Nothing quite like a hot bath after a few days of
racing.’

‘No, there isn’t,” Theo agreed as he poured himself a glass of wine from
the bottle and sat down opposite me. ‘I’m about to do the same. And once
again, Ally, please forgive me. I know I can be very single-minded when
I’m on a mission. I just really wanted to show you my new house.’

‘Really, it’s fine. I’m sure that when it’s finished it will be wonderful.’

‘Not as wonderful as this one, obviously, but at least it will be mine. And
sometimes,’ he said with a shrug, ‘that’s all that matters, isn’t it?’

“To be honest, I’ve never thought about having a home of my own. I’'m
away competing so much that getting a place seems rather pointless when I



can simply go back to Atlantis. And we sailors earn so little that I couldn’t
afford much at all.’

‘Hence me buying a goat barn,” Theo agreed. ‘But equally, I suppose
there’s no point in denying that both of us have always had a safety net to
catch us if we fall. Personally, I’d prefer to starve than go cap in hand to my
father for money. Privilege comes with a price, don’t you think?’

‘Maybe, yes, but I doubt anyone would feel sorry for either of us.’

‘I’m not suggesting we deserve sympathy, Ally, but despite this
materialistic modern world believing the opposite, I don’t think money can
solve every problem. Take my father, for example. He invented a chip to go
inside computers that made him a multi-millionaire by the age of thirty-
five, the same age as I am now. Throughout my childhood, he loved telling
me how he’d had to struggle when he was younger and how I should realise
how lucky I was. Of course, his experience wasn’t — and isn’t — mine,
because I was brought up with money. It’s almost like a full circle: my
father had nothing and was inspired to make what he could of his life,
whereas I’ve ostensibly had everything, yet he’s made me feel guilty for
having it. So I’ve spent my life trying to get by without his help, being
permanently broke and feeling I’ve never lived up to his expectations. Was
it similar for you?’ he asked me.

‘No, although we were definitely taught the value of money. Pa Salt
always said that we were born to be ourselves, and could only strive to be
the best we could possibly be. I always felt he was very proud of me,
especially when it came to the sailing. I suppose it helped because it was a
joint passion. Although he did say something quite strange in the letter he
left me. He inferred that I hadn’t continued with my music career because
I’d wanted to please him by becoming a professional sailor.’

‘And is that true?’

‘Not really. I loved both, but the opportunities for sailing were presented
to me and I took them. Life happens like that, doesn’t it?’

“Yup,’ Theo agreed. ‘Interestingly, I’'m a complete mix of my parents.
My father’s flair for the technical, and my mother’s love for sailing.’

‘Well, as I’m adopted, I have absolutely no idea what’s in my genes. My
upbringing was all about nurture, not nature.’

“Then wouldn’t it be fascinating for you to find out if your genes have
played a part in your life so far? Maybe one day you should use your



father’s clues and find out where you came from. It would be an amazing
anthropological study.’
‘I’m sure it would,’ I said, stifling a yawn, ‘but I’m too tired to think
about it. And you smell of goat. It’s high time you went for your bath.’
“You’re right. On my way, I'll tell Irene to put supper on the table and I’ll
be back down in ten.” Theo kissed me on the nose and left the terrace.



Having calmed down from the initial passionate rush that had characterised
the beginning of our relationship, during the lazy few days on

‘Somewhere’, Theo and I took time to get to know each other properly. I
found myself confiding things in him that I’d never told another human
being. Tiny, unimportant details to anyone else, but which meant so much to
me. Theo’s attention never wavered as he listened, his green eyes upon me
with that intense gaze of his. Somehow he managed to make me feel more
cherished than I’d ever felt in my life. He was especially interested in Pa
Salt and my sisters — ‘the luxury orphanage’, as he’d termed our existence
at Atlantis.

One sultry morning, when the air was so still that both Theo and I had
remarked that a thunderstorm must be imminent, he came to join me on the
daybed which sat in the shade on the terrace.

‘Where have you been?’ I asked him as he sat down.

‘Sadly, I’ve been having a very dull conference call with our Fastnet
sponsor, the team manager and the owner of the Tigress. And while they
discussed semantics, I was doodling.’

‘Were you?’

“Yes. Did you ever try making anagrams out of your name or writing it
backwards when you were younger? I did, and it spelt something
ridiculous,’ he said with a smile. ‘““Oeht”.’

‘Of course I did and it’s equally silly. Mine is “Ylla”.’

‘Did you ever make anagrams of your surname?’

‘No,’ I said, wondering where this was leading.

‘Okay. Well, I love playing around with words and just now, when I was
bored stupid during the conference call, I was fiddling with yours.’

‘And?’



‘Okay, so I know I’m anal and love a mystery, but I also know a little
about Greek mythology, having studied classics at Oxford and lived here
every summer since I was a child,” Theo explained. ‘Can I show you what I
found?’

‘If you insist,’ I said as he handed me a piece of paper with a few words
scribbled on it.

“You see what D’ Apliese spells?’

‘Pleiades.’ I spoke the word he’d written below my surname, which
apparently Theo had conjured out of ‘D’Apliese’.

“Yes. And you recognise that word?’

‘It certainly sounds familiar,” I granted him grudgingly.

‘Ally, it’s the Greek name of the star cluster which contains the Seven
Sisters.’

‘So? What are you saying?’ I looked at him, feeling irrationally
defensive.

‘Just that it’s a pretty big coincidence that you and your sisters are all
called after the seven, or should I say six’ — Theo checked himself —
‘famous stars, and that your surname is an anagram of “Pleiades”. Was that
your father’s surname too?’

I could feel heat burning in my cheeks as I searched my memory to see if
I could remember anyone ever calling Pa ‘Mr D’ Apliese’. Our household
staff and those on the Titan called him ‘sir’, apart from Marina, who’d refer
to him as ‘Pa Salt’, as us girls did, or ‘your father’. I tried to think if I’d
ever seen a surname written on any mail that arrived for him, but I could
only remember official-looking envelopes and deliveries which would be
addressed in the name of one of Pa’s many companies.

‘Probably,’ I replied eventually.

‘Sorry, Ally.” Theo had read my discomfort. ‘I was just trying to find out
if he simply invented a surname for all you girls, or whether it was his name
too. Anyway, darling, lots of people change their name by deed poll. It’s
very cute actually. You are “Alcyone Pleiades”. And as for the nickname
“Pa Salt”, [’

‘Enough, Theo!’

‘Sorry, it’s just fascinating to me. I’'m convinced there was far more to
your father than met the eye.’

I excused myself then and went inside the house, feeling uncomfortable
that Theo had seen something so intimate about my family — even though it



was just letters he’d played with — that me and my sisters had never noticed
before. Or if they had, it had never been openly discussed between us.

When I returned to the terrace, Theo followed my lead and said no more
about it. Over lunch he told me more about his own parents and their
acrimonious divorce. He’d been shuttled constantly between his mother in
England, and America for holidays with his father. Being Theo, he related
the whole story almost in the third person — analytically, as though it was
little to do with him — but I could feel his underlying tension and
subconscious anger. It sounded to me as if Theo had never given his father a
chance, out of loyalty to his mother. However, I didn’t feel confident
enough just yet to say so, but felt in time that I would.

In bed that night, still unsettled by the revelation of my surname, I
couldn’t sleep. If our surname was an anagram made up by Pa because of
his obsession with the stars and the mythology of The Seven Sisters, then
who were we?

And more importantly, who had he been?

The awful truth was, I knew now that I could never find out.

The following day, I borrowed Theo’s laptop and looked up The Seven
Sisters of the Pleiades. Even though Pa had talked to all of us about the
stars, and Maia in particular had spent a lot of time with him in his domed
observatory perched atop Atlantis, I had never taken much of an interest.
Any information Pa had passed on to me was of the technical variety when
we were out sailing together. He’d done his best to show me how to use the
stars to navigate on the sea and had told me that The Seven Sisters had
famously been used by sailors to guide them for thousands of years.
Eventually, I closed the computer down, thinking that whatever the reasons
behind Pa’s naming of us all, it was simply another mystery that would
never be revealed. And pursuing it would only unsettle me further.

I put all this to Theo over lunch, and he agreed with me.

‘I apologise, Ally, really. I should never have mentioned it. What’s
important is the present, and the future. And whoever your father was, all I
care about is that he did something right by scooping you up as a baby. And



although there’s more I’ve discovered that I’'m itching to tell you ...’ He
eyed me speculatively.

“Theo!”

‘Okay, okay,” he agreed. ‘I understand it’s not for now.’

It wasn’t, although later that afternoon — and perhaps just as Theo had
intended — I took out Pa’s letter from the back of my diary where I’d
secreted it and reread it. Maybe, I thought, one day I should go and follow
the trail he had left for me. And at the very least, find the book he’d
mentioned, that was sitting on a shelf in his study at Atlantis . . .

As we neared the end of our time together, I felt as though Theo had
become part of me. When I repeated this phrase to myself, I could hardly
believe it was me saying it. And yet, even though it was a romantic notion, I
really did feel as though he was my twin soul. With him, I felt complete.

And I only realised how scary this newfound status might be when, in his
normal calm way, he discussed the logistics of leaving ‘Somewhere’ —
which I now knew to be the island of Anafi — and heading back to reality.

‘Firstly, I have to go and visit my mum in London. Then I’ll pick up the
Tigress from Southampton and sail her over to the Isle of Wight. At least
that will give me a chance to get the feel of her. What about you, darling?’

‘I should go home for a bit too,’ I said. ‘Ma does a very good job of
sounding okay, but without Maia there, or Pa, I feel I should be with her.’

‘So, I've been looking up flights. Why don’t we sail to Athens together
on the Neptune at the weekend, then you take a flight to Geneva? I looked
online and there’s availability on a lunchtime flight, which leaves around
the same time as mine to London.’

‘Great. Thanks,’ I replied brusquely, suddenly feeling horribly vulnerable
— scared of being without him and of what our future would bring. Or even
if there would be one after ‘Somewhere’.

‘Ally, what’s the matter?’

‘Nothing. I’ve had a lot of sun today and I should go and get an early
night.” I stood up and made to leave the terrace, but he caught my hand
before I could.



“We haven’t finished the rest of the conversation, so please sit down.’
Planting me back firmly in the chair, he kissed me on the lips. ‘Obviously,
we need to discuss plans for way beyond our flight home. For example, the
Fastnet. I’ve been thinking about it a lot since we’ve been here, and I want
to make a suggestion.’

‘Go ahead,’ I said, sounding contrary even to myself. These weren’t the
kind of ‘plans’ I was interested in hearing about just now.

‘I want you to come and train with the crew. However, if I feel weather
conditions are too dangerous to have you aboard for the actual race, or if
you begin the race but I tell you at some point that you’re going ashore, you
have to swear you’ll obey my orders.’

With effort, I nodded. Aye, aye, skipper.’

‘Don’t be facetious, Ally. I’'m serious. I’ve told you before that I couldn’t
live with myself if anything happened to you.’

‘Isn’t it my decision to make?’

‘No. As your skipper, let alone your lover, it’s mine.’

‘So I’m not allowed to stop you if I think it’s too dangerous to sail?’

‘Of course not!” Theo shook his head in frustration. ‘It’s me who will
make the decision. For better, for worse.’

‘What if it’s “for worse” and I know it is?’

“Then you’ll tell me, and I’ll hear your warning, but ultimately, I’1l
decide.’

‘So why can’t I? It’s not fair, [’

‘Ally, this is getting ridiculous. We’re going round in circles, and besides,
I’m sure none of this will happen. All I’'m trying to say to you is that you
have to listen to me, okay?’

‘Okay,’ I agreed sullenly. This was the nearest the two of us had come to
an argument and with so little time left in this perfect place, I was loathe to
let the situation deteriorate further.

‘And more importantly’ — I saw Theo’s eyes soften as he reached out a
hand towards me and stroked my face with his fingers — ‘let’s not forget
there’s a whole future beyond the Fastnet. Really, this has been the best few
weeks of my life, despite all the trauma. Darling Ally, you know it’s not my
style to descend into romantic verbosity, but it would be great to work out a
way that we could always be together. What do you think?’

‘Sounds good to me,” I mumbled, unable to switch from ‘extremely
irritated’ to ‘let’s spend our life together’ within the space of a few seconds.



I almost glanced over to the papers Theo had with him to see if ‘Discuss
future with Ally’ was noted on the schedule.

‘And old-fashioned as it seems, I know I won’t ever find another you. So
given that neither of us are spring chickens and we’ve both been round the
block, I’m just telling you that I am sure. And I’d be over the moon to
marry you tomorrow. You?’

I looked at him, trying to take in what he was saying and failing. ‘Is this a
Theo-style proposal?’ I snapped.

‘I suppose it is, yes. Well?’

‘I hear what you’re saying.’

‘And ... 7?7

“Well, to be blunt, Theo, this is hardly a scene out of Romeo and Juliet.’

‘No. It isn’t. I’'m no good at the big moments, as you’ve seen. I just want
to get them out of the way and get on with . . . living, I suppose. And I
really would like to live with you . . . I mean, marry you,’ he corrected
himself.

‘We don’t have to get married.’

‘No, but that’s where my traditional upbringing kicks in, I suppose. I
want to be with you for the rest of my life, and therefore, I must formally
propose. I’d like for you to be Mrs Falys-Kings and to be able to say “my
wife and I” to people.’

‘I may not want your surname. Lots of women don’t take their husband’s
name these days,’ I countered.

“True, true,” he agreed calmly, ‘but it’s so much cleaner, don’t you think?
Sharing one name? Just for bank accounts, and it also saves explanations
during telephone calls with electricians and plumbers and—’

“Theo?’

“Yes?’

‘For God’s sake, just shut up! However infuriatingly practical you can be
sometimes, before you analyse me out of a positive response, I’d marry you
tomorrow, too.’

‘Would you really?’

“Yes, of course I would.’ I then noticed what I thought was the beginning
of tears forming in his eyes. And the part of me that was so like him
realised that even the most outwardly self-assured humans were rendered
vulnerable when it came to believing that the person they loved loved them



back. And wanted them and needed them just as desperately. I moved closer
to him and hugged him tightly.

“Well, isn’t that wonderful?’ He smiled, surreptitiously wiping his eyes.

‘Considering how rubbish that proposal was, yes.’

‘Good. Well . . . even though it’s again rather old-fashioned and you can
blame it on my upbringing, I’d quite like it if we could go shopping
tomorrow and choose something that marks the fact you’re promised to
me.’

“You mean, we become “betrothed”?’ I teased him. ‘Even though you do
sound as though you’ve walked straight out of an Austen novel, I'd be
delighted.’

“Thank you.” Then he looked up towards the stars, shook his head, and
looked at me. ‘Isn’t this a miracle?’

‘Which bit of it?’

‘All of it. I mean, I’ve spent thirty-five years feeling alone on the planet,
and then you arrive out of the blue. And suddenly I understand it.’

‘Understand what?’

He shook his head, and gave a small shrug. ‘Love’.

We did as Theo had asked and the next morning he took me to the island’s
capital, Chora, which, in reality, was little more than a sleepy white-washed
village perched on a hill overlooking the southern coast of the island. We
wandered around the quaint narrow streets, where we found a couple of tiny
shops selling hand-made jewellery alongside a mishmash of food supplies
and household goods, and a small street market with a few trinket stalls.
Jewellery in general had never been my thing, and after half an hour of
trying on various rings, I could see that Theo was getting frustrated.

‘Surely there must be something that you want?’ he urged me, as we
stopped at the last market stall.

In fact, my eye had settled on something.

“Would you mind if it wasn’t actually a ring?’

‘Right now, I don’t care if it’s a nipple piercing, as long as I’ve got
something you’re happy with and we can get some lunch. I’m starving.’

‘Okay, then I’d like that.’



I pointed to an ‘evil eye’: a traditional Greek pendant of a stylised blue
glass eye dangling on a delicate silver chain.

The stall-keeper unhooked it from the display and held it out to us on his
palm so we could take a closer look, indicating the handwritten price tag.
Theo took off his sunglasses and picked up the pendant between his thumb
and forefinger to study it. ‘Ally, it’s very sweet, but at fifteen euros, it’s
hardly a diamond ring.’

‘I like it. Sailors wear them to ward off stormy seas. And after all, my
name means I am the protectress of sailors.’

‘I know, though I’m really not sure an evil eye is an appropriate
engagement token.’

‘Well, I love it, and before we both drive ourselves mad and give up, can
it be this, please?’

‘As long as you promise to protect me.’

‘Of course I do,’ I said, wrapping my arms around his waist.

‘Okay. Although I warn you, just for the sake of form, I might have to
present you with something that’s more . . . traditional in the future.’

A few minutes later, we walked away from the market with the tiny
talisman strung around my neck.

‘In retrospect,’ he said as we strolled back through the quiet streets to
find a beer and some lunch, ‘I think chaining you around the neck is far
more appropriate than by a mere finger, although we will have to get you a
proper ring eventually. However, I’m not sure I can run to Tiffany or
Cartier, I’m afraid.’

‘Now who’s showing their roots?’ I teased him as we sat down at a table
in the shade outside a taverna. ‘And just for the record, I hate designer
labels.’

“You’re right. Forgive me for showing my ingrained Connecticut
country-club past. Anyway,’ he said, grabbing a plastic menu, ‘what do you
fancy for lunch?’

The following day, having reluctantly parted with Theo at Athens airport, I
sat on the plane feeling lost without him. I kept turning involuntarily to my
surprised neighbour to tell Theo something I’d just thought of, only to



remember he wasn’t there. I admitted to myself that I felt completely bereft
without him.

I hadn’t told Ma I was coming home, thinking it would be nice to just
turn up and surprise her. And as the aircraft carried me towards Geneva, and
I steeled myself for arriving to an Atlantis that had lost its heart, my
emotions swerved between the joy of what I had found and the dreadfulness
of what I’d lost and was returning to. And this time my sisters wouldn’t be
there to fill the gaping hole Pa Salt had left behind.

When I arrived at Atlantis, for the first time ever, no one came down to
meet me at the jetty, which depressed me further. Claudia was not at her
usual station in the kitchen either, but there was a freshly baked lemon
sponge cake on the countertop, which just happened to be my favourite.
Cutting a generous slice, I left the kitchen and climbed the stairs to my
room. I slung my rucksack onto the floor and sat down on the bed, studying
the magnificent view of the lake over the trees and listening to the
unnerving silence.

I stood up again and wandered over to the shelves to pull down the ship
in a bottle Pa Salt had given me for my seventh birthday. I stared at the
intricate wood and canvas model inside the glass and smiled as I
remembered how I’d pestered Pa to tell me how it could have got inside the
thin bottleneck.

‘It’s magic, Ally,” he’d whispered secretively. ‘And we must all believe
in that.’

Retrieving my diary from my rucksack and desperate to feel him close
again, I drew out the letter he’d written me. Checking the details, I decided
I would go downstairs to his study and look for the book he’d suggested I
read.

I stood in the doorway of his study, letting the familiar smell of citrus,
fresh air and safety fill my nostrils.

‘Ally! Forgive me for not being here when you arrived. I didn’t know
you were coming, but what a wonderful surprise!’

‘Ma!’ I turned around to embrace her. ‘How are you? I had a few days off
and I wanted to make sure you were all right.’

“Yes, yes . . .” she said rather hurriedly. ‘And how are you, chérie?’

[ felt her keen, intelligent eyes appraise me. “You know me, Ma, I’'m
never sick.’



‘And we both know I wasn’t asking after your health, Ally,” Ma replied
gently.

‘I’ve been busy, so I think that has helped. We won the regatta, by the
way,’ I offered lamely, not ready to tell Ma about Theo and the possible
happiness I’d found just yet. Being here at Atlantis with Pa gone made it
feel inappropriate.

‘Maia is here too. She went to Geneva earlier, just after the . . . friend she
brought with her from Brazil left. She’ll be back soon, and will be happy to
see you, I’m sure.’

‘And I her. She sent me an email a few days ago and she sounded really
happy. I can’t wait to hear more about her trip.’

‘Now, how about a cup of tea? Come into the kitchen and you can tell me
all about the regatta.’

‘Okay.’ I followed Ma dutifully out of Pa’s study. Perhaps it was just that
I had turned up at home without calling first, but I sensed she was tense, her
usual serenity temporarily deserting her. We chatted about Maia and the
Cyclades race and twenty minutes later, we heard the launch approaching. I
went to greet Maia on the jetty.

‘Surprise!” I said, throwing my arms open to her.

‘Ally!” Maia looked amazed. “What are you doing here?’

‘Strangely enough, this is my home too,’ I said with a grin as we walked
up to the house together arm in arm.

‘I know, but I wasn’t expecting you.’

We decided to sit on the terrace, and I went to fetch a jug of Claudia’s
home-made lemonade. I studied Maia as I listened to her talk of her recent
trip to Brazil, and thought she looked more alive than I’d seen her for years.
Her skin glowed, and her eyes sparkled. Discovering her past through Pa
Salt’s posthumous clues certainly seemed to have helped to heal her.

‘And Ally, there’s something else I want to tell you. That perhaps I
should have told you a long time ago . . .’

Then she told me what it was that had happened at university to make her
hide away ever since. Tears came to my eyes as I listened to the story, and I
reached out my hand to comfort her.

‘Maia, how dreadful that you had to go through that all alone. Why on
earth didn’t you tell me? I’m your sister! I always thought we were close. 1
would have been there for you, I really would.’



‘I know, Ally, but you were only just sixteen at the time. And, besides, I
was ashamed.’

I asked then who this dreadful person was who had caused my sister so
much pain.

‘Oh, no one you’d know. He was someone I met at university called
Zed.

‘Zed Eszu?’

“Yes. You may have heard his name on the news. His father was the
tycoon who committed suicide.’

‘And whose boat I saw close to Pa’s that terrible day when I heard he’d
died, if you remember,’ I said with a shudder.

‘Ironically, it was Zed who inadvertently forced me onto the plane to Rio
when I was originally deciding whether to go or not. After fourteen years of
silence, he left me a voicemail message out of the blue, saying he had to
come to Switzerland and asking if we could meet up.’

I looked at her oddly. ‘He wanted to meet you?’

“Yes. He said he’d heard about Pa’s death and suggested that perhaps we
could cry on each other’s shoulders. If anything was going to send me
scurrying away from Switzerland, that was it.’

I asked her if Zed knew what had happened to her all those years ago.

‘No.” Maia shook her head firmly. ‘And if he did, I doubt he’d care.’

‘I think you were definitely best rid of him,’ I said darkly.

“You know him, then?’

‘Not personally, no. But I have a . . . friend that does. Anyway,’ I said,
recovering before Maia could question me further, ‘it sounds as though
getting on that plane was the best thing you’ve ever done. Now, you still
haven’t told me much about this gorgeous Brazilian you had in tow. I think
Ma rather fell for him. When I arrived she could talk of nothing else. He’s a
writer, apparently?’

We chatted briefly about him, and then Maia asked about me. Deciding
this was her moment to talk of having found someone after all these years, I
refrained from telling her about Theo and talked about the Fastnet and the
upcoming Olympic trials instead.

‘Ally! That’s fantastic! Do let me know how you get on, won’t you?’ she
begged me.

‘Of course I will.’

At that moment Marina appeared on the terrace.



‘Maia, cherie, I didn’t know you were home until I saw Claudia just now.
Christian gave me this earlier; I'm afraid I forgot to give it to you.’

Marina handed Maia an envelope and her eyes lit up as she recognised
the handwriting. ‘Thank you, Ma.’

‘Will you two girls be wanting supper?’ Ma asked us.

‘If there’s any going, absolutely. Maia?’ I looked at her. “Will you join
me? It’s not often we get the chance for a catch-up these days.’

“Yes, of course,’ she said, standing up. ‘But if you don’t mind, I’m going
back to the Pavilion for a while.’

Ma and I looked knowingly at Maia and the letter clasped in her hands.

‘See you later, chérie,” said Marina.

As I followed Ma back into the house, I felt extremely unsettled by what
Maia had just told me. In one sense, it was good that we had cleared the air
and that I now understood why Maia had become so distant after university
and thrown herself into what had amounted to self-imposed exile. But the
fact she’d told me it was Zed Eszu who had been the cause of her pain was
a different matter altogether . . .

With six girls in the family, and each one of us so very different, the
amount of gossip about boyfriends and love affairs had varied depending on
the character of the particular sister. Up until now, Maia had been totally
closed about her private life and Star and CeCe had each other and rarely
talked to the rest of us. Which left Electra and Tiggy, who had both
confided in me over the years . . .

I went upstairs to my room, pacing restlessly and pondering the morals of
knowing something that potentially affected other people that I loved, and
whether one should share such information or keep quiet. However, having
just had Maia open up to me for the first time in years, I decided it was her
decision whether or not to tell our other siblings the story. What good
would it do to have me interfere?

Having decided that, I checked my mobile, and smiled spontaneously as I
saw a text from Theo.

My darling Ally. I miss you. Trite but true.

I replied immediately.

Me too (even triter).

As I took a shower before going down to join Maia for dinner, I longed to
tell her of my own wonderful newfound love, but I reminded myself again



that, after all these years, this must be her moment and mine could wait for
another time.

Over supper, Maia announced that she was returning to Brazil the
following day.

‘We only have one life, don’t we, Ma?’ she said as she sat there glowing
with happiness, and I thought she’d never looked more beautiful.

“Yes, we do,’ said Ma. ‘And if the past few weeks have taught us
anything, it’s that.’

‘No more hiding,” Maia said as she raised her glass. ‘Even if it doesn’t
work out, at least I will have tried.’

‘No more hiding,’ I toasted her with a smile.



Marina and I waved and blew kisses as we watched Maia leave Atlantis.

‘I’m so happy for her,’ said Ma, surreptitiously wiping her eyes as we
turned and walked back to the house, where we chatted about Maia’s
difficult past and apparently rosy future over a cup of tea. It was obvious
from what Ma said that she shared similar feelings about Zed Eszu too. I
finished my tea and then I told her I needed to go and check my emails.

‘Is it okay if I use Pa’s study?’ I asked, knowing it had the best internet
signal in the house.

‘Of course it is. Remember, this is yours and your sisters’ house now,’
Ma said with a sad smile.

Bringing my laptop down from my bedroom, I opened the door to my
father’s study, which looked as it always had, its oak-panelled walls
complementing the comfortable antique furniture. I sat down tentatively in
Pa Salt’s leather-seated captain’s chair, placing my laptop on the walnut
desk in front of me. As it went through the process of opening, I swivelled
the chair round to gaze blankly at the cornucopia of objects Pa had kept on
his shelves. There was no particular theme to them and I’d always assumed
they were just items that had taken his fancy on his varied travels. My eyes
then sought out the floor-to-ceiling bookshelf that lined one wall,
wondering where the book he’d mentioned in his letter might be. As I noted
Dante nestling alongside Dickens and Shakespeare alongside Sartre, I
realised the books were organised in alphabetical order, and were as eclectic
and varied in taste as Pa himself had been.

The temperamental laptop then decided to tell me it wanted to shut down,
having just opened up, so while I waited for it to reboot, I stood up and
went over to Pa’s CD player. All of us had tried to move him on to an iPod,
but even though he had a raft of sophisticated computers and electronic



communication equipment in his study, he’d said he was too old to change,
and preferred to physically ‘see’ the music he wanted to play. Switching the
CD player on, fascinated to discover what Pa Salt had been listening to last,
the room was suddenly filled with the beautiful opening bars of Grieg’s
‘Morning Mood’ from the Peer Gynt Suite.

I was rooted to the spot, as a wave of memories assailed me. It had been
Pa’s favourite orchestral piece, and he’d often asked me to play the opening
bars for him on my flute. It had become the theme tune of my childhood
and it reminded me of all the glorious sunrises we’d shared when he’d taken
me out on the lake and patiently taught me to sail.

I missed him so very much.

And I also missed someone else.

As the music swelled from the hidden speakers, filling the room with
glorious sound, on instinct, I picked up the receiver of the phone on Pa’s
desk to make a call.

Holding the receiver to my ear as I made to dial the number, I realised
someone else in the house was already on the line.

The shock of hearing the familiar, resonant tones of the voice that had
comforted me from childhood forced me to interrupt the conversation.

‘Hello?!” I said, hurriedly reaching over and turning the CD player down
to make absolutely sure it was him.

But the voice at the other end had become a monotonous bleeping, and I
knew he had gone.

[ sat, gulping in breaths, then stood up, went into the hall and shouted for
Ma. My cries also brought Claudia running from the kitchen. By now, I was
sobbing hysterically and as Ma appeared at the top of the stairs, I went
towards her.

‘Ally, chérie, what on earth is the matter?’

‘I...TIjust heard him, Ma! I heard him!’

‘Who, chérie?’

‘Pa Salt! He was speaking on the line when I picked up the study phone
to dial a number. Oh my God! He’s not dead, he isn’t dead!”

‘Ally.” T saw Ma shoot Claudia a sharp glance as she put an arm around
me and led me into the drawing room. ‘Please, chérie, try and calm down.’

‘How can I?! I knew instinctively that he wasn’t dead, Ma, which means
he’s somewhere still alive. And someone in this house was talking to him . .
.” I looked at her accusingly.



‘Ally, really, I understand what you think you heard, but there is a simple
explanation for it.’

‘And what on earth could that be?’

“The telephone rang a few minutes ago. I heard it but was too far away to
pick it up, so it clicked into voicemail. What I’'m sure you heard was your
father’s voicemail message.’

‘But I was sitting right in front of the handset and I didn’t hear the
telephone ring before I picked it up!”’

‘But you were playing music very loudly, Ally. I could certainly hear it
all the way upstairs in my room. Perhaps the ring was drowned out.’

“You’re sure that you weren’t on the telephone to him? Or maybe Claudia
was?’ I asked her desperately.

‘Ally, however much you need me to tell you something different, I’'m
afraid that I can’t. Do you want to use your mobile and dial the house
number? If you leave it for four rings, you’ll hear your father’s voice
message. Try it, please,” she entreated me.

I shrugged, now feeling embarrassed that I had accused Ma and Claudia
of lying to me.

‘No, of course I believe you,’ I said. ‘I just. .. wanted it to be him. To
think that this whole terrible situation had all been a mistake.’

‘It’s what we all wish, Ally, but your father’s gone, and nothing any of us
can do will bring him back.’

‘Yes, I know. I’'m sorry.’

‘Don’t apologise, chérie. If there’s anything I cando . . .

‘No,’ I said as I stood up. ‘I’ll go and make my phone call.’

Marina smiled at me with sympathy in her eyes as I walked back into Pa
Salt’s study, where I sat down once more at the desk and studied the phone.
Picking up the receiver, I dialled Theo’s number and his mobile phone went
to voicemail. Wanting to speak to the real thing and not a machine, I
replaced the receiver abruptly without leaving a message.

Then I remembered that I still needed to look for the book that Pa Salt
had wanted me to read. Standing up and scanning the titles of the ‘H’
section in the bookshelves, I found it within a few seconds and pulled it off
the shelf.

Grieg, Solveig og Jeg
En biografi av Anna og Jens Halvorsen
Jens Halvorsen



Not understanding any more than that this was some form of biography, I
took it back to the desk and sat down.

The book was obviously old, the pages inside it yellowing and frail. I saw
the date of publication was 1907 — exactly one hundred years ago. Being a
musician, I immediately knew to what Mr Halvorsen was almost certainly
referring. Solveig was the sad heroine in Ibsen’s poem and featured in the
world-famous music written to accompany the stage play by the composer
Edvard Grieg. Turning a further page, I saw there was also a foreword in
which I recognised the words ‘Grieg’ and ‘Peer Gynt’. But sadly, that was
all I could read, as the rest of the words were in what I presumed was
Norwegian — the native language of both Grieg and Ibsen — and therefore
indecipherable.

With a sigh of disappointment, I leafed through the pages and found
some black-and-white plates depicting a tiny woman in theatrical costume,
dressed as a country peasant. Below the plate, it read, ‘Anna Landvik som
Solveig, September 1876°. 1 studied the photographs intently, and realised
that whoever Anna Landvik was, she’d been very young when the
photograph had been taken. Underneath the heavy stage make-up, the girl
looked barely older than a child. I leafed through the other plates and saw
her as she grew older, and then did a double take as I stared at the familiar
features of Edvard Grieg himself. Anna Landvik was standing by a grand
piano and Grieg was behind it, applauding her.

There were other plates too, of a handsome young man — the biographer
of the book — sitting formally in a photograph next to Anna Landvik, who
was holding a young child in her arms. Frustrated by the fact that the book
could reveal little more to me due to the language barrier, I felt my curiosity
pique. I needed to get it translated, and thought that Maia, being a translator
herself, would probably know of someone who could help.

Given my musicality, the thought that my ancestors might have had a
connection with one of the great composers — and one who was a particular
favourite of mine and Pa’s — was deeply moving. Was this why he had
loved the Peer Gynt Suite so much? Maybe he’d played it to me because he
knew of my connection to it.

Once again, I mourned his passing and the questions that would always
remain unanswered.

‘Chérie, are you all right?’



Stirred out of my thoughts, I looked up to see Ma standing in the
doorway. ‘I’m fine.’

“You were reading?’

“Yes,’ I said, putting a protective hand over the book.

‘Well, lunch is ready on the terrace.’

“Thank you, Ma.’

Over a goat’s cheese salad and a glass of chilled white wine, I again
apologised to Ma for my hysterical outburst earlier.

‘Really, there’s no need,” comforted Ma. ‘So, we both know about Maia,
but you have said very little about yourself. Tell me, how you are, Ally? I
feel there is something good that has happened. You too look different.’

‘Actually . . . the thing is, Ma, I’ve met someone as well.’

‘I thought you had,’ she said with a smile.

‘Which is why I didn’t receive everyone’s voice messages. | was with
him when Pa died and I’d switched my phone off,’ I blurted out suddenly,
needing to get the truth off my chest. ‘I’m so, so sorry. I feel so guilty, Ma.’

‘Well, you shouldn’t. Who was to know what would happen?’

“The truth is,” I sighed, ‘I feel I’'m on an emotional rollercoaster — I don’t
think I’ve ever been happier or sadder, all at the same time. It’s very
strange. I feel guilty about being happy.’

‘I doubt very much that your father would want you to feel like that,
chérie. So, who is this man who has stolen your heart?’

I then told her everything. And even just speaking Theo’s name made me
feel better.

‘Is he “the one”, Ally? I’ve certainly never heard you talk of any man
like this before.’

‘I think he might be, yes. In fact, he’s . . . well, he’s proposed.’

‘Goodness!” Ma looked at me in surprise. ‘And have you accepted?’

‘I have, yes, although we won’t get married for ages, I’'m sure. But he
gave me this.” I tugged the silver chain from beneath my collar and showed
her the evil eye pendant. ‘I know it’s ridiculously fast, but it just feels so
right. For both of us. And you know me, Ma, I’ve never been one to get
carried away romantically, so this has all come as a bit of a shock.’



‘I do know you, Ally, and that’s why I realise that this must be serious.’

‘He reminds me of Pa, as a matter of fact. I wish he could have met
Theo,’ I sighed, taking a mouthful of the salad. ‘Changing the subject, do
you think Pa genuinely wanted us all to go and find out where we came
from?’

‘I think he wished to provide you with the necessary information, in case
you ever wanted to. Of course, it is up to you to decide.’

“Well, it certainly seems to have helped Maia. While she was finding out
about her past, she found her future at the same time.’

‘Yes, she did,’ said Ma.

‘But I think I may have already found mine, without needing to delve
into my history. Perhaps I’ll investigate one day, but not now. I just want to
try to enjoy the present and see where it leads.’

‘And so you should. I hope that you’ll bring Theo here soon so that I can
meet him.’

‘I will, Ma,’ I said as I smiled at the thought of such an occasion. ‘I
promise.’

After several days of Claudia’s home-cooking, regular sleep and the
glorious July weather, I felt refreshed and calm. I’d taken the Laser out onto
the lake every afternoon and enjoyed leisurely sailing sessions. And as the
sun beat down, I’d lain on the boat letting my feelings for Theo suffuse me.
I felt closer both to him and to Pa when I was out on the water. Slowly, I
realised I was coming to terms with losing Pa and beginning to accept it.
And although I’d told Marina I wasn’t going to investigate my past for now,
I’d already emailed Maia to ask if she knew a Norwegian translator. She’d
said she didn’t, but would make some enquiries. A couple of days later, she
had emailed me back with the contact details for a Magdalena Jensen. I’d
called and spoken to Magdalena, and she’d said she would be happy to
begin translating the book for me. After taking photocopies of the cover and
of the photographs just in case the book got lost, I’d carefully packaged it
up and sent it to her by FedEx.

As I packed my rucksack in readiness to travel over to the Isle of Wight,
just off the coast of England, to begin training, a tingle of trepidation ran up



my spine at what was to come. The Fastnet Race was a serious undertaking
and Theo would be in command of a hand-picked and highly experienced
crew of twenty. I myself had never attempted anything so challenging. I
would need to be on my mettle and prepared to watch and learn. In
retrospect, it was a huge honour that Theo had even asked me.

‘Ready to go?’ said Ma as I appeared in the hall with my rucksack and
my flute, which Theo had asked me to bring along again. He seemed to
genuinely love hearing me play.

‘Tam.’

She drew me to her and embraced me, and I felt enveloped in all the
comfort and security she represented.

“You will take care in the race, won’t you, chérie?’ she asked as we left
the house to walk down to the jetty.

‘Please don’t worry, Ma. I have the best captain there is, I promise. Theo
will keep me safe.’

“Then just make sure you listen to him, won’t you, Ally? I know how
strong-minded you can be.’

‘Of course I will,” I said with a wry smile, thinking how well she knew
me.

‘Keep in touch, Ally,” she called, watching me steer the launch out from
the jetty as Christian threw the lines and himself aboard.

‘I will, Ma.’

And as the launch accelerated along the lake, I felt that I was truly sailing
towards my future.
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‘Hello, Ally.’

I stared at Theo in surprise, while the melting pot of humanity that was
London Heathrow airport surged past me. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘And what kind of a question is that? Anyone would think you weren’t
pleased to see me,” he grumbled playfully, before pulling me into his arms
in the centre of the arrivals channel and kissing me.

‘Of course I’m pleased!’ I giggled as we came up for air, thinking how he
always managed to confound my expectations. ‘I thought you were busy on
the Tigress. Come on,’ I added, disentangling myself from him, ‘we’re
causing a human traffic jam here.’

He led me out of the terminal to the taxi rank. ‘Hop in,’ he said as he
issued the driver with instructions.

‘Surely we’re not taking a taxi all the way down to the ferry for the Isle
of Wight?’ I queried as we set off. ‘It’s miles away.’

‘No, of course we’re not, Ally. But given that once we get there, we’ll be
training full on, I thought it might be a nice idea for us to have a night
together before I become “Skipper” again and you’re just “Al”.” With that,
he wrapped me against him. ‘Missed you, sweetheart,” he whispered.

‘Me too,’ I said, seeing the taxi driver smirking at us in his rear-view
Mirror.

To my utter surprise and delight, the taxi pulled up in front of Claridge’s
hotel, where Theo checked us in to a room. We proceeded to spend a
glorious afternoon and evening making up for lost time. Before I switched
off the light that night, I looked at him sleeping beside me, drinking him in.
And knew I belonged wherever he was.



‘Right, before we get on the train to Southampton, we have to pay a duty
call,” Theo said as we ate breakfast in bed the next morning.

‘Do we? To whom?’

‘My mother. I’'m sure I’ve told you she lives here in London and she’s
dying to meet you. So I’m afraid you’ll have to get that perfect backside of
yours out of bed while I take a shower.’

I got up and rifled through my belongings, fretting about the fact that I
was — to all intents and purposes — about to meet my future mother-in-law. I
didn’t have anything smarter than the jeans, sweatshirts and trainers I'd
packed for the rare evenings when I wasn’t on the boat and dressed from
head to toe in Gore-Tex — the weatherproof but deeply unsexy sister of
Lycra.

[ walked into the bathroom to hunt through my washbag for my token
mascara and lipstick, but realised I must have left them at Atlantis. ‘I don’t
even have any make-up with me,’ I wailed to Theo through the shower
door.

‘Ally, I love you unadorned,’ he said as he emerged from the steamy
cubicle. “You know how I loathe women who wear a lot of make-up. Now,
can you hurry up and get into the shower? We need to leave pronto.’

Forty minutes later, after driving through a maze of streets that Theo told
me were in an area of London called Chelsea, the taxi drew up outside a
pretty white townhouse. Three marble steps led to the front door, on either
side of which stood stone pots overflowing with sweet-smelling gardenias.

‘Here we are,’ he said as he bounded up the steps, took a key out of his
pocket and unlocked the door. ‘Mum?’ he called as we entered the hallway
and I followed him along a narrow corridor into an airy kitchen, dominated
by a rustic oak table and a huge Welsh dresser crammed with brightly-
coloured pottery.

‘Out here, darling!’ chimed a female voice through the open French
windows.

We walked out onto a stone terrace, where a slim woman with dark
blonde hair pulled back into a short ponytail was pruning roses in the small
but abundantly stocked walled garden.



‘Mum was brought up in the English countryside and tries to recreate it
in the centre of London,” Theo murmured fondly as the woman looked up
and acknowledged us both with a delighted smile.

‘Hello, darling. Hello, Ally.’

As she walked towards me, the same intense gaze of her son fell upon me
from her cornflower-blue eyes. I thought she was extraordinarily pretty,
with the doll-like features and pale skin of the typical English rose.

‘I’ve heard so much about you, I feel I know you already,” she said as she
kissed me warmly on both cheeks.

‘Hi, Mum,’ Theo said as he hugged her. “You’re looking well.’

‘Am I? I was counting the grey hairs in the mirror only this morning.’
She gave a mock sigh. ‘Sadly, age comes to us all. Now, what can I get you
both to drink?’

‘Coffee?’ asked Theo as he looked at me enquiringly.

‘Perfect,” I agreed. ‘By the way, what’s your mother’s name?’ I
whispered to Theo as we followed her back into the house. ‘I don’t think
I’m quite at the stage where I can address her as “Mum”.’

‘God, sorry! Her name is Celia.” Theo reached for my hand and squeezed
it. ‘Okay?’

“Yes, absolutely.’

Over coffee, Celia asked me about myself and then when I told her about
Pa Salt’s death, she comforted me with warmth and sympathy. ‘I don’t think
any child recovers fully from the loss of a parent, especially a daughter who
loses her father. I know I was devastated when I lost mine. The most you
can hope for is acceptance. And it’s still very early days for you, Ally. I
hope my son isn’t working you too hard,” she added, eyeing Theo.

‘He really isn’t, Celia. And to be honest, hanging around moping makes
everything much worse. I find it’s better to keep busy.’

‘Well, I’ll certainly be very glad when this Fastnet Race is over. And
maybe when you have children of your own, you’ll understand that my
heart’s in my mouth for the entirety of every race Theo enters.’

‘Honestly, Mum. I’ve competed in it twice before and I know what I’'m
doing,” Theo protested.

‘And he really is a magnificent skipper, Celia. His crew would do
anything for him,’ I added.

‘I’m sure, and of course I’'m extremely proud of him, but I do sometimes
wish he’d chosen to be an accountant or a stockbroker, or at least something



that wasn’t quite so fraught with danger.’

‘Come on, Mum, you’re not normally so anxious. As we’ve discussed
over and over again, I could get run over by a bus tomorrow. And besides,
it’s you who taught me to sail in the first place.” He nudged her
affectionately.

‘Forgive me, I’ll shut up. As I said earlier, it must be old age setting in
and all the maudlin thoughts that go with it. Talking of which, have you
seen or heard from your father recently?’ Celia asked him and I heard the
slight edge to her voice.

Theo paused for a second before replying. ‘Yes. He sent me an email
saying he was at his house in the Caribbean.’

‘Alone?’ Celia raised an elegantly arched eyebrow.

‘No idea. And neither do I care,’ said Theo firmly, immediately changing
the subject by asking his mother if she was going abroad during August.

I listened quietly as the two of them discussed her imminent plans for a
week in the South of France and then a few days in Italy towards the end of
the month. It was obvious from the easy way they spoke together that they
completely adored each other.

After an hour or so, Theo drained his second cup of coffee and looked
reluctantly at his watch. ‘I’m afraid we have to be off, Mum.’

‘Really? Won’t you stay for a spot of lunch? I can knock together a little
salad for us, it’s really no trouble.’

‘I’m afraid not. We’ve got a full crew meeting aboard the Tigress at five
and it’d be rather poor form if the captain were late. So we’re aiming to
catch the twelve thirty train from Waterloo.” He stood up. ‘I’ll just nip to the
bathroom and I'll see you both out in the hall.’

‘It’s been so good to meet you, Ally,” Celia said after Theo left the
kitchen. “When he told me that you were “the one”, I was understandably
nervous. He’s my only child and is everything to me. But I can see now that
you’re perfectly matched.’

“Thank you for saying that. We’re very happy,’ I said with a smile.

As we rose from the table and made our way to the hall, she reached out
her hand and placed it on my arm. ‘Take care of him, won’t you? He’s
never seemed to understand danger.’

‘I’ll do my best, Celia.’

J

She was about to say more, when Theo reappeared beside us.



‘Bye, Mum. I’ll call you, but don’t worry if you don’t hear from me
during race week.’

‘I’1l try not to,” Celia replied with a catch in her voice. ‘And I’ll be there
to cheer you on at the finish line in Plymouth.’

I moved away towards the front door, not wishing to intrude on their
goodbye, but I couldn’t help noticing how Celia hugged him as if she
couldn’t bear to let him go. Eventually, Theo gently extricated himself, and
she waved us off with a forced smile as we left the house.

On the train journey down to Southampton, Theo seemed distracted and
unusually quiet.

‘Are you all right?’ I asked him as he gazed pensively out of the window.

‘I’m just worried about Mum, that’s all. She didn’t seem herself today.
She’s never normally so gloomy; usually sends me off with a bright smile
and a quick hug.’

‘She obviously adores you.’

‘And I her. She’s made me everything I am, and has always championed
my sailing. Maybe she is just getting old,” he concluded with a shrug. ‘And
of course, I doubt she’ll ever get over my father and their divorce.’

‘Does she still love him, do you think?’

‘Almost certainly, although that doesn’t necessarily mean that she likes
him. How could she? When she found out about his string of affairs, she
was beyond devastated. Poor Mum was so humiliated that even though it
broke her heart, she asked him to leave.’

‘God, how awful.’

“Yes, it is. Of course, Dad still adores her deep down too. They’re both
miserable apart, but I suppose there’s always a thin line between love and
hate. Maybe it’s like living with an alcoholic: at some point, you have to
make the decision between losing the person you love and your own sanity.
And no one can save us from ourselves, however much they love us, can
they?’

‘No, they can’t.’

Theo grasped my hand suddenly. ‘Never let the same happen to us, will
you, Ally?’

‘Never,’ I replied fervently.
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The next ten days were — as always before a race — frenetic, tense and
exhausting, made more so by the Fastnet’s reputation as one of the toughest
and most technically demanding races in the world. Regulations stated that
50 per cent of the crew must have completed 300 miles of offshore racing
together within the past twelve months. On the first evening, as Theo
gathered all twenty crew members together on the Tigress, I realised I was
far less experienced than most of them. While Theo was well known for
nurturing young talent and had included the crew from the Cyclades regatta,
he was obviously taking no chances and had hand-picked the rest from
amongst the creme de la creme of the international sailing fraternity.

The route was exacting and dangerous, taking in the south coast of
England before crossing the Celtic Sea to Fastnet Rock on the coast of
Ireland and then sailing back to finish in Plymouth. Strong westerly and
south westerly winds, treacherous currents and notoriously unpredictable
weather systems had put paid to many a boat’s chances in previous races.
And as we were all too aware, there’d been a number of fatalities over the
years. No crew that entered approached the Fastnet lightly, least of all one
like ours whose aim was to win.

We rose with the dawn each day and spent hours on the water, repeating
the necessary manoeuvres over and over, testing the capabilities of both the
crew and the superb state-of-the-art boat to their limits. During some
training sessions, even though I could see that Theo was becoming
frustrated when a member was not playing the ‘team game’ as he called it,
he never once lost his cool. Over dinner each evening, strategy and tactics
for every part of the race were discussed and refined endlessly, with Theo
having the final say.

As well as actual sailing practice, we had several in-depth safety
briefings and drills using the sophisticated safety equipment aboard and we
were all issued with an EPIRB, a personal transmitter, to attach to our life
vests. Even when we weren’t under sail, the crew worked tirelessly on the
boat, meticulously going over every last detail under Theo’s watchful eye,
from checking the kit inventory, to testing the pumps and winches, to
rigging and checking the full sail wardrobe. Theo, amongst his many other
duties as captain, allocated the bunks and a watch rotation system.

Thanks to his inspired leadership, esprit de corps was riding high by the
time we received our final pep talk from him the night before the start of the



race on 12th August. And each and every member of the crew stood up and
cheered him.

We were now fully prepared. The only fly in the ointment was the
appalling weather forecast for the next few days.

‘I have to go to the Royal Ocean Racing Club now for the skippers’
briefing, sweetheart,” Theo said to me with a quick peck on the cheek as the
rest of the crew began to disperse. ‘You go back to our hotel and take a
long, hot bath. It’s the last one you’re going to get for a while.’

I did so, trying my best to enjoy the luxury of piping-hot water, but when
I later looked out of the window, I saw the way the wind had picked up and
was roaring in over the harbour, violently buffeting the two hundred and
seventy one boats gathered in it and around the island. My stomach
suddenly lurched. It was the last thing we needed and Theo’s face was
sombre when he joined me later in our hotel room.

‘What news?’ I asked him.

‘All bad, I’m afraid. As we already knew, the forecast is dire, and they’re
even thinking they might have to put off the start of the race tomorrow.
There’s a severe weather warning out for gale-force winds. To be honest,
Ally, it couldn’t be worse.’

He sat down looking totally deflated and I went over to him and
massaged his shoulders.

“Theo, you have to remember that it’s only a race.’

‘I know, but to win this would be the pinnacle of my career so far. I'm
thirty-five, Ally, and I can’t keep doing this forever. Damn it!’ he said as he
thumped the arm of the chair with his fist. “‘Why this year?’

“Well, let’s see what tomorrow brings. Weather forecasts are often
wrong.’

‘But the reality isn’t,” he sighed, indicating the darkening skies outside.
‘Anyway, you’re right, there’s nothing I can do. They’re going to telephone
all the skippers tomorrow morning at eight o’clock to let us know whether
they’ll delay the start. So it’s my turn for a hot bath and an early night.’

‘I’1l go and run you one.’

“Thanks. And Ally?’

“Yes?’ I turned as I walked towards the bathroom.

Theo smiled at me. ‘I love you.’



As he’d feared, the race was delayed for the first time in its eighty-three-
year history. The crew sat glumly together over lunch at the Royal London
Yacht Club, each one of us watching the skies through the window and
hoping for a miracle. Another decision would be made first thing in the
morning, so after lunch, Theo and I traipsed despondently back to our hotel
on the harbour.

‘It will clear up eventually, Theo, it always does.’

‘Ally, I’ve been on every possible internet site, not to mention contacting
the meteorological centre personally, and it looks like there’s a depression
that’s set in for the next few days. Even if we do manage to start the race,
it’s going to be unbelievably tough to make it to the finish. Anyway’ — he
looked at me and grinned suddenly — ‘at least there’s time for another hot
bath.’

We ate dinner in the hotel restaurant together that Sunday evening, both
of us feeling tense and unsettled. Theo even allowed himself a glass of
wine, something he’d never normally do the night before a race, and we
returned to our room a little calmer than when we’d left. He made love to
me that night with particular urgency and passion; afterwards, he collapsed
onto the pillows and pulled me into his arms.

Just as we were drifting off to sleep, I heard him say, ‘Ally?’

‘Yes?’

‘If all goes well tomorrow, we’ll be off. But it’s going to be rough. I'm
just reminding you now of the promise you made to me on “Somewhere”. If
I tell you I want you off the boat, you’ll obey my orders as a skipper.’

‘Theo, I—’

‘Seriously, Ally, I can’t put you aboard tomorrow unless I’'m confident
you’ll do as you’re told.’

“Then yes,’ I replied with a shrug. “You’re my captain. I have to do as
I’m told.’

‘And before you say it again, it’s not because you’re a woman, or that I
doubt your proficiency in any way. It’s because I love you.’

‘T know.’

‘Good. Sleep well, my love.’



The news came through early the next morning that the Fastnet Race would
begin — a full twenty-five hours after the planned start. Having contacted
the crew, Theo left for the boat immediately and I could see he was already
focused and re-energised.

An hour later, I joined him with the rest of the crew aboard the Tigress.
Even in the harbour, the boats were rocking perilously from side to side as
the wind and waves battered them.

‘Christ, and to think I could be skippering a luxury chartered yacht
around the Caribbean right now,” muttered Rob, as we heard the gunfire to
signal the start and waited tensely for our turn to leave the harbour. As we
did so, Theo mustered us all on deck for a ‘bon voyage’ photo.

Even the most seasoned sailors among us looked slightly green as we
finally left the protection of the harbour. The extreme seas, swirled into a
foaming frenzy by the wind, soaked each and every one of us in seconds.

Throughout the turbulent eight hours that followed, as the wind
continued to gather pace, Theo remained calm, his balance rarely faltering
as he helmed the boat through the wild water, issuing an almost constant
stream of orders to keep us on course and maintain our speed. The sails
were reefed and unreefed a dozen times as we negotiated the fiercely
unpredictable conditions, including forty-knot squalls that seemed to blow
up out of nowhere. And all the time, the slanting rain pounded down on us
relentlessly.

Two of us had been assigned to galley duties that first day. We tried
heating soup, but even using the gimballed stove which was designed to
hold the pots level, the pitching of the boat was so violent that the contents
still sloshed everywhere, scalding us on more than one occasion, so we
resorted to microwaving some of the precooked ration packs. The crew
came down in shifts, shivering in their race gear and too exhausted to
remove it for the short time they were eating. But their looks of gratitude
reminded me that in a race, the domestic tasks were equally as important as
what went on above deck.

Theo was in the last shift to eat and as he wolfed his food down, he told
me there were a number of vessels that had already decided to take shelter
in various ports along the south coast of England.



‘It’s going to be a lot worse when we leave the Channel and we’re out in
the Celtic Sea. Especially in the dark,’ he said as he looked at his watch. It
was almost eight o’clock in the evening and the light was beginning to fade.

‘What does everyone else think?’ I asked him.

“They’re all for going on. And I think the boat can take it—’

At that moment, we were both thrown off the benches as the Tigress gave
a huge lurch to starboard and I yelped as the edge of the table dug sharply
into my stomach. Theo — the man who I’d genuinely believed could walk
on water — was now picking himself up from the floor.

‘Okay, that’s it,” he said as he saw me double over in pain. ‘As you said,
it’s only a race. We’re going into port.’

And before I could say anything, he was climbing the stairs to the deck
two at a time.

An hour later, Theo helmed us into Weymouth harbour. All of us were
soaked to the skin despite our high-tech weather-proof clothing, and
completely exhausted. Once we’d anchored, taken down the sails and
checked all the equipment for damage, Theo called us into the main cabin.
We sat slumped wherever there was room in our orange race gear, looking
like half-dead lobsters caught in a fisherman’s net.

‘It’s too dangerous to carry on tonight, and I won’t put any of your lives
at risk. However, the good news is that nearly all the other boats in
contention have already taken shelter, so we might still have an outside
chance. Ally and Mick are going to cook some pasta for later and in the
meantime, you can all take a shower in the order on the rota. As soon as the
sun rises, we’re off again. Someone put the kettle on so we can make some
tea to warm up. We’re going to need all our wits about us come the
morning.’

Mick and I staggered to our feet and headed towards the galley. As we
loaded a large pan with pasta and warmed the ready-made sauce, Mick
made us cups of tea and I sipped mine gratefully, imagining the warmth
flowing all the way into my cold toes.

‘It could do with a splash of something stronger,” Mick said with a grin.
“You can understand why the sailors of old lived on rum, can’t you?’

‘Hey, Al, you’re next for the shower,’ called Rob.

‘Don’t worry, I’m fine to miss my turn and go later.’

‘Good man,’ he said appreciatively. ‘I’ll pretend to be you.’



Never had my dubious culinary skills been more appreciated than they
were that night. Soon after we’d eaten and washed up the plastic bowls,
everyone started dispersing to sleep while they could. As the boat wasn’t
designed for so many crew to sleep at the same time, people were arranging
themselves on the benches or rolling themselves up in their lightweight
sleeping bags on the floor.

I went to take my shower, wondering whether the freezing cold water,
which was all that was left at the end of the queue, made me feel better or
worse. I emerged to find Theo waiting for me outside.

‘Ally, I need to talk to you.” He took me by the hand and pulled me
through the now dimmed cabin full of inert bodies and into the tiny space
crammed with navigation equipment that he called his ‘office’. He made me
sit down and took my hands in his.

‘Ally, do you believe I love you?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘And do you believe I think that you’re an incredible sailor?’

‘I’'m not sure.’ I gave him a quizzical half-smile. “‘Why?’

‘Because I’'m not taking you any further in the race. There’s a dinghy
coming to collect you in a few minutes. You’re booked in to a bed and
breakfast on the harbour. Sorry,” he said. ‘I just can’t.’

‘Can’t what?’

‘Risk it. The forecast is appalling, and I've already spoken to several
other skippers who are talking of retiring. I think the Tigress can go on, but
I simply can’t have you on her. Do you understand?’

‘No. I don’t. Why me? Why not the others?’ I protested.

‘Please, darling, you know why. And’ — he paused before he continued —
‘if you want to know the truth, it makes it far harder for me to concentrate
and get on with the job at hand while you’re aboard.’

[ stared at him in shock and bewilderment. ‘I . . . Please let me stay,
Theo,’ I begged him.

‘Not this time, no. We have many more races to run together, sweetheart.
And a lot won’t involve water. Let’s not jeopardise those.’

‘But why is it okay for you to continue when you’re so worried about me
doing the same? If other boats are thinking of retiring, then why won’t
you?’ My anger was beginning to smoulder as his devastating
announcement sank into my brain.



‘Because this race has always been my destiny, Ally. I simply can’t let
everyone down. Right, you’d better pack up your kit. Your ride will be here
any minute.’

‘But what about me letting everyone down? What about me letting you
down?’ I said, wanting to shout at him but aware of the sleeping crew
nearby. ‘I’m meant to be your protectress!’

“You’ll certainly be letting me down if you continue to argue with me,’
he said sharply. ‘Collect your things. Now. That’s an order from your
captain. Please obey it.’

“Yes, skipper,’ I replied petulantly, knowing I must accept defeat. But as I
went to retrieve my rucksack, I was furious with Theo for all sorts of
confused reasons. Climbing up onto the deck, I saw the lights of the dinghy
approaching across the harbour and went aft to let the ladder down.

Fully intending to leave without saying another word to Theo, I caught
the painter that was thrown by the dinghy’s skipper and secured it to one of
the deck cleats as he drew alongside. I’d just mounted the ladder to climb
down, when a torch flashed on my face from above.

“You’re staying at The Warwick Guesthouse,” came Theo’s voice.
‘Right,’ I said flatly, throwing my rucksack into the listing dinghy and
taking another step down, before a hand grasped my arm and he pulled me

back towards him.

‘Ally, for God’s sake, I love you. I love you . ..’ he murmured as he
folded me into his arms, my toes teetering on the top rung of the ladder.
‘Never forget that, will you?’

Despite my anger, my heart melted. ‘Never,’ I said, taking the torch from
his hand and shining it into his face, imprinting his features onto my
memory. ‘Keep safe, my darling,’ I whispered, as Theo reluctantly let me
go in preparation to release the painter, and I climbed down the steps and
jumped into the waiting craft.

That night, exhausted as I was from the most arduous day’s sailing I'd
ever endured, I couldn’t sleep. On top of which, having searched through
my rucksack, I realised that in my hurry to leave the boat, I’d left my
mobile on-board. Now I could have no direct contact with Theo and I
kicked myself for my stupidity. As I paced around my room, I veered
between indignation at being unceremoniously dumped ashore, and raw
fear as I peered out at the rolling clouds and torrential rain in the harbour
below me, and heard the continual clang of wind-blown rigging. I knew



how much this race meant to Theo, but I worried that his wish to win could
cloud his professional judgement. And suddenly I saw the sea for what it
was: a roaring, uncontrollable beast that could reduce human beings to
flotsam with its magnificent strength.

As a murky dawn began to emerge, I spotted the Tigress on the move
once more, heading out of Weymouth harbour and into the open sea.

My fingers clasped my engagement necklace tightly, and I knew there
was no more I could do. ‘Goodbye, my love,” I whispered and watched the
Tigress until it was a tiny dot tossed on the cruel waves of the open sea.

I spent the next few hours feeling completely cut off. Eventually, I
realised it was pointless staying alone and miserable in Weymouth, so I
packed my rucksack and set off by train and ferry back to Cowes. At least I
would be near the Fastnet Control Centre and I could find out first-hand
how things were going, rather than having to rely on the internet. All the
boats had GPS trackers aboard, but I knew they were notoriously unreliable
in rough weather.

Three and a half hours later, I checked into the same hotel Theo and I had
stayed at during the practice and walked along to the Royal Yacht Squadron
to see what I could find out. My heart sank as I recognised a number of
crews who had begun the race with us gathered miserably in huddles
around the tables.

Spotting Pascal Lemaire, a Frenchman I’d crewed with a few years ago, I
went over to speak to him.

‘Hi, Al,” he said in surprise. ‘I didn’t know the Tigress had retired.’

‘She hasn’t, or at least as far as I know. My skipper ordered me ashore
yesterday. He thought it was too dangerous.’

‘He’s right, it is. Dozens of boats are either officially out of the race, or
are waiting in port until the weather calms down. Our skipper made the
decision to withdraw. It was hell out there for the smaller boats like ours.
I’ve rarely seen weather like it. Your guys should be okay on a hundred-
footer, though. That boat your boyfriend is sailing is as good as it gets,” he
reassured me as he saw the anguished look in my eyes. ‘Want a drink?
There’s a lot of us in here drowning our sorrows tonight.’

I accepted the offer, and joined the group as they inevitably began
comparing the weather to that during the 1979 Fastnet Race, when one
hundred and twelve boats had been knocked down by the waves and
eighteen people, including three rescuers, had lost their lives. But after half



an hour, distracted and nervous about the Tigress and Theo, I made my
excuses and donned my fleece before walking down the rain-swept road to
the Fastnet Control Centre, based at the Royal Ocean Racing Club a short
distance away. I immediately asked if there was any information on the
Tigress.

“Yes, she’s a few miles past Bishop Rock at the moment and making
good progress,’ the operator said as he checked his screen. ‘She’s currently
lying fourth. Mind you, at this rate, with the number of retirements being
announced, she might win it by default,” he added with a sigh.

Comforted at least that as far as anyone could tell, all was well and Theo
was safe, I walked back to the Royal Yacht Squadron and grabbed a
sandwich as I watched more exhausted, bedraggled crews arrive. The wind
had gathered pace again, I heard them saying, but I was too distracted to be
able to engage in their conversations, so I wended my way back to the hotel
and eventually managed to snatch a fitful couple of hours’ sleep. In the end,
I gave up and at five the next morning, as a grey dawn struggled to break, I
was back at the Control Centre. As I walked in, a hush fell over the room.

‘Any news?’

I watched the operators exchange anxious glances.

‘What’s happened?’ I asked, my heart suddenly in my mouth. ‘Is the
Tigress all right?’

Again, the exchange of glances.

“We received a distress call at about three thirty this morning. Man
overboard, apparently. A coastguard search and rescue helicopter was
scrambled. We’re still waiting for news.’

‘Do they know who? What happened?’

‘Sorry, love, we don’t have any details at the moment. Why don’t you go
and get yourself a cup of tea and we’ll let you know as soon as we hear
anything.’

I nodded, trying to control the hysteria that was building inside me. The
Tigress was a state-of-the-art craft, with a superb communications system. I
knew they were lying to me about not knowing the details. And if they
were, it could only mean one thing.

My heart was beating so fast, I thought I might pass out, and I headed for
the sanctuary of the ladies, collapsing onto the toilet seat and gulping in
breaths as panic overwhelmed me. Maybe I was wrong, maybe they simply



couldn’t divulge the details until they’d clarified exactly what had
happened. But in the depths of my soul, I already knew.
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A helicopter brought Theo’s body back to the mainland. Kindly, the race
director offered me a car to take me across to Southampton on the ferry
later and then, if I wanted, to the hospital where his body would lie in the
morgue.

“You and Theo’s mother are down on his entry form as his next of kin.
I’m sorry to say it, but one of you will probably have to ... well. .. fill in
the appropriate paperwork. Should I contact Mrs Falys-Kings or will you?’

‘I...don’t know,” I replied numbly.

‘Perhaps I should do it. I’'m very concerned that she might hear it on the
radio or television. Sadly, this is going to be big news all over the world.
I’m so very sorry, Ally. I won’t give you the usual platitudes about Theo
doing something he loved. I am simply devastated for you, for his crew and
for sailing.’

I didn’t reply. There were no words.

‘Right then,’ he said, obviously not knowing what else to do with me as I
sat there catatonic in his office. “Would you like me to take you back to
your hotel so perhaps you can get some rest?’

I shrugged hopelessly, realising he meant well, but doubting I’d ever be
able to ‘rest’ again. ‘It’s fine, thanks, I’ll walk.’

‘Anything I can do, Ally, please get in touch. You have my mobile
number, so let me know if you want that car. The rest of the crew are
currently sailing the Tigress back to Cowes. I’m sure they’ll want to speak
to you at some point, tell you exactly what happened, if you’re up to it. And
in the meantime, I’ll make the phone call to Theo’s mother.’

I trudged mindlessly back towards my hotel along the harbour front,
stopping for a moment to stare out over the cruel grey sea. And as I stood



there, I screamed obscenities at it, howling like a banshee, demanding to
know why it had taken my father and now Theo away from me.

And at that moment, I swore to myself that I would never set foot on a
boat again.

The next few hours were a void. I sat in my room, unable to think or feel
or process anything.

All T knew was that now, there was nothing left.

Nothing.

The telephone rang by my bed and I stood up robotically to answer it.
Reception told me there were some friends of mine waiting to see me
downstairs. ‘A Mr Rob Bellamy and three others,’ the woman confirmed.

Through my numbness, I knew that, however painful it would be to face
the crew, I had to go and hear how Theo had died. I told the receptionist to
tell them I’d meet them in the hotel lounge.

When I entered the room, Rob, Chris, Mick and Guy were waiting for
me. They too were in shock, could hardly look at me as they mumbled their
condolences.

‘We did everything we could . . .

‘So brave to dive in after Rob . . .’

‘Nobody’s fault, a tragic accident . . .’

I nodded and managed brief replies to their sympathetic words, giving
my best impression of a functional human being. Finally, Mick, Chris and
Guy got up to leave. But Rob said he’d stay.

‘Thanks, boys,’ I said, giving them a pathetic wave as they left.

‘Al, if you’ll excuse me, I need a drink.” Rob signalled to the waitress
lolling by her service station in the corner. ‘And before I tell you exactly
what happened, so do you.’

Eventually, armed with a brandy each, Rob took a deep breath and I saw
there were tears in his eyes.

‘Please, Rob, just tell me,” I urged him.

‘Okay. We were hove to, not underway, because the weather was so dire.
I was up there on the foredeck doing my watch shift when Theo came to
relieve me. Just as I’d unfastened my harness from the jackstay, a huge
wave hit me and I was hurled off the boat and into the sea. Apparently I was
knocked out, so I would have drowned for sure, but Theo raised the alarm,
threw in the danbuoy and then leapt over the side himself. I was still out
cold, but the rest of the boys were all on deck by this time and they told me



that Theo somehow managed to swim to me, tow me to the danbuoy and
prop me up inside it, but then another huge wave dragged him away from
me and under the water. They completely lost sight of him after that, it was
so dark and so rough, and you know as well as I do it’s impossible to spot
someone in the water in those conditions. If only he’d managed to stay
clinging onto the buoy’ — Rob stifled a sob — ‘then he might have made it.
The crew radioed for a rescue helicopter and they found me and winched
me aboard, thanks to the light attached to the danbuoy. But Theo . . . well,
they eventually located his . . . his . . . body an hour later by tracking the
signal from his EPIRB. Christ, Al, I’'m so bloody sorry. I can never forgive
myself for this.’

For the first time since I’d heard, I felt some kind of real emotion
flooding back into my veins. I put my hand on his. ‘Rob, we all know the
perils of sailing, and Theo knew them better than anyone else.’

‘I know all that, Al, but if I hadn’t unclipped my harness at that moment .
.. shit!” he said as he put a hand to his brow to cover his eyes. ‘You two
were meant to be together . . . and it’s my fault that now you won’t be. You
must hate me!’

Rob sobbed uncontrollably then and all I could do was pat his shoulder
mechanically. The worst thing was, part of me did hate him, because he’d
survived and Theo hadn’t.

‘It wasn’t your fault. He did what any captain would have done, Rob.
And I wouldn’t have expected any less of him. Some things just ...’ I bit
my lip to stop my own tears as I ran out of placations.

‘Forgive me, Ally, it shouldn’t be me sitting here blubbing.” Rob guiltily
wiped his eyes. ‘I just needed to confess how I felt.’

“Thank you. And I really appreciate you telling me the whole story. It
can’t have been easy for you, either.’

We sat in silence for a while before Rob made to stand up. ‘Anything I
can do, please call. And talking of which’ — Rob dug into his jeans pocket —
‘I found this in the galley. Is it yours?’

“Yes. Thanks.’ I took my mobile from him.

“Theo saved my life,” he whispered. ‘He’s a bloody hero. I’'m . . . sorry.’

I watched a despairing Rob leave the lounge, and sat there thinking that
now I’d seen the crew, there was nothing to keep me here. I was sure too
that Celia would want to identify her son’s body. As I stood up, desperate to
leave this place that had formed the backdrop to my personal annihilation, I



wondered where I should go. Home to Geneva, I supposed. But there too, I
realised, a gaping hole of loss awaited me.

There was no sanctuary.

Entering my room, I began to pack mindlessly.

This time, I left my mobile off for the polar opposite reason to when I’d
been on the boat with Theo. I was too devastated to speak to my family and
tell them. Besides, none of my sisters knew about our relationship. I’d
blithely assumed there would be plenty of time for them to meet Theo in the
future. And given that he and I had known each other for such a short time,
how could I explain to them what he’d meant to me? That even though
we’d only been physically united for a few short weeks, I felt as though our
souls had been together for a lifetime?

When Pa Salt had died, I supposed that at least it had been the natural
order in the circle of life. And I’d had Theo there to comfort me, to offer me
the hope of a new beginning. As I thought this, it dawned on me how much
I’d relied on him to fill the yawning space that Pa had left behind. But now,
he’d gone too. As had any dreams for the future. In a few bleak hours, not
only Theo but my lifelong passion for sailing had been brutally snatched
away from me.

Just as I was about to leave the room with my rucksack, the telephone on
the bedside table rang.

‘Hello?’ T answered cautiously.

‘Ally, it’s Celia. The race director said you were staying at the New
Holmwood Hotel.’

‘I...hello.’

‘How are you feeling?’ she asked.

“Terrible,” I muttered, not having the strength to put on a brave face any
longer. But understanding that at least with her, there was no need to.
“You?’

“The same. I’ve just come back from the hospital.’

There was silence from both of us, as we each digested the dreadful
finality that her words represented. I could almost feel Celia fighting back
the tears before speaking.

‘I was wondering, Ally, where are you going now?’

‘I’'m not sure. I . .. don’t know.’

“Then how about you come over on the ferry to Southampton? We can
travel up to London together and you could come and stay with me for a



few days. The rabid media attention this whole thing is starting to receive is
a nightmare. We could put up the barricades and lie low at my house for a
while. What do you think?’

‘I think’ — I gulped as tears spilled over my eyelids in grateful relief —
‘that I'd love to.’

“You have my number, so let me know what time you’ll be at
Southampton railway station and I’ll meet you there.’

‘I will, Celia. And thank you.’

I have often thought since that if it hadn’t been for Celia calling me at
that darkest moment, I may well have thrown myself into the churning sea
after Theo as the ferry had taken me across to Southampton.

When we met at the station, and I saw her sheet-white face, half hidden
behind a pair of enormous black sunglasses, I ran into her open arms,
exactly as I would have into Ma’s. We stood there together for a long time,
two relative strangers, yet bonded completely by our pain, each of us with
the only other person we knew who could understand.

When we arrived at Waterloo, we took a cab to the pretty white house in
Chelsea and Celia made us an omelette, both of us realising that we hadn’t
eaten a thing since the news. She also poured us each a large glass of wine
and we sat out on the terrace in the warm, calm August evening.

‘Ally, I need to tell you something. You may consider it absurd, but the
thing is’ — a huge shudder racked Celia’s delicate frame — ‘when you two
were last here, I knew. When I kissed him goodbye, I felt it was forever.’

“Yes, Theo sensed your fear, Celia. He wasn’t himself on the train back to
Southampton after we’d seen you.’

“Was it my foresight he was feeling, or his own? Do you remember, he
went to use the bathroom and said he would meet us in the hall just before
you left? Well, after I’d shut the front door behind you both, I walked back
towards the kitchen and found this propped up on the hall table, addressed
to me.’

She pushed forward a large envelope and I saw the word ‘Mum’ written
in Theo’s stylish looping hand on the front.

‘I opened it,” Celia continued, ‘and found a brand-new copy of his will
inside, plus a letter to me. And also one to you, Ally.’

‘I...” My hand went to my mouth. ‘Oh God.’

‘I’ve read mine, but yours is here, still unopened of course. Perhaps you
can’t bear to read it just yet, but I must give it to you, just as he asked me to



do in my letter.’

She drew a smaller envelope from the larger one and handed it to me. I
grasped it with shaking hands. ‘But Celia, if he had a premonition, then
why didn’t he abort the race like so many other skippers did?’

‘I think we both know why, Ally. As a sailor yourself, you realise that
every time you board a boat at the start of a race, you’re facing danger. As
Theo said that day to both of us, he could easily have been run over by a
bus,’ she said, giving a sad shrug. ‘Perhaps he simply felt it was his destiny
to—’

‘Die at the age of thirty-five?! Surely not? If he felt that, then how could
he have loved me? He asked me to marry him! We had our entire lives in
front of us. No.” I shook my head vehemently. ‘I can’t accept that.’

‘Of course you can’t, and you must forgive me for mentioning it, but I
find it comforting in an odd way. Death is so confusing. None of us ever
truly accepts the mortality of those we love. And yet, other than birth, it is
the one definite thing that will happen to each and every one of us.’

I looked down at the unopened letter sitting in my hands. ‘Maybe you’re
right, Celia,’ I sighed in resignation. ‘Yet why would he have left a new will
or a note to both of us if he hadn’t had some kind of premonition?’

“To be fair, you know Theo: always organised and efficient, even in
death.’

This made us both smile, despite ourselves.

“Yes. Just like my father. Well, I suppose I should read his letter.’

‘In your own time. And now, if you’ll excuse me, Ally dear, I’'m going to
go up and have a long soak in the tub.’

Celia left me then, and I knew it was more to give me time alone than
because she actually wanted a bath.

Taking a slug of wine, I put the glass down and, with trembling fingers,
opened the envelope. It didn’t escape me that this was the second letter
from beyond the grave I had been given to read in the space of a few weeks.

From me, of no particular fixed abode
(In fact, I’m on a train from Southampton coming up to meet you at

Heathrow)

My darling,



This is, I accept, a faintly ridiculous notion I’ve recently got into my
head. But as you already know and my mother will reiterate, I’m nothing
if not organised. She’s had a copy of my will ever since I first began
competing in races. Not that I have much to leave to anybody, but I think
it’s easier for those left behind if one makes everything clear.

And of course, now you’ve arrived in my life and become the centre of
my universe and the person I hope to spend the rest of my life with, things
have changed. Just because everything is ‘unofficial’ at present, until I
put the ring on your finger to add to the chain you already wear around
your neck, it seems vital to make sure everyone knows, at least
financially, what our intentions are, in case anything happens to me.

I’m sure you will be overwhelmed and thrilled (hah!) when I tell you
that I’'m leaving you my goat barn on ‘Somewhere’. I could see the night
you first saw it how much you loved it (not) but the land it’s on, with the
planning permission, is worth something at least. (‘Something on
Somewhere’ — a possible name for the house, do you think?) And I also
want you to have the Neptune, my current home on the sea. To be honest,
those are my only material possessions of any value. Apart from my
moped, but I think you’d be rightly insulted if I left you that. Oh, and 1
shouldn’t forget the meagre trust fund I have from my generous father —
that will at least pay for any further dodgy red wine you care to drink on
‘Somewhere’ in the future.

Sorry, we’re on a bumpy bit of track just now so forgive the appalling
handwriting — I’'m sure that I will be snatching this letter back from Mum
the minute we come home from this race to at least type it up. But if by
the faintest chance I don't, because I’ve copped it, I can rest easy that all
is as I would wish it to be.

Now Ally — I might get emotional here — I want to tell you how much I
love you and what you’ve meant to me in the short time we’ve known
each other, which is everything. Literally, you’ve rocked my boat (hope
you appreciate the seafaring analogy) and I can’t wait to spend the rest
of my life holding you as you vomit, discussing the origins of your weird
surname and finding out each and every tiny thing about you as we grow
old and toothless together.

And if by any chance you do get to read this, look up at the stars, and
know I am looking down on you. And probably having a beer with your
Pa as I hear all about your bad childhood habits.



My Ally — Alcyone — you have no idea what joy you’ve brought me.
Be HAPPY! That is your gift.
Theo xxx

I sat there in the fading evening, laughing and crying at the same time. The
letter was so innately Theo that my heart broke all over again.

Celia and I met the following morning at breakfast. Last night, she’d
shown me to my room but had not asked me a single thing about what the
letter had contained and I was grateful for that. She told me that she had to
go out to register Theo’s death and arrange for his body to be brought back
to London, and that we should decide together on a date for the funeral.

‘Ally, there’s also something else Theo said in his note to me. He asked if
you would play your flute at his funeral.’

‘Really?’

I looked at her, amazed by Theo’s level of forward-thinking.

“Yes,” she sighed. ‘He’d already issued instructions for the service years
ago. A celebratory memorial-cum-funeral service, followed by a cremation
— which by the way, he insisted no one was to attend. And then for his ashes
to be scattered in Lymington harbour, where he first learnt to sail with me.
Do you feel up to it?’

‘I...don’t know.’

“Well, he told me you played the flute beautifully. As you might guess,
the music he chose isn’t conventional, just as he wasn’t. He wanted you to
play “Jack’s the Lad” from Fantasia on British Sea Songs. I’m sure you’ve
heard it on the Last Night of the Proms?’

“Yes, I know it. I don’t think there’s a seafarer alive who wouldn’t at least
know the melody — it’s basically the tune of the old “Sailor’s Hornpipe™.’

I ran over some of the notes in my head, notes I’d played many years
ago, but still knew intimately. Everything about the request was so Theo: it
encapsulated his love for sailing and his innate joy in being alive.

“Yes, I think I’d love to play it.’

Then, for the first time since his death, I burst into tears.
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During those next few dreadful days, we battened down the hatches as the
media camped outside the door. We lived like recluses, only venturing out



to buy food and both of us a black dress for the funeral. And as we went
through the ghastly tasks that made me respect Pa Salt far more for his self-
orchestrated burial, my respect for Celia also grew. Even though it was
obvious Theo had been everything to her, she was never greedy with her
grief.

‘I don’t suppose he ever mentioned it to you, Ally, but Theo always loved
Holy Trinity Church on Sloane Street, not far from here. He went to a prep
school a stone’s throw away, and that was his local church. I remember
watching him sing the solo in “Away in a Manger” at a carol service there
when he was eight or so,’ she said with a fond smile. “What do you think
about holding his funeral service there?’

The fact she was including my opinion in her decisions touched me
beyond belief, even if my comments were irrelevant. She’d had a lifetime
of knowing Theo — her only son — and yet she had the grace and empathy to
see and understand what I felt for him. And what he had felt for me.

‘Whatever you think is best, Celia, really.’

‘Is there anyone you want to invite to the funeral?’

‘Apart from who you’ve invited already, like the crew and the general
sailing fraternity, no one knew us as a couple,’ I replied honestly. ‘So, I
don’t think they’d understand.’

But she did. And often, when we both found ourselves in the kitchen at
three o’clock in the morning, when the pain was at its starkest, we’d sit at
the table and talk endlessly about Theo, trying to find the comfort we
craved. Small memories, of which Celia had a vast thirty-five-year reserve,
whereas mine spanned only a matter of weeks. Through her, I came to know
Theo better, and never tired of seeing a childhood picture, or reading a
misspelt letter he’d written from boarding school.

However much I knew this was not reality, I was comforted that Celia
and I were keeping him alive with every word we spoke. And that was the
most important thing of all.
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‘Ready?’ Celia asked me as our car arrived in front of Holy Trinity Church.
I nodded, and with a quick squeeze of hands in mutual solidarity, we
climbed out past the clicking cameras and walked inside. The church was
cavernous and the sight of it packed to bursting with standing room only at
the back almost reduced me to the tears I’d sworn I would not shed.

Theo was already waiting for me on the altar as I walked down the aisle
towards his coffin with Celia. I swallowed hard at this dreadful parody of
the wedding we might have celebrated, had he lived.

Taking our seats in the front pew, the service began. Theo had chosen a
mixture of music for his memorial service. After the vicar’s address, it was
my turn. I joined the small orchestra of violins, a cello, two clarinets and an
oboe that Celia had managed to gather together at the front of the church.
Sending up a silent prayer, I placed the lip plate of the flute to my mouth
and began to play. And as the rest of the orchestra joined me, and the tempo
became faster, I saw the congregation begin to smile, and then, one by one,
rise. Until they were all on their feet, performing the traditional bended-
knee movement of the ‘Sailor’s Hornpipe’ jig, every one of them with their
arms crossed and held out in front of them. Our little orchestra upped the
pace, playing as if our lives depended on it as the congregation bobbed
faster and faster up and down in time to the music.

As we finished, a roar went up from them, and the cheers and clapping
began. There was an encore, as of course there always was whenever the
piece was played. I took myself and my flute back to the front pew and sat
down beside Celia. She squeezed my hand tightly.

“Thank you, my darling Ally, thank you so very much.’

Then Rob walked to the front of the church, ascended the steps in front of
Theo’s coffin and adjusted the microphone.



“Theo’s mother, Celia, has asked me to say a few words. As you all
know, Theo lost his life saving mine. I can never thank him now for what he
did for me that night, but I know his sacrifice has brought terrible suffering
to Celia and to Ally, the woman he loved. Theo, from everyone who has
ever crewed with you, we send our love, respect and thanks. You were
simply the best. And Ally’ — he looked directly at me — ‘this is what he
asked to be played for you.’

Again, I felt Celia’s hand on mine, as one of the choir stood up and gave
a beautiful rendition of ‘Somewhere’, from West Side Story. I tried to smile
at the secret joke that Theo had meant for me, but the poignancy of the
words moved me beyond measure. As it finished, eight of Theo’s crew
members from the Fastnet Race, including Rob, gently hoisted the coffin
onto their broad shoulders and began to file out of the church. Celia led me
with her, the first in the procession of mourners who fell in behind the
coffin.

As we made our way out, | saw some familiar faces sitting in the church.
Star and CeCe were among the crowd, smiling at me with love and
sympathy as I passed them. Celia and I stood outside on Sloane Street,
watching as Theo’s coffin was placed in the hearse that would take his body
on its solitary journey to the crematorium. As it drew away and we both
said a silent final goodbye, I turned to her and asked how my sisters had
known.

“Theo asked me in his letter to contact Marina if anything happened to
him, so that she and your sisters would be aware. He thought you might
need them.’

The congregation gradually trickled out of the front of the church and
milled around on the pavement, greeting each other quietly. Several people
made a beeline for me, mostly sailing friends, all offering their condolences
and expressing surprise at my hitherto hidden musical talent. I glanced
around me and saw a tall man wearing a suit and dark glasses standing apart
from the crowd. Something about him looked so desolate that I excused
myself from the pack and went over to him.

‘Hello,’ I said. ‘I’m Ally, Theo’s girlfriend. I’ve been told to tell
everyone that they’re welcome to come back to Celia’s house for something
to eat and drink. It’s only five minutes’ walk from here.’

He turned to me, his glasses shielding any expression in his eyes. ‘Yes, I
know where it is. I used to live there.’



And then I realised this man was Theo’s father. ‘I’m very pleased to meet
you.’

‘I’m sure you can probably understand that, however much I’d like to
come back, unfortunately I won’t be welcome.’

I didn’t know how to answer him, just looked at my feet, embarrassed. It
was obvious he was grief-stricken and whatever had happened in the past
between him and his wife, he had lost a son too.

“That’s a shame,’ I managed.

“You must be the girl Theo told me he was going to marry. He sent me an
email just a few weeks ago,” he continued in his soft American drawl, so
different to Theo’s clipped English tones. ‘I’m going to leave now, but here,
Ally, take my card. I’'m in town for the next few days and it would be great
to talk to you about my son. Despite what I’'m sure you’ve heard about me,
I loved him very much. I guess you’re bright enough to know there’s
always another side to every story.’

“Yes,’ I replied, remembering Pa Salt once telling me exactly the same
thing.

“You’d better get back, but it’s been great to meet you. Bye for now,
Ally,’ he said as he turned and walked slowly away from me. I felt despair
leaking from his every pore.

Turning back to the rest of the crowd, I saw CeCe and Star waiting
respectfully for me to finish my conversation. I walked towards them and
they both threw their arms around me.

‘My God, Ally,” said CeCe. ‘We’ve all been leaving you messages on
your mobile since we heard! We’re so, so sorry, aren’t we, Star?’

“Yes.” Star nodded and I realised she was close to tears herself. ‘It was
such a beautiful service, Ally.’

“Thank you.’

‘And wonderful to hear you playing the flute. You haven’t lost your
touch,’” CeCe added.

I saw Celia waving to me and indicating the large black car waiting at the
kerb.

‘Listen, I have to go with Theo’s mum, but will you come back to the
house?’

‘I’m afraid we can’t,” CeCe said. ‘But listen, our apartment’s only over
the bridge in Battersea, so when you’re feeling a bit better, just give us a
bell and pop round, yes?’



‘We’d really love to see you, Ally,” said Star, giving me another hug. ‘All
the girls send their love to you. Take care of yourself, won’t you?’

‘I’ll try. And thanks again for coming. I can’t tell you how much I
appreciate it.’

As I climbed into the car, I watched the two of them walk down the road
together, and felt hugely touched by their presence.

“Your sisters are so sweet. What a wonderful thing it is to have siblings.
Like Theo, I’m an only child,” Celia commented as the car moved away
from the kerb.

‘Are you okay?’ I asked her.

‘No, but it was the most wonderful, uplifting service. And I can’t tell you
what it meant to me to hear you play.” She paused for a few seconds then
sighed heavily. ‘I noticed you talking to Theo’s father, Peter, just now.’

‘Yes.’

‘He must have been hiding at the back of the church. I didn’t see him
when I came in. If I had, I’d have asked him to come and sit up front with
us.’

‘Would you?’

‘Of course! We may not be the best of friends anymore, but I’m sure he’s
as equally devastated as I am. I presume he said he wouldn’t come back to
the house?’

“Yes, although he did say he was in town for a few days and would like to
see me.’

‘Oh dear. It’s so dreadfully sad that we couldn’t even be reunited for our
own son’s funeral. Anyway,’ she said as the car pulled up in front of the
house, ‘I’m so grateful for your support. I couldn’t have got through this
without you, Ally. Now, let’s go and greet our guests and celebrate our
boy’s life.’

A couple of days later, I woke up in the comfortable, rather dated guest
room in Celia’s house. Flower-sprigged Colefax and Fowler curtains hung
at the windows, matching the counterpane of the large wooden bed I was
lying in and coordinating with the now faded striped wallpaper. I glanced at
the clock and saw that it was almost half past ten. Since the memorial



service, I’d finally begun to sleep again, but almost unnaturally heavily and
I would wake in the morning as if I had a hangover, or had taken one of the
sleeping pills that Celia had offered me but I’d refused. I lay in the dim light
feeling just as exhausted as when I’d gone to bed — even though I’d slept
solidly for over ten hours — and contemplated the fact that I really couldn’t
continue to hide away here with Celia, comforted as we were by our endless
talk of Theo. Celia was off to Italy tomorrow and even though she’d kindly
said I was welcome to join her, I knew I must move on.

The question was, where I would go from here?

I’d already decided that I’d contact the Swiss national sailing team coach
to tell him I wouldn’t be joining him and the crew for the Olympic trials.
Even though Celia had told me repeatedly that I mustn’t allow what had
happened to ruin my future and diminish my passion, every time I thought
about getting back on the water, a shiver ran through me. Perhaps one day it
would pass, but not in time to begin what I knew would be months of
arduous training for the most important sporting event on the planet. There
would be too many people at the training camp who’d known Theo, and
even though talking to his mother had provided a wonderful outlet, I felt
incredibly vulnerable when anyone else mentioned him.

But now that I was without Theo and also no longer sailing, the days in
front of me were suddenly empty, an endless void I had no idea how to fill.

Perhaps, I mused, I was the new ‘Maia’ of the family, destined to return
to Atlantis and grieve in solitary splendour as she once had. I was fully
aware that Maia had taken wing and flown off to her new life in Rio, which
meant I could easily go home and install myself in her nest at the Pavilion.

What I had come to understand from the past few weeks was that I had
lived a gilded life before, and if I was to judge myself and my faults, I
would have to acknowledge that I had always looked down on anyone
weaker than myself. I hadn’t understood why they couldn’t get up, dust
themselves down from whatever trauma they had borne and move on.
Brutally, I’d begun to realise that until one had experienced loss and deep
pain oneself, it was impossible to truly empathise with others in the same
predicament.

Trying desperately to remain positive, I told myself that at least what had
happened to me would perhaps make me a better person. And inspired by
this thought, I eventually pulled out my mobile. I was ashamed to admit that
I hadn’t turned it on since Theo’s death, over two weeks ago now. Seeing



the battery was dead again, I plugged it in to charge. I went to take a shower
and as I did so, heard the insistent ‘pings’ of the backlog of voicemails and
texts arriving as the mobile came back to life.

Drying myself and getting dressed, I mentally prepared myself before
picking up my phone and scrolling through the endless text messages from
Ma and my sisters, and the countless others who had heard about Theo.
Ally, I wish I could be there with you, I can’t imagine how you must be
feeling, but I’m sending you all my love, Maia had written. Ally, I’ve
tried to call you, but you’re not picking up. Ma’s told me and I’m
devastated for you. I’m here for you, Ally, night and day, if you need
me. Tiggy x.

Then I moved on to the voicemails. Doubtless most of them, like the
texts, would be from people offering condolences. But as I dialled in to
retrieve them, my stomach did a flip when I heard the oldest message left
ten days ago. It was a bad connection and his words sounded muffled, but I
knew it was Theo.

‘Hi, my love. I’m calling on the satellite phone while I’ve got the chance. We’re sitting out
somewhere in the Celtic Sea. The weather is bloody awful and even my famous sea legs have
deserted me. I know you’re cross I kicked you off the boat, but before I try and get a couple
of hours’ kip, I just want you to know it’s got absolutely nothing to do with your sailing
abilities. And to be honest, I wish you were aboard now, as you’re worth ten of the men
here. You know it has everything to do with the fact that I love you, my darling Ally. And I
just hope you’ll still be speaking to me when I get back! Goodnight, sweetheart. I love you,
again. Bye.’

I abandoned all thought of listening to other waiting messages and simply
replayed Theo’s again, and again, soaking in every word. I knew from the
time it was left that he must have called only an hour or so before he went
onto the deck to see Rob being hurled off it. And went to his death to save
him. I wasn’t sure how you saved a message forever, but I knew I had to
find out.

‘I love you too,’ I whispered. And any last vestiges of anger that I’d held
inside me about him ordering me off the boat that day dissipated into the
air.



Over breakfast, Celia told me she was heading out to do some last-minute
shopping for Italy.

‘Have you decided where you’re going next, Ally? You know you’d be
more than welcome to stay here while I'm away. Or come with me. I’'m sure
you could get a last-minute flight to Pisa.’

“Thanks, it’s so very kind of you, but I think I’ll probably go home,’ I
said, worrying that I might be becoming a burden to Celia.

‘Whatever you decide. Just let me know.’

After she’d left the house, I went upstairs and decided I was strong
enough to give CeCe and Star a call. I dialled CeCe’s number first, as she
was the one that arranged everything for both of them, but it went to
voicemail and so I called Star instead.

‘Ally?’

‘Hello, Star. How are you?’

‘Oh, I’'m well. But more importantly, how are you?’

‘I’m okay. I was thinking I might pop round and see you tomorrow.’

“Well, I’ll be by myself. CeCe’s off to take photographs of Battersea
Power Station. She wants to use it as inspiration for one of her art projects
before it’s turned into a new development.’

‘Can I just come and see you then?’

“That would be lovely.’

‘Good. When’s the best time?’

‘I’m here all day, Ally. Why don’t you come for lunch?’

‘Okay, I’ll come over around one. See you tomorrow, Star.’

As I ended the call, T sat on my bed and realised that tomorrow’s lunch
would be the first time I’d ever spent more than a few minutes with my
younger sister without CeCe present too.

I took my laptop out of my rucksack, thinking I should check my emails.
I set it up on the dressing table, and plugged it in. There were further
messages of condolence and the usual spam, including a girl supposedly
called ‘Tamara’ offering me comfort now the nights were drawing in. Then
I saw another name I didn’t immediately recognise: Magdalena Jensen.
After a few moments, I remembered she was the translator who was
working on the book from Pa Salt’s library for me and thanked God I hadn’t
pressed ‘delete’.

From: Magdalenajensenl@trans.no
To: Allygeneva@gmail.com



Subject: ‘Grieg, Solveig og Jeg / Grieg, Solveig and I
20th August 2007

Dear Ms D’Apliése,

I am thoroughly enjoying translating Grieg, Solveig og Jeg. It’s a fascinating read, and
not a story I have come across before here in Norway. I thought you might be interested to
start reading through the manuscript, so I have attached the pages I have done so far, up to
page 200. I should have the remainder with you in the next ten days.

With kind regards,

Magdalena

Opening the attachment that contained the translation, I read the first page.
And then the second, and by the third, I’d moved the laptop and plugged it
in by the bed so that I could make myself comfortable while I continued . . .



Anna

Telemark, Norway
August 1875
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Anna Tomasdatter Landvik paused as she waited for Rosa, the oldest cow in
the herd, to make her way down the steep slope. As usual, Rosa had been
left behind by the others who had all moved on to fresh pastures.

‘Sing to her, Anna, and she’ll come,’ her father always told her. ‘She’ll
come for you.’

Anna sang a few notes of ‘Per Spelmann’, Rosa’s favourite song, and the
tune flowed out of her, ringing bell-like down the valley. Knowing that it
would take Rosa a while to lumber towards her, Anna sat down on the
rough grass, folding her slender body into her favourite thinking position,
with her knees tucked up to her chin and her arms wrapped around them.
She breathed in the still warm evening air and admired the view, humming
along to the buzzing of the insects in the field. The sun was beginning to
sink towards the mountains on the other side of the valley, making the water
of the lake below shimmer like molten rose-gold. Soon it would disappear
completely and night would fall quickly.

In the last two weeks, as she’d counted the cows down from the
mountainside, dusk had fallen noticeably earlier each day. After months of
it being light until almost midnight, Anna knew that tonight, her mother
would have lit the oil lamps by the time she got back to the cabin. And that
her father and younger brother would have arrived to help them close up the
summer dairy and move the livestock back down the valley in preparation
for winter. This event heralded the end of the Nordic summer and was the
advent of what, for Anna, felt like interminable months of near perpetual
darkness. The vivid green of the mountainside would soon be wearing a
coat of thick white snow and she and her mother would leave the wooden
dwelling where they spent the warmer months and return to their family
farm just outside the small village of Heddal.



As Rosa came towards her, stopping occasionally to snuffle at some
grass, Anna sang a few more lines of the song to encourage her. Her father,
Anders, didn’t think Rosa would see another summer. No one seemed to
know exactly how old the animal was, but she was certainly not much
younger than Anna’s own eighteen years. The thought of Rosa no longer
being there to greet her, with what she liked to think of as a look of
recognition in her soft amber eyes, caused tears to well in her own eyes.
The additional thought of the long, dark months ahead sent the brimming
drops spilling down Anna’s cheeks.

At least, she reflected, wiping them away hastily, she would get to see
Gerdy and Viva, her cat and dog, when they returned to their farmhouse in
Heddal. There was nothing Anna liked better than curling up in front of the
warm stove, eating sweet gomme on bread, with Gerdy purring on her lap
and Viva waiting to lick up the crumbs. Although she knew her mother
wouldn’t let her get away with just sitting around dreaming all winter.

“You’ll have your own home to look after one day, kjere, and I won’t be
there to feed you and your husband!” her mother, Berit, told her regularly.

From churning butter, to darning clothes, feeding the chickens, or rolling
out lefse, the flatbreads her father devoured by the dozen, Anna had little
interest in her domestic duties and certainly had no thought of feeding an
imaginary husband just yet. As hard as she had tried — and if she was
completely honest with herself, she knew she didn’t try hard enough — the
results of her endeavours in the kitchen were often inedible or verging on
disastrous.

“You’ve been making gomme for years, yet still it tastes no better,” her
mother had remarked only last week, plopping down a bowl of sugar and a
jug of fresh milk onto the kitchen table. ‘It’s high time you learnt to do it
properly.’

But whatever Anna did, her gomme always turned out scrambled and
burnt on the bottom. “Traitor,” she had whispered to Viva, as even the ever-
hungry farm dog had turned up her nose at it.

Although she had left school four years ago, Anna still missed the third
week of every month when Frgken Jacobsen, the teacher who divided her
time between the villages of Telemark county, had arrived with new things
for them to learn. She had much preferred it to the strict lessons of Pastor
Erslev, when they had to recite bible passages by rote and were tested in



front of the whole class. Anna had hated it and had always felt hot at
sensing everyone’s eyes on her as she’d stumbled over unfamiliar words.

The pastor’s wife, Fru Erslev, was much kinder and had more patience
with her when she was learning hymns for the church choir. And often these
days, she was given the solo part. Singing was so much easier than reading,
Anna thought. When she sang, she simply closed her eyes, opened her
mouth and a sound that seemed to please everyone came out of it.

Sometimes, she’d dream of performing in front of a congregation in a big
church in Christiania. When she was singing, it was the one time she felt of
any worth. But in reality — as her mother always reminded her — beyond
singing the cows home and one day lulling her babies to sleep, she felt her
talent was of little use. All her contemporaries from the choir were now
either engaged to be married, or married, or suffering the consequences of
what happened once they were. Which seemed to be that they felt sick and
became fat, and eventually produced a red-faced, squawking baby and had
to stop singing.

At the wedding of her elder brother, Nils, she had endured nudges and
hints from the extended family about her own future nuptials, but as no
suitor had so far volunteered for the position with Anna, this winter it
would only be herself left behind with the gammel froken, as her younger
brother, Knut, called the unmarried older women of the village.

‘God willing, you will find a husband who can ignore the food on his
plate and instead gaze into those pretty blue eyes of yours,’ her father,
Anders, often teased her.

She knew that the question which lay in her family members’ minds was
whether Lars Trulssen — who had regularly partaken of her burnt offerings —
would be that brave man. He and his ailing father lived on the neighbouring
farm in Heddal. Her own two brothers had made Lars — an only child and
motherless from the age of six — the unofficial third and he was often found
at the Landvik family supper table in the evenings. She remembered how
they had all played together in the long winters on the days when it snowed.
Her rough and boisterous brothers had enjoyed burying each other in the
snow, the distinctive red-gold Landvik hair marking them out in the white
landscape. While, much to their dismay, the far more gentle Lars had
always gone inside to read a book.

As the eldest son, Nils would, in the normal course of things, have
remained with his new wife at the Landvik homestead after their marriage.



But the recent death of his wife’s parents had meant that she had inherited
their farm in a village a few hours from Heddal and Nils had moved there to
take over the running of it. It was left to Knut to spend all his time out on
the Landvik farm helping their father.

So Anna often found herself sitting alone with Lars, who still came to
visit regularly. He would sometimes tell her about the current book he was
reading, and she would strain to hear his quiet voice as he told her
fascinating stories of other worlds that seemed so much more exciting than
Heddal.

‘I’ve just finished Peer Gynt,” he told her one evening. ‘“The book was
sent to me by my uncle in Christiania and I think you’d enjoy it. I believe
it’s Ibsen’s best so far.’

Anna had looked down, not wanting to admit that she had no idea who
Ibsen was, but Lars hadn’t judged her and had told her all about Norway’s
greatest living playwright, who apparently came from Skien, a town very
close to Heddal, and who was making Norwegian literature and culture
known to the world. Lars said he’d read everything Ibsen had written. In
fact, it seemed to Anna that Lars had read most books anyone had written,
and had even confided in her his dreams of someday becoming a writer
himself.

‘But that isn’t likely to happen here,” he had told her, his blue eyes
nervously meeting hers. ‘Norway is so small and many of us are ill-
educated. But I hear that in America, if you work hard enough, you can be
anything you want to be . . .’

Anna knew that Lars had even taught himself to read and write English in
preparation for such an event. He wrote poems in the language and said
he’d be sending them off soon to a publisher. Whenever he began talking
about America, Anna felt a pang because she knew that he could never
afford such a thing. His father was crippled with arthritis, his hands
permanently frozen into semi-fists, so Lars now ran the farm single-
handedly, still living in the dilapidated farmhouse.

When Lars was absent from the supper table, Anna’s father often
lamented how the Trulssen family land had been left untended properly for
years, their pigs running riot and churning the soil so it became depleted
and barren. ‘No better than a bog, with all of this rain we’ve had recently,’
her father would say. ‘But that boy lives in the world of his books, not the
real world of fields and farms.’



One evening last winter, as she’d been attempting to decipher the words
to a new hymn that Fru Erslev had given her to learn, Lars had looked up
from his book and watched her from the other side of the kitchen table.

“Want some help?’ he’d asked her.

Blushing as she’d realised she had been sounding out the same words
over and over in an effort to get them right, she’d debated whether she
wanted him closer as he always smelt so terribly of pig. She’d eventually
nodded shyly and he’d moved to sit next to her. Together, they had gone
over each word until she felt she could read the hymn all the way through
without a pause.

“Thank you for helping me,’ she had said.

‘My pleasure,” he’d replied with a blush. ‘If you like, Anna, I could help
you to improve your reading and writing. As long as you promise to sing
for me sometimes.’

Knowing her reading and writing had suffered through four years of
neglect since she had left school, Anna had agreed. And after that, on many
nights during the last winter, they had sat at the kitchen table, their heads
together, Anna completely foregoing her embroidery, much to her mother’s
disgruntlement. They had quickly moved on from hymns to books that Lars
had brought with him from home, wrapped in wax paper in order to keep
the incessant snow and rain off the precious pages. And after they had
worked, the books were closed and Anna would sing for him.

Although her parents had at first been concerned that she was becoming
too bookish, they enjoyed listening to Anna read to them in the evenings.

‘I’d have escaped from those trolls much faster,” she’d announced to
them after reading The Three Princesses of Whiteland one night at the
fireside.

‘But one of the trolls had six heads,” Knut had pointed out.

‘Six heads just slow you down,’ she’d said with a grin.

She’d practised her writing too and Lars had chuckled when he’d seen
how tightly she gripped the pencil, her knuckles white with tension.

‘It’s not going to run away from you,’ he’d said, adjusting her hand
around the pencil, carefully placing each finger in the right position.

One night, he’d shrugged on his wolf-skin coat to ward off the bitter cold
and opened the door. As he’d done so, snowflakes the size of butterflies had
blown through it. One landed on Anna’s nose and Lars shyly reached out to



wipe it away before it could melt. His big hand had felt rough on her skin
and he’d quickly stuck it back in his coat pocket.

‘Good night,” he’d murmured, before venturing out into the winter
darkness, the flakes of snow melting on the floor as the door closed behind
him.

Anna stood up as Rosa finally reached her. As she stroked the cow’s velvety
ears and then kissed the white star in the centre of her forehead, she
couldn’t help noticing the grey hairs around Rosa’s soft pink mouth.

‘Please be here next summer,” she murmured softly to her.

Having satisfied herself that Rosa was making her way slowly in the
direction of the rest of the herd, grazing peacefully on the dusky slope
below, Anna set off towards the cabin. As she walked, she decided that she
was just not ready for change; all she wanted was to come back here every
summer and sit in the fields with Rosa. Her family might think she was
naive, but Anna knew exactly what was planned for her. And she
remembered vividly the strange way Lars had behaved when he’d said
goodbye to her for the summer.

He had given her the Peer Gynt poem by Ibsen to read, gently clasping
one of her hands in his as she held the book in front of her. And she had
frozen. His touch had signified a new kind of intimacy, very unlike the
brother-and-sister relationship she had always thought they had. As her eyes
had wandered to his face, she’d seen a different expression in his intense
blue eyes and suddenly, he’d felt like a stranger. She had gone to bed that
night, shuddering at the look he’d given her, for she knew exactly what it
contained.

It seemed that her parents had already known of Lars’ intentions.

‘We could always buy the Trulssen land as Anna’s dowry,” she had
overheard her father saying to her mother late one night.

“‘Surely, we can find someone from a better family for Anna,” Berit had
replied in a hushed voice. “The Haakonssens still have an unmarried son,
down in Bg.’

‘I’d like to have her settled close by,” Anders had replied firmly. ‘Buying
the Trulssen land would mean no income at all for perhaps three years



whilst the soil recovers, but if it does, then it would double our crop yield. I
think Lars is the best that we can hope for, given Anna’s . . . shortcomings.’

The comment had stung and Anna had grown ever more resentful as her
parents had begun to openly discuss possible wedding plans for her and
Lars. She wondered if they would ever simply ask her if she wanted to
marry Lars. But they didn’t, so Anna refrained from telling them that even
though she liked him, she certainly wasn’t convinced that she could love
him.

Although she’d occasionally imagined what it would be like to kiss a
man, she wasn’t at all sure she’d like it in reality. And as for the other
unknown thing — the act she knew had to happen in order to have children —
well, that was something she could only guess at. Occasionally at night
she’d hear a strange creaking and moaning from her parents’ bedroom, but
when she’d asked Knut about it, he’d only sniggered furtively and said it
was how they had all arrived on the earth. If it was anything like when the
bull was brought to a cow . . . Anna winced at the very idea, remembering
how the bellowing creature had to be encouraged to clamber on top of its
female conquest, with the farmhand helping to get the ‘thing’ inside her so
she’d calf a few months later.

She only wished she could ask her mother if it was a similar process with
humans, but could never pluck up the courage to do so.

What made it worse was that this summer she had struggled through Peer
Gynt, and even now, having endlessly mulled the story over, she could not
think for the life of her why the poor peasant girl at the centre of it —
Solveig was her name — had wasted her whole life waiting for a dreadful,
philandering man like Peer. And then, when he did return, taking him back
and resting his lying, cheating head on her knee.

‘I would have used it as a ball for Viva to play with,” she muttered as she
neared their homestead. And the one thing she had categorically decided
this summer was that she could never, ever marry a man she didn’t love.

Reaching the end of the path, she saw the sturdy wood cabin up ahead,
unchanged for generations. The turfed roof stood out as a bright, healthy
green square amongst the darker foliage of the spruce trees in the forest that
surrounded it. Anna took a scoop of water from the barrel that stood beside
the front door and washed her hands to rid them of the smell of cow before
stepping inside the cheerful sitting-room-cum-kitchen, where, as she’d
predicted, the oil lamps were already lit and burning brightly.



The room housed a large table covered with a checked cloth, a carved
pine dresser, an old wood-fired oven and a huge open fireplace, over which
she and her mother heated the iron pot that was filled with porridge for
breakfast and supper and meat and vegetables for the midday meal. To the
rear of the cabin were the sleeping quarters: her parents’ bedroom, Knut’s
bedroom, and the tiny bedroom where she herself slept.

Taking one of the lamps from the table, she crossed the well-worn
wooden floor and pushed open the door to her room. The space was only
just wide enough for her to squeeze through, since the bedstead butted right
up to the door. Setting the lamp down on the nightstand, she removed her
bonnet so that her hair fell in a curly Titian mane past her shoulders.

Picking up her faded looking glass, Anna sat down on the bed and
checked her face, wiping away a smudge of dirt from her forehead to make
herself presentable before supper. She studied her reflection in the cracked
surface for a moment. She did not consider herself particularly comely. Her
nose seemed far too small in comparison to her big blue eyes and full,
curved lips. The only good thing about the winter coming, she reflected,
was that the freckles which liberally peppered the bridge of her nose and
her cheeks in the summer would subside and go into hibernation with her
until next spring.

Sighing, she put the looking glass down, then manoeuvred herself out of
the door and checked the clock on the kitchen wall. It was seven o’clock,
and she was surprised that no one seemed to be at home, especially as she
knew that her father and Knut were expected.

‘Hello?’ she called out, but there was no reply. Stepping outside into the
fast-falling dusk, Anna walked round to the back of the cabin where a solid
pine table sat on the rough earth. To her surprise, she saw her parents and
Knut sitting with a stranger, whose face was illuminated by the glow of the
oil lamp.

‘Where on earth have you been, child?’ asked her mother, rising from her
seat.

‘Checking the cows were down from the mountain, as you asked me to
do.’

“You left hours ago,’ chided Berit.

‘I had to search for Rosa; the others had left her miles away on her own.’

“Well, at least you’re back now.’ Berit sounded relieved. ‘This gentleman
has travelled here with your father and brother to meet you.’



Anna glanced at the gentleman, wondering why on earth he’d do such a
thing. No one had ever come ‘to meet her’ anywhere in her entire life. As
she looked at him more closely, she saw that he was not from the country.
He was dressed in a dark tailored jacket with wide lapels and a silk cravat at
the neck, as well as flannel trousers that, although mud-spattered at the
hem, were the kind worn by smart people from the big cities. He had a large
moustache that turned up at each end, rather like the horns on top of a
goat’s head, and Anna guessed from the lines on his face that he was in his
middle fifties. As she studied him, she could see that he was appraising her
too. Then he smiled at her, and the smile was full of approval.

‘Come, Anna, and meet Herr Bayer.” Her father beckoned to her as he
filled the gentleman’s tin mug with home-made beer from the large jug on
the table.

Anna walked tentatively towards the man, who immediately stood up and
held out his hand. She offered hers in return, and instead of shaking it, he
clasped it in both of his.

‘Frgken Landvik, I am privileged to make your acquaintance.’

‘Are you?’ she said, taken aback by the enthusiasm of his greeting.

‘Anna, don’t be rude!” admonished her mother.

‘No, please,’ the gentleman replied. ‘I’m sure Anna didn’t mean it to
sound so. She is simply surprised to see me. I’'m sure it’s not every day your
daughter arrives home at her hillside retreat to find a stranger waiting for
her. Now, Anna, if you will sit down, I will explain why I am here.’

Her parents and Knut looked on expectantly as she did so.

‘Firstly, allow me to introduce myself. My name is Franz Bayer and I am
a professor of Norwegian history at the University of Christiania. I am also
a pianist and a music teacher. I and my like-minded friends spend most
summers in Telemark county researching the national culture that you good
people preserve so well in these parts, and seeking out young musical talent
to represent it in the capital city of Christiania. When I arrived in the village
of Heddal, I went as I always do in the first instance to the church, and there
I met Fru Erslev, the wife of the pastor. She told me that she runs the choir
and when I asked her if she had any exceptional voices amongst her ranks,
she told me of yours. Naturally, I presumed you would be in the local
vicinity. Then she informed me that you spent your summers up here,
almost a day’s travel away by horse and cart, but that fortuitously your
father might be able to provide me with transport, which he did.” Herr



Bayer dipped a bow to Anders. ‘My dear young lady, I confess to having
had a certain reticence when Fru Erslev told me of your location. However,
she convinced me that the journey would be worthwhile. She tells me that
you have the voice of an angel. And so’ — he spread his arms and smiled
broadly — ‘here I am. And your dear parents have been most hospitable
whilst we waited for your return.’

As Anna struggled to absorb Herr Bayer’s words, she realised that her
mouth was hanging slack with surprise and she quickly closed her lips
together. She didn’t want a sophisticated city dweller like him to assume
that she was some half-witted country peasant.

‘I am honoured that you have made the journey just to see me,’ she said,
dropping the most graceful curtsey she could manage.

“Well, if your choir mistress is right — and your parents too believe you
have talent — then the honour is entirely mine,” Herr Bayer said gallantly.
‘And of course, now you are here, I am delighted to say you have the
opportunity to prove them all correct. I would dearly like you to sing for
me, Anna.’

‘Of course she will,” said Anders as Anna stood there, silent and
uncertain. ‘Anna?’

‘But I only know folk songs and hymns, Herr Bayer.’

‘Either will suffice, I can assure you,’ he encouraged.

‘Sing “Per Spelmann”,” suggested her mother.

“That will do to start with,” Herr Bayer responded with a nod.

‘But I have only sung it to the cows before.’

“Then imagine that I am your favourite cow, and you are calling me
home,” Herr Bayer replied with a twinkle of amusement in his eyes.

“Very well, sir. I will try my best.’

Anna closed her eyes and tried to imagine herself back on the hillside,
calling Rosa, just as she had done that very evening. Taking a deep breath,
she began to sing. The words came to her without thinking as she sang the
story of the poor fiddler who traded in his cow to get his violin back. And
once the last clear note had disappeared into the night air, she opened her
eyes.

She looked at Herr Bayer uncertainly, waiting for a verbal reaction. There
was silence for a few moments as he studied her intently.

‘Now perhaps a hymn — do you know “Herre Gud, dit dyre Navn og
Are”?’ he said eventually.



Anna nodded and once again opened her mouth to sing. This time when
she had finished, she saw Herr Bayer take out a large kerchief and dab his
eyes.

“Young lady,” he said, his voice husky with emotion. “That was sublime.
And worth every hour of the backache I will suffer tonight from the journey
up here.’

‘Of course you must stay with us,’ interjected Berit. ‘You can take our
son Knut’s bedroom and he can sleep in the kitchen.’

‘My dear lady, I am most grateful. I will indeed take you up on your
offer, as we have much to discuss. Forgive my presumption, but is there a
chance you can offer this weary traveller some bread? I have not eaten a
thing since breakfast.’

‘Please, sir, forgive me,’ said Berit, horrified that in all the excitement
she had completely forgotten about food. ‘Of course, Anna and I will
prepare something now.’

And in the meantime, Herr Landvik and I will discuss how Anna’s voice
can be brought to the wider attention of the Norwegian public.’

Eyes wide, Anna dutifully followed her mother into the kitchen.

“What must he think of us? That we are so inhospitable — or poor — that
we do not have food on our table for a guest!’ Berit berated herself, as she
set out a platter containing bread, butter and slices of cured pork. ‘He is
sure to return to Christiania and tell all his friends that the stories they have
heard about our uncivilised ways are true.’

‘Mor, Herr Bayer seems like a kind gentleman and I’m sure he will do
nothing of the sort. If all is done for now, I must fetch more logs for the
fire.’

‘Well, hurry up about it, you need to lay the table.’

“Yes, Mor,” Anna said, as she walked outside, carrying a large wicker
basket under her arm. After loading the basket with logs, she stood for a
few moments looking at the twinkling lights that shone intermittently on the
hillside towards the lake, indicating the sporadic presence of other human
habitations. Her heart was still beating fast from the surprise of what had
just occurred.

She had no clear idea of what it meant for her, although she had heard
tales of other talented singers and musicians who had been whisked off to
the city from villages all over Telemark county by professors such as Herr
Bayer. She tried to think whether, if he did ask her to go with him, she’d



actually want to. But as her experience beyond the dairy was confined to
Heddal or the occasional trip to Skien, she couldn’t even begin to
contemplate what such a move might involve.

Hearing her mother calling her name, Anna turned and walked back to
the cabin.

The following morning, in the few drowsy seconds between sleep and
wakefulness, Anna stirred in her bed, knowing that yesterday something
incredible had happened. Finally remembering what it was, she got up and
began the cumbersome process of dressing in the bloomers, vest, cream
blouse, black skirt and colourfully embroidered waistcoat that were her
daily attire. After placing her cotton bonnet on her head and stuffing her
hair inside it, she donned her boots.

Last night, after they’d eaten, she’d sung two more songs and another
hymn, before being sent off to bed by her mother. The talk up until then had
not been about Anna, but about the unusually warm weather and her
father’s predicted crop yield for the next year. But she had heard the hushed
voices of her parents and Herr Bayer through the thin wooden walls and had
known that it was her future they were discussing. At one point she had
even dared to open her door a crack so she could eavesdrop.

‘I worry of course that if Anna is to leave us for the city, my wife will be
left to manage the household chores alone,’ she’d heard her father saying.

‘She may not be a natural when it comes to cooking and cleaning, but she
is a hard worker and she also tends to the animals,’ Berit had added.

‘Well, I am sure we can come to an arrangement,” Herr Bayer had replied
soothingly. ‘I am of course prepared to recompense you for the loss of
Anna’s labour.’

Anna had held her breath in disbelief as a figure was mentioned. Unable
to hear any more, she had closed the door as quietly as she could. ‘So I am
to be bought and sold like a cow at the market!” she’d muttered furiously to
herself, outraged that money would even enter into her parents’ decision.
Yet she had also felt a tiny jitter of excitement. It had been a long time after
that before sleep had overcome her.



Over a breakfast of porridge that morning, Anna sat silently as her family
discussed Herr Bayer, who was still sleeping off the exertions of his
journey. It seemed that the enthusiasm of last night had worn off and her
family had begun to question the wisdom of allowing their only daughter to
go off to the city with a stranger.

‘All we have to go on is his word,” Knut said, sounding sour because
he’d had to give up his bed to Herr Bayer. ‘How do we know Anna will be
safe with him?’

‘Well, if Fru Erslev has sent him up here with her approval, then he must
at least be a respected God-fearing man,’ said Berit, preparing a more lavish
bowl of porridge for their visitor, with a scoop of lingonberry preserve on
top.

‘I feel it would be best if I went to speak to the pastor and his wife when
we return home to Heddal next week,” Anders said, and Berit nodded her
approval.

“Then he must give us time to think, and visit us again to discuss it,” said
Berit.

Anna didn’t dare speak, knowing her future hung in the balance and
feeling unsure as to which way she wanted the scales to tip. She slipped
away before her mother could assign her more tasks, wanting to spend the
day with the cows and think in peace and quiet. Humming to herself as she
walked, she wondered why Herr Bayer was so interested in her when there
were surely lots of better singers in Christiania. She had only a few days left
on the mountains before going back down to Heddal for the winter, and she
was suddenly overwhelmed by the realisation that she might not come back
here at all next summer. Giving Rosa a hug and a kiss, Anna shut her eyes
and sang again to stave off her tears.

Back home in Heddal a week later, Anders went to speak to Pastor Erslev
and his wife, and was reassured about the professor’s character and
credentials. It seemed that Herr Bayer had taken other young girls under his
wing and trained them into professional singers. One of whom, as Fru
Erslev had rhapsodised, had even sung in the chorus at the Christiania
Theatre.



When Herr Bayer visited them shortly afterwards, Berit had fussed
around the kitchen and prepared the finest joint of pork she had for the
midday meal. After they had eaten, Anna was sent outside to continue her
usual tasks of feeding the chickens and filling the water troughs. She had
hovered several times near the kitchen window, desperate to hear what
those inside were saying, but could catch nothing. Finally, Knut came to
fetch her.

As she took off her coat, she saw that her parents were sitting
companionably with Herr Bayer, drinking her father’s home-made beer. He
greeted her with a jovial smile as she sat down at the table with Knut.

‘So, Anna, your parents have agreed that you will come and live with me
in Christiania for one year. I will be your mentor as well as your teacher and
I have promised them that I will act faithfully in loco parentis. What do you
say to that, eh?’

Anna stared at him and didn’t answer, not wishing to sound ignorant,
since she had absolutely no idea what ‘mentor’ or ‘in loco parentis’ meant.

‘Herr Bayer means that you will live with him in his apartment in
Christiania and he will teach you to sing properly, introduce you to
influential people, and ensure you are cared for as if you were his own
daughter,” explained Berit, putting a comforting hand on Anna’s knee.

Seeing the bewildered expression on Anna’s face, Herr Bayer hastily
sought to reassure her further. ‘As I have told your parents, the living
arrangements will of course be of the utmost propriety. My housekeeper,
Frgken Olsdatter, also resides in my apartment and will be constantly on
hand to chaperone you and take care of your needs. I have also presented
your parents with letters of introduction from my university and the music
fraternity in Christiania. So there is nothing for you to fear, my dear young
lady, I can assure you.’

‘I see.” Anna concentrated on the mug of coffee her mother had passed to
her and sipped it steadily.

‘Is this a plan that would please you, Anna?’ asked Herr Bayer.

‘I...think so.’

‘Herr Bayer is also prepared to cover all expenses for you,’ encouraged
her father. ‘It is a wonderful opportunity, Anna. He believes you have great
talent.’

‘I do indeed,’ confirmed Herr Bayer. ‘You have one of the purest voices
I’ve ever heard. And you will also be educated, not just in music. You will



learn other languages and I will provide tutors to improve your reading and
writing—’

‘Excuse me, Herr Bayer,” Anna couldn’t help butting in, ‘but I am
already proficient in both.’

“Then that is a help and will mean we can get down to the business of
training your voice faster than I’d expected. So, Anna, will you say yes?’

Anna desperately wanted to ask why: why did he want to pay her parents
to spend his time nurturing both her and her voice, let alone have her to stay
with him in his apartment? But as no one else seemed to question it, she
didn’t feel it was her place to do so either.

‘But Christiania is such a long way away and a year is such a long time . .
. Anna’s voice trailed off as the enormity of what was being suggested
suddenly hit her. Everything she knew — had known — up until now would
no longer be. She was a simple girl from a farm in Heddal, and even though
she’d considered her life and future to be dull, the leap she was being asked
to make with only a few seconds’ consideration suddenly felt too much for
her.

‘Well . .

Four pairs of eyes fell upon her.

‘T..”

“Yes?’ asked her parents and Herr Bayer in unison.

‘When I’ve gone, please promise me that if Rosa dies, you won’t eat her.’

And with that, Anna Landvik promptly burst into tears.
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After Herr Bayer’s departure, the Landvik home erupted into a hive of
activity. Her mother began sewing Anna a valise in which she would carry
her few possessions to Christiania. Her two best skirts and blouses, plus her
undergarments, were washed and mended with the utmost care, for, as Berit
said, no daughter of hers would look like a common peasant amongst those
high-nosed city folk. Fru Erslev, the pastor’s wife, gave her a new prayer
book with crisp white pages, reminding her to say grace every night and not
to be seduced by the ‘heathen’ ways of the city. It had been arranged that
Pastor Erslev was to meet her at Drammen and escort her on the train to
Christiania, as he had an ecclesiastical meeting he was travelling there to
attend.

As for Anna herself, she found she barely had a spare moment to sit
down and think through her decision. Whenever she felt niggling doubts
creep in, she did her best to push them aside. Her mother had told her that
Lars was coming to see her tomorrow and she felt her heart knocking
painfully against her chest as she recalled her parents’ whispered
discussions about their marriage. It seemed that whatever lay in her future,
whether it was here in Heddal or in Christiania, other people were making
the decisions for her.
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‘Lars has arrived,’ said Berit the next morning, as though she thought that
Anna herself had not been listening anxiously for the sound of his boots
stamping off the mud from the September rain. ‘I will open the door. Why
don’t you receive him in the parlour?’



Anna nodded, knowing that the parlour was the ‘serious’ room. It housed
the settle, their one piece of upholstered furniture, as well as a glass-fronted
cabinet containing a mix of plates and small ornaments that her mother
thought good enough to put on display. It had also housed the coffins of
three of her grandparents when they had departed this world. As she walked
along the narrow corridor towards it, Anna reflected that during her
lifetime, the room had very rarely accommodated anyone that actually
breathed. And as she opened the door, a puff of stale and closeted air
escaped.

The conversation she was about to have presumably warranted these
sober surroundings and she stood wondering exactly where she should
place herself for when Lars entered. Hearing the heavy footsteps along the
passage, Anna quickly moved to sit down on the settle, the cushions atop it
almost as hard as the planks of pine that supported them.

There was a knock on the door and Anna had a sudden urge to giggle.
Never before had anyone requested her permission to enter a room that
wasn’t her bedroom.

“Yes?’ she replied.

The door opened and her mother’s round face appeared. ‘Lars is here.’

Anna watched as he entered the room. He had made an effort to brush
down his thick blond hair and was wearing his best cream shirt and black
breeches that he usually only wore to church, plus a waistcoat she hadn’t
seen before — midnight blue in colour, which Anna thought went well with
his eyes. She supposed he was really quite handsome, but then, she also
thought that about Knut, her own brother. And she certainly wouldn’t want
to marry him.

The two of them hadn’t seen each other since Lars had handed her Peer
Gynt, and she swallowed nervously as she remembered his hand holding
hers. She stood up to greet him. ‘Hello, Lars.’

‘“Would you like some coffee, Lars?’ Berit asked him from the doorway.

‘N-no, thank you, Fru Landvik.’

“Well then,” her mother said after a pause, ‘I’ll leave you alone to talk.’

“Would you like to sit down?’ Anna asked Lars once Berit had left.

‘Yes,” he said and did so.

Anna perched awkwardly at the other end of the settle, her hands
knotting in her lap.

‘Anna’ — Lars cleared his throat — ‘do you know why I’'m here?’



‘Because you’re always here?’ she offered, and he gave a soft laugh at
her response, breaking the tension a little.

“Yes, I suppose I am. How has your summer been?’

‘Like every summer before it and none the worse for that.’

‘But surely this summer has been a special one for you?’ he persisted.

“You mean because of Herr Bayer? The man from Christiania?’

“Yes, Fru Erslev has been telling everyone. She’s very proud of you . . .
and so am I,” he added. ‘I think you are probably the most famous person in
the whole of Telemark county. Apart from Herr Ibsen, of course. So you
will go?’

‘Well, Far and Mor think it’s a wonderful opportunity for me. They tell
me I’m honoured to have a man such as Herr Bayer willing to help me.’

‘Indeed, they are right. But I’d like to know if you want to go?’

Anna pondered this.

‘I think I must,’ she said. ‘It would be very rude to refuse, don’t you
agree? Especially as he travelled for a whole day up the hills to hear me
sing.’

“Yes, I suppose it would.” Lars looked beyond her to the wall fashioned
out of heavy pine logs and stared at the picture of Lake Skisjgen that hung
there. There was a long silence, which Anna didn’t know whether to break
or not. Finally, Lars turned his attention back to her.

‘Anna.’

‘Yes, Lars?’

He took a deep breath and she noticed that he gripped the side of the
armrest of the settle to stop his hand from shaking. ‘Before you left for the
summer, I talked with your father about the possibility of asking for your
hand in . . . marriage. We agreed I would sell him my family’s land and that
we would farm it together. Did you know of any of this?’

‘I’ve overheard my parents talking about it,” she confessed.

‘Before Herr Bayer came, what was your opinion of the plan?’

“You mean about Far buying the land?’

‘No’ — Lars allowed himself an ironic smile — ‘I meant about marrying
me.’

“Well, to be truthful, I didn’t think that you did want to marry me. You’ve
never mentioned it.’

Lars looked at her in surprise. ‘Anna, surely you must have had some
idea of my feelings for you? For most of last winter, I was here night after



night helping you with your letters.’

‘But Lars, you’ve always been here, ever since I was small. You’re. ..
like my brother.’

A flash of pain crossed his face. ‘The point is, Anna, I love you.’

She looked at Lars in amazement. She had assumed that he would see
any proposed union as a matter of convenience, especially as she was
hardly a catch, what with her limited domestic abilities. After all, from what
she’d seen in her short life, most marriages seemed to be based on this
premise. But now Lars had told her that he loved her . . . which was
something different all together.

“That is most kind of you, Lars. To love me, I mean.’

‘It is not “kind” Anna, it is . . .” He broke off, looking lost and confused.
In the long silence, Anna contemplated how quiet their supper conversation
would be if they did marry. Lars would likely concentrate on his food, and
that really wouldn’t be a good thing.

‘I wish to know, Anna, if Herr Bayer had not asked you to go with him to
Christiania, whether you would have accepted a proposal of marriage?’

As she thought of all he had done to help her last winter and how fond of
him she was, she knew there was only one answer she could give.

‘I would have said yes.’

“Thank you,’ he said, relief obvious in his expression. ‘So, your father
and I have agreed that, given the circumstances, the contracts for the
purchase of my family’s land will be drawn up immediately. Then I will
wait for you for a year whilst you go to Christiania. Once you return, I will
formally propose to you.’

At this, Anna began to panic. Lars had misunderstood. If he had asked
her if she loved him like he said he loved her, she would have replied that
she didn’t.

‘Anna, do you agree?’

Silence hung over the parlour as Anna tried to gather her thoughts.

‘I hope that you can learn to love me as I do you,’ he said quietly. ‘And
perhaps one day, we will travel to America together and begin a new life
there. Now, this is for you, as a seal on our unofficial promise to each other.
More useful than a ring, at least for now, I think.” He reached into his
waistcoat pocket and pulled out a long, thin wooden box and gave it to her.

‘I...thank you.” Brushing her fingers over the polished wood, Anna
opened it. Nestled inside lay the most beautiful writing pen she had ever



seen, and she knew it must have cost him dearly. The pen holder was carved
out of a light pine, elegantly curved to fit perfectly into her hand, and the
nib ended in a delicate point. She held it just as Lars had taught her to. Even
if she didn’t love him or want to marry him, his gift touched her heart and
made her eyes brim with tears.

‘Lars, it is the finest thing I have ever owned.’

‘I will wait for you, Anna,’ he said. ‘And perhaps you can use the ink pen
to write me letters describing your new life in Christiania?’

‘Of course.’

‘And you agree we will become formally betrothed next year when you
are returned from Christiania?’

Feeling the full force of his love and looking down at her beautiful ink
pen, Anna felt she could only say one thing.

‘Yes.’

His face broke into a wide smile. ‘Then I am content. Now, we will go
and announce to your parents that we have reached an agreement.’ Lars
stood up, and took her hand in his. He bent his head towards it and kissed it.
‘My Anna. Let us hope that God treats us both kindly.’

Two days later, all disturbing thoughts of Lars and what would happen in a
year’s time were wiped from Anna’s mind as she rose early to embark on
the long journey to Christiana. Feeling sick with nerves, she could barely
force down the special pancakes that her mother had made her for breakfast.
As Anders announced it was time to be on their way, Anna stood up, her
legs feeling like goat’s cheese beneath her. Glancing around the cosy
kitchen one last time, she felt a sudden desperate urge to unpack her valise
and call the whole thing off.

‘It’s all right, kjere,” Berit said, stroking Anna’s long curls to calm her as
they embraced, ‘you’ll be back to visit before you know it. Just don’t forget
to say your prayers every night, attend church on Sunday and brush your
hair properly.’

‘Mor, stop your fussing or she’ll never get there,” said Knut dryly, taking
his sister in his arms. ‘And don’t forget to have lots of fun,” he whispered in
her ear, before thumbing the tears from her cheeks.



Her father drove her in their horse and cart to the town of Drammen —
almost a day’s journey away — from where she would take a train to the city
with Pastor Erslev. They stayed overnight in a modest guesthouse that also
had stabling for the horse, so that they could be up bright and early to get to
the railway station in plenty of time for Anna’s train.

Pastor Erslev was waiting on the platform, which was crowded with
fellow travellers. When the train finally chugged in, she felt overwhelmed
by the hissing plumes of steam and the noise of the screeching brakes as the
passengers hurried to climb on-board. Anders helped her with the capacious
valise as they followed the pastor towards the train.

‘Far, I’m so scared,’ she whispered.

‘My Anna, if you find yourself unhappy, you can simply come home,’ he
replied gently, reaching out a hand to stroke her cheek. ‘Now, let’s get you
settled on-board.’

They mounted the steps of the train then made their way through the
carriage to find seats for the two travellers. After Anders had hoisted her
valise onto the metal rack above her head, the guard blew his whistle and
her father bent down swiftly to kiss Anna goodbye. ‘Make sure you write to
Lars regularly so we can all hear how you are getting on and remember
what an honour has been bestowed upon you. Show those city folk that
their country brethren know how to behave.’

‘I will, Far, I promise.’

‘Good girl. We will see you at Christmas. The Lord bless you, and keep
you safe. Goodbye.’

‘Rest assured I will deliver her into Herr Bayer’s safekeeping,” Pastor
Erslev said as he shook hands with Anders.

Anna did her best not to cry as her father left the train, coming alongside
to wave her off through the window. But the train moved forward with a jolt
and her father’s face soon disappeared into the clouds of steam.

As Pastor Erslev opened his prayer book, Anna amused herself by
looking round the carriage at the other occupants and felt suddenly
conspicuous in her traditional dress. The rest of the men and women wore
smart town clothes, making Anna feel exactly like the peasant she was.
Reaching inside the pockets of her skirt, she pulled out the letter that Lars
had given her yesterday when they’d said their farewells. He’d made her
promise not to read it until she was on her way. Exaggerating the



movement, just to show the other residents of the carriage that she might be
a country girl but that she could read, Anna opened the seal.

The words in front of her, scripted in Lars’ neat writing, presented her
with a challenge, but she doggedly persevered.

Stalsberg Vaningshuset
Tindevegan
Heddal

18th September 1875
Kjere Anna,

I wished to tell you I am proud of you. Take every opportunity you can
to improve your voice and your knowledge of the wider world outside
Heddal. Do not be fearful of it, and remember that underneath the fine
clothes and the different ways of those you will meet, they are only human
beings like you and I.

Meanwhile, I shall await you here, and long for the day you return.
Please write to me to tell me you are safe in Christiania. We will all
remain fascinated to hear any detail of your new life there.

For now, know I am your loving, and ever faithful,

Lars.

Anna folded the letter carefully and replaced it in her pocket. She found it
difficult to equate the physical being of Lars, who was so awkward and
quiet, with the flowing eloquence of the words he had written in the letter.
As the train chugged towards Christiania and she watched Pastor Erslev
dozing in the seat opposite her, a small drip of moisture hanging perilously
from the end of his nose and never quite falling, Anna quashed the surge of
panic she felt every time she thought of her forthcoming marriage.
However, a year was a very long time in which many things might happen.
People could be struck by lightning, or catch a bad chest cold and die. She
might die, she thought, as the train lurched to the right suddenly. And with
that thought, Anna closed her eyes and tried to take some rest.
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‘Good day, Pastor Erslev! And my dear Frgken Landvik, allow me to
welcome you to Christiania. May I ask the favour of calling you Anna,
given that we will be living in such close quarters?’ Herr Bayer asked her as
he took her valise and helped her down from the train.

“Yes, of course, sir,” Anna replied shyly.

‘How was your journey, Pastor Erslev?’ Herr Bayer asked the elderly
priest as he limped along the bustling platform beside them.

‘It was comfortable, thank you. Now, my duty is done and I can see
Pastor Eriksonn waiting for me,’ he said as he gave a wave to a small bald
man dressed in identical robes to himself. ‘So I will say goodbye, Anna.’

‘Goodbye, Pastor Erslev.’

Anna watched the last link to all she had ever known disappear through
the gates of the station and out onto a busy road where a number of horse-
drawn carriages were waiting.

‘Here, we too will hire one of these to speed us home. Normally I take
the tram, but I fear it may be too much for you after your long journey.’

Having issued instructions to the driver, Herr Bayer helped Anna inside.
As she sat down on the bench, upholstered in a soft red fabric and far more
comfortable than her family’s special settle at home, she felt thrilled to be
travelling in such opulent style.

‘It is only a short ride to my apartment,” Herr Bayer commented. ‘And
my housekeeper has prepared us some supper. You must be hungry after
your journey.’

Anna secretly hoped that the journey in the carriage would take a very
long time. She pushed aside the little brocade curtains and peered out of the
window in wonder as they rode into the centre of the city. Rather than the
rough narrow tracks that criss-crossed the town of Skien, here the
thoroughfares were wide, tree-lined and very busy. They passed a horse-
drawn tram, its passengers dressed smartly, the mens’ heads crowned with
shiny top hats and the womens’ with extravagant creations adorned with
flowers and ribbons. Anna tried to imagine herself wearing the same and
suppressed a giggle.

‘Of course there is much to discuss,” Herr Bayer went on, ‘but we have
plenty of time until . . .’

‘Until what, sir?’ Anna asked.

‘Oh, until you are ready to greet a wider public, my dear young lady.
Now, here we are.” He opened the window and called out to the driver to



pull the carriage over. As he helped Anna step out and then collected her
valise, she looked up at the tall stone building whose many floors with
glinting windows seemed to stretch high up to the heavens above her.

‘Sadly, we are yet to have one of those newfangled lift machines
installed, so we must take the stairs,” he instructed her as they entered
through the grand double doors and stood in the echoing marble-floored
entrance hall. “‘When I reach the apartment,” Herr Bayer commented as they
began to ascend the curved staircase with its gleaming brass handrail, ‘at
least I feel as though I have earned my supper!”

Anna only counted three short flights of stairs, which felt far easier to
climb than a mountain slope in the rain, before Herr Bayer led her along a
wide corridor and unlocked a door.

‘Freken Olsdatter, we are back and Anna is here!’ he called out as he led
her along a passageway and into a huge drawing room, its walls covered in
rich ruby-red wallpaper and containing a set of the biggest glass windows
she’d ever seen.

‘Where has that woman got to?’ complained Herr Bayer. ‘Excuse me one
moment, Anna my dear, whilst I go and find her. Please, sit down and make
yourself comfortable.’

Anna was too tense to be still, so instead she took the opportunity to
study the room. Beside one of the windows stood a grand piano, and
underneath another a huge mahogany desk overflowed with piles of sheet
music. The centre of the room was dominated by a large and far grander
version of her family’s settle. Facing it were two elegant chairs covered in
matching pink and brown striped material, and in between stood a low table
made of handsome dark wood, piled high with books and a collection of
snuff boxes. The walls were adorned with oil paintings of countryside
landscapes, not unlike the vistas that surrounded her home in Heddal. There
were also a number of framed certificates and letters. One of them caught
her eye, and she walked forwards to look more closely.

Det kongelige Frederiks Universitet tildeler
Prof. Dr Franz Bjeorn Bayer
®resprofessorat i historie
16th July 1847

Below the words was a red seal and a signature. Anna wondered how many
years it must have taken at school for her mentor to achieve that.



‘My goodness, it is getting dark in here already and it’s barely past five
o’clock!” said Herr Bayer as he swept back into the room, accompanied by
a tall, slim woman whom Anna thought was perhaps of a similar age to her
mother. She was wearing a dark wool dress with a high neck and a long full
skirt, which although elegantly cut, was plain and unadorned, apart from a
bunch of keys dangling from a fine chain around the waist. The woman’s
light brown hair was arranged in a neat bun at the nape of her neck.

‘Anna, this is Frgken Olsdatter, my housekeeper.’

‘I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Frgken Olsdatter,” Anna said,
giving a curtsey, as she had always been taught to do as a show of respect to
her elders.

‘And I you, Anna,’ said the woman, a half-smile in her warm brown eyes
as she watched her rise from the curtsey. ‘I am here to serve and take care
of you,” she emphasised, ‘so you must let me know if there is anything you
need or if something is not satisfactory.’

‘I...” Anna was confused. Surely this lady in her fine gown wasn’t a
servant? “Thank you.’

‘Light the lamps, will you, Frgken Olsdatter?” Herr Bayer instructed the
woman. ‘Anna, are you chilly? You must tell me if you are and we will light
the stove also.’

It took Anna a minute or two to respond, as she was transfixed by the
sight of Frgken Olsdatter using a length of cord to lower the chandelier that
hung from the ceiling, then twist a brass knob in the centre before holding a
lit wax taper to it. Delicate flames sprang to life along the ornately
fashioned arms of the chandelier, filling the room with a soft golden glow
as it was hoisted back into place above them. Anna then glanced at the
stove Herr Bayer was referring to. It was fashioned out of some form of
ceramic and was cream in colour. Its broad chimney reached right up to the
high, delicately latticed ceiling and its carved mantelpiece was edged with
gilt. Compared to her parents’ ugly black iron contraption, that was not a
stove, Anna thought, it was a work of art.

‘Thank you, Herr Bayer, but I am perfectly warm.’

‘Frgken Olsdatter, please take Anna’s cloak and put it in her room along
with her valise,” Herr Bayer requested.

Anna untied the ribbon from about her neck and the housekeeper
removed the cloak from her shoulders. “The big city must be rather



overwhelming for you,’ she said quietly as she folded the cloak over her
arm. ‘It certainly was for me when I first arrived here from Alesund.’

In those few words, Anna knew immediately that Frgken Olsdatter had
once been a country girl too. And that she understood.

‘So, my dear young lady, we will sit down and take some tea. As soon as
you have a moment to bring it, Frgken Olsdatter.’

“Very good, Herr Bayer.” The housekeeper nodded, picked up Anna’s
valise and left the room.

He indicated a chair where Anna should sit and sat down opposite her on
the settle. “We have much to talk about. And as there is no time like the
present, I will begin to tell you of your new life here in Christiania. You say
you can read and write proficiently, which will save us a great deal of time.
Can you also read music?’

‘No, I cannot,” Anna confessed.

She watched as Herr Bayer drew a leather-bound notebook towards him
and picked up a lacquered ink pen that made the one Lars had given her
look as if it was a rough piece of driftwood. He dipped the pen into an
inkwell placed on the low table and began to write.

‘And I take it you have no knowledge of other languages?’

‘No, I do not.’

Again, he wrote in his notebook. ‘Have you ever been to a concert — by
which I mean a musical performance — at a theatre or concert hall?’

‘No, sir, never, only at the church.’

“Then we must rectify that as soon as possible. Do you know what an
opera is?’

‘I believe so. It’s where the people on the stage sing the story rather than
speak it.’

“Very good. And how is your counting?’

‘I can count up to one hundred,” Anna said proudly.

Herr Bayer stifled a smile. ‘And that is all you need in music, Anna. As a
singer, one must know how to count the beats. Can you play an
instrument?’

‘My father has a hardanger fiddle and I learnt the basics of how to play
that.’

‘Well then, it seems you are already a very accomplished young lady,” he
said with satisfaction as the housekeeper came in with a tray. ‘Now we will
take tea, and after that, if Frgken Olsdatter would be so kind, she will show



you to your room. Then at seven o’clock, we will have supper together in
the dining room.’

Anna’s attention was drawn to the strangely shaped pot from which the
housekeeper was pouring what looked like very weak coffee.

‘It’s Darjeeling tea,” said Herr Bayer.

Not wishing to appear ignorant, Anna took the delicate china cup to her
lips, mimicking Herr Bayer. The taste was pleasant but rather nondescript
compared with the strong coffee her mother made at home.

‘In your room you will also find some plain clothes that I had Frgken
Olsdatter run up for you. Of course, I could only guess at your size and,
looking at you now, you are even more petite than I remembered so the
clothes may well need adjusting,” Herr Bayer added. ‘As you might already
have surmised, traditional Norwegian dress is seldom worn in Christiania,
other than on festival days.’

‘I am sure that whatever Frgken Olsdatter has made for me will do me
very well, sir,” Anna replied politely.

‘My dear young lady, I admit I am mightily impressed with your
composure so far. Having had the company of other young singers up from
the country, I understand what a change of circumstances this is for you.
Sadly, many of them run home like mice to their nests. I have a feeling that
you will not be following them. Now, Anna, Frgken Olsdatter will take you
to your room to settle in, whilst I tackle some of my interminable
paperwork from the university. We shall meet again at seven for dinner.’

‘As you wish, sir.’

Anna rose and saw that Frgken Olsdatter was already waiting for her at
the door. She dropped Herr Bayer a curtsey and left the room, following
Frgken Olsdatter further along the corridor until the housekeeper halted in
front of a door and opened it.

“This is to be your room, Anna. I hope you will find it comfortable. The
skirts and blouses I have made for you are hanging in the wardrobe. Try
them on later and we will see if they need altering.’

“Thank you,’ said Anna, her gaze falling on the enormous bed with its
embroidered counterpane, which was twice the size of the one her parents
shared at home. She saw that a new linen nightgown was already laid out at
the bottom of it.

‘I have unpacked some of your belongings and will help you see to the
rest later. There’s water in the jug on the night-stand if you are thirsty and



the bathroom is at the end of the corridor.’

‘Bathroom’ was not a word that Anna was familiar with and she looked
at Frgken Olsdatter uncertainly.

“The room which contains the water closet and the bathtub. Herr Bayer’s
late wife was American and insisted on such modern conveniences.’ The
housekeeper gave a slight raise of her eyebrows, whether of approval or the
opposite, Anna couldn’t guess. “We will see you in the dining room at
seven,’ she said and promptly left the room.

Anna walked over to the wardrobe, opened it and let out a sigh of wonder
at her new clothes. There were four fine cotton blouses fastened at the neck
with small pearl buttons and two woollen skirts. But most thrillingly, there
was also a formal bustled gown fashioned from a lustrous and shiny green
fabric that she surmised must be silk. Closing the wardrobe with a shiver of
pleasure, Anna then followed Frgken Olsdatter’s directions and made her
way down the corridor to the bathroom.

Of all the sights she had seen already that day, what met her eyes as she
opened the door was the most miraculous of all. In one corner was a large
wooden bench that held an enamel seat with a hole in the centre of it and
had an iron ring pull on a chain above it. As she pulled it gingerly, water
rushed in automatically and Anna realised it was an indoor privy. There was
also a deep, shiny white bathtub in the middle of the tiled floor, which made
the tin bath her family occasionally used in Heddal look like something
only a goat would be washed in.

Marvelling over how these things could be possible, Anna returned to her
room. The clock told her she had barely more than half an hour before she
was expected for dinner with Herr Bayer. As she went to the wardrobe to
select one of her new outfits to wear for the occasion, she noticed that
Fregken Olsdatter had laid out writing paper and Anna’s own pen on the
small polished table under the window. She promised herself that she would
write to Lars and her parents as soon as she had the chance, to tell them of
everything she had already seen. Then she set about making herself
presentable for her very first evening in Christiania.
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Apartment 4
10 St Olav’s Gate
Christiania

24th September 1875
Kjere Lars, Mor, Far and Knut,

Please forgive all the spelling mistakes and bad grammar, but I hope
you can see that my penmanship has improved! I have been here now for
five days and I feel I must share my wonder at city life.

The first thing — and I hope you do not feel I am being improper by
mentioning it — is that there is an inside facility with a chain that you pull
for disposal afterwards! There is also a bathtub which is filled for me
with hot water twice a week! I worry that Frgken Olsdatter, who is the
housekeeper here, and Herr Bayer think I have some disease which
means I must spend hours in the full tub.

There is also gas-lamp lighting, and a stove in the drawing room that
looks like a very grand church altar and which gives out so much heat
that I often feel I will faint. Frgken Olsdatter organises the household
routine and prepares and serves our food, and we also have a daily maid
who comes each morning to clean the apartment and wash and iron the
clothes, so I confess I hardly lift a finger compared to my duties at home.

We live three floors up, on a street called St Olav’s Gate, which has a
very pretty view of a park where the local people walk on Sundays. At
least I can see green from my window and a few trees that are fast losing
their leaves as winter approaches, but they do remind me of home so
much. (It is unusual here to find more than a small patch of earth that is
not crowded by roads or houses.)



As for my studies, I am learning to play the piano. Herr Bayer is very
patient, but I think I am very stupid. My small fingers do not seem to
spread across the notes in the way he wishes them to.

I should tell you what my day consists of, and then you can understand
better. I am woken at eight by Frgken Olsdatter knocking on my door
with a breakfast tray. At that moment, I confess I feel like a princess. I
drink tea, which I’'m slowly getting used to the taste of, and eat the fresh
white bread which Herr Bayer tells me is the very thing in England and
France. Next to it is a pot of preserved fruit that is spread onto the bread.
After breakfast, I dress in the clothes that Froken Olsdatter has made for
me, which feel so modern compared to what I wore at home, and by nine
o’clock I present myself in the drawing room to begin my music lesson
with Herr Bayer. For an hour or so, he teaches me the notes on the piano
and after that we study sheet music. I have to learn how the notes on the
page go with the keys on the piano, and slowly, due to Herr Bayer’s
excellent teaching, I am starting to understand. After my lesson, Herr
Bayer leaves to go to the university where he is a professor, or sometimes
to meet friends for lunch.

And then comes the part of my day I enjoy most — the midday meal.
The day after I arrived, Frgken Olsdatter served me lunch alone in the
dining room, which has a very large table that makes me feel even more
alone. (The top of it is so highly polished it shines like a mirror and I can
see my reflection in it.) After the meal, I picked up my plate and glass and
took them into the kitchen. Frgken Olsdatter looked shocked and said it
was her job to collect the dirty tableware. But then out of the corner of
my eye, I noticed something else that I had never seen before — a large
black iron cooking range. Fragken Olsdatter showed me how she could
place pots upon it and light gas burners beneath them to cook the food,
rather than doing so over an open fire. It is very different from our
kitchen at the farm, but it reminded me so much of home that I begged
her, on the days when Herr Bayer was not at home for lunch, to allow me
to eat with her. And that is what we have done every day since. We talk
like friends and she is very kind and understands how strange this new
life is for me. In the afternoons, I am meant to rest for an hour in my
room, with a book that will ‘expand the mind’. At present I am reading
(or trying to read) a Norwegian translation of plays by an English writer
called William Shakespeare. I am sure you will have heard of him, but he



is long dead and the first play I read was about a Scottish prince called
Macbeth and was very sad. Everyone seemed to die!

I come out of my room once Herr Bayer returns from the university. We
drink tea again and he talks to me of his day. Next week, he wishes to
take me to the Christiania Theatre. We are seeing a ballet, performed by
some Russians, which he tells me is a dance set to music where nobody
speaks or sings (and that the men don’t even wear proper trousers, but
hose, like girls!). After tea, I return to my room, then change into the
evening gown that Frgken Olsdatter has made me. I wish you could see it
— it is so very beautiful and like nothing I have ever worn before. At
dinner, we drink red wine that Herr Bayer has had sent over from France
and eat an awful lot of fish in a white sauce which he tells me is very
common here in Christiania. After dinner, Herr Bayer lights a cigar,
which is tobacco wrapped in dried tobacco leaf, and takes a brandy. At
this point, I retire to my room, usually very tired, to find a glass of hot
cow’s milk beside my bed.

On Sunday, Froken Olsdatter accompanied me to church. Herr Bayer
says he will come too in future, but he was busy this time. The church is
the size of a cathedral and there were hundreds of people in it. So you
can see my experiences are very different to the life I used to live in
Heddal. Just now, I feel a little as though I am living in a dream. That
nothing is real, and home seems a long way away.

I had thought that I had been brought by Herr Bayer to Christiania to
sing. The truth is that all I have done so far is sing something called
scales on a piano, which means repeating the notes in order, up and
down and up again, with no words.

My address is at the top of the letter and I would be most grateful if
you reply to this. I am sorry about all the ink blots. It is the first and
longest letter I have ever written and it has taken me many hours. I am of
course using the pen that you gave me, Lars, and I have put it on my desk
so I can see it always.

Please tell Mor and Far and my brothers that I miss them and I hope
you can read this to them. I cannot write another as it took me so long,
and neither are they good at their letters.

I hope you are well and that your pigs are too.

Anna



Anna reread the letter painstakingly. It was the last of perhaps twelve drafts
penned over the past five days, the rest of which she’d started, then
discarded. She was aware that some of the words she’d used she had spelt
as she spoke them and feared that they were incorrect. However, she
reasoned, Lars would prefer an imperfect missive to none at all. She was
bursting to tell her family about the transformation her life was currently
undergoing. Having carefully folded the letter, she stood up and caught her
reflection in the looking glass. She studied her face for a moment.

Am I still me? she asked it. Receiving no reply, she made her way to the
bathroom.

Later that evening, climbing into bed, she listened to the voices and
laughter drifting along the corridor. Herr Bayer was entertaining some
guests, so tonight there had been no dinner with him at the polished dining
table, rather a tray presented to her by Frgken Olsdatter, whose Christian
name she now knew to be Lise.

‘My dear young lady, allow me to explain,” Herr Bayer had said earlier,
after he’d announced that she would not be present at dinner. “You are
making great progress, very fast. In fact, far faster than any other music
student I have had the honour to mentor. But if I introduced you to my
guests, they would surely entreat you to sing for them, after all I’ve told
them of your potential. And we cannot show you off until you are fully
formed, at which point we will bring you out of hiding in a blaze of glory.’

Even though Anna was getting used to Herr Bayer’s elaborate use of
language, she pondered what ‘fully formed’ actually meant. Was she to
grow another hand? That would certainly help in her piano lessons. Or
perhaps some extra toes, which would help her less than adequate posture.
This flaw had been pointed out to her today by a theatre director, who had
arrived at the apartment that afternoon. He’d told her that he was employed
by Herr Bayer to teach her about something he called ‘stage presence’, for
when she appeared at a theatre. Which seemed to have a lot to do with
holding her head high and clenching her toes together inside her boots to
make sure that when she reached the desired position, she stood stock-still.

“Then you wait, until they finish applauding. A small bow, like so’ — the
man had demonstrated by dipping his chin to his chest with his left arm
taken across to his right shoulder — ‘to show appreciation for their applause,
and then you begin.’



For the following hour, the man had asked her to walk in and out of the
drawing room, practising the same moves over and over again. It had been
extremely tedious and very dispiriting, given that up to now, even if she
could not cook or sew, she had at least felt she could walk proficiently.

Anna turned on her side in the enormous bed, feeling the downy softness
of the pillow beneath her cheek, and wondered if she could ever become
what Herr Bayer wished her to be.

As she’d told Lars in her letter, she thought she’d been brought here for
her singing talent. And yet Herr Bayer had not asked her to sing a single
song since she’d arrived. She understood that there were many things she
had to learn and she could not have a more kind or patient mentor. Yet Anna
sometimes felt as though she was losing her old self, ill-educated and
unworldly as that was. She already felt stranded between two worlds: a girl
who less than a week ago had never seen gaslight or an inside privy, yet had
become used to a servant waiting on her, drinking red wine with supper and
fish. ..

‘Oh Lord!” she groaned out loud at the thought of the endless fish.

Perhaps Herr Bayer thought she was so stupid that she didn’t have a clue
about his intentions. But she had realised very quickly that not only had he
brought her to Christiania to train her voice, but also to turn her into a lady
who could be presented as such. She was being taught tricks, just like the
animals at the fair that sometimes passed through Heddal. She thought
about that first night Herr Bayer had arrived at her family’s hillside cabin,
when he’d spent a long time extolling the glories of Norway’s regional
culture. So she couldn’t quite understand why he felt it so necessary to
change her.

‘I am not an experiment,’ she whispered to herself firmly as finally she
drifted off to sleep.

One frosty October morning, Anna arrived as usual in the drawing room for
her lesson with Herr Bayer.

‘My dear Anna, did you sleep well?’

“Very well indeed, thank you, Herr Bayer.’



‘Good, good. Well, I am pleased to say that today, I feel you are ready for
us to move on. So, we will begin to sing, yes?’

“Yes, Herr Bayer,” she replied guiltily, all too aware of her negative
thoughts a few nights ago.

‘Are you feeling well, Anna? You look quite pale.’

‘T am well.’

‘Good. Then we will waste no more time. I wish you to sing “Per
Spelmann” to me as you did the first evening we met. I will follow you on
the piano.’

Anna was still so bemused at this unexpected turn of events that she
stood and stared at Herr Bayer silently.

“You are not ready?’

‘I’m sorry. Yes, [ am.’

‘Good. Then you will sing.’

For the following forty-five minutes, Anna repeated the song she had
known from the cradle endless times. At various points, Herr Bayer would
stop her and tell her to use a little more of what he called ‘vibrato’ on a
specific note, or to hold a certain pause for longer, or to count the beats . . .
She did her best to follow his instruction, but having first learnt it fourteen
years ago and sung it the same way ever since, it was very hard indeed.

At eleven o’clock promptly, the front doorbell rang. She heard the sound
of low voices in the corridor and Frgken Olsdatter entered the drawing
room followed by a distinguished-looking dark-haired gentleman with a
hawk-like nose and a receding hairline. Herr Bayer stood up from the piano
and went to greet him.

‘Herr Hennum, I am grateful for your time. This is Frgken Anna
Landvik, the girl I have told you about.’

The gentleman turned to her and bowed. ‘Frgken Landvik, Herr Bayer
has sung himself in praise of your voice.’

‘And now you will hear it!” Herr Bayer returned to the piano. ‘Anna, sing
as you sang to me that first night up in the hills.’

Anna looked at him, confused. If he wanted her to sing as she had
originally, then why had he spent an hour trying to teach her differently?
But it was too late to ask him, for he was already playing the opening bars,
so she simply began to sing and gave her voice its freedom.

When she’d finished, she looked at Herr Bayer expectantly, not knowing
whether she had sung well or indifferently. She’d remembered bits of what



he’d told her, but not all of it, and everything felt muddled in her head.

‘“What do you think, Johan?’ asked Herr Bayer standing up from the
piano.

‘Anna is exactly as you have described. And therefore perfect. Obviously
raw, but then perhaps that is as it should be.’

‘I was not expecting this to arise so soon. As I mentioned, Anna arrived
in Christiania less than a month ago and I have only just begun to train her
voice,” Herr Bayer responded.

As Anna listened to the two men discussing her and her abilities, she
certainly felt as ‘raw’ as an uncooked piece of pork about to be thrown into
her mother’s pot.

‘I am yet to receive the final score, but as soon as I do, I will bring it to
you and then we will have Anna come to the theatre and sing for Herr
Josephson. Now, I must take my leave. Frgken Landvik.” Johan Hennum
bowed to her again. ‘It was my pleasure to hear you sing, and doubtless I
and many others will be given the opportunity again in the very near future.
Good day to you both.’

Herr Hennum swept from the door, his cloak billowing behind him as he
did so.

‘Well done, Anna!’ Herr Bayer came towards her, took her face in his
hands and gave her a kiss on both cheeks.

‘Please, sir, can you tell me who that man is?’

‘It is of no matter now. All that does matter is that we have much work to
do to prepare you.’

‘Prepare me for what?’

But Herr Bayer was not listening to her; he was glancing at the clock. ‘I
am due to give a lecture in half an hour and must leave at once. Frgken
Olsdatter,” he shouted, ‘bring me my cloak immediately!” Walking past her
to the door, he smiled once more. ‘Rest now, Anna, and when I return we
will begin to work.’

Even though over the next two weeks Anna tried to find out who Herr
Hennum was and what it was they were working towards, Herr Bayer was
maddeningly unforthcoming. What she didn’t understand was why he



suddenly wished her to sing through every folk song she’d ever learnt,
rather than, as he’d mentioned to her parents, teaching her to sing the
operas. What use is that kind of music here in the city? she thought
miserably as she walked to the window one lunch-time when Herr Bayer
had left the apartment to attend a meeting. She traced the pattern of the
raindrops on the outside of the window and suddenly felt an urge to be
outdoors. In the past month, she had hardly set foot outside the apartment,
apart from going to church on a Sunday, and was beginning to feel like a
caged animal. Perhaps Herr Bayer simply forgot that she had grown up and
lived her entire life in open spaces. She yearned for some fresh air, the open
pasture of her parents’ farm, space to walk and to run free . . .

‘Here, I am nothing more than an animal to be trained,’ she stated to the
empty room just before Frgken Olsdatter came in to tell her that luncheon
was ready. Anna followed her into the kitchen.

‘What is it, kjeere? You look like a herring that’s just been caught on a
hook,’ Frgken Olsdatter commented as they both sat down and Anna sipped
her fish broth.

‘Nothing,” said Anna, not wishing the housekeeper to question her
current mood. She would only think her spoilt and difficult. After all, her
place in their household was far superior in terms of position and comfort.
Yet still, she felt Frgken Olsdatter’s keen, intelligent eyes upon her.

“Tomorrow, Anna, I must go to the market in the square to shop for meat
and vegetables. Would you like to accompany me?’

‘Oh yes! There is nothing I would like more,’ she replied, touched that
the woman had sensed exactly what was wrong.

“Then I shall take you, and perhaps we could spare the time to go for a
stroll around the park beforehand. Herr Bayer is at the university tomorrow
between the hours of nine and twelve, and then he will be out for lunch, so
we have plenty of time. It will be our little secret, yes?’

“Yes.” Anna nodded in relief. “Thank you.’

After that, the trips to the market were conducted twice weekly. Apart
from Sundays when she went to church, these were the days she looked
forward to most.

At the end of November, Anna realised that she had been in Christiania
for over two months. On the makeshift calendar she had drawn for herself,
she was marking off the days until she could return home to Heddal for
Christmas. However, there had at least been snow in Christiania, which had



cheered her somewhat. The women who walked in the park across the street
now wore fur cloaks and hats and held their hands in fur muffs, which Anna
decided were a very stupid fashion because if one wanted to itch one’s nose,
one might get frostbite of the fingers whilst one did so.

Inside the apartment, little had altered in her daily routine, although Herr
Bayer had handed her a copy of Herr Ibsen’s Peer Gynt last week and told
her to read it.

‘Oh, but I already have,’ she’d been delighted to answer.

“Then that is all to the good. It will help you as you read it again.’

The first night, she had put the book to one side, thinking what a waste of
time it was to do as Herr Bayer had asked when she already knew what
happened at the end. But the next morning, he questioned her closely on the
first five pages of the poem and, hardly able to remember anything, she had
lied weakly and said that last night she’d had a bad headache and had gone
to sleep early. So she read it again, and in fact was pleased with herself as
she realised how much her reading skills had improved since the summer.
There were now few words she could not decipher, and if any posed a
problem, Herr Bayer was more than happy to assist her. But quite what this
poem could possibly have to do with her future here in Christiania, Anna
had absolutely no idea.

‘My kjere Anna, last night I finally received the music I have been waiting
for from Herr Hennum! And we will set to work with it this minute.’

Although she had no idea what the music might be, Anna could see her
mentor was buzzing with excitement as he took his seat at the piano.

“To think that we have a copy of this in our own hands! Come, Anna,
stand by me and I will play it for you.’

Anna did as she was asked, and stared at the music with interest.
“Solveig’s Song”,” she murmured, reading the title of the music written at
the top.

“Yes, Anna. And you will be the first ever to sing it! What do you say to
that, eh?’

Anna had learnt that this oft-repeated phrase of Herr Bayer’s meant she
must always answer in the affirmative.



“That I am very happy.’

‘Good, good. It was hoped that Herr Grieg himself would be travelling to
Christiania to help the orchestra and the singers with his new composition,
but sadly, both his parents have died recently, and he is still in mourning.
Subsequently, he feels unable to make the journey from Bergen.’

‘Herr Grieg wrote this?’ she gasped.

‘He did indeed. Herr Ibsen asked him to write the music to accompany
his forthcoming stage production of Peer Gynt, which will be premiered at
the Christiania Theatre in February. My dear young lady, both Herr
Hennum — the man you met some weeks ago who is the revered conductor
of our orchestra here — and I believe it is you who should sing Solveig.’

‘Me?’

‘Yes, Anna, you.’

‘But . . . I have never stood upon a stage in my life! Let alone the most
famous stage in Norway!”

‘And that, my dear girl, is the beauty of it. Herr Josephson, the director of
the theatre and of this production, has already cast an actress of renown in
the part of Solveig. The trouble is, as Herr Hennum put it recently, she may
be a great actress, but when she opens her mouth to sing, she sounds like a
scalded cat. So, we need a voice of purity, someone who will stand offstage
and sing as Madame Hansson mimes the words to this song and one other.
Do you see, my dear?’

Anna did see, and couldn’t help feeling a pang of disappointment that she
wouldn’t be seen. And that the actress with the scalded-cat voice would
pretend that Anna’s singing was her own. However, the fact that the
conductor from the famous Christiania Theatre thought so much of her
voice as to lend it to Madame Hansson was a huge compliment. And she
did not wish to seem ungrateful.

‘It is indeed a wonderful opportunity that has been presented to us,” Herr
Bayer continued. ‘Of course, nothing is definite yet. We must have you
perform in front of Herr Josephson, the director of the play, to see if he
believes your voice conveys the true spirit of Solveig. There must be such
emotion, such feeling in your rendition of the songs that no one in the
audience is without a tear in their eye. In fact, Herr Hennum told me that
your voice will be the last thing the audience hears before the curtain drops.
Herr Josephson has agreed to see us on the afternoon of the twenty-third of



December, just before he departs for Christmas. He will make his decision
then.’

‘But I am leaving for Heddal on the twenty-first!” protested Anna, unable
to stop herself. ‘And if I must wait here until the afternoon of the twenty-
third, I will not be able to return home in time for Christmas. The journey
takes almost two days. I . . . can Herr Josephson not see us another time?’

‘Anna, you must understand that Herr Josephson is a very busy man, and
the fact he has granted us even a moment in his presence is an honour in
itself. I fully understand it will not be your pleasure to stay here with me
over the festive season, but equally, this may be the best opportunity you
ever have to alter the entire course of your future. There will be many
Christmases ahead of you with your family, but only one chance to secure
the singing role of Solveig, in a piece in which Norway’s most prominent
dramatist and composer have combined their skills for the first time!” Herr
Bayer shook his head in a rare moment of frustration. ‘Anna, you must try
to see what this could mean for you. And if you can’t, then I suggest that
you return home immediately and sing to your cows, rather than to a first-
night audience at the Christiania Theatre, in a premiere that will surely go
down in history. Now, will you try to sing this, or will you not?’

Feeling as small and ignorant as he’d intended her to, Anna nodded
slowly. “Yes, Herr Bayer, of course.’

That night, however, Anna cried herself to sleep. Even if she was
‘making history’ as Herr Bayer had said, the thought of not being with her
family at Christmas was simply too much for her to bear.
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Christiania
16th January 1876

‘Jens! Are you still alive?!” Jens Halvorsen was woken abruptly as his
mother’s voice came ringing through his bedroom door. ‘Dora has told me
she thinks you may have died in your sleep, for she has had no response
from you all morning!”’

Sighing, Jens climbed off his bed and studied his dishevelled — and still
fully clothed — reflection in the looking glass. ‘I will be down for breakfast
in ten minutes,’ he replied through the door.

‘It is luncheon, Jens. You missed breakfast altogether!’

‘I will be there.” Jens peered in close as he did every morning to check if
his mane of wavy mahogany hair had collected any grey hairs. At only
twenty years of age, Jens knew this was something he shouldn’t worry
about. But given that his father’s hair had apparently turned white overnight
at twenty-five — probably due to the shock of marrying his mother that same
year — Jens woke with trepidation every morning.

Ten minutes later, dressed in a fresh set of clothes, he appeared in the
dining room as promised and kissed Margarete, his mother, on the cheek
before taking his place at the table. Dora, their young housemaid, began to
serve lunch.

‘I do apologise, Mor. I had a terrible headache that kept me in bed this
morning. I still feel quite bilious.’

Immediately, his mother’s expression of irritation changed to one of
sympathy. She reached across the table to touch his forehead. ‘Indeed, you
are a little warm. Perhaps you have a fever? My poor boy, can you face
luncheon, or would you rather Dora bring you a tray in bed?’



‘I am sure I can manage, although you must excuse me if [ don’t eat
much.’

In truth, Jens was starving. Last night, he’d met up with some friends at a
bar, and they’d ended up at a bordello down by the docks, which had
provided a very satisfying finale to the evening. He’d drunk far too much
aquavit and only vaguely remembered the carriage bringing him home, and
how sick he had been in the ditch by the house. And subsequently, due to
the freezing snow that lay tightly packed on its branches, his many failed
attempts to climb the tree that abutted his bedroom window, which Dora
always left open for him if he was out late.

Therefore, he reasoned with himself, his story wasn’t exactly a lie. He
had felt quite dreadful this morning, and had slept through Dora’s timid
attempts to wake him. He knew the maid was in love with him, which was
why she colluded in his pretences whenever he needed her to.

‘It was a shame that you were out last night, Jens. I had my good friend
Herr Hennum, the conductor of the Christiania orchestra, here for supper.’
Margarete interrupted his thoughts. His mother was a loyal patron of the
arts, using his father’s ‘beer money’, as the two of them privately called it,
to fund her passion.

‘And was it an enjoyable evening?’

“Yes, it was indeed. As I’m sure I’ve already told you, Herr Grieg has
written a wonderful musical score to accompany Herr Ibsen’s marvellous
Peer Gynt poem.’

“Yes, Mor, you have told me.’

“The premiere will be held in February, but sadly, Herr Hennum tells me
that the current orchestra is not up to Herr Grieg’s expectations, or in fact
his own. The music compositions are apparently complex, and must be
played by a confident and proficient orchestra. Herr Hennum is looking for
talented musicians who can play more than one instrument. I’ve told him of
your skills on the piano, the violin and the flute and he has requested that
you go to the theatre and play for him.’

Jens took a mouthful of the catfish brought in especially from the west
coast of Norway. ‘Mor, I am currently at university studying chemistry, to
fit me out to take over the family brewery. You know very well Far would
not allow me to leave to play in an orchestra. In fact, he would be furious.’

‘Perhaps if it was a fait accompli, he may relent,’ she said quietly.



“You are asking me to lie?’ Jens felt suddenly as sick as he’d pretended to
be earlier.

‘I am saying that when you reach the age of twenty-one, you will be a
man, and may make your own choices, whatever others may think of them.
You would receive a wage from the orchestra, albeit not a large one, which
would give you some modicum of financial independence.’

‘It is seven months to my birthday, Mor. For now, I am still dependent on
my father and under his control.’

‘Jens, please. Herr Hennum will hear you play at the theatre at one thirty
tomorrow. I beg you, at least meet him. You never know what may come of
it.”

‘I am unwell,” he said as he stood up abruptly. ‘Forgive me, Mor, but I’'m
returning to my bedroom to lie down.’

Margarete watched her son march across the room, open the door, then
slam it behind him. She put her fingers to her forehead, feeling her own
temples throbbing. She understood what had engendered Jens’ departure
and sighed guiltily.

Since her son had been little more than a toddler, she had sat him on her
knee and taught him the keys of the piano. One of her most pleasant and
abiding memories from his childhood had been watching his fat little
fingers fly across the ivories. It had been her greatest wish for her only child
to inherit her own musical talent, one she had not used to its full potential,
due to her marriage to Jens’ father.

Jonas Halvorsen, her husband, was not an artistic soul, and was interested
only in the amount of kroner on the ledgers of the Halvorsen Brewing
Company. From the start of their marriage, he had seen his wife’s passion
for music as something to be discouraged, and even more vehemently, that
of his only son. Still, when Jonas was out at his office, Margarete had
persevered with developing Jens’ talent, and by the time he was six, he was
effortlessly playing sonatas that would challenge a student three times his
age.

When Jens was ten, defying her husband’s disapproval, she had organised
a recital at their house and invited the great and the good of the Christiania
music establishment to attend. Every one of them who had listened to her
little boy play had been enthralled and had predicted great things for his
future.



‘He must go to the Leipzig Conservatory when he is old enough and
expand his knowledge and his skills, for you know that the opportunities
here in Christiania are limited,” Johan Hennum, the newly installed
conductor of the Christiania orchestra, had commented. “With the right
training, he has great potential.’

Margarete had said as much to her husband, who had responded with a
cruel chuckle. ‘My dear wife, I understand how much you long for our son
to become a famous musician, but as you well know, Jens will join the
family business when he’s twenty-one. My forebears and I have not spent
over one hundred and fifty years building it for it to be sold on my deathbed
to one of my competitors. If Jens wishes to tinker with his instruments as he
grows up, then of course I am happy for him to do so. But it is no future
career for a son of mine.’

Margarete, however, was not to be deterred. For the next few years, she
had continued to teach Jens to play the violin and the flute as well as the
piano, knowing that to join any orchestra, a musician must be accomplished
on more than one instrument. She’d tutored him in German and Italian, both
of which she felt would help him tackle complex orchestral and operatic
works.

Jens’ father had continued to resolutely ignore the beautiful sounds
which emanated from the music room and echoed throughout the house.
The only time that Margarete could force him to listen was when Jens
played the hardanger fiddle. She would sometimes encourage him to play
to his father after dinner, and would watch as Jonas’s features — aided by
several glasses of good French wine — relaxed into a dreamy smile as he
hummed along to a familiar folk song.

Yet despite her husband’s indifference to Jens’ talent, and his insistence
that it could never become a career, Margarete continued to believe that a
way forward could be found when Jens was older. But then, the little boy
who had worked so diligently at his music lessons began to grow up, and
Jonas had taken him into his own hands. Instead of the two hours a day of
music practice, Jens trailed behind his father at the brewery as he oversaw
production or the preparation of the accounts.

The situation had crystallised three years ago, when Jonas had insisted
his son go to university to study chemistry which would, he said, fit him out
for the brewery, even though Margarete had gone down on her knees to beg
her husband to allow Jens to go and study at the Leipzig Conservatory.



‘He has no passion for chemistry or business and such a talent for
music!’ Margarete had entreated him.

Jonas had looked at her coolly. ‘T have indulged you up until now, but
Jens is no longer a child and must realise where his responsibilities lie. He
will be the fifth generation of Halvorsens to run our brewery. You have
been deluding yourself if you thought your musical aspirations for our son
would ever come to anything. Term starts in October. The matter is closed.’

‘Please don’t cry, Mor,’ Jens had said to her after he’d heard the news from
his devastated mother. ‘I never expected anything else.’

Just as Margarete had known would happen, in being forced to give up
music for a subject in which he had no aptitude or interest, Jens had done
little studying at university. And even more dangerously, his natural high
spirits and devil-may-care attitude had begun leading him astray.

As a light sleeper who woke at the slightest noise, she knew her son was
often out until the small hours. Jens had a large circle of friends, who were
all attracted by his joie de vivre and easy charm. Margarete knew he was
generous to a fault, so much so that he would often come to her halfway
through the month saying he’d used up the allowance from his father on
gifts or loans for this friend or that, and could she possibly see her way to
tiding him over?

She often smelt stale alcohol on his breath, and had considered the
possibility that excessive drinking also played a part in the emptying of his
pockets. She suspected too that there were women involved in his nocturnal
exploits. Only last week she had seen a stain of lip paint upon his collar. But
this at least she could understand: all young men — and even older ones —
had their needs, as Margarete knew to her cost. It was just masculine nature.

In her mind, the problem was very simple: with the prospect of a future
he did not want, and without his beloved music, Jens was unfulfilled and
turning to drink and women to drown his sorrows. Margarete rose from the
table, praying that Jens would go to meet Herr Hennum tomorrow. In her
opinion, it was all that could save him.



Meanwhile, Jens lay on his bed upstairs thinking much the same thoughts as
his mother. Long ago, he’d realised that a music career could never be a
reality. In a few months’ time, he would leave university and take his place
in his father’s brewery.

The thought appalled him.

He wasn’t sure who he pitied most out of his parents: his father, a slave
to his bank account and the endless machinations of his successful brewery,
or his mother, who had brought a much-needed pedigree to the union, but
was anxious and dissatisfied with life. Jens could see clearly that their
marriage was little more than a deal that had been struck for mutual gain.
The problem for him was that as their only offspring, he was forever being
used as a pawn in their emotional chess game. Long ago, he’d learnt that he
couldn’t win. And these days, neither did he particularly care to try.

Although today, his mother had been right. He was almost of age. What
if it was possible to reinvent the dream he’d once worked so hard for as a
boy?

Hearing his mother leave the house after lunch, Jens slipped downstairs
and, on a whim, entered the music room where his mother still took her
occasional music pupils.

He sat down on the stool in front of the beautiful grand piano, his body
automatically adopting the correct posture. Lifting the smooth wooden
fallboard, he allowed his fingers to trail up and down over the keys,
realising it must be over two years since he’d last played. He began with
Beethoven’s Pathétique sonata, which had always been a favourite of his,
remembering his mother’s patient tutoring and how easily it had come to
him. “You must put your entire body into your playing,’ she had once said,
‘as well as your heart and soul. These things are the mark of a true
musician.’

Jens lost track of time as he played. And as the music swelled in the
room, he forgot the struggle of the chemistry lectures he loathed and the
future he dreaded, and allowed himself to disappear into the glorious music,
just as he used to.

As the last note reverberated around the room, Jens found there were
tears in his eyes, simply from the joy of playing. And he made up his mind
to meet Herr Hennum tomorrow.



At one thirty the following day, Jens sat down on another piano stool in the
deserted orchestra pit of the Christiania Theatre.

‘So, Herr Halvorsen, I last heard you play ten years ago. Your mother
tells me you have become an exceptional musician since,’ said Johan
Hennum, the esteemed conductor of the orchestra.

‘My mother is somewhat biased, sir.’

‘She also says that you have had no formal training at a music
conservatory.’

‘Unfortunately, no, sir. I have been at university for the past two and a
half years studying chemistry.” Jens could already sense that the conductor
believed he was wasting his time. He had probably agreed to see him as a
favour to his mother in return for the generous funding she provided for the
arts. ‘But I should add that my mother has tutored me in music for many
years. She is, as you know, a most respected teacher.’

‘She is indeed. So, which do you regard as your main instrument out of
the four your mother tells me you can play?’

‘Certainly, I enjoy playing the piano the most, but I feel I am able to
acquit myself equally well on the violin, the flute or the hardanger fiddle.’
“There is no part for the piano in Herr Grieg’s orchestrations for Peer

Gynt. However, we are looking for a second violinist and another flautist.
Here.” Hennum handed him some sheet music. ‘See what you make of the
flute part and I’ll be back shortly to hear you play.” The conductor nodded

at him and disappeared through a door beneath the stage.

Jens glanced through the music: ‘Prelude to Act IV: “Morning Mood™”.
Taking his flute from its case, he fastened it together. The theatre was
almost as cold as the sub-zero temperature outside and he rubbed his numb
fingers together vigorously in an attempt to get the blood circulating. Then
he put the instrument to his lips and tried the first six notes . . .

‘Right, Herr Halvorsen, shall we see how you’ve got on?’ said Johan
Hennum briskly as he returned to the orchestra pit five minutes later.

Jens felt a need to impress this man, to prove himself capable of the task
at hand. Thanking God for his ability to sight-read — a skill that had always
helped to convince his mother that he’d practised far more than he actually
did — he began to play. Within seconds he found himself completely



immersed in the haunting music, which was unlike anything he had ever
heard before. As he finished the piece, he lowered the flute from his lips
and looked at Hennum.

‘For a first try, that really wasn’t bad. Not bad at all. Now take this,’ he
said, handing Jens another sheet of music. ‘It’s the part for the first violin.
See what you can do with it.’

Jens took his violin from its case and tuned it. Then he studied the music
for a few minutes and practised the notes quietly before beginning to play.

“Very good, Herr Halvorsen. Your mother’s description of your talent
was not misplaced. And I admit to being surprised. You are certainly an
excellent sight-reader, which will be essential in the weeks to come, as I put
the rather disparate members of my orchestra together. I will have no time
to spare for mollycoddling. And let me assure you, playing in an orchestra
is very different to being a soloist. It will take you time to grasp the ways of
it, and I should warn you that I tolerate no slack behaviour from my
musicians. Normally, I’d be reticent to take on a novice, but needs must. I’d
like you to start within a week. What do you say?’

Jens stared at him, astonished that this man seemed to be offering him a
position. He’d been absolutely sure that his lack of experience would elicit
a negative response. Then again, it was no secret that the Christiania
orchestra was a ragbag mixture of musicians, given that there was no proper
music school here and little talent to choose from. His mother had told him
that a boy aged just ten had once played in it.

‘I think that I would be honoured to take a place in your orchestra for
such an important premiere,” he found himself answering.

“Then I am happy to have you, Herr Halvorsen. You have the makings of
a fine musician. However, the wages are somewhat meagre — not that I
believe that is a problem for you — and the hours of rehearsal in the next
few weeks will be long and arduous. And as you may have noticed, the
surroundings are less than comfortable. I suggest that you wrap up warmly.’

“Yes sir, [ will.’

“You mentioned to me that you are currently studying at the university. I
presume you are happy to put your employment with the orchestra before
your lectures?’

“Yes,” Jens replied, knowing what his father would have to say on the
matter, but deciding that since it was his mother who had got him into this



in the first place, it was up to her to quash any objections at home. This was
his route to freedom and he was taking it.

‘Please tell your mother I am grateful to her for sending you to me.’

‘I will, sir.’

‘So, rehearsals begin next week. I will see you bright and early on
Monday morning at nine o’clock. And now I must go in search of a decent
bassoonist, which for the life of me I cannot find in this godforsaken city of
ours. Good day to you, Herr Halvorsen, and please see yourself out.’

Jens watched the conductor leave the orchestra pit, feeling bemused by
the sudden volte-face his life had just taken. He turned and looked into the
gloom of the auditorium. He’d been here many times with his mother to
watch concerts and operas, but as he sat down abruptly on the piano stool,
he felt suddenly overwhelmed. Recently, he knew he’d been drifting,
simply taking each day as it came, dreading graduation and his future as a
brewer.

Just now, as he’d played Herr Grieg’s exquisite new composition, he’d
felt a spark of his old exhilaration. When he was younger, he used to lie in
bed thinking up tunes in his head, then trying them out on the piano the next
morning. He’d never written them down, but it was composing his own
music that really inspired him.

Now, in the dim light of the orchestra pit, Jens put his frozen fingers to
the keys of the grand piano and cast his mind back to the melodies he’d
composed as a boy. There was one in particular, not dissimilar in structure
to Grieg’s newest composition, reminiscent of folk songs from the past.
Jens began to play it from memory to the empty auditorium.
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Stalsberg Vaningshuset
Tindevegan
Heddal

14th February 1876
Kjere Anna,

Thank you for your last letter. As always, your descriptions of life in
Christiania are informative as well as amusing. They never fail to bring a
smile to my face. And rest assured your penmanship and spelling
improves each time. Here in Heddal, all is the same as it has ever been.
Christmas was as always, but worse for the fact you were not here to
celebrate it with us. As you know, it is the coldest and darkest part of the
year, where it is not only the animals who hibernate, but us humans too.
The snows have lasted longer and been deeper than usual and I have
discovered there is a leak in our farmhouse roof, which will require me to
replace the turf before the spring thaw or we will have an indoor lake on
which we can skate. My father tells me it has not been replaced in his
lifetime, so at least I feel it has served us well. Knut has promised to help
me in the spring, for which I am grateful.

He himself has recently been courting a young lady from a village
outside Skien. Her name is Sigrid and she is sweet and pretty, if a little
quiet. The good news is that your parents approve of her. And wedding
bells will chime from Heddal church this summer. I pray that you will be
able to return home for the event.

It is hard to believe that you are part of the stage premiere of my
favourite Ibsen poem, with the music written especially by Herr Grieg
himself. Have you set eyes on Herr Ibsen at the theatre yet? Surely he



will appear to check the piece is as he wishes it to be, although I believe
he currently resides in Italy. You may not have time to write again before
the opening night as it is only ten days away, and I imagine you are kept
very busy with rehearsals. If you don't, then may I wish you and your
beautiful voice the best of fortune.

Yours with admiration,

Lars

P.S. I enclose one of my poems, which I recently sent, along with
others, to a publisher called Scribner in New York City, America. I have
translated it back into Norwegian for you.

Anna read the poem, titled ‘Ode on a Silver Birch’. As she had no idea what
an ‘ode’ was, she skimmed through it briefly, not recognising many of the
big words, then put it by the side of her plate to continue her breakfast. She
wished her life was as exciting as Lars imagined it to be. So far, she had
only been twice to the Christiania Theatre: once to perform for Herr
Josephson just before Christmas, when it had been agreed that she should
indeed sing the role of Solveig, and then again last week, when the actors
had attempted their first run-through onstage so Anna could watch from the
wings in order to understand the play.

Having laboured under the misconception that such a grand place as a
theatre would be heated, Anna had spent the day sitting on a stool in the
draughty wings, freezing half to death. They’d only managed to get through
the first three acts before there had been a crisis. Henrik Klausen, the actor
playing Peer, had tripped over the length of blue fabric under which ten
little boys knelt and moved their bodies to give the impression of Peer
crossing a stormy sea. He’d sprained his ankle severely and as there was no
play without the lead character, rehearsals had been suspended.

Subsequently, Anna had caught a dreadful chill and had been in bed for
the past four days, with Herr Bayer clucking like an old mother hen over
her croaky voice.

‘And with only a week to go!’ he’d groaned to her. “The timing really
could not be any worse. You must take as much honey as you can bear,
young lady. Let us hope it can help repair your vocal cords in time.’

Earlier this morning, she had tentatively sung a few scales after the
obligatory dose of honey — she felt she might sprout wings and that yellow



and brown stripes would appear on her body after the amount she had
swallowed — and Herr Bayer had looked relieved.

“Thank the Lord, your voice is returning. Madame Thora Hansson, the
actress playing Solveig, will be arriving shortly so that the two of you can
work together on the timing for her to mime to your singing. It is a great
honour that she has agreed to come here to the apartment, as you are
currently indisposed. As you know, she is one of the most famous actresses
in Norway, and reputed to be Herr Ibsen’s favourite,” Herr Bayer had added.

At half past ten, Thora Hansson swept into the apartment in her beautiful
fur-lined velvet cloak. She entered the drawing room in a haze of strong
French perfume, where Anna was waiting nervously for her.

‘Kjeere, excuse me if I do not approach you, for even though Herr Bayer
tells me you are no longer infectious, I cannot afford to catch your ailment.’

‘Of course, Madame Hansson,” Anna said demurely as she dipped a
curtsey to her.

At least I will not be using my voice this morning,’ she smiled. ‘For it is
you who will be providing the heavenly sound. I will merely open and close
my mouth and put my efforts into the visual portrayal of Herr Grieg’s
beautiful songs.’

“Yes, Madame.’

As Herr Bayer entered and began fussing around Madame Hansson,
Anna studied the actress. At the theatre, she’d only glimpsed her from a
distance and had presumed she was quite old. Yet close up, she could see
that Madame Hansson was actually young, perhaps only a few years older
than herself. She was very beautiful, with fine features and a head of thick
dark brown hair. Anna struggled to believe that even in traditional costume,
this sophisticated young woman could convince an audience she was a
simple peasant girl from the hills.

A peasant girl like herself . . .

‘Right, shall we begin? Anna, poco a poco,” Herr Bayer advised. ‘We do
not want to strain your voice during its recovery. So, if you are ready,
Madame Hansson, we will start with “Solveig’s Song” then move on to
“The Cradle Song”.’

For the rest of the morning, the two women practised what was in
essence a duet, albeit with one of the singers mute. At various points, Anna
could sense the actress’s frustration if she opened her mouth at the wrong
time and Anna’s voice came in a beat later. Madame Hansson suggested



that Anna leave the room so that Herr Bayer could get a feeling for whether
the audience could truly believe it was her singing. Standing in the draughty
corridor, with her head thumping and her throat now sore again from
singing, Anna had begun to loathe the songs. She had to adhere exactly to
the same length of notes and pauses so that Madame Hansson knew exactly
when to open and close her own mouth. Part of what she normally enjoyed
about singing was interpreting a song differently to her listeners each time,
be they people, or just cows. Which in retrospect, seemed far preferable to
singing, as she was at present, to a door.

Eventually, Herr Bayer clapped his hands. ‘Perfect! I think we have it.
Well done, Madame Hansson. Please, Anna, come back in.’

Anna did so, and Madame Hansson turned to her and smiled.

‘I think it will work admirably. Just promise me that you will sing
identically each night, won’t you, my dear?’

‘Of course, Madame Hansson.’

‘Anna, you look quite pale. I think the morning’s exertions have worn
you out. I will tell Frgken Olsdatter that you will take a short rest and she
will bring you luncheon in your room and some more honey to soothe your
voice.’

“Yes, Herr Bayer,’ she said obediently.

“Thank you, Anna, and no doubt we will see each other at the theatre in
the next few days.” Madame Hansson smiled sweetly at her and Anna
bobbed another curtsey before retiring to her bedroom.

Apartment 4,
10 St Olav’s Gate
Christiania

23rd February 1876
Kjere Lars, Mor, Far and Knut,

I write in haste for today is the dress rehearsal and tomorrow is the
opening night of Peer Gynt. I dearly wish that you could all be there for
the occasion, but I do understand that the cost makes a visit impossible.

I am excited but a little nervous as well. Herr Bayer has shown me that
all the newspapers are filled with stories about tomorrow, and there have
even been rumours that the King and Queen will be in attendance in the
Royal Box. (I personally doubt this — they live in Sweden, which even for



the royal family would be a long way to travel just to see a play, but that
is how the gossip goes here.) Inside the theatre the atmosphere is tense.
Herr Josephson, the director, believes it will be a disaster as we are yet to
run through the whole play without having to stop for hours while some
technical problem is sorted out. And Herr Hennum, the conductor, whom
I like very much and who has always seemed calm before, shouts
endlessly at his orchestra for not counting the beats.

Would you believe that I am yet to sing ‘The Cradle Song’ in the
theatre itself because we still have not managed to get to the end of the
play? Herr Hennum has assured me that it will definitely happen today.

Meanwile, I spend my time with the children who have been employed
to play small characters, such as trolls and the like. When I was first
directed to their dressing room, I felt insulted, because the other ladies of
the chorus are in another. Perhaps they do not realise how old I am? But
now I am glad of it because the children make me laugh and we play card
games together to pass the time.

I can write no more now for I must leave for the theatre, but I should
inform you, to what I know will be your great sadness, Lars, that Herr
Ibsen has not yet appeared.

I send my love from Christiania to you all.

Anna

As she left the apartment to go to the theatre, Anna placed the letter on the
silver salver in the hall.

The dress rehearsal had been running for almost four hours and Jens was
tired, cold and irritable, as were the rest of the orchestra. The tension in the
pit had risen to a crescendo over the past few days. More than once, Herr
Hennum had shouted at him to pay attention, which Jens felt was unfair,
given that Simen, the elderly first violinist who sat next to him, seemed to
be permanently dozing. He imagined that he must be the only member of
the orchestra below the age of fifty. However, the musicians were a friendly
bunch, and he enjoyed their droll camaraderie.

So far, he’d managed to turn up on time every day, albeit with the
occasional bad hangover. But as that seemed to be the case for the rest of



the orchestra as well, Jens felt he fitted in perfectly. And of course, there
were the lovely ladies of the chorus to admire on the stage during one of the
interminable pauses while Herr Josephson arranged the actors to his liking.

After he had been offered his position in the orchestra, his mother’s
unbridled delight had almost brought him to tears.

‘But what will we say to Far?’ he’d asked her. ‘You know that I must
miss my lectures at the university in order to attend rehearsals.’

‘I think it best that, for now, he is unaware of your sudden . . . change of
direction. We will let him believe you are still attending the university. He
will be none the wiser in the short term, I’m sure.’

In other words, Jens had surmised, his mother was too scared to tell him.

It hardly mattered now, he thought, as he tuned his violin, because if his
resolve not to join the brewery was strong before, now it was unbreakable.
Despite the long hours, the cold, and Hennum’s often scathing comments,
Jens knew for certain that the joy he’d once had in his music had returned to
him. Herr Grieg’s score contained a wealth of evocative passages, from the
lively ‘In the Hall of the Mountain King’ to ‘Anitra’s Dance’, during which
Jens only had to close his eyes to mentally conjure up the exoticism of
Morocco as he played the notes on his violin.

Yet still, his favourite passage was ‘Morning Mood’ at the beginning of
Act IV. It formed the musical backdrop to the part of the play when Peer
wakes at dawn in Africa, suffering from a hangover and knowing he’s lost
everything. Then Peer’s thoughts turn to Norway, his homeland, and the sun
rising over the Norwegian fjords. Jens never tired of playing it.

At present, both he and the other flautist, who was perhaps three times
his age, were taking turns to play the haunting notes of the first four bars.
As Hennum appeared in the pit and tapped his baton to gain their attention,
Jens realised he wanted to be the one who played them on the opening night
more than anything he’d ever wanted in his life.

‘So, we commence Act IV,’ the conductor announced, the break between
acts having taken over an hour so far. ‘Bjarte Frafjord, you will play first
flute this morning. Five minutes, please,” Hennum added, as he went off to
consult with Herr Josephson, the director, before they began.

A wave of disappointment swept over Jens. If Bjarte was playing the first
flute part at the dress rehearsal, then the chances were that Hennum would
want him to play it tomorrow on opening night too.



A few minutes later, Henrik Klausen, who was playing the title role of
Peer Gynt, arrived to take his place hanging over the edge of the orchestra
pit, from where he would pretend to vomit on the musicians, as his
character recovered from the hangover he was supposed to be suffering.

‘How are you all tonight, boys?’ Henrik called down affably to the
musicians below him.

There was a general murmuring as Hennum reappeared and took up his
baton. ‘Herr Josephson has promised me that we can run through Act IV
with minimal interruption, so that we can finally get to Act V. Everybody
ready?’

Hennum raised his baton and the sound of Bjarte’s flute drifted up from
the pit. He really isn’t as good as me, Jens thought sulkily as he tucked his
violin under his chin and prepared to play.

An hour later, apart from one minor hitch that seemed to have been
quickly sorted out, they were nearing the end of Act IV. Jens glanced up at
Madame Hansson, who was playing the part of Solveig. Even in her peasant
costume, Jens could see she was extremely attractive and hoped he’d get a
chance to make her acquaintance at the after-show party tomorrow evening.

He hastily refocused himself as Herr Hennum lifted his baton once more
and the violinists launched into the first poignant bars of ‘Solveig’s Song’.
Jens listened as Madame Hansson began to sing. It was a voice so pure, SO
perfect and evocative, that Jens found himself mentally disappearing off to
the hillside hut in which Solveig and her sorrow resided. He’d had no idea
that Madame Hansson could sing like this. It was one of the most glorious
female voices he’d ever heard. It seemed to symbolise fresh air, youth, yet
also the pain of lost hopes and dreams . . .

So enraptured was he that he earned a hard stare from Hennum when he
came in a beat too late. When they finally reached the end of the play and
the achingly sad notes of ‘The Cradle Song’ — sung by Solveig as the
returned and chastened Peer rests his weary head in her lap — reverberated
around the auditorium, Jens felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise at the
sheer perfection of Madame Hansson’s rendition. As the curtain fell a few
minutes later, there was spontaneous applause from the assortment of
theatre staff who had gathered to watch and listen.

‘Did you hear that?’ Jens said to Simen, who was already packing his
violin away, ready to move swiftly out of the pit and across the road to the



Engebret Café before last orders. ‘I didn’t know Madame Hansson had such
a beautiful voice.’

“The Lord bless you, Jens! What we just heard is indeed a beautiful
voice, as you say, but it does not belong to Madame Hansson. Couldn’t you
see that she was miming? The woman can’t sing a note, so they had to bring
in the voice of another to give the impression that she can. I’'m sure Herr
Josephson will be pleased that his illusion has succeeded.” Simen chuckled
and patted Jens on his shoulder as he left the pit.

‘Who is she?’ he called to Simen’s departing back as he disappeared
under the stage.

‘I think that’s rather the point,” came the reply over Simen’s shoulder.
‘She is a ghost voice and no one has any idea.’

The owner of the voice that had so moved Jens Halvorsen was currently
sitting in a carriage being driven home to Herr Bayer’s apartment. Feeling
conspicuous in the national costume that he’d said she should wear for her
‘performances’ so that she looked like the other ladies of the chorus who
were clad in the same, she was glad to be alone for the journey home. It had
been another long, exhausting day and she was grateful when Frgken
Olsdatter opened the door to her and took her cloak.

“You must be very tired, Anna kjere. But tell me, how do you think you
sang?’ she asked as she gently ushered her charge towards her bedroom.

‘I really don’t know. When the curtain came down, I did as Herr Bayer
told me: went to the stage door and got straight into the carriage. And here I
am,’ she sighed as she let Frgken Olsdatter help her undress and get into
bed.

‘Herr Bayer says you are allowed to sleep in tomorrow morning. He
wants you and your voice to be fresh for the opening night. Now, your hot
milk and honey is there on the nightstand.’

“Thank you.” Anna picked up the glass gratefully.

‘Goodnight, Anna.’

‘Goodnight, Frgken Olsdatter, and thank you.’



Johan Hennum appeared in the pit and clapped his orchestra to attention.
‘So, everyone is ready?’

The conductor looked down at his orchestra fondly, and Jens mused how
different the atmosphere in the theatre was compared to this time yesterday.
Not only was the orchestra in full evening dress rather than their usual
motley collection of street clothes, but the first-night audience, buzzing
with expectation, had entered and taken their seats in the auditorium. The
women unwrapped their furs to reveal an array of stunning gowns adorned
with sumptuous jewellery, which sparkled in the soft glow of the ornate
chandelier hanging from the centre of the ceiling.

‘Gentlemen,” Hennum continued, ‘tonight we are all honoured to be
taking our place in history. Even though Herr Grieg cannot be present, we
intend to make him proud. And to give his wonderful music the rendition it
deserves. I’'m sure that one day you will all tell your grandchildren you
were part of this. And Herr Halvorsen, tonight you will play the first flute
part in ‘Morning Mood’. Right, if we are all ready . . .’

The conductor stood up on his plinth to indicate to the audience that the
performance was about to begin. There was a sudden hushed silence, as if
the entire auditorium was holding its breath. And in that moment, Jens sent
up a prayer of gratitude that his most fervent wish had been granted.

No one waiting backstage during the performance knew quite what the
audience was thinking. Anna walked slowly to the wings to perform her
first song, accompanied by Rude, one of the young boys who performed in
the crowd scenes.

“You can hear a pin drop out there, Frgken Anna. I’ve watched the
audience from a hidden spot in the wings, and I think they like it.’

Anna took her position at the side of the stage, hidden by the flats of
scenery, but placed so that she could still see Madame Hansson, and she felt
suddenly frozen with fear. Even if she couldn’t be seen and her name had
only been put in the programme under the long list of ‘Chorus’, she knew
that somewhere out there, Herr Bayer was listening. As was every
important person in Christiania.



She felt Rude’s small hand squeeze hers. ‘Don’t worry, Frgken Anna, we
all think you sing beautifully.’

He left her alone then, and Anna stood watching Madame Hansson and
listening carefully for her cue. As the orchestra played the first bars of
‘Solveig’s Song’, Anna took a deep breath. And thinking of Rosa and her
family back in Heddal, she let her voice soar.

Forty minutes later, as the final curtain fell, Anna was standing in the
wings once more, having just sung ‘The Cradle Song’. There was a stunned
silence from the audience as the rest of the cast assembled onstage for the
curtain call. Anna had not been asked to take a bow, so she remained where
she was. Then, as the curtain rose again to reveal the cast, she was almost
deafened by the sudden tumultuous applause. People were stamping their
feet and shouting for an encore.

‘Sing “Solveig’s Song” again, Madame Hansson!’ she heard someone
shout, a request which the actress graciously refused with a shake of her
head and an elegant wave of her hand. Finally, after Herr Josephson had
appeared onstage to pass on apologies from both Ibsen and Grieg for their
absences, and the last bow had been taken, the curtain came down for good
and the cast began filing off the stage. Everyone ignored Anna as they
walked past her, full of adrenaline and chattering excitedly about what
seemed to have been a resounding success after so many weeks of work.

Anna went back to her dressing room to collect her cloak and said
goodnight to the children, whose proud mothers were helping them change
out of their costumes. Herr Bayer had said the carriage would be waiting for
her outside and she must leave directly after the performance. As she made
her way down the corridor towards the exit, she bumped into Herr
Josephson as he emerged from Madame Hansson’s dressing room.

‘Anna, you sang quite beautifully. I doubt there was a dry eye in the
house. Well done.’

“Thank you, Herr Josephson.’

‘Safe journey home,’ he added with a nod and a small bow before turning
away from her to knock on Henrik Klausen’s dressing room door.

Anna walked to the stage door and reluctantly left the theatre.
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‘So, who is the girl who sings “Solveig’s Song”?’ asked Jens, scanning the
crowd in the foyer. ‘Is she here?’

‘I wouldn’t know, I’ve never seen her,” commented Isaac the cellist, who
was already the worse for wear. ‘She has the voice of an angel, but may
look like a hag for all we know.’

Determined to find out, Jens cornered the conductor.

‘Well done, my boy,” Hennum said as he clapped him on the shoulder,
clearly in a euphoric mood after the success of the evening. ‘I’m glad my
faith in you was not misplaced. You could go a long way, with some
practice and experience.’

“Thank you, sir. Pray tell me, who is the mystery girl who sang the words
of Solveig so beautifully tonight? Is she here?’

“You mean Anna? She’s our real-life Solveig from the hills. I’d doubt she
has stayed behind for the party, though. She’s Franz Bayer’s ward and
protégée; very young and not used to the city. He keeps a tight rein on her,
so my guess is that your Cinderella has scurried home before the clock
strikes midnight.’

‘It is a shame, as I wished to tell her how her voice moved me. Also,’
Jens continued, seizing the opportunity, ‘I am a great admirer of Madame
Hansson. Is it possible that you can introduce me so I can compliment her
on her performance tonight?’

‘Of course,” Herr Hennum agreed. ‘I’m sure she’d be delighted to make
your acquaintance. Follow me.’
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The next morning, ‘Cinderella’ was sitting opposite Herr Bayer in the
drawing room. They were drinking coffee as he looked through the review
of last night’s performance in Dagbladet, reading out any titbits he thought
she might enjoy.

‘Madame Hansson proves a delight as the long-suffering peasant girl
Solveig, and her pure, sweet voice was extremely pleasing to the ear.’

“There.” He looked up at her. “What do you think of that, eh?’

If it was her name written in the newspapers this morning, Anna thought,
and her voice whose virtues they were extolling, she would indeed think a
lot of it. But as this wasn’t the case, she didn’t think much of it at all.

‘I am glad that they like the play and my voice,” she managed.

‘Of course, it is the musical score by Herr Grieg the critics found
particularly inspiring. His interpretation of Herr Ibsen’s wonderful poem
was simply sublime. So, Anna, as there is no performance today, you will
take a well-deserved rest. My dear young lady, you should be most proud of
yourself. You could not have sung more beautifully. Sadly, this is not a day
of rest for me and I must be off to the university.” He stood up and walked
towards the door. “When I return tonight, we will celebrate our success over
dinner. Good day to you.’

Once Herr Bayer had left, Anna finished her now lukewarm coffee,
feeling deflated and strangely irritated. It was as if everything for the past
few months had been leading up to last night. And now that it was over,
nothing had changed. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected to change, but
she couldn’t help feeling that something should have done.

Had Herr Bayer known about the need for a ‘ghost’ singer when he had
found her in the mountains last summer, Anna wondered? And was that the
reason why he had brought her to the city? She was fully aware that



everyone at the theatre wished her to be invisible so that her voice could be
attributed to Madame Hansson.

Picking up one of the newspapers, she stabbed her finger at the mention
of the actress’s ‘pure’ voice.

‘It’s my voice!’ she cried. ‘Mine . ..

Perhaps from the sheer build-up of pressure that had been released last
night, like a cork popped from a bottle of Herr Bayer’s French champagne,
she threw herself onto the sofa and wept.

‘Whatever is wrong Anna, kjere?’

Anna looked up, her face wet with tears, and saw that Frgken Olsdatter
had entered the room unannounced.

‘Nothing,” she muttered, hastily drying her eyes.

‘Perhaps you are exhausted and overwhelmed by last night. And still
recovering from your chill.’

‘No, no . . . I am perfectly well, thank you,” Anna said firmly.

‘Perhaps you are missing your family?’

“Yes, yes, I am. And the fresh air of the country. I . .. think I want to go
back home to Heddal,” she whispered.

“There, there my dear. I understand. It is always the same for those of us
who come from the country to the city. And the life you lead is a lonely
one.’

‘Do you miss your family?’ Anna asked her.

‘Not any longer, because I have grown used to it, but to begin with, I was
very unhappy. My first employer was a mean-spirited woman who treated
me and the other maids worse than her dogs. Twice I ran away, but I was
found and brought back. Then I met Herr Bayer when he came to dinner at
my mistress’s house. Perhaps he sensed my misery, or maybe he genuinely
required a housekeeper, but whatever the reason, he offered me a position
that very evening. My employer didn’t make a fuss. I think she was glad to
be rid of me. And so Herr Bayer brought me here. For all his eccentricity,
Anna, you should rest assured that he is a good and kind man.’

‘I know,” said Anna, feeling even more guilty that she’d been feeling
sorry for herself, when Frgken Olsdatter’s life had been so much more
difficult than her own.

‘If it helps put your mind at rest, I can tell you I have seen a number of
Herr Bayer’s protégées walk through the front door during my years in his
service. But I have never seen him as excited as he is by your talent. He told



me himself last night that everyone had been in raptures about your
singing.’

‘But almost nobody knows it’s me,” Anna said in a small voice.

‘Not at present, no, but you must believe that one day they will. You are
very young, kjeere, and are lucky to have been part of such an auspicious
production. The most important people in Christiania have heard you sing.
Be patient, and trust in the Lord to guide your fate. Now, I am late for the
market. Will you come with me to get some air?’

“Yes, I would love to,” Anna replied, rising to her feet. ‘And thank you
for being so kind.’
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Not more than two miles away, Jens Halvorsen was also seriously
discomfited and pacing his bedroom as he listened to the sound of raised
voices coming from the morning room below. The deception that he and his
mother had played on his father for the past few weeks had come to an
abrupt end over breakfast this morning when his father had read the
rapturous review of Peer Gynt in the newspaper. The reviewer had very
kindly thought to mention that ‘ “Morning Mood” at the beginning of Act IV
is, I believe, one of the highlights of Herr Grieg’s musical score, with the
enchanting and memorable opening bars played sublimely on the flute by
Jens Halvorsen.’

His father’s expression had resembled a copper kettle forgotten on the
stove and left to boil over.

‘Why am I only hearing of this now?!” he had exploded.

‘Because I felt it was unimportant for you to know,” Margarete had
answered, and Jens knew she was steeling herself for a dreadful scene.

“You think this is “unimportant”?! I, a father who believes his son is
studying hard at the university, discovers through a newspaper that he is
moonlighting as a member of the Christiania orchestra! It is no less than an
outrage!’

‘He has missed little of his studies, I promise, Jonas.’

“Then please explain why the eminent critic goes on to describe how
“Herr Johan Hennum, conductor of the Christiania orchestra, has spent
many months gathering together, and then rehearsing with, his musicians in



order to do justice to Herr Grieg’s complex orchestrations.” Do you
seriously expect me to believe that our son, who is actually named in this
very newspaper, merely learnt this music on a whim overnight? Good God!’
Jonas shook his head vehemently. “The pair of you must think that I’'m an
idiot from the hills. It would serve you both to refrain from treating me as
such any longer.’

Margarete had then turned to Jens. ‘I know you have some studying to
do. I suggest you go and continue with it.’

“Yes, Mor.” With a mixture of guilt for leaving his mother to deal with his
father’s wrath and relief that he didn’t have to face it himself, Jens had
nodded at both of them and done as he’d been told.

Now as he paced his room, listening to his father still roaring at his
mother, Jens decided that perhaps the newspaper incident was
serendipitous: his father was bound to have learnt of his extra-curricular
activities eventually. Part of him was sad that Jonas couldn’t celebrate the
fact that his son had been singled out for such praise, but he understood.
Musicians in Christiania had no social status and a limited income. There
was nothing for his father to admire in his pursuit of it as a career. Let alone
in the thought of his son not taking his rightful place at the head of the
Halvorsen Brewing Company.

Besides, Jens felt far too happy to let his father bring him down. He’d
found his future in the orchestra and finally felt fulfilled. With the
camaraderie of the other musicians, their humour and consummate drinking
skills as they gathered at the Engebret Café after the performance each
night, it was a world in which Jens felt totally comfortable. Not to mention
the noticeably relaxed attitude of the young ladies in the play . . .

Last night, Herr Hennum had done as Jens had asked and introduced him
to Madame Hansson. When the first-night celebrations were at an end, he’d
noticed her eyes upon him and had subsequently offered to see her home
safely to her apartment. It had been a pleasant interlude indeed — Thora was
both experienced and eager and Jens had not left her bed until an icy dawn
had broken. Tomorrow, he’d have to finesse the situation with Hilde Omvik,
a pretty chorus girl who he had been seeing. It wouldn’t do at all for
Madame Hansson to hear gossip about his behaviour around the theatre.
And after all, Hilde was due to be married in a week’s time . . .

There was a knock on his door and he answered it immediately.



‘Jens, I have done all I can, but your father would like to see you. Now.’
His mother looked pale, her features strained.

‘Thank you, Mor.’

“We will talk further when he has left for the brewery.’

She patted him on the shoulder, and Jens made his way downstairs to be
informed by Dora that his father was waiting for him in the drawing room.

He sighed, knowing that anything serious which took place in the
Halvorsen household happened in the drawing room. It was as cold and
austere as his father. He opened the door and walked in. As usual, there was
no fire in the grate, and a stark white light reflected from the snow heaped
up outside streamed in through the large windows.

His father was standing by one of the windows and turned as Jens entered
the room. ‘Sit down.’ He indicated a chair. Jens did so, trying to arrange his
own face to display a suitable mix of apology and defiance.

‘Firstly,” Jonas began, seating himself opposite his son in a large leather
wing-backed chair, ‘I want to tell you that I don’t blame you. This is all
your mother’s fault for encouraging you in this ridiculous notion. However,
Jens, you are of age in July and will become an adult who must make his
own decisions. And you must decide to no longer be held in your mother’s
thrall.’

‘Yes, sir.’

“The situation is as it has always been,’ Jonas continued. “You will join
me at the brewery when you have finished your studies this summer. We
will work together and one day, the company will be yours. You will be the
fifth generation of Halvorsens to run the business that my great-great-
grandfather began. Your mother insists that your studies have remained
undisturbed by your performances in the orchestra, although personally I
doubt that. What do you say, young man?’

‘My mother is correct. I have missed very few lectures,’ Jens lied
smoothly.

‘Even though I wish I could do it, I am aware it would do our family
reputation no good at all to pull you out of the orchestra pit now, having
made the commitment to Herr Hennum. So, it seems it is a fait accompli.
Your mother and I have agreed that you must be allowed to continue until
the run of Peer Gynt ends next month. During that time, I hope you will
fully accept where your future lies.’



“Yes, sir.” Jens watched as his father paused and cracked his knuckles, a
habit that irritated him beyond measure.

‘So, there we are. Once this . . . novelty is over, I warn you, it will be the
last time I will tolerate such behaviour. Unless you wish to continue a
career as a professional musician, in which case I’d have no choice but to
cut you off without an gre and have you leave this house immediately. The
Halvorsen men have not worked for over one hundred and fifty years to
watch our sole heir fritter away their legacy playing the fiddle.’

Jens was determined not to give his father the pleasure of seeing the
shock register on his face. “Yes, sir, I understand.’

‘So then, I will be off to the brewery. I'm already over an hour late, and I
must always set an example to my employees, as you must too when you
join me. Good day to you, Jens.’

His father nodded at him and left, leaving Jens alone to think over his
future. Feeling he couldn’t face his mother, or, in fact, anybody at all, he
collected his skates from the hallway, put on his fur jacket, hat and gloves
and left the house to blow off some steam.

Apartment 4
10 St Olav’s Gate
Christiania

10th March 1876

Kjere Lars, Mor, Far and Knut,

Thank you for your last letter and for saying that my spelling is better.
I don’t think it is, but I am trying hard. It is two weeks now since Peer
Gynt opened on the stage (although I didn’t stand on it) at the
Christiania Theatre. Herr Bayer tells me the whole city is talking about it
and the ‘house’, as everyone calls the auditorium, is sold out for the
whole time. They are talking of putting on more performances now
because of the demand.

Life goes on as normal here, apart from the fact that Herr Bayer is
having me learn some Italian arias, which I find very difficult. Once a
week, I have a professional opera singer called Giinther come in to teach



me. He is German and his accent makes it hard to understand a word he
says. Also, he smells of unwashed clothes and he takes snuff all the time,
which often dribbles out of his nose and lands in a puddle on his top lip.
He is very old and thin, and I feel quite sorry for him.

When the run of Peer Gynt comes to an end, I am not sure what I will
do, other than what I always do every day here, which is learn to sing
better and stay inside and eat fish. The theatre’s season starts dafter
Easter and there is talk of doing Peer Gynt again in the future. You will
be pleased to hear that Herr Ibsen is rumoured to be coming from Italy to
see the performance. I will let you know if he does.

Please thank Mor for the new vests she knitted me. They are useful in
this long winter. I look forward to warmer weather and I hope I can come
home soon.

Anna

Anna folded the letter and sealed it with a sigh. She supposed her family
was waiting avidly to hear gossip from the theatre, but she had none to
offer. Closeted in the apartment day after day and hurried from the theatre at
night, she was running out of new things to write.

She walked to the window and glanced up at the sky, seeing that it was
still light at four o’clock in the afternoon. Spring was finally on its way, and
after that would come summer . . . Anna put her forehead against the cool
pane that separated her from fresh air. The thought of spending the warmer
months shut away in here instead of up in the mountains with Rosa was
almost too much to bear.

Rude arrived promptly in the orchestra pit for his nightly mission.

‘Hello, Rude, how are you tonight?’ Jens asked him.

‘I am well, sir. Do you have a note or a message for me to deliver?’

‘Indeed I do. Here.” He bent down so he could whisper in the boy’s ear.
‘Deliver this to Madame Hansson.’ Jens pressed a coin and a letter into his
small and eager hand.

“Thank you, sir. I will, sir.’

“Very good,’ Jens said as Rude made to leave. ‘Oh, by the way, who was
that young lady I saw you leaving the stage door with last night as I passed



by? Have you a girlfriend?’ he teased his messenger.

‘She may be the same height as me, but she’s eighteen, sir. And far too
old for me at the age of twelve,” Rude replied seriously. ‘It was Anna
Landvik. She’s in the play.’

‘Really?’ I didn’t recognise her, but then it was dark and I only caught a
glimpse of her long red hair.’

“That is to say, sir, she is in the production, but you won’t have seen her
on the stage.” With a deliberately dramatic glance around, Rude beckoned
Jens closer so he could whisper in his ear. ‘She’s Solveig’s voice.’

‘Ah, I see.” Jens nodded in mock seriousness. The fact that Madame
Hansson’s singing was not her own had become the worst-kept secret in the
building. But they all had to keep up the pretence to the outside world.

“The lady is very pretty, is she not, sir?’

‘Her hair is certainly. For that is all I saw from the back.’

‘Personally, I feel sorry for her. Nobody is allowed to know it is she who
sings so well. They have even put her with us in the children’s dressing
room. Well,” Rude said as the bell rang to indicate the performance would
start in five minutes, ‘I will deliver this safely for you.’

Jens pressed another coin into the boy’s palm. ‘Delay Frgken Landvik for
me by the stage door tonight, so that I can take a proper look at our mystery
singer.’

‘I think I can manage that, sir,” agreed Rude, who then scurried off like a
town rat, well satisfied with tonight’s payment.

‘On the prowl again, are we, Peer?’ Simen, the first violinist, was not as
deaf as he seemed and had obviously overheard parts of the conversation. It
had become a joke in the orchestra pit that Jens’ antics with the female
members of the company closely resembled those of the play’s eponymous
hero.

‘Hardly,” muttered Jens as Hennum appeared in the pit. His nickname
had been amusing at first, but was now wearing extremely thin. “You know
I am devoted to Madame Hansson.’

“Then perhaps I’d had too much port, but I’m sure I saw you walking
from Engebret last night with Jorid Skrovset on your arm.’

‘I’m sure it was the port.” Jens took up his flute as Hennum indicated
they were ready to begin.

After the performance that evening, Jens walked through the stage door
and hovered near it, waiting for Rude to appear with the mystery girl.



Usually, he’d go to Engebret while he waited for Thora to entertain her
admirers in her dressing room and change. She would step into her carriage
alone, then pick him up a few yards further down the road, wishing for no
one to see them together.

Jens knew that it was his lowly status as a musician that made her refuse
to let him squire her about town. He was starting to feel little better than a
common whore who serviced a physical need, but was not good enough to
be seen in public. Which was quite ridiculous, given he came from one of
the most respected families in Christiania and was the current heir to the
Halvorsen brewery empire. Thora constantly told him how she’d dined with
the great and good of Europe, how Ibsen adored her and how he called her
his muse. Jens had put up with her airs and graces so far because, in the
privacy of her bedroom, she quite made up for the humiliation he had to
suffer. But now Jens had had enough.

Finally, he saw two figures emerging from the stage door. They stopped
for a moment on the threshold, briefly illuminated by the gaslight from the
corridor behind as Rude pointed something out to the young woman.
Peering surreptitiously from under his cap, Jens stared at her.

She was a delicate slip of a girl, with lovely blue eyes, a tiny nose and
lips as pink as rosebuds set within a small heart-shaped face, her glorious
Titian hair falling in waves about her shoulders. Not normally one to
eulogise, Jens felt suddenly close to tears at the sight of her. She was a sheer
breath of pure mountain air and made other women seem like primped and
painted wooden dolls.

He stood, as if in a trance, hearing her say a soft ‘goodnight’ to Rude,
then float past him before stepping straight into a waiting carriage.

‘Did you see her, sir?’

As Anna’s carriage pulled away, Rude’s sharp eyes had immediately
spotted Jens lurking in the shadows. ‘I did my best, but I couldn’t keep her
any longer. My mother’s waiting for me in the dressing room. I said I had to
deliver a message to the stage door-keeper.’

“Yes. Does she always leave straight after the performance?’

‘Every night, sir.’

“Then I must make a plan to meet with her.’

‘I wish you luck with that, but I really must go.” Rude continued to
hover, and eventually Jens dug in his pocket and handed him a further coin.
“Thank you. Goodnight, sir.’



Jens walked across the road to Engebret, ordering himself an aquavit as
he sat on a stool at the bar staring into space.

‘Are you unwell, my boy? You look quite pale. Another drink?’ Einar,
the cymbal player, asked him as he joined him at the bar. Jens admired
Einar for his uncanny ability to leave the orchestra pit mid-performance
counting the beats as he made his way across to Engebret. He’d then drink a
beer whilst still continuing to count them, and return to his place in the pit
just before he was required to crash his cymbals together again. The entire
orchestra waited for the night when Einar would miss his cue, but
apparently, after ten years, he never had.

“Yes to both questions,’ Jens said, tipping his glass towards his lips and
swallowing the contents in one gulp. Having been furnished with a further
aquavit, he wondered if he was indeed sickening for some malady, for he
had felt strangely unsettled by the sight of Anna Landvik. He decided that,
for tonight at least, Madame Hansson could return to her apartment alone.
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‘Frgken Anna, I have a letter for you.’

Anna looked up from her playing cards at Rude, who gave her a cheeky
grin, then surreptitiously passed her a folded note. They were in the
children’s dressing room surrounded by the bustle of preparations for that
evening’s performance.

She was about to open the letter when Rude hissed at her. ‘Not here. I
was told that you must read it in private.’

‘By whom?’ Anna was confused.

Rude looked appropriately mysterious and shook his head. ‘It is not my
place to say. I am just the messenger.’

‘Why would anyone want to write me a letter?’

“You’ll have to read it to find out.’

Anna frowned at him as sternly as she could manage. ‘“Tell me,’ she
demanded.

‘Twon’t.

“Then I shall not continue playing our game of bezique.’

‘No matter, I have to put my costume on anyway.” The young boy
shrugged, stood up and left the table.

Part of her wanted to laugh at Rude’s antics: he was a little monkey,
always on the lookout to deliver a message or to lend a hand in return for a
coin or some chocolate. She thought he would make a very successful
conman, or possibly a spy, when he was older, for he was the fount of all
gossip in the theatre. She realised that he knew exactly who had sent this
mysterious missive and had probably read its contents, judging by the
grubby fingerprints around the broken seal. She secreted the letter in her
skirt pocket, deciding to read it when she was alone in bed tonight, then
stood up and went to make herself ready for the evening’s performance.



Christiania Theatre

15th March 1876
My dear Froken Landvik,

Forgive this impertinent message and the means by which it is sent,
given that we have never made each other’s acquaintance in person. The
truth is that since I first heard you sing on the night of the dress
rehearsal, I have been entranced by your voice. And every night since, 1
have listened to you in rapture. Perhaps it would be possible to meet at
the stage door tomorrow before the performance begins — say at a
quarter past seven — so that we may be formally introduced?

I beg you to come.

Yours, with all sincerity,

An admirer

As she read the letter again, then secreted it in the drawer by her bed, Anna
surmised it must be written by a man, as it would be most peculiar for a
woman to write such a thing. Turning down the oil lamp and settling herself
for sleep, she concluded that it was most likely some elderly gentleman,
similar to Herr Bayer . . . which, Anna sighed, presented a deeply
unexciting scenario.

‘Are you meeting him tonight?’ said Rude, his face a picture of innocence.

‘“Who?’

“You know who.’

‘No, I don’t. And besides, how would you even know that I’ve been
invited to meet anyone, hmm?’ Anna enjoyed the dismay on his face as he
realised he’d inadvertently given himself away. ‘I swear to you now that I
will never again play a single card game with you, either for money or
sweets, if you do not tell me the author’s name.’

‘Frgken Anna, I cannot. Forgive me.” Rude hung his head and shook it.
‘It is more than my life’s worth. I swore to the sender I would not.’

“Well, if you are unable to name this person, perhaps you can at least
answer some questions with a “yes” or a “no”?’



‘I can,’ he agreed.

‘Was it a gentleman who wrote the note?’

‘Yes.’

‘And is he under fifty?’

‘Yes.’

‘Under forty?’

‘Yes.’

‘Under thirty?’

‘Frgken Anna, I cannot be sure of his age, but I think so.’

Well, at least that was something, she thought. ‘Is he a regular member of
the audience?’

‘No . .. well, actually’ — Rude scratched his head — ‘yes, in a way. At
least, he hears you sing every night.’

‘So he is a member of the company?’

“Yes, but in a different way.’

‘Is he a musician, Rude?’

‘Frgken Anna, I feel compromised.” Rude gave a dramatic sigh of
despair. ‘I cannot say more.’

“Very well. I understand,” Anna said, satisfied with her successful
interrogation. She glanced at the old and unreliable clock hanging on the
wall and asked one of the mothers, who was embroidering quietly in the
corner, what she thought the time was.

‘I believe it is nearly seven, Frgken Landvik. I was just out in the
corridor and Herr Josephson arrived. He’s always so punctual,’ she added.

“Thank you.” Anna looked at the clock on the wall again, relieved that it
was more or less accurate tonight. Should she go? After all, if this man
really was under thirty, it may be that he wanted to meet her for
inappropriate reasons, rather than out of mere admiration for her voice.
Despite herself, Anna blushed. The very idea that it might be inappropriate
— and that it might be a relatively young man — excited her far more than it
should.

The seconds on the clock ticked by as she agonised. At thirteen minutes
past seven, she decided she was going. At fourteen minutes past, that she
wasn’t. ..

And at seven fifteen precisely, she found herself walking down the
corridor to the stage door, only to find the area deserted.



Halbert, the doorman, opened the window of his booth to ask what it was
she needed. She shook her head and turned to walk back to the dressing
room. A blast of cold air hit her as the stage door opened behind her and a
second later, a hand was laid gently on her shoulder.

‘Frgken Landvik?’

‘Yes.’

‘Forgive me. I was a few seconds late.’

Anna turned and found herself staring into the deep-set hazel eyes of the
voice’s owner. Her stomach gave a strange lurch, as it did before she had to
sing. While Halbert sat in his box and regarded them both as if they were
idiots, they simply stared at each other.

The young man in front of Anna looked to be about her own age and his
face was truly handsome, crowned with a head of mahogany hair which
curled above his collar. He was not tall, but his broad shoulders gave him a
commanding air of masculinity. Anna felt suddenly as if all of her —
physical, mental and emotional — was draining out and into this other
unknown human being. It was the strangest sensation and it caused her to
sway slightly.

‘Are you quite well, Frgken Landvik? You look like you’ve seen a
ghost.’

“Yes, I am perfectly well, thank you. I felt a little faint, that is all.’

The bell rang, giving the company and the orchestra their usual ten-
minute warning before curtain up. ‘Please,” he whispered under his breath,
seeing a rapt Halbert still peering over his spectacles at them, ‘we don’t
have much time. Let us speak in private outside, where at least you can take
some air.” Jens put a supportive arm around her, noticing how her head
tucked perfectly into his shoulder as he did so, then opened the stage door
and gently guided her outside. She was so tiny, so perfect, so feminine and
he felt immediately protective as she briefly leant on him as though it was
the most natural thing in the world.

Anna stood beside him on the pavement, the young man’s arm still
around her, and took a few deep breaths of the crisp night air. “‘Why was it
you wanted to see me?’ she asked him as she recovered her composure and
realised how inappropriate it was to be in such close physical proximity to a
man. And a strange man, at that. Yet if she was honest, he didn’t feel like a
stranger at all . . .



“To be frank, I’m not at all sure. At first it was your voice that fascinated
me, but then I paid Rude to make sure he kept you lingering outside the
stage door so that I could secretly lay eyes on you . . . Frgken Landvik, I
must go now, or Herr Hennum will most likely disembowel me, but when
can I see you again?’

‘I don’t know.’

“Tonight, after the performance?’

‘No, Herr Bayer sends a carriage to wait for me and I leave the theatre
immediately.’

‘During the day?’

‘No.” She put a hand to her face, her cheeks suddenly burning despite the
chill of the evening. ‘I cannot think. Besides . . .’

‘“What?’

“This is most unseemly. If Herr Bayer knew of our meeting, he would—’

The five-minute bell rang.

‘I beg you, meet me at six o’clock here tomorrow,’ Jens entreated her.
‘“Tell Herr Bayer you have been called early for a rehearsal.’

‘I'... I mustbid you goodnight.” Anna turned away and started walking
back towards the stage door. Opening it, she began to walk through but just
as it was about to close behind her, he saw her tiny fingers grasp the edge of
the door and pull it back open.

‘May I at least know your name, sir?’

‘Forgive me. My name is Jens. Jens Halvorsen.’

Anna wandered back to her dressing room in a daze and sat down to
recover her composure. When she had, she decided that she must learn
everything she could about Jens Halvorsen before committing herself to any
further meetings.

That night, during the performance, she asked everyone she trusted, and
even those she didn’t, what they knew of him.

So far, she’d learnt that he played the violin and the flute in the orchestra
and, very disappointingly, that his reputation with women was infamous at
the theatre. So much so that the orchestra had apparently given him the
nickname ‘Peer’, after the character’s lothario-like ways. One of the chorus
girls confirmed he had been seen with both Hilde Omvik and Jorid
Skrovset. And worst of all, he was rumoured to be Madame Hansson’s
secret lover.



By the time she stood on the side of the stage to sing ‘The Cradle Song’,
she was so distracted that she held on for longer than usual to a note, which
caused Madame Hansson to close her mouth two beats too soon. She did
not dare to look down into the orchestra pit in case she set eyes on him.

‘I will not think about him,” Anna told herself determinedly as she
extinguished the light from the oil lamp beside her bed that night. ‘He is
clearly a dreadful, heartless man,’ she added, wishing the tales of his antics
didn’t thrill her. ‘And besides, I am promised to be married.’

However, the next day, it took every ounce of willpower she had not to
order the carriage early and tell Herr Bayer she had an extra rehearsal.
Arriving at the theatre at her usual time of six forty-five, Anna saw that the
pavement outside the stage door was empty. She berated herself harshly for
the wave of disappointment that washed over her.

Walking into the dressing room, she was greeted by the usual gaggle of
mothers busily embroidering in the corner, and the children who ran to her
to see if she had brought them anything new to play with. Only one child
hung back, and as she hugged the rest, she caught Rude’s unusually
mournful eyes over the heads of the others. Beginners were called, and with
a final sorry glance in her direction, Rude left the dressing room to take his
place onstage for the opening. In the interval, he cornered her.

‘My friend tells me you failed to meet with him tonight. He was very sad.
He sent you another letter.” He held out a sealed note.

Anna waved it away. ‘Please tell him I am not interested.’

‘“Why?’

‘I am not, Rude, and that is that.’

‘But Frgken Anna,’ he persisted, ‘tonight I saw the misery in his eyes
after you had failed to meet him.’

‘Rude, you are a very talented young man, both as an actor and at
extracting coins from adults. However, there are some things you don’t yet
understand . . .” Anna opened the door and left the dressing room, but he
followed her doggedly.

‘Like what?’

‘Adult things,’ she replied impatiently as she continued walking towards
the wings. She wasn’t needed to sing yet, but she wanted to escape from the
boy’s relentless inquisition.

‘But I do know about adult things, Frgken Anna. I understand what
gossip you must have heard since you learnt who your admirer was.’



‘So if you know all about him, why would you continue to entreat me to
meet him?’ She rounded on him, stopping Rude in his tracks. ‘His
reputation is quite dreadful! And besides, I already have a young man, and
one day’ — Anna turned away again and continued walking towards the
wings — ‘we will be married.’

“Then I am very happy for you, but the gentleman in question has noble
intentions towards you, I promise.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, child! Let me be!’

‘I will, but you should meet him, Frgken Anna. Business is business, as
I’m sure you can understand, but what I’ve just told you now is for free.
Here, at least take his letter.’

Before she could protest further, he pressed the piece of paper into
Anna’s hand, then scurried off down the corridor. She stood behind one of
the scenery flats, well hidden from view, listening as the orchestra tuned up
for the second act. Glancing down into the pit, she saw Jens Halvorsen take
his place and unpack his flute from its case. As she peered forward
cautiously, he looked up and, for a fleeting moment, their eyes met. The
emotion in his expression was one of such disappointment, it unnerved her.
Darting back behind the flats, Anna retraced her footsteps to the dressing
room in a daze, passing Madame Hansson as she did so. The familiar cloud
of French perfume pervaded the corridor as the actress swept along it. The
woman barely acknowledged her and as Anna remembered the gossip she
had heard about her secret lover, she hardened her heart. Jens Halvorsen
was nothing but a cad, a charming ladies’ man who would no doubt lead her
to ruin. Entering the dressing room, she promised to play a game of cards
with the children during the next interval, knowing she must keep herself
occupied.

That night, upon her arrival at the apartment, she went immediately to the
deserted drawing room. And with huge self-control, drew out the letter from
her skirt pocket and threw it unopened into the flames of the stove.

Rude continued to bring her a new letter from Jens Halvorsen each night for
the following two weeks, but Anna burnt them all the moment she arrived
home. And tonight, her resolve had been strengthened further after she and



everyone else along the backstage corridor had heard a loud wail echo
through it, accompanied by the sound of glass being broken. The cast were
all aware that these noises originated from Madame Hansson’s dressing
room.

“What was all that about?’ she asked Rude.

‘I can’t tell you,’ he replied stubbornly, folding his arms.

‘Of course you can, you tell me everything else. I’ll pay you,’ she
offered.

‘Not even for money would I tell you. It would only give you the wrong
impression.’

‘Of what?’

Rude shook his head and walked away. Subsequently, as the gossip began
to circulate freely during the performance, one of the chorus girls told her
that Madame Hansson had discovered that Jens Halvorsen had been seen
with Jorid, another girl in the chorus, a fortnight ago. As she’d already
heard the story, it didn’t come as a surprise to Anna, but it seemed that
Madame Hansson was the only one in the building who hadn’t known.

Arriving at the theatre for the first performance of the following week,
Anna saw a huge bouquet of red roses resting on the counter of the booth
beside the stage door. Walking past them on her way to the dressing room,
she heard Halbert, the doorman, call out to her.

‘Frgken Landvik?’

“Yes?’

“These flowers are for you.’

‘Me?’

“Yes, you. Take them, please, they are cluttering up my booth.’

Blushing as red as the roses, she turned and retraced her footsteps back
towards him.

‘Well, Frgken Landvik, it seems you have an admirer. I wonder who that
could be?’ Halbert raised a disapproving eyebrow as Anna collected the
enormous bouquet, unable to meet his gaze.

“Well!” she said to herself as she walked along the passage and headed
straight for the freezing and smelly latrines that were shared by the women



in the company. ‘The cheek of it! Especially with Madame Hansson and
Jorid Skrovset both in the building. He’s playing with me,” she muttered to
herself angrily as she slammed the door and locked herself in. ‘Now
Madame Hansson’s discovered his behaviour, he thinks he can turn the
simple peasant girl’s head with a few blooms.’

She read the small card that was attached to the flowers.

I am not as you imagine me to be. I beg you to give me a chance.

‘Ha!” Anna tore the card into the tiniest pieces and sluiced them away
down the latrine. There would be endless enquiries about the flowers in the
dressing room and she wished to rid herself of any evidence of their
provenance.

‘Goodness, Anna!’ said one of the mothers, as she entered the dressing
room. ‘Now, aren’t they just beautiful?’

‘Who are they from?’ asked another.

The entire room went silent as they waited for her reply.

“Well, of course’ — Anna swallowed after a pause — ‘they are from Lars,
my young man in Heddal.’

A chorus of oohs and ahhs echoed around the room.

‘Is it a special occasion? It must be, to spend so much money on those?’
said another mother.

‘It’s . . . my birthday,” Anna lied desperately.

At that, there was a chorus of “Your birthday?’ and “Why didn’t you tell
us!’

For the rest of the evening, Anna went through the motions of being
congratulated, hugged and given hurriedly put together tokens of
everyone’s affection, all the while ignoring the knowing smile on Rude’s
face.

‘Now, Anna, as you know, the run of Peer Gynt is about to come to an end.
I will be organising a summer soirée here at the apartment in June, to which
I will invite the great and the good of Christiania to come and hear you
sing. Finally, we will set to work and begin to launch your career. And the
beauty is that the “ghost voice” will at last be able to reveal itself!’

‘I see. Thank you, Herr Bayer.’



‘Anna.” He paused with a frown as he studied her expression. “You seem
uncertain.’

‘I am just tired. But I am very grateful for your attention.’

‘I understand that the last few months have been somewhat difficult for
you, Anna, but rest assured, many musical acquaintances of mine are
privately aware to whom Solveig’s beautiful voice really belongs. Now,
take a rest, Anna, you really do look quite pale.’

‘Yes, Herr Bayer.’

As Franz Bayer watched Anna leave the room, he understood her
frustration, but what else could he have done? Her anonymity had been a
part of the deal agreed with Ludvig Josephson and Johan Hennum. But now
that was almost over and the arrangement had served its purpose. The lure
of meeting the owner of the mysterious voice who had sung Solveig so
exquisitely would be enough to bring all the influential members of
Christiania’s musical community here to his apartment for the soirée. He
had big plans for young Anna Landvik.
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Jens was feeling particularly low as he awoke at home a week after the run
of Peer Gynt had come to an end. And although Hennum had promised him
a permanent place in the orchestra for the visiting opera and ballet
companies that required one, there was no more work to be had for a month
until the new season started. On top of this, having attended a maximum of
half a dozen lectures since the start of Peer Gynt, Jens was completely
unprepared for his final examinations at the university. He knew without a
doubt that he’d fail his degree.

Last week, before the penultimate performance, he had plucked up the
courage to show Hennum the compositions he’d spent hours writing down
when he should have been studying. After he’d played them, the conductor
had pronounced them ‘derivative’, but good for a beginner.

‘May I suggest, young man, that you go away and study at music school.
You have talent as a composer, but you must learn how to “hear” the tune
you have written as it will be played by each instrument. For example, does
this piece’ — Hennum indicated the music — ‘open with a full orchestra? Or
maybe . . .” He played the first four bars on the piano, which even to Jens’
biased ears sounded like an homage to Herr Grieg’s ‘Morning Mood’. ‘Or
perhaps a flute?’ Herr Hennum gave him an ironic smile and Jens had the
grace to blush.

‘I see, sir, yes.’

“Then, when we come to the second passage, would this be played by the
violins? Or perhaps a cello or a viola?’” Hennum handed the sheet music
back to Jens and patted him on the shoulder. ‘My advice to you, if you are
serious about wishing to follow in the footsteps of Herr Grieg and his
eminent composer friends, is that you go and learn how to do this properly,
both in your head and on paper.’



‘But I can’t do it here, for there is no one in Christiania to teach me,’ Jens
said.

‘No. Therefore you must go abroad, as all our great Scandinavian
musicians and composers have done. Perhaps to Leipzig, just as Herr Grieg
did.’

Jens had walked away, cursing his naivety. And knowing that, if his
father carried out his threat to cut him off if he chose to follow a musical
path, there would be no money forthcoming to fund any attendance at a
music school. He’d also begun to realise that his natural musical talent had
seen him through so far, but now, this was no longer enough. He had to
learn the proper techniques if he wished to become a composer. He had to
work at it.

As Jens entered the stage door, he castigated himself for the healthy
allowance he’d frittered away over the past three years. If he hadn’t spent it
on women and alcohol, he could have saved it for his future. Now, he
thought miserably, it was almost certainly too late. He’d blown his chances
and had no one to blame but himself.

Despite his determination not to fall back into his old ways once Peer Gynt
was over, Jens had a splitting headache. Last night, in desperation, he’d
taken himself off to Engebret to drown his sorrows with any musician he
knew who happened to be there.

The house was silent, which told him it was mid-morning and his father
had already left for the brewery, while his mother had no doubt departed to
take coffee with one of her acquaintances. Ringing the bell for Dora — he
needed coffee urgently — he waited for her to arrive. Which she did, after a
pointed interval. Following her knock, he bade her enter and she came in
sullenly and set the tray down on his bed with an unnecessary clatter.

‘What time is it?’ Jens asked.

‘A half hour after eleven, sir. Is there anything else?’

He looked at her, knowing she was sulking because he’d given her so
little attention recently. Debating whether he should expend the effort on
placating her, just to make his life in the household easier, he sipped his
coffee, thought of Anna, and decided he could not.



‘No thank you, Dora.’

Averting his eyes from her stricken face, he picked up the newspaper
from the tray and pretended to read it until the maid had left the room.
When she had gone, Jens put it down and sighed heavily. He was
thoroughly ashamed of himself for getting drunk the night before, but he’d
felt so low and directionless that he’d simply wanted to forget. And Anna
Landvik hadn’t helped his mood either.

‘What is wrong with you?’ Simen had asked him last night. “‘Women
trouble, no doubt?’

‘It’s the girl who sang Solveig. I can’t stop thinking about her. Simen, I
truly believe I’m in love for the first time.’

At this, Simen had thrown back his head and laughed. ‘Jens, can you not
see the truth?’

‘No! Why is this funny?’

‘She is the only girl who has refused you! And that is why you believe
you are “in love” with her! Yes, perhaps you are entranced by the idyll of
her pure country ways, but surely you can see that in reality she would be
completely unsuitable for an educated city boy like yourself?’

“You are wrong! Whether she is an aristocrat or a peasant, I would love
her. Her voice, it is . . . the most exquisite sound I have ever heard. And she
has the face of an angel too.’

Simen had glanced down at Jens’ empty glass. ‘And that is the aquavit
talking. Trust me, my friend, you are merely suffering from your first
experience of rejection, not love.’

As Jens sipped his lukewarm coffee, he wondered whether Simen had
had a point. Yet, the memory of her face, and her heavenly voice, still
haunted his dreams. And at present, with all the other dilemmas he was
facing, he wished to God that he’d never set eyes on Anna Landvik. Or
heard her sing.

‘“The soirée will be held on the fifteenth of June, the date of Herr Grieg’s
birthday,” Herr Bayer said to Anna when they met in the drawing room a
few days after the last night of Peer Gynt. ‘I will send him an invitation to
meet his very first “Solveig”, but I believe he is abroad. We will arrange a



programme that encompasses some of his folk songs and, of course, those
from Peer Gynt. Then “Violetta’s Aria”, from La Traviata, then a hymn —
perhaps “Leid, Milde Ljos”. I wish for everyone to hear your wonderful
range.’

‘Will T still be able to return home to Heddal for my brother’s wedding?’
Anna asked him, thinking that if she did not breathe some fresh country air
soon, she might well suffocate.

‘Of course, my dear. You can leave for Heddal soon after the soirée and
spend the summer there. Now, we begin in earnest tomorrow. We have one
month to make you and your voice perfect.’

To prepare her for this task, Herr Bayer had lined up a number of tutors
he thought appropriate to provide expert guidance on the songs she would
sing. Giinther returned to concentrate on the operatic arias, a choirmaster
from the cathedral arrived with his bitten nails and shiny balding head to
share his expertise on the hymn and Herr Bayer himself spent an hour a day
coaching her on her vocal technique. A dressmaker arrived to take
measurements and provide her with a wardrobe of beautiful clothes fit for a
budding young star. And best of all, to Anna’s delight, Herr Bayer began to
take her out of the apartment to concerts and recitals.

On one such evening, before a visit to the Christiania Theatre for the first
night of Rossini’s Il Barbiere di Siviglia by a visiting Italian opera
company, Anna walked into the drawing room in one of her exquisite new
evening gowns, fashioned from midnight-blue silk.

‘My dear young lady,’ said Herr Bayer, rising as Anna entered and
clapping his hands together, ‘you look positively radiant tonight. That
colour becomes you very well. Now, allow me to enhance it a little further.’

He presented her with a leather box, inside which lay a sapphire necklace
and matching drop earrings. The gleaming, multi-faceted stones were
suspended by intricate gold filigree work, the mark of a master craftsman.
Anna stared at the jewellery, hardly knowing what to say.

‘Herr Bayer . ..’

‘“They were my wife’s. And I would like you to wear them this evening.
May I help fasten the necklace for you?’

Anna could hardly refuse, as he was already taking the necklace out of its
box. She could feel the touch of his fingers on her neck as he fastened it.

“They suit you well,” he declared in satisfaction, standing close enough
so she could smell his stale breath. ‘Now, let us sally forth and present



ourselves at the Christiania Theatre.’
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Throughout the following month, Anna did her best to concentrate on her
musical studies and enjoy her sojourns in Christiania. She wrote to Lars
regularly and said her prayers fervently at night. However, thoughts of Jens
Halvorsen the Bad, as she had named him, hoping it might help teach her
treacherous heart a lesson, continued to arrive like clockwork in her head.
Anna only wished she could speak to a friend about the affliction. Surely
there must be a medicine to stop it?

‘Dear Lord,’ she sighed one night, rising from her prayers, ‘I believe I
am very, very sick.’

As the fifteenth of June approached, Anna could see that Herr Bayer was
in a state of high excitement.

‘Now, my dear,” he announced on the day of the soirée, ‘I have engaged a
violin player and a cellist to accompany you. With myself on the piano, of
course. They will both be here this morning to practise with us. Then this
afternoon, you will take a rest in preparation for your big night.’

At eleven o’clock the doorbell rang, and Anna, who was waiting in the
drawing room, heard Frgken Olsdatter open the door to greet the musicians.
She stood up as they walked into the room with Herr Bayer.

‘May I present Herr Isaksen, the cellist, and Herr Halvorsen, the
violinist,” he announced. ‘They both came highly recommended by my
friend Herr Hennum.’

Anna experienced another wave of dizziness as Jens Halvorsen the Bad
strode across the room to greet her.

‘Frgken Landvik, I am indeed honoured to be part of your soirée tonight.’

“Thank you,” she managed, seeing the amusement dancing in his eyes. As
her heart continued to bang against her rib-cage, she herself found nothing
remotely funny about the situation.

‘So, we will start with the Verdi,” Herr Bayer suggested as the two
musicians gathered close to him at the piano. ‘Anna, are you paying
attention?’

‘Yes, Herr Bayer.’

“Then we begin.’



Anna knew she did not give of her best during the rehearsal and could
sense Herr Bayer’s irritation as she forgot all she had been taught and even
became breathless at the end of the vibrato notes. And it was all Jens
Halvorsen the Bad’s doing, she thought furiously.

“That will have to suffice for now, gentlemen. Let us hope we are all
more in harmony tonight. You are to be here punctually at six thirty for the
start of the soirée at seven.’

Jens and his companion nodded politely, then bowed briefly to Anna. As
he left the room, Jens’ hazel eyes shot a meaningful parting glance in her
direction.

‘Anna, what is wrong with you?’ Herr Bayer asked her. ‘Surely it cannot
be the accompaniment putting you off. You became perfectly used to
singing with a full orchestra during Peer Gynt.’

‘Forgive me, Herr Bayer, I have a slight headache.’

‘And I think you are having a very understandable attack of nerves, my
dear young lady.’ His face softened and he patted her on the shoulder. ‘You
will eat a light lunch, then take a rest. And before the performance this
evening, we will drink a small glass of wine together to calm your nerves. I
have no doubt that tonight will be a huge success, and by tomorrow you
will be the toast of Christiania.’

At five o’clock that evening, Frgken Olsdatter arrived in Anna’s bedroom
with a cup of water and the ubiquitous honey.

‘I’ve filled a bath for you, my dear. While you take that, I’1l lay out your
clothes for tonight. Herr Bayer would like you to wear your midnight-blue
gown and his wife’s sapphires. He also suggests you wear your hair up. I
will help you to dress it when you return.’

“Thank you.’

Anna lay in the bathtub with a flannel over her face trying to still her
heartbeat, which had not stopped banging since she’d set eyes on Jens
Halvorsen earlier today. Just the very sight of him had caused an extreme
physical reaction in her knees, her throat and her heart. ‘Lord, please give
me strength and courage tonight,” she prayed as she dried herself. ‘And
forgive me if I wish that he could have a bilious attack about now and be
too sick to come back and play.’

After she had dressed and her hair had been arranged by Frgken
Olsdatter, Anna walked along the corridor to the drawing room. Thirty gilt
and red-velvet chairs had been arranged in semi-circular rows facing the



piano in the bay window of the room. Jens Halvorsen and the cellist were
already chatting to Herr Bayer, whose face lit up as he saw her.

“You look quite perfect, my dear young lady,” he said approvingly,
handing her a glass of wine. ‘Now, let us all toast to this evening before the
hubbub begins.’

As she took a sip, she could feel Jens’ eyes rest briefly upon her
décolletage; whether he was staring at the sparkling jewels or the expanse
of bare white flesh beneath them, she didn’t know, but she felt herself
blushing.

“To you, Anna,” Herr Bayer toasted her.

“Yes, to Frgken Landvik,’ said Jens, raising his glass to her.

‘Now, you will go and sit in the kitchen with Frgken Olsdatter until I
come for you.’

‘Yes, Herr Bayer.’

‘Good luck, my love,’ Jens whispered under his breath as Anna walked
to the door and left the room.

Whether it was the wine, or Jens Halvorsen the Bad accompanying her so
empathetically on his fiddle that night, when the last note rang out in the
hushed room, even Anna knew she had given of her best.

After an enthusiastic round of applause, the guests, who included Johan
Hennum, crowded around her, congratulating her and suggesting public
performances at the Freemasons’ Hall and the Assembly Rooms. Herr
Bayer stood beside her, beaming down at her proprietorially, as Jens
hovered in the background. When Herr Bayer eventually left her side, Jens
took his chance to speak to her.

‘Frgken Landvik, permit me to add my congratulations on your
performance tonight.’

“Thank you, Herr Halvorsen.’

‘And please, Anna, I beg you,’ he added in an undertone, ‘I have been a
man in torment since I last saw you. I cannot stop thinking about you,
dreaming of you . .. don’t you see that fate has conspired again to bring us
together?’

The sound of her Christian name on his tongue was so intimate that Anna
gazed blankly over his shoulder, knowing that if she met his eyes, she
would be lost. For his words mirrored her own feelings exactly.

‘Please may we meet? Anywhere, anytime . . . [’



‘Herr Halvorsen,” Anna said, finding her voice, ‘I am returning home to
Heddal very shortly for my brother’s wedding.’

“Then permit me to see you when you return to Christiania. Anna, I ...’
Then, as he saw Herr Bayer approaching them, Jens bowed formally to her.
“This evening has been a pleasure, Frgken Landvik.” He lifted his eyes to
hers and she saw a brief flicker of desperation in them.

‘Wasn’t she wonderful?’ Herr Bayer slapped Jens on the shoulder. “Those
smooth rises into the middle and upper range and her magnificent vibrato . .
. It is the best I’ve heard her perform!’

‘Indeed, Frgken Landvik sang beautifully tonight. And now, I must take
my leave,’ said Jens. He looked at Herr Bayer expectantly.

‘Of course, of course. Excuse me, my dear Anna, but I must settle my
account with our young fiddle player.’

When she eventually retired to her room an hour later, Anna felt light-
headed and giddy. Perhaps it was the euphoria of the evening’s
performance, or maybe the second glass of wine she’d unwisely accepted,
but as Frgken Olsdatter helped her undress, she knew deep down it was
because of Jens Halvorsen. It was intoxicating to think that he was still
enamoured with her. As, she admitted reluctantly, she was with him . . .

Stalsberg Vaningshuset
Tindevegan
Heddal

30th June 1876
Kjere Anna,

I write with sad news. My father passed away on Tuesday last.
Thankfully, it was peaceful. And perhaps for the best, for, as you know, he
suffered much pain. The funeral will have taken place before you receive
this letter, but I felt I must inform you of it.

Your father says to tell you that the barley crop looks well and his
worst fears were unfounded. Anna, when you return for your brother’s
wedding, we will have much to discuss for the future. Despite the sad
news, I am happy I will set eyes on you again soon.



Until then,
Kjerlig hilsen,
Lars

Having read the letter, Anna lay back on her pillows feeling as though she
was no better a person than Jens Halvorsen the Bad. Every moment since
she’d seen him again at the soirée, she’d thought of nothing else. And even
when Herr Bayer had told her delightedly of the further recitals that he’d
arranged for her, she could not rouse herself to display the expected
excitement.

He had asked last night for her presence in the drawing room today at
eleven. Duly dressed, she walked disconsolately along the corridor.
Entering the room, she could see her mentor was already in a state of high
excitement.

‘Anna! Do come in and hear our wonderful news. This morning, I met
with Johan Hennum and Ludvig Josephson. You may remember that Herr
Hennum attended your soirée and he told me that due to the popularity of
Peer Gynt, they wish to include the play in their autumn season. They have
suggested that you reprise your role as Solveig.’

Anna looked at him with a mixture of astonishment and despair. “You
mean stand on the side of the stage again and sing the songs whilst Madame
Hansson pretends my voice is hers?’

‘Anna, really! Do you even think that I would suggest that as a
possibility? No, my dear young lady, they wish you to play the role in its
entirety. Madame Hansson is currently unavailable, and having just been
revealed as the talented owner of the ghost voice in Christiania’s musical
circles, they are keen to have you perform. To make the situation even
better, Herr Grieg has announced he will finally come to Christiania to see
the production. Both Johan and Ludvig feel your rendition of his songs
cannot be improved upon. So, they wish you to attend an audition this
coming Thursday, where they will decide if you have sufficient talent as an
actress. Do you recollect any of the lines Solveig speaks in the play?’

“Yes, Herr Bayer. On many occasions I have mouthed them alongside
Madame Hansson,” Anna replied, a small tingle of excitement creeping up
her spine. Could it really be that they would want her as the star? And
would Jens Halvorsen the Not So Bad Any Longer be playing in the
orchestra . .. ?



‘Excellent! Then today, we will forget your scales and the new aria I had
planned for you to learn, and I will read all the other parts from Peer Gynt
whilst you run through Solveig’s lines.” He picked up a copy of the play
from his desk and opened it. ‘Please feel free to sit down. As you know, it is
a long piece, but we will do the best we can. Ready?’ he asked her.

“Yes, Herr Bayer,’ said Anna as she recalled the words as best she could.

“Well, well!” Herr Bayer said an hour later as he looked at her in
admiration. ‘It seems that we not only have a voice, but a talent for
portraying a character too.” He took her hand in his and kissed it. ‘My dear
young lady, may I say that you continue to astound me.’

“Thank you.’

‘Have no fear for the audition, Anna. Perform exactly as you have today
and the part is yours. Now, come, we will take luncheon together.’

On Thursday afternoon at two promptly, Anna met Herr Josephson on the
stage at the theatre, and they sat down together to read through the script.
She heard a slight tremor in her voice during the first few lines, but as she
continued to read, she grew more confident. She read through both the
scene where Solveig first meets Peer at a wedding, and then the final scene,
when he returns to her after his travels around the world and Solveig
forgives him.

‘Excellent, Frgken Landvik!” Herr Josephson said with approval, as Anna
looked up at him. ‘I really don’t feel I need to hear any more. I must admit I
was not in favour of this idea when Herr Hennum suggested it to me, but
you acquitted yourself very well indeed for a first read-through. We will
have work to do to improve the strength of your voice and the expression in
it, but I think I can agree that you should take the role of Solveig in the
forthcoming season.’

‘Anna! Isn’t that wonderful news?’ Herr Bayer, who had been sitting in
the auditorium watching and listening intently, made his way up onto the
stage.



‘Rehearsals will begin in August for the September opening. I hope you
have no plans to leave for the country at that time?’ Herr Josephson asked
her.

‘Rest assured, Anna will be here,’ replied Herr Bayer for her. ‘Now, we
come to the question of money. We must agree Frgken Landvik’s fee for
taking such a prominent role.’

Ten minutes later, they were back in the carriage and Herr Bayer
suggested they go to the Grand Hotel for high tea and to celebrate Anna’s
further triumph.

‘And on top of all the other advantages, there is every chance that Herr
Grieg will come in the autumn to see you perform. Just think of that, my
dear young lady! If he takes a shine to you, there may be the chance for
travel overseas to other theatres or concert halls . . .’

Anna’s thoughts floated away as she imagined Jens Halvorsen down in
the orchestra pit, looking up at her as she spoke Solveig’s words of love.
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‘So, I will write to your dear parents telling them of our wonderful news
and begging them to allow me and Christiania to enjoy the pleasure of your
company for a few more months whilst you perform in Peer Gynt. You will
return home to attend your brother’s wedding in July and be back here for
August,” said Herr Bayer over dinner that evening. ‘I too will be leaving
Christiania as usual to stay in my family’s summer house on Drgbak with
my sister and my poor ailing mama.’

‘So there will be no time for me to travel to the mountains?’ Anna could
hear the petulance in her voice, but she wanted to see with her own eyes if
Rosa was still alive.

‘Anna, there will be many more summers singing the cows home, but
never again one preparing to take the leading role in a production of Peer
Gynt at the Christiania Theatre. I shall also return, of course, when you
begin rehearsals.’

‘I’m sure that Frgken Olsdatter can take care of me if you are unable to
return. I wouldn’t like to impose my needs on you,” Anna answered
politely.



‘Don’t even think of it, my dear young lady. These days, it seems your
needs are mine.’

Anna found it a relief to retire to her room that evening. Herr Bayer’s
natural ebullience was, she knew, an endearing positive quality, but to live
with it day in and day out became somewhat wearing. At least Lars was
quiet, she thought, as she knelt to say her prayers, knowing she would see
him very soon and forcing herself to recall his good qualities. But even as
she spoke to Jesus about Lars, her thoughts flew from him to Jens
Halvorsen.

‘Please Lord, forgive my heart, for I do believe I have fallen in love with
the wrong man. Help me love the one I am supposed to. And also,’ she
added before she stood up, trying to find something to say that was
unselfish, ‘can Rosa just be alive for one more summer?’
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As Anna left for Heddal a week later, Jens carried a bundle of his most
precious possessions into the centre of Christiania. He felt drained and
exhausted from the nightmare of the past few hours.

In the dining room over breakfast that morning, Jens had sat as straight
and proud as he could, his bread and preserves untouched in front of him.
Taking a deep breath, he had spoken what he needed to say out loud.

‘I have done my best to live up to your expectations, Far, but my future
simply does not lie in the brewery business. I wish to become a full-time
musician and one day, I hope, a composer. I am sorry, but I cannot change
who I am.’

Jonas continued salting his eggs and then took a mouthful before he
replied.

‘So be it. You have made your decision. As I told you when this was first
discussed, there will be no further funds and nothing for you in my will.
From this moment on, you are no longer my son. I simply cannot bear to
witness what you are throwing away and how you are betraying me.
Therefore, as we agreed, I expect you to have left the house by the time I
return from the office this evening.’

Even though Jens had been bracing himself for his father’s response, it
still came as a shock. He looked across the table to his mother’s horrified
face.

‘But Jonas, kjere, it is your son’s twenty-first birthday in a few days’
time, and as you know, we have arranged a dinner for him. Surely you can
allow him a few days’ grace to celebrate with his parents and friends?’

‘I hardly feel that any of us will be celebrating, given the circumstances.
And if you believe I will soften my resolve in time, then you are sadly



mistaken.’ Jonas folded his newspaper twice as he always did. ‘Now, I must
leave for the brewery. Good day to you both.’

The worst part of the entire episode was watching his mother break down
in tears the moment the front door slammed shut behind his father. He
comforted her as best he could.

‘I have let Far down. Perhaps I should change my mind and—’

‘No, no . . . You must follow your passion. I only wish that I had when I
was your age. Forgive me, Jens, kjeere, but perhaps I was living in a fool’s
paradise. I believed that, when it came to it, your father would change his
mind.’

“Well, I didn’t, and therefore I was prepared for it. So, I must now do as
he wishes and leave the house. Forgive me, Mor, I need to pack.’

‘Perhaps I was wrong to encourage you.” Margarete wrung her hands.
‘And to work against his plans for you when I should have accepted that he
would win.’

‘But he hasn’t won, Mor. I do this of my own free will. And I can only
say how grateful I am to you for giving me the gift of music. My future
would be more miserable without it.’

An hour later, Jens arrived downstairs in the entrance hall, with two
suitcases stuffed full of all the possessions he could carry.

His mother’s tear-stained face met him at the drawing room door.

‘Oh, my son,’ she wept on his shoulder. ‘Maybe in time, your father will
regret what he has done today and ask you to come home.’

‘I think we both know that he will not.’

‘Where will you go?’

‘I have friends in the orchestra, and I’m sure one of them will put a roof
over my head temporarily. I’m more concerned about you, Mor. I feel I
shouldn’t leave you alone with him.’

‘Don’t worry about me, kjeere. Just promise me you will write and let me
know where you will be?’

‘Of course,’ he agreed.

Then his mother thrust a small package into his hands.

‘I sold the diamond necklace and earrings your father gave me for my
fortieth birthday, just in case he carried out his threat. The proceeds are in
here. I’ve also enclosed my mother’s gold wedding band which you can sell
too if necessary.’

‘Mor—’



‘Hush now, they were mine and if he asks where they have gone, I will
tell him the truth. It is enough to pay for a year’s tuition and bed and board
in Leipzig. Jens, swear to me you will not squander this money as you have
done so often in the past.’

‘Mor.’ Jens found himself choked with emotion. ‘I promise I will not.’
And before he broke down completely, he folded her in his arms and
tenderly kissed her goodbye.

‘One day, I hope I can sit in the Christiania Theatre and watch you
conduct the music you have written,’ she said with a sad smile.

“That is a promise, Mor, and I will do whatever it takes to fulfil it.’

Then he left his home for the last time, feeling dazed but exhilarated by
his decision and realising that, despite reassuring his mother, he hadn’t
really made a plan of where he would go if the worst did happen. Well, it
had, and Jens headed straight to Engebret, hoping he might see a musician
there he knew who could give him a bed for the night. Simen had kindly
obliged, written down his address and said he’d see him there later on.

After a few beers to knock the edges off the enormity of what he’d just
done, Jens found himself walking towards a part of the city he’d never been
to before. And feeling highly conspicuous in his finely tailored clothes. His
arms were aching from carrying his two heavy cases, and he made his way
as quickly as possible, avoiding eye contact with all passers-by.

He had never been this far outside the city boundary and, unlike in the
centre of Christiania, wooden houses had obviously not yet been banned as
a fire risk. The buildings grew more dilapidated the further on he walked.
Eventually, he stopped in front of an old timber-framed house and double-
checked the address Simen had given him at Engebret. Knocking on the
door, he heard a grunting and the sound of someone spitting within. The
door opened and there was Simen, half-drunk as usual, smiling at him.

‘Come in, come in, my boy, and welcome to my humble abode. It isn’t
much, but it’s home.” Entering the house, the stuffy little front room smelt
of rotting food and the tobacco that Simen smoked in his pipe. Jens saw that
every inch of space was filled with musical instruments. Two cellos, a viola,
a piano, numerous fiddles . . .

“Thank you for this, Simen. I am very grateful to you for taking me in.’

Simen waved aside his gratitude. ‘Please, it is nothing. Any young man
who gives up everything for his love of music deserves as much help as I



can give him. I am proud of you, Jens, truly. Now follow me upstairs and
we’ll get you settled.’

‘Quite a collection you have here,’ said Jens as he picked his way
carefully through the clutter of instruments and climbed up a set of narrow
wooden stairs.

‘I simply can’t resist buying them. One of the cellos is almost a hundred
years old,” Simen explained, while the stairs creaked in protest as Jens
heaved his cases up them.

They arrived in a room containing a few battered chairs and a dusty table,
covered in the detritus of a few days’ worth of food and drink.

“There’s a pallet somewhere which I can offer you to sleep on. Not what
you’re used to, I’m sure, but better than nothing. Now, my friend, some
aquavit to celebrate your independence?’ Simen picked up a bottle and a
cloudy glass from the table. Sniffing the glass, he shook out a few
remaining drops onto the floor.

“Thank you.’

Jens accepted the dirty glass. If this was to be his new life, he must
embrace it wholeheartedly. He got very drunk that night, and woke up with
a dreadful hangover, his bones aching from sleeping on the hard pallet. And
realised that there would be no Dora arriving with coffee to soothe him.
Remembering in panic the package of money from his mother, Jens reached
for his jacket to feel the pocket where he had stuffed it as he’d left the
house. Finding it still safe, he opened it and saw the ring and that the
amount of cash was indeed enough to provide him with a year’s tuition in
Leipzig. Or a comfortable bed in a hotel for the next few nights . . .

No. Jens checked himself. He had promised his mother and he would not
let her down by squandering the money.

Anna boarded the train that would take her on the first stage of her journey
home. It was dark when she arrived at Drammen station, and as she got
down from the carriage, she saw her father waiting for her on the platform.

‘Far! Oh, Far! I’m so happy to see you.” And much to Anders’ surprise,
she threw her arms around him in an uncharacteristic public display of
emotion.



“There, there, Anna. I’m sure you must be weary after your journey.
Come, let us make our way to our lodging house. Tonight you can sleep to
your heart’s content, then tomorrow we will travel home to Heddal.’

The next morning, refreshed after her night’s sleep, Anna climbed up
onto the cart and Anders tapped the horse to walk on. ‘In the daylight, you
seem different somehow. I think you have grown into a woman, daughter.
You are beautiful.’

‘Really, Far, I’'m sure I’'m not.’

‘Everyone is looking forward to your arrival. Your mother is preparing a
special evening meal for you tonight and Lars will be joining us. We
received Herr Bayer’s letter telling us of your success at the Christiania
Theatre. He tells us that Solveig is no less than the leading role.’

“Yes, it is. But do you mind if I stay on in Christiania for longer, Far?’
‘It would hardly be fair to complain after all Herr Bayer has done for
you,’ replied Anders placidly. ‘He says you will become famous for it, that

your voice is already the talk of the city. We are proud of you.’

‘I think he exaggerates, Far,” Anna said with a blush.

‘I doubt he does. Of course, Anna, you must speak with Lars. He is
unhappy that your betrothal and marriage are once again delayed, but we
hope he cares for you enough to understand.’

At the mention of Lars, Anna felt her stomach contract. Determined not
to allow this to spoil her first day home, she did her best to push such
thoughts to the back of her mind.

As they rode out of Drammen and into the open countryside, the day was
bright and Anna closed her eyes, realising all she could hear was the clip-
clopping of the pony’s hooves and the birds singing in the trees. She
breathed in the fresh, pure air like a caged animal suddenly released into the
wild and decided that she might never return to Christiania again.

Anders told her that Rosa the cow had made it through another winter,
which renewed Anna’s faith that her prayers had been answered. Then he
talked of the plans for Knut’s wedding and of the frenzy of baking and
cooking her mother was currently engaged in.

‘Sigrid is a sweet girl and I think she will make a good wife for Knut,’
Anders commented. ‘Most importantly, your mother likes her too, which is
helpful, as the happy couple will be living under our roof. Once you and
Lars are wed, you will move to his farmhouse and we will think about
building another homestead next year.’



When they arrived at the farm in the late afternoon, everyone came out to
greet her. Even the old cat, Gerdy, ran out as fast as she could on her three
legs, and Viva the dog followed boisterously after her, leaping up at Anna in
joy.

Her mother gave her a long hug. ‘I have been waiting all day to see you.
How was your journey? Good Lord, you look thin! Your hair has grown too
long and I’d say it needs a good trim . . .’

Anna listened to her mother chatter incessantly as they made their way to
the farmhouse. The comforting smell of wood smoke, her mother’s talcum
powder and damp dog assailed her nostrils as she was led through to the
kitchen.

‘Put Anna’s valise in her room,’ Berit called to Knut, as she put the kettle
on the range to make coffee. ‘I hope you won’t mind, Anna, but we have
moved you into Knut’s bedroom. It was too small to hold the double bed
that Knut and Sigrid will be sharing after they are wed. Your father has
taken away the bunks, and I think it is cosy with just one single. You will
meet your new sister tomorrow when she comes for dinner. Oh, Anna, I am
sure you will love her. She is so kind and her needlework is exquisite. She
can also cook, which will be a great help to me, as my rheumatism has
plagued me constantly this winter.’

For the following hour, Anna listened to her mother waxing lyrical about
Sigrid. A little cross that she had been unceremoniously turfed out of her
bedroom without so much as a ‘by your leave’, she did her best not to feel
displaced by this apparent beacon of domestic perfection. After she had
drunk her coffee, Anna took her leave to go and unpack before dinner.

Entering her new room, she saw that all her possessions had been stacked
in the baskets her mother normally used to take the chickens to market.
Sitting down on her brother’s hard mattress, she wondered what had
happened to her own childhood bed and decided that the way things seemed
to be here, her father had probably chopped it up and used it as firewood for
the stove. Feeling thoroughly disgruntled, Anna began to unpack her valise.

She unfolded the cushion cover she had spent hours embroidering as a
wedding gift, since hearing of Knut’s betrothal to Sigrid. As she’d sat night
after night, pricking her fingers or pulling out the threads of a wrong stitch,
she had despaired at her lack of skill. She flattened it out on the bed and
stared at the frayed holes in the hessian fabric where she’d had to make
stitch changes. Even if her cushion was consigned to the dog basket by her



paragon of a new sister-in-law, Anna knew that at least every stitch had
been sewn with love.

With her head held high, she left her room to join the family for her
‘welcome home’ dinner.

Lars arrived just as she was helping her mother serve the food. Holding a
tureen of potatoes, Anna glanced at him as he walked into the kitchen and
greeted Knut and her parents. Immediately, and irritatingly, Anna couldn’t
stop herself from comparing him to Jens Halvorsen the Bad. Physically,
they were opposites, and whereas Jens was always the centre of attention,
Lars only wanted to shy away from it.

‘Anna, for goodness’ sake, put those potatoes down, and say hello to
Lars,” her mother chided her.

Anna set the dish of potatoes on the table and wiped her hands on her
apron as she moved towards him.

‘Hello, Anna,’ he said softly. ‘How are you?’

‘I am well, thank you.’

“Was your journey here comfortable?’

“Very, thank you.” She could feel his embarrassment rising as he stared at
her, struggling over what he should say next.

“You look . . . healthy,” he managed.

‘Really?’ Berit butted in. ‘I think she looks far too skinny. It’s all that fish
they eat in the city. No fat on it.’

‘Anna’s always been slight — it’s the way God intended her to be.” Lars
gave her a small smile of support.

‘I am sorry about your father’s passing.’

“Thank you for your sympathy.’

‘Shall we sit down, Berit? It’s been a long journey there and back and
your husband is hungry,’ said Anders.

As they ate, Anna answered endless questions about her life in
Christiania. Then the conversation turned to Knut’s wedding and the
attendant arrangements.

“You must be exhausted from your travelling, Anna,’ said Lars.

‘I am tired, yes,” she agreed.

“Then off to bed with you,’ said Berit. ‘“There will be so much to do in the
next few days, and no time for sleeping.’

Anna stood up. ‘Goodnight, then.’



Lars’ eyes never left her as she crossed the kitchen to go to her room.
Halfway through getting undressed, she suddenly remembered that there
was no bathroom in her parents’ farmhouse. She put her clothes back on
and went outside to use the facilities. Finally lying down, Anna struggled to
get comfortable. The horsehair pillow felt like rock compared to the soft
goose down she slept on at Herr Bayer’s apartment, the bed felt narrow and
the mattress lumpy. She mused on how much she had begun to take for
granted without realising it. In Christiania, she had no domestic tasks to
perform and a servant to wait on her hand and foot.

Anna, she chastised herself, I do believe you are becoming spoilt. And
with that thought, she promptly fell asleep.
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The week leading up to the wedding passed in a blur of cooking, cleaning,
fetching and carrying as everyone busied themselves with last-minute
preparations.

Despite wishing to dislike her brother’s bride on principle for all the
domestic things she could do so well, Anna found Sigrid to be all her
mother had said she was. She was certainly not a beauty, but had a calm
nature that counterbalanced Berit’s hysteria as the big day drew ever closer.
Sigrid, for her part, was in awe of Anna for living such a grand life in
Christiania, treating her with great respect and bowing to her opinions
without a murmur.

Anna’s elder brother, Nils, arrived a day before the wedding, his wife and
two children in tow. Anna hadn’t seen them in more than a year and was
delighted to become acquainted with her small nephews.

Amidst the joy of having the whole family reunited, however, one thing
was playing on her mind: it seemed everyone assumed that when she
returned from Christiania after the run of Peer Gynt, she would be moving
to the run-down Trulssen homestead as Lars’ wife. And sharing not only a
room, but a bed with him.

The very idea made Anna feel quite ill and added to her sleeplessness at
night.

On the morning of the wedding, Anna helped Sigrid into her bridal attire.
This consisted of a deep red skirt and a white lawn blouse overlaid by a



black bolero decorated with heavy pieces of gold-coloured metal. She
studied the exquisite embroidery on the cream apron that fastened over the
front of the skirt.

“The roses are so intricately stitched. I could never do that, Sigrid. You
are so clever.’

‘Anna, you simply don’t have time with your busy life in the city. My
trousseau took me many months of winter evenings to sew,” Sigrid replied.
‘And besides, I can’t sing as you do. You will sing at the wedding feast
tonight, won’t you?’

‘If you wish me to, yes. And perhaps it’s best we say that is my wedding
present to you and Knut. I have sewn you something, but it is quite terrible,’
she admitted.

‘No matter, sister, I know it will have been fashioned out of love and that
is all that matters. Now, can you hand me the crown and help me secure it?’
Anna took the heavy gold-plated wedding crown from its box. Held by

the church for the past eighty years, every bride from the village had been
married wearing it. She placed it on top of Sigrid’s blonde hair. ‘There, now
you are truly a bride,” she said, as Sigrid stared at herself in the looking
glass.

Berit popped her head around the door. ‘Time to go, kjeere. And may |
say you look quite beautiful.’

Sigrid put her hand on Anna’s. ‘Thank you for your help, sister. It will be
your turn next when you marry Lars.’

As she followed Sigrid to the waiting cart, strewn with fresh flowers
from the meadows, Anna shuddered involuntarily at the thought.

At the church, she watched her brother as he stood in front of the altar
with Sigrid and Pastor Erslev. It was strange to think that Knut was now the
head of a family, and would soon have his own redheaded children. She
stole a glance at Lars, who was listening intently and, for once, was not
looking at her.

After the ceremony, over a hundred people followed the bride and
groom’s cart back to the Landvik house. For weeks, Berit had been sending
prayers up to the Lord to provide clear skies, as there was not enough room
for everyone inside the farmhouse. Her prayers had been answered and the
wooden tables laid out in the adjacent meadow were soon laden with food,
much of it contributed by the guests themselves. Dishes of salted and spiced
pork, tender beef roasted slowly on a spit and, of course, herring, kept



stomachs filled and helped to soak up the home-made beer and aquavit
which flowed freely throughout the celebrations.

Much later, as dusk began to fall, lanterns were lit and hung on wooden
posts to create a makeshift square and the dancing began. The musicians
launched into the upbeat tune of the hallingkast, and everyone cheered and
cleared a circle in the centre. A young woman walked into the middle and
held a hat up high on a stick in front of her and began challenging the men
to come out and kick it off. Anna’s brothers nudged each other and were the
first in the circle to dance and jump around the girl, encouraged by the
whooping and cheering crowd.

Breathless with laughter, Anna turned around to see Lars sitting morosely
at a table by himself.

‘Anna, will you do as you promised and sing for us?’ Sigrid appeared by
her side.

“Yes’ — a panting Knut joined her in her plea — ‘you must.’

‘Sing “Solveig’s Song”!’ shouted someone from the crowd.

There was a chorus of approval at this suggestion. Anna walked into the
centre of the dance square, composed herself and began to sing. As she did
so, her thoughts returned unbidden to Christiania, to the young musician
who had been so entranced by her voice that he’d continued to pursue her . .

‘And we shall meet again, love, and never parted be. And never parted be

There were tears in her eyes as the last note died away. Her audience was
silent, then someone started to clap and the rest of the party followed until
the whole meadow rang with cheers.

‘Sing something else, Anna!’

“Yes! One of our songs.’

For the next half an hour, accompanied by her father on the fiddle, she
had no further time to dwell on her own feelings as she went through the
repertoire of folk songs that all the audience knew by heart. Then it was
time for the bride and groom to depart for the night. With much good-
natured jeering and wolf-whistling, Knut and Sigrid disappeared inside the
house and the party began to disperse.

As she helped with the clearing up, Anna felt drained and unsettled. She
moved like an automaton, ferrying plates and dishes to the barrel full of
water that had been drawn from the well earlier for the purpose.



“You look tired, Anna.’

Feeling a hand touch her lightly on her shoulder, she turned and saw Lars
standing behind her. ‘T am perfectly well,’ she said, managing a weak smile.

‘Did you enjoy the wedding?’

“Yes, everything was beautiful. Sigrid and Knut will be very happy
together.’

As she turned back to concentrate on her task, she felt his hand slide off
her shoulder. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see him with his head
bent down, his hands in his pockets.

‘Anna, I’ve missed you,’ he said so quietly, she barely heard him. ‘Do
you . . . Have you missed me at all?’

She froze, the soapy plate sliding through her fingers. ‘Of course, I’ve
missed everyone here, but I’ve been so busy in Christiania.’

‘With all your new friends, I suppose,’ he said flatly.

“Yes, such as Frgken Olsdatter and the children at the theatre,” she
answered quickly, continuing to wash the plate but secretly wishing he
would go.

Lars hovered uncertainly for a few seconds and she could feel his eyes
upon her. ‘It has been a long day for everyone,’ he said finally. ‘I must take
my leave . . . But first, Anna, I must ask you a question as I know you must
return to Christiania tomorrow. And I wish you to answer it honestly. For
both our sakes.’

Anna could hear the serious undercurrent in his voice. Her stomach
flipped over. ‘Of course, Lars.’

‘Do you.. . . do you still wish to marry me? Given what has changed and
will continue to change for you, I swear I will understand if you do not.’

‘I...” she bent her head over the plates, screwed her eyes closed and
wished this moment could go away. ‘I think so.’

‘And yet I think you do not. Anna, please, it is better for both of us to
know where we stand. I can only wait longer for you if there is hope. I
cannot help but feel you have been uncomfortable about our proposed union
from the start.’

‘But what about Mor and Far and the land you have sold to them?’

Lars let out a heavy sigh. ‘Anna, you have just told me everything I
needed to know. I will take my leave now, but I will write to tell you how
we must organise things. You need say nothing to your parents. I will take



care of it all.” He reached down and drew one of her hands out of the water.
Raising it to his lips, he kissed it. ‘Goodbye, Anna, and God bless you.’

She watched him walk away into the darkness, realising that her betrothal
to Lars Trulssen seemed to have ended before it had even begun.
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It was past lunchtime when I looked up from my laptop screen and the
striped wallpaper beyond danced blurrily before slowly coming back into
focus. Even though I had absolutely no idea how I fitted into a story that
had taken place over one hundred and thirty years ago, what I’d read so far
had fascinated me. At the Conservatoire in Geneva, I’d learnt about the
lives of many composers and studied their masterpieces, but this book
brought the era so vividly to life. And I was fascinated by the fact that Jens
Halvorsen had been the flautist who had played those first iconic four bars
at the premiere of one of my favourite pieces of music.

I thought of Pa’s letter to me then, and wondered whether he had simply
wanted me to read the story of how Peer Gynt came to be in order to
encourage a rebirth of my love for music. As if he’d known I might need it .

And yes, playing at Theo’s memorial service had comforted me. Even the
time it had taken practising the piece had been a few welcome hours of
release from thinking about him. And since then, I’d taken my flute out and
played for pleasure. Or, more accurately, to salve the pain.

The question was whether this connection went deeper and a blood tie
existed between Anna and Jens, and me. Stretching like a fragile silk thread
across one hundred and thirty years . . .

Could Pa Salt have known either Jens or Anna when he was much
younger? 1 pondered. As Pa had been in his eighties when he’d died, I
supposed there was a possibility, depending on when Jens and Anna had
died themselves. Which, irritatingly, were facts I did not currently have at
my disposal.

My ruminations were interrupted by the piercing trill of the house
telephone. Knowing that Celia’s ancient answering machine was broken



and that the phone would therefore ring incessantly, I left the bedroom and
ran downstairs to the hall to answer it.

‘Hello?’

‘Uh, hi, is Celia at home?’

‘Not at present, no,” I answered, recognising the male voice with its
American accent. ‘This is Ally. Can I take a message?’

‘Well, hello there, Ally. It’s Peter here, Theo’s dad. How’re you doing?’

‘I’m okay,’ I answered automatically. ‘Celia should be back around
supper time tonight.’

“Too late for me, unfortunately. I was just calling to let her know I’'m
leaving this evening to fly back to the States. Felt I should speak to her
before I did.’

“Well, I’ll tell her you called, Peter.’

“Thanks.” There was a pause on the line. ‘Ally, are you busy right now?’

‘No, not really.’

“Then can we meet before I leave for the airport? I’m staying at the
Dorchester; I could buy you afternoon tea. It’s only a fifteen-minute cab
ride from Celia’s house.’

‘T..”

‘Please?’

‘Okay,’ I agreed reluctantly.

‘Shall we say three in the Promenade? I have to leave for Heathrow at
four.’

‘See you then, Peter,’ I said as I put the receiver down and wondered
what on earth I had with me to wear to take tea at the Dorchester hotel.

When I walked into the hotel an hour later, I felt strangely guilty, as if 1
was betraying Celia. But Pa Salt had always brought me up never to judge
anyone on hearsay. And Peter was Theo’s father, so I had to give him a
chance.

‘Hi there, young lady,’ he called, waving to me from a table in the
opulent marble-pillared room that led off the lobby. He rose to greet me as I
walked over and he shook my hand with a warm, firm grip. ‘Please, sit
down. I wasn’t sure what you’d want, so as we’re tight for time, I took the
liberty of ordering the full works.’

He gestured to the low table, which held china platters of precision-cut
finger sandwiches and a tiered cake stand filled with delicate French



pastries and scones, accompanied by little bowls of jam and clotted cream.
‘“There’s gallons of tea too, of course. Wow, the English love their tea!’

“Thank you,’ I said, not feeling remotely hungry as I took a seat on the
banquette opposite him. An immaculate white-gloved waiter immediately
stepped forward to pour me a cup of tea, and as he did so, I studied Theo’s
father properly. He had dark eyes, pale skin that was hardly lined with age —
given that he was probably in his early sixties — and a muscular frame
beneath his casual but expensively tailored navy-blue blazer. I could see
that he dyed his hair from the unnaturally matt-brown colour and I’d just
decided Theo didn’t resemble his father at all when Peter smiled at me. The
lopsided set of his mouth was so like his son’s, it made me catch my breath.

‘So, Ally, how’s it all going?’ he asked me as the waiter glided away.
‘Are you coping?’

‘I have good moments and bad, I suppose. How about you?’

‘If you want the truth, Ally, I’'m not coping well at all. This has really
knocked me sideways. I keep remembering Theo as a baby and what a cute
little kid he was. It’s just not the right order of things to have a child die
before you, you know?’

‘I do,” I sympathised, curious about this man who had been so negatively
described by Celia and Theo. I could see he was trying to hold it together,
but I felt his pain. It shone out of him, like a palpable presence.

‘How’s Celia dealing with it?’ he asked.

“The same as all of us — with terrible difficulty. She’s been wonderfully
kind to me.’

‘Maybe it’s been therapeutic to have someone else to care for. I wish I
did.’

‘I should tell you,’ I said as I took a smoked salmon sandwich and
nibbled at it, ‘that Celia told me she would have invited you to come and sit
with her at the front of the church if she’d known you were there.’

‘Really?’ Peter’s expression brightened a little. ‘“That’s real good to
know, Ally. Maybe I should have let her know I was coming, but I knew
how grief-stricken she’d be and I didn’t want to upset her further. You
might already have guessed that I’m not exactly top of her Christmas card
list.”

‘Perhaps she finds it hard to forgive you for . . . you know . . . what you
did to her.’



“Well now, young lady, as I said to you that day after the memorial
service, there’s always another side to a story, but we won’t go there just
now. And yes, I take an extra-large share of the blame, by the way. Between
you and me, I still love Celia,’ Peter sighed. ‘I love her so goddam much,
it’s a physical pain. I know I let her down and did bad stuff, but we were
married young, and in retrospect, I should have sowed my wild oats before
and not during the marriage. Celia . . . well,” Peter said with a shrug, ‘she
was a real “lady” in that way, if you get my drift. We were simply opposites
in that department. Anyway, I’ve sure learnt my lesson.’

“Yes,’ I said, not wanting to pursue that line of explanation any further.
‘Actually, I think she still loves you too.’

‘Really?’ Peter raised a suspicious eyebrow. ‘Now that sure wasn’t what I
was expecting to hear from you.’

‘No, probably not, but it’s just in her eyes when she talks about you, even
when she’s saying something negative. Your son said to me once that there
was a very thin line between love and hate.’

“Trust him to point it out — that’s the kind of sussed, emotionally
intelligent young man he was. I wish I had half of his understanding of
human nature,’ Peter sighed. ‘He certainly didn’t get it from me.’

I realised that I’d probably waded in far too deep, but as I was already up
to my neck, I decided I might as well go with it. “You know, I think Theo
would have loved the thought of his parents meeting and maybe reconciling
the past. If that was the only good thing to come out of this tragedy, at least
it would be something.’

Peter stared at me as I sipped my tea. ‘I think I can totally understand
why my boy loved you so much. You’re special, Ally. Although, however
good your intentions are, I don’t believe in miracles any more.’

‘I do. Yes, I do,’ I repeated. ‘Even if Theo and I only had a few weeks
together, he changed my life. It is a miracle that we met and fitted together
so perfectly, and I know that even with all the pain, he’s made me a better
person.’ It was my turn to tear up, and Peter reached across the table and
patted my hand.

“Well, Ally, I sure do admire you. Trying to find the positive out of a
negative. A long time ago, that’s how I used to be.’

‘Surely you can be like that again?’

‘I think it all got knocked out of me during the divorce. Anyway, tell me
about your plans for the future. Did my son leave you provided for?’



“Yes, he did. He actually changed his will before the race. I have his
Sunseeker and an old barn on Anafi, near your lovely house. To be honest,
even though I loved Theo to bits, I’m not sure I can see myself going to
“Somewhere”, as we called Anafi, and fighting the Greek authorities to
build the house of his dreams.’

‘He left you that crazy goat barn?’ Peter threw back his head and
laughed. ‘Just for the record, I offered to buy Theo his own place on
numerous occasions, but he always flat out refused.’

‘Pride,’ I said with a shrug.

‘Or stupidity,” Peter countered. ‘My boy was a sportsman pursuing his
passion. I understood he needed help financially, but he’d never take it. I’1l
bet you haven’t bought your own home either, Ally. How can any young
person earning even an average wage do that these days?’

‘No, I haven’t, although I do have the goat barn now,’ I said with a smile.
“Well now, firstly I want to tell you that any time you want to go to my

house on the island, you’re more than welcome. Celia knows she can use it
anytime too, but she refuses to go. Apparently it’s to do with something I
said to her when we were there together way back when. Don’t ask what,
because I can’t remember. And let me tell you, Ally, if you ever need help
with the local planning authorities, I’'m your man. I’ve invested so much
money in that island, I should be made mayor! Do you have the deeds of
ownership yet?’

‘Not yet, but apparently, once the estate’s gone through probate, they’ll
be sent to me.’

“Well, anything you need, young lady, you just consider me there for you.
It’s the least I can do: to take care of the girl my boy loved.’

“Thanks.” We both sat in silence for a while, missing him.

‘So,’ Peter said eventually, ‘you still haven’t told me what your future
plans are.’

“That’s because I’m not sure of them.’

“Theo said you were a damn fine sailor, about to train in the Swiss
Olympic squad.’

‘I’ve pulled out. Don’t ask me to explain, please Peter, but I simply can’t
do it.’

‘No explanations necessary. And if you’ll excuse me for the obvious
metaphor, it seems you have another string to your bow. You’re a fine



musician, Ally. I was very moved by your flute playing at the memorial
service.’

“That’s very kind of you to say, Peter. But really, I was so rusty. I haven’t
played properly for years.’

“Well, it sure didn’t sound like it to me. If I had a skill like yours, I'd
treasure it. Does it run in the family?’

‘I’m not sure. Maybe. My father died only a few weeks ago—’

‘Ally!” Peter looked aghast. ‘My God! How have you coped, losing both
men in your life?’

“To be honest, I don’t know.’ I gulped, feeling a rush of emotion. I was
okay as long as no one offered me sympathy. ‘Anyway, the point is that I
was adopted, along with my five sisters. And my father’s parting gift to me
was to give me clues to my past. And from what little I know so far, it may
turn out that music is in my genes.’

‘I see.” He looked at me, his dark eyes full of empathy. ‘Are you going to
find out more?’

‘I’m not sure just yet. I certainly wasn’t intending to when Theo was
around. I was looking forward to the future.’

‘Of course you were. You got anything at all planned for the next few
weeks?’

‘No, nothing.’

‘Well then, there’s your answer: go follow the clues you’ve been given. I
sure would. And I think Theo would want you to. Now’ — he looked at his
watch — ‘I’m sad I have to leave you, but I’'m going to miss my flight if I
don’t. The bill’s paid, so please stay here and finish up if you want. And I’ll
say it again: if you ever need anything, Ally, you just let me know.’

He rose and so did I. And then spontaneously, he enveloped me in his
arms and gave me a tight hug. ‘Ally, I wish we had more time to talk, but
I’m glad to know you all the same. Today has been the only positive thing
to take out of what’s happened, and I thank you for that. And remember,
someone once told me that life only throws at you what it feels you can deal
with. And you are one seriously amazing young woman.” He handed me a
card. ‘Keep in touch.’

‘I will,” T promised.

He gave me a sad wave and walked briskly from the table.

I sat back down, looking at the sumptuous spread in front of me and half-
heartedly reached for a scone, unable to bear the thought of the food going



to waste. I too wished we’d had longer to talk. Whatever Celia had said to
me about her ex-husband, and whatever he might have done to her, I liked
him. For all his reputed wealth and bad behaviour, there was something
intrinsically vulnerable about him.

When I arrived home, I found Celia in her bedroom, packing a suitcase.

‘Did you have a nice afternoon?’ she asked me.

“Yes, thank you. I met Peter for afternoon tea. He rang here to speak to
you after you left this morning and got me instead.’

‘Well, I am surprised he called. Normally when he’s in the UK, he
doesn’t.’

‘Normally, he hasn’t lost a son. He sends his love, anyway.’

‘Good. Now then, Ally,” she said over-brightly, ‘as you know, I’m off at
the crack of dawn tomorrow. You’re welcome to stay here for as long as
you want to; you’ll just need to put the burglar alarm on and post the keys
through the front door when you decide to leave. Are you absolutely sure
you don’t want to come with me? It’s beautiful in Tuscany at this time of
the year. And Cora is not only my oldest friend, but also Theo’s
godmother.’

“Thank you so much for asking, but I think it’s time to go out and find
myself a life.’

“Well, just remember it’s early days. I divorced Peter twenty years ago,
and I still don’t seem to have found myself one.” She shrugged sadly.
‘Anyway, stay here for as long as you want.’

“Thank you. By the way, I went shopping on the way home and I'd like
to cook tonight to say thank you. It’s nothing fancy, just pasta, but it’ll
hopefully put you in the mood for Italy.’

‘How sweet of you, Ally dear. That will be lovely.’

We sat out on the terrace for our last supper together. I had little appetite,
and as I did my best to eat a few forkfuls, I noted that the drooping heads of
Celia’s roses were draining of colour, the edges of the petals brown and
crisp. Even the air smelt different: heavier, with an earthy hint of the
autumn to come. While we ate, we both slipped into our own thoughts, as
we realised we were losing our bubble of mutual comfort and had to face
the world again.

‘I just wanted to say thank you for being here, Ally. I really don’t know
what I’d have done without you,’ Celia said as we carried our empty plates
into the kitchen.



‘Or me without you,’ I said, as Celia started to wash up and I picked up a
tea towel to dry.

‘I also want you to know that any time you’re in London, you’re to think
of this house as your home, Ally.’

“Thank you.’

‘I hate to mention it, but I’ll be collecting Theo’s ashes when I get back
from Italy. We’ll need to make a date to go to Lymington and scatter them
together.’

“Yes,’ I gulped, ‘of course.’

‘I’'m going to miss you, Ally. I really feel you’re the daughter I never
had. Now,’ she added gruffly, ‘I’d better get to bed. My taxi’s arriving at
four thirty and I’m certainly not expecting you to be up to see me off. So
I’ll say goodbye. But keep in touch, won’t you?’

‘Of course I will.’

I slept restlessly that night, the blank pages of my imminent future
haunting my dreams. Up until now, I’d always known exactly where I was
going and what I was doing. The sense of emptiness and lethargy I currently
felt was new to me.

‘Maybe this is what depression feels like,” I muttered as I hauled myself
out of bed the next morning and, feeling slightly nauseous, forced myself to
take a shower. As I towelled my hair dry, I typed ‘Jens Halvorsen’ into a
search engine. Irritatingly, the few mentions of him were written in
Norwegian, so I went to the site of an online book retailer, idly browsing for
any books in English or French that might contain a mention of him.

And then I found it.

Grieg’s Apprentice
Author: Thom Halvorsen
Release date (US edition) 30th August 2007

I scrolled down to find the brief synopsis.

‘Thom Halvorsen, renowned violinist with the Bergen Philharmonic Orchestra, has written a
biography of his great-great-grandfather, Jens Halvorsen. It charts the life of a talented composer
and musician who worked closely with Edvard Grieg. With the aid of fascinating family memoirs,
we see Grieg dafresh through the eyes of one who knew him intimately.’

I ordered the book immediately, although I saw that they were quoting a
minimum of two weeks for delivery from the States. Then I had a
brainwave, and, pulling Peter’s card from my wallet, I wrote him an email,



thanking him for afternoon tea. Then explained I needed to get hold of a
book that was only available in America and could he possibly hunt it down
for me? I didn’t feel too guilty asking him; I was sure he had endless
minions at his beck and call who could go in search of it.

Then I typed in Peer Gynt, and scrolling down through the various
references, I came across the Ibsen Museum in Oslo — or Christiania, as
Anna and Jens had known it — and its curator, Erik Edvardsen. He was
apparently a world-renowned expert on Henrik Ibsen and perhaps he’d be
willing to help me if I emailed him.

I was itching to continue my research and also to read what I had left of
the book translation, but I reluctantly closed my laptop when I realised I
was due in Battersea to see Star for lunch in half an hour.

I hailed a cab outside the house, and as we crossed the River Thames
over an ornate and pretty pink bridge, I decided I was falling a little in love
with London. There was something intrinsically elegant about it — stately
almost — with none of the frenetic energy of New York or the blandness of
Geneva. Like everything in England, it seemed to have full confidence in its
own history and uniqueness.

The cab stopped in front of what had obviously once been a warehouse.
Sitting on the riverside, it and its neighbours would have provided easy
access for the barges to bring in their loads of tea, silks and spices in days
gone by. I paid the driver and rang the bell beside the number Star had
given me. The door opened with an electronic buzz and her voice told me to
take the lift to the third floor. I did so, and found Star waiting for me at the
front door.

‘Hello, darling, how are you?’ she asked as we embraced each other.

‘Oh, coping,’ I lied as she led me into a cavernous white living space
with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Thames.

‘Wow!’ I said as I walked over to admire the view. “This place is
fantastic!’

‘CeCe chose it,” said Star with a shrug. ‘It’s got room for her to work,
and the light is good too.’

I looked around, noting the open-plan layout, the minimalist furniture
dotted around on the blond-wood floorboards and the sleek spiral staircase
that presumably led up to the bedrooms. It wasn’t what I would have
personally chosen as it was anything but cosy, but it was certainly
impressive.



‘Can I get you a drink?’ Star asked. “We have wine of all colours, and, of
course, beer.’

‘“Whatever you’re having, Star,’ I said, following her over to the kitchen
area, which was kitted out in ultra-modern stainless steel and frosted glass.
She opened one door of the huge double refrigerator and seemed to hesitate.

‘White wine?’ I suggested.

“Yes, good idea.’

I observed my younger sister as she took down two glasses from a
cabinet and opened the wine, thinking again how Star never seemed to
express an opinion of her own or make a decision. Maia and I had discussed
endlessly whether it was Star’s natural personality to defer to others, or the
result of CeCe’s dominant role in their relationship.

“That smells good,’ I said, pointing to a pot bubbling away on the
industrial-sized hob. I could also see something cooking in the glass-fronted
oven.

‘I’m using you as a guinea pig, Ally. I’m trying out a new recipe and it’s
almost ready.’

‘Great. Cheers, as they say here in England.’

‘Yes, cheers.’

We both took a sip of our wine, but I put mine down on the countertop, as
for some reason it had immediately turned acidic in my stomach. As I
watched her stirring the contents of the pot, I reflected how very young Star
looked, with her mist of white-blonde hair falling to her shoulders, and her
long fringe that often fell into her enormous pale blue eyes, shielding them
and their expressions like a protective curtain. I found it difficult to
remember that Star was a grown woman of twenty-seven.

‘So, how are you settling down in London Town?’ I asked her.

‘Well, I think. I like it here.’

‘And how’s the cookery course going?’

‘I’ve finished that. It was fine.’

‘So do you think you might pursue a career in cooking?’ I ploughed on,
hoping to elicit a more elaborate response.

‘I don’t think it’s for me.’

‘I see. Any idea what you might do next?’

‘I don’t know.’

Silence reigned then, as it often did in conversations with Star.
Eventually she continued. ‘So how are you really, Ally? It’s all so awful for



you, coming so soon after Pa’s death.’

‘I’m not sure how I am, to be honest. It’s changed everything. My future
was all mapped out and now suddenly it’s gone. I’ve told the manager of
the Swiss national squad I won’t be taking part in the Olympic trials. I
really couldn’t face that just now. People have told me I’'m wrong, and I feel
guilty for not having the strength to continue, but it just doesn’t seem right.
What do you think?’

Star brushed back her fringe from her eyes and regarded me warily. ‘I
think that you must do exactly as you feel, Ally. But sometimes that’s very
difficult, isn’t it?’

“Yes, it is. I don’t want to let anyone down.’

‘Exactly.” Star gave a small sigh as she turned her gaze towards the floor-
length windows, then back to the hob as she began to serve the contents of
the pot onto two plates. ‘Shall we eat outside?’

‘Why not?’

I turned my attention towards the river and to the terrace that ran the
length of the windows and wondered rather meanly what on earth this place
had cost to rent. It was hardly the typical apartment of a penniless art
student and her apparently directionless sister. CeCe had obviously
managed to cajole Georg Hoffman into releasing some funds the morning
she and Star had visited him in Geneva.

We ferried the food out to the table, which stood against the backdrop of
a myriad of sweet-smelling plants overflowing from giant pots along the
edge of the terrace. “These are beautiful. What is that?’ I pointed to one,
containing a riotous mass of orange, white and pink flowers.

‘It’s Sparaxis tricolor. More commonly called “wand-flower”, but I don’t
think it really likes the breeze from the river. It really belongs in a sheltered
corner of an English country garden.’

‘Did you plant them?’ I asked as I took a mouthful of the noodle seafood
dish Star had prepared for the main course.

“Yes. I like plants. I always have. I used to help Pa Salt in his garden at
Atlantis.’

‘Did you? I had no idea. My goodness, this is delicious, Star,’ I
complimented her, even though I really wasn’t hungry. ‘I’m discovering all
sorts of hidden talents you have today. My cooking is basic at best and I
can’t even grow cress in a pot, let alone all this.’ I gesticulated to the
abundance surrounding us on the terrace.



Again, there was a pregnant pause, but I refrained from filling the
silence.

‘Recently, I’ve been thinking about what talent actually is. I mean, are
things that come easily to you a gift?’ Star said tentatively. ‘For example,
did you really have to try to play the flute so beautifully?’

‘No, I suppose I didn’t. Not initially, anyway. But then, to get better, I
had to practise endlessly. I don’t think simply having a talent for something
can compensate for sheer hard work. I mean, look at the great composers:
it’s not enough to hear the tunes in your head; you have to learn how to put
them down in writing and how to orchestrate a piece. That takes years of
practice and learning your craft. I’'m sure there are millions of us who have
a natural ability at something, but unless we harness that ability and
dedicate ourselves to it, we can never reach our full potential.’

Star nodded slowly. ‘Have you finished, Ally?’ she asked, looking across
the table at my barely touched plate.

‘I have. Sorry, Star. It was gorgeous, really, but I’'m afraid I haven’t had
much of an appetite recently.’

After that, we chatted about our sisters and what they’d been up to. Star
told me about CeCe and how her ‘installations’ were keeping her busy. I
commented on Maia’s surprise move to Rio, and how wonderful it was for
her that at last she’d found happiness.

“This has really cheered me up. And it’s so great to see you, Star,’ I said
with a smile.

‘And you. Where will you go now, do you think?’

‘As a matter of fact, I might go to Norway and investigate what Pa Salt’s
coordinates indicate is my original place of birth.’

I’m sure I looked far more surprised at what I’d just said than Star did, as
the thought entered my brain for the first time and began to take hold.

‘Good,’ Star said. ‘I think you should.’

‘Do you?’

‘“Why not? Pa’s clues might change your life. They changed Maia’s. And’
— Star paused — ‘perhaps mine too.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes.’

Another silence took hold and I knew it wasn’t worth pursuing Star for
further details of her revelation. ‘Now, I really think I should be going.
Thank you so much for lunch.’ I stood up, suddenly feeling weary and



needing to return to my sanctuary. ‘Is it easy to get a taxi from here?’ I said
as she accompanied me to the front door.

“Yes, turn left and you’re on the main road. Goodbye, Ally,” she said as
she reached to kiss me on both cheeks. ‘Let me know if you go to Norway.’

Back at Celia’s silent house, I went up to my bedroom and opened the case
that contained my flute. I stared at it intently, as if it could answer all the
questions burning in my mind. The most pressing being where I would go
from here. I knew I could almost certainly go and bury myself on
‘Somewhere’. One telephone call to Peter and his beautiful house on Anafi
would be mine for as long as I needed it. I could spend the next year
concentrating on renovating Theo’s precious goat barn — thoughts of
Mamma Mia, the Abba musical, sprang to mind, and I chuckled and shook
my head. However appealing the cocoon of ‘Somewhere’ appeared, I knew
it would not move me forward. It would simply let me live in the world of
Theo and I, which had been but wasn’t any more.

Equally, would Atlantis be good for me? Was there anything left for me
there now? But anything I might subsequently discover in Norway was
firmly in my past too and I was someone who looked to the future. Yet
perhaps with the ‘now’ being on hold, I had to reverse in order to move
forward. I decided that my choice was stark: return to Atlantis or fly to
Norway. Perhaps a few days of private contemplation in a new country —
away from everything and everybody — would be a good thing. No one
there would know my story and investigating the past would at least give
me something to focus on. Even if it came to nothing.

I began to look up flights to Oslo, finding one that left that evening and
had availability. I realised I’d have to leave almost immediately to get to
Heathrow on time. I stared into space trying to make a decision.

‘Come on, Ally.” I spoke to myself harshly, as my finger hovered over the
button to confirm the seat. “What have you got to lose?’

Nothing.

And besides, I was ready to know.
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As the plane soared northward that late August evening, I skimmed through
the information I had about the Ibsen Museum and the National Theatre in
Oslo. Tomorrow morning, I decided, I’d visit both and see if anyone there
could shed further light on the information I’d gleaned from Jens
Halvorsen’s book.

As I left the plane at Oslo airport, I felt an unexpected lightness in my
step and something that almost resembled excitement. After clearing
customs, I went straight to the information desk and asked the young
woman behind the counter if she could suggest a hotel that was located
close to the Ibsen Museum. She mentioned the Grand Hotel, called them
and told me they only had availability at the more expensive end of the
rooms.

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘I’1l take what they have.” The woman handed me a slip of
paper that confirmed my booking, then ordered me a taxi and directed me
outside to wait for it.

As we drove into the centre of Oslo, the darkness made it difficult to get
my bearings or gain much of an impression of the city. On arrival at the
imposing lamp-lit stone entrance to the Grand Hotel, I was immediately
ushered inside and, with the formalities completed, shown to my room,
which turned out to be named ‘The Ibsen Suite’.

‘Will this be sufficient for you, madam?’ the bellboy asked me in English
as he handed me the key.

I looked around the beautiful sitting room, with a chandelier dangling
elegantly from the ceiling and various photographs of Henrik Ibsen
adorning the striped silk walls, and smiled at the coincidence.

‘It’s wonderful, thank you very much.’



Once I’d tipped the bellboy and he’d left, I wandered around the suite in
awe, thinking I could very easily move into it full-time. After taking a
shower, I emerged from the bathroom to the sound of church bells ushering
in the arrival of midnight and felt glad I was here. Sliding between the crisp
linen sheets, I fell into a deep sleep.

I rose early the next morning, and went out onto the tiny balcony to view
the city in the light of a fresh new day. Below me was a tree-lined square,
flanked by a mixture of gorgeous old stone buildings and a few more
modern ones. Casting my gaze upwards in the distance, I could see a pink
castle perched on a hill.

I wandered back inside and realised I hadn’t eaten since yesterday
lunchtime. I ordered breakfast to be delivered to the room, then sat on the
bed in my robe, feeling like a princess in my newfound palace. I studied the
map the receptionist had given me last night and saw that the Ibsen
Museum was only a short walk away.

After breakfast, I dressed and took the lift downstairs, armed with my
map. As I crossed the square in front of the hotel, I suddenly smelt the all
too familiar aroma of the sea, and I remembered that Oslo was built on a
fjord. I also noticed the large number of fair-skinned redheads who passed
me. In Switzerland, I’d been teased during my schooldays about my pale
complexion, freckles and red-gold curls. At the time, it had hurt, as those
things always did, and I remembered asking Ma if I could dye my hair.

‘No, chérie, your hair is your crowning glory. One day all those nasty
girls will be jealous of it,” had been her reply.

Well, 1 thought as I continued to walk, I certainly won't stick out here.

I came to a halt outside an impressive pale-brick building, the entrance to
which was colonnaded with grey stone pillars.

‘NATIONALTHEATER’

I read the engraved inscription above the elegant facade and noticed that
just below it, the names of Ibsen and two other men I’d never heard of were
engraved on stone plaques. Had this been the very building where Peer
Gynt had been premiered, I wondered? To my disappointment, the theatre
was shut at present, so I continued walking along the busy wide street until
I arrived at the front door of the Ibsen Museum. Stepping inside, I found
myself in a small bookshop, and on the wall to my left was a display board



printed with the dates of the major events in Ibsen’s gilded career. My heart
beat a little faster as I read the date: ‘24th February 1876 — premiere of Peer
Gynt at the Christiania Theatre.’

‘God morgen! Kan eg hjelpe deg?’ the girl behind the counter asked.

‘Do you speak English?’ was my first question.

‘Of course,’ she said with a smile. ‘Can I help you?’

“Well, yes, or at least I hope so.” Taking the photocopy of the book cover
out of my bag, I placed it on the desk in front of her. ‘My name’s Ally
D’Apliése and I’'m doing some research on a composer called Jens
Halvorsen and a singer called Anna Landvik. They were both in the original
premiere of Peer Gynt at the Christiania Theatre. I wondered if anyone here
could tell me a little more about them.’

‘I can’t, as I’'m just a student on the till,” she confessed, ‘but I’'ll go
upstairs and see if Erik, the director of the museum, is in.’

“Thank you.’

As she disappeared through a door at the back of the desk, I wandered
around the shop and picked up an English translation of Peer Gynt. At the
very least, I thought, I should read it.

“Yes, Erik’s here, and he will come down to see you shortly,” confirmed
the girl as she reappeared. I thanked her and paid for the book.

A few minutes later, an elegant white-haired man appeared.

‘Hello, Miss D’Apliese. I'm Erik Edvardsen,’ he said, offering his hand
in greeting. ‘Ingrid says you’re interested in Jens Halvorsen and Anna
Landvik?’

“Yes,’ I said, shaking his hand before showing him the photocopy of the
book cover.

He took it and gazed at it with a nod. ‘I believe we have a copy upstairs
in the library. Would you like to follow me?’

He showed me through a door that led to an austere entrance hall.
Compared to the modern decor of the bookshop, it was like taking a step
back in time. He opened the old-fashioned gate to the lift, closed it behind
us and pressed a button. As we rattled upwards, he indicated a particular
floor as we passed it. “That is the apartment in which Ibsen himself lived for
the last eleven years of his life. We consider ourselves privileged to have
custody of it. So,” he said as we emerged from the lift into an airy room, the
walls of which were lined floor to ceiling with books, ‘are you an
historian?’



‘Goodness, no,’ I replied. “The book was a legacy to me from my father,
who died a few weeks ago. In fact, maybe I should say it’s more of a clue,
because I’'m still not sure what it has to do with me. I’'m currently having
the whole text translated from Norwegian to English, and I’ve only read the
first instalment. All I really know so far is that Jens was a musician who
played the opening bars of “Morning Mood” at the premiere of Peer Gynt.
And that Anna was the ghost voice for Solveig’s songs.’

“To be honest, I’'m not sure how much I can help you, because my subject
is obviously Ibsen, rather than Grieg. You really need to see an expert on
Grieg himself and the ideal person to help you is the curator of the Grieg
Museum up in Bergen. However,’ he said, as he scanned the bookshelves,
‘there is one thing I can show you. Ah, there it is.” He pulled a large old
book from the shelves. ‘“This was written by Rudolf Rasmussen — known as
“Rude” — who was one of the children in the original production of Peer
Gynt.’

“Yes! I’ve read about him in the book. He was a go-between delivering
messages to Jens and Anna when they first fell in love at the theatre.’

‘Really?’ Erik said as he leafed through the pages. ‘Here, these are
pictures from that very first night, with all the cast members in costume.’

He handed the book to me, and I stared incredulously into the faces of the
very people I’d just been reading about. There was Henrik Klausen as Peer
Gynt and Thora Hansson as Solveig. I tried to imagine her looking like a
glamorous star out of Solveig’s peasant clothes. Other photographs showed
the entire cast, although I knew Anna would not be in any of them.

‘I can photocopy the pictures if you wish,’ Erik suggested, ‘and then you
can study them at your leisure.’

“That would be wonderful, thank you.’

As Erik walked over to the photocopier that stood in a corner, my eyes
fell on a print of an old theatre. ‘T walked past the National Theatre today,
and could just imagine how it was when Peer Gynt opened,” I commented
to break the silence.

‘Actually, Peer Gynt didn’t open at the National Theatre. It was
premiered at the Christiania Theatre.’

‘Oh. I’d presumed it was the same building that had simply changed its
name?’

‘Sadly, the old Christiania Theatre is long gone. It was in Bankplassen,
fifteen minutes or so away from here. It’s now a museum.’



I stared at Erik’s back as my mouth fell open in amazement. ‘Do you by
any chance mean the Museum of Contemporary Art?’

‘I do. The Christiania Theatre was closed in 1899 and anything musical
moved to the newly built National Theatre. Here,” he said, handing me the
photocopied sheets.

‘Well, I’'m sure I’ve taken up far too much of your time, but thank you
very much for seeing me.’

‘Before you leave, let me give you the email address of the curator at the
Grieg museum. Tell him I sent you. I’'m sure he’ll be able to help you far
more than I have.’

‘Herr Edvardsen, I promise you, you’ve helped me very much indeed,’ I
assured him as he scribbled down the email address then handed it to me.

‘Of course, even I bow to the fact that the fame of Grieg’s music for Peer
Gynt has far outstripped that of the poem itself,” he said with a smile as he
led me towards the lift. ‘It’s become iconic across the world. Goodbye,
Miss D’ Apliese. I’d love to know if you manage to solve the mystery. And
I’'m always here if you need any further help.’

“Thank you.’

As I left the museum, I almost skipped back to the Grand Hotel. The
coordinates from the armillary sphere finally made sense. And as I entered
the Grand Café, which occupied the front corner of the hotel, I gazed at the
original mural of Ibsen on the wall and knew for certain that somehow, Jens
and Anna were part of my story.

Over lunch, I emailed the curator of the Grieg museum, as Erik had
suggested. Then out of curiosity, I took a taxi to the site of the old
Christiania Theatre. The Museum of Contemporary Art stood in a square
behind a fountain that played in the centre of it. Modern art really wasn’t
my thing, though I knew CeCe would love it, and I decided not to go in.
Then I saw the Engebret Café across the square, walked towards it and
pushed open the door.

Glancing around, I saw rustic wooden tables and chairs, which were just
as I’d imagined from Jens’ description in the book. A distinctive smell — of
stale alcohol, dust and the very faint odour of damp — pervaded the air. I
closed my eyes and pictured Jens and his orchestral cohorts in here well
over a century ago, spending long hours drowning their sorrows in aquavit.
I ordered a coffee at the bar and drank the hot, bitter liquid, feeling



frustrated that I couldn’t read any more of the story until the translator had
sent me the rest of the book.

I left Engebret and, pulling out my map, decided to wander slowly back
to the hotel, imagining Anna and Jens walking these very streets. The city
had obviously grown since their day, but while parts of it were ultra-
modern, many lovely old buildings remained. As I arrived back at the
Grand Hotel, I decided that Oslo had an innate charm. There was something
comforting about its compactness, and I felt very at home here.

Back in my room, I checked my emails and found that the curator of the
Grieg museum had already responded:

Dear Miss D’Apliése,

Yes, I am aware of Jens and Anna Halvorsen. Edvard Grieg was something of a mentor to
both of them, as you may already know. I am here at Troldhaugen, just outside Bergen,
from nine until four every day, and would be happy to meet you and help you with your
research.

Yours sincerely,
Erling Dahl Jr

Having no idea where Bergen actually was, I googled a map of Norway and
saw that it was up on the north-west coast, clearly a plane journey away. I
hadn’t realised before just how vast the country actually was. There was
another huge chunk of it continuing past Bergen, leading up towards the
Arctic. I decided to book a flight for the following morning and emailed Mr
Dahl back to say I'd be in Bergen by midday tomorrow.

It was just past six o’clock and still light outside. I imagined the long
winters here when the sun disappeared after lunchtime and the snow fell
heavily, blanketing everything it touched. And I mused on how my sisters
had often commented that I seemed impervious to the cold, constantly
opening windows to let in fresh air. I’d always thought I was simply used to
it due to my sailing. But as I remembered Maia’s ability to take any level of
heat and turn a sultry brown within the space of a few minutes, compared to
my tendency to turn beetroot, perhaps winter was part of my heritage, as
sunny climes were part of Maia’s?

My thoughts turned unbidden to Theo, as they always did when the night
drew in. I knew he would have loved to accompany me on this journey,
probably analysing my reactions to the situation every step of the way. As |
climbed into the bed, which tonight felt far too big just for me, I wondered
whether there would be anyone in my future who could possibly take his



place. And I doubted there ever would be. Before I became maudlin, I set
my alarm for seven o’clock the next morning, closed my eyes and tried to
sleep.
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The bird’s-eye view of Norway from the plane was simply glorious. Below
me were dark green forests lining the sides of deep blue fjords, and shining
white snow-capped mountains, forever frozen, even at the start of
September. On arrival at Bergen airport, I jumped into a taxi and instructed
the driver to take me straight to Troldhaugen, once Grieg’s home and now a
museum. The view of the countryside from the busy dual carriageway was a
blur of endless trees, but eventually we turned off the main road and drove
up a narrow country lane.

The taxi drew up outside an enchanting pale-yellow clapboard villa and I
paid the driver and climbed out, hoisting my rucksack over my shoulder. I
stood for a few moments gazing up at its exterior, taking in the large picture
windows with their green-painted frames, and the latticework balcony that
jutted from the upper floor. A tower rose from one corner and the
Norwegian flag flapped in the breeze from a tall pole.

I saw the villa was perched on a hillside overlooking a lake and was
surrounded by grassy slopes and tall, majestic spruce trees. Marvelling at
the tranquil beauty of the location, I walked inside a modern building that
declared itself to be the entrance to the museum and introduced myself to
the girl sitting behind the counter of the gift shop. As I asked her to tell the
curator I was here, I looked down into the glass display case under the
counter and caught my breath.

‘Mon Dieu!” I murmured, the shock of what was staring up at me
spinning me back to my mother tongue. There in the case was a row of
small brown frogs identical to the one in Pa Salt’s envelope.

‘Erling, the curator, will be along in a moment,’ said the girl, replacing
the receiver of the phone.



“Thank you. Can I ask you why you’re selling these frogs in the gift
shop?’

‘Grieg kept the original version with him at all times as a good luck
talisman,’ the girl explained. ‘It sat in his pocket everywhere he went and
he would kiss it goodnight before he slept.’

‘Hello, Miss D’ Apliese. I’'m Erling Dahl. How was your flight here?’ An
attractive silver-haired man had appeared beside me.

‘Oh, it was fine, thank you,’ I said, trying to gather my senses after the
frog revelation. ‘And please, call me Ally.’

‘Okay, Ally. May I ask if you’re hungry? Rather than sitting in my
cramped office, we could go next door to the café, grab a sandwich and talk
there. You can leave your luggage with Else.” He indicated the girl behind
the counter.

“That sounds perfect,’ I agreed, handing over my rucksack with a nod of
thanks, then following him through a set of doors. The room we entered had
walls made almost entirely of glass, allowing a breathtaking view of the
lake through the trees. I took in the glistening expanse of water, dotted with
tiny pine-fringed islands, before it receded to the distant shore on the misty
horizon.

‘Lake Nordas is magnificent, is it not?’ said Erling. ‘Sometimes we
forget how lucky we are to work in such a place.’

‘It’s amazing,’ I breathed. ‘You are indeed lucky.’

When we had ordered coffees and open sandwiches, Erling asked me
how he could help. Once again, I pulled out the photocopies I’d taken of Pa
Salt’s book and explained what I wanted to know.

He took the sheets and studied them. ‘I’ve never read this book, although
I know the bones of what it contains. I’ve recently helped Thom Halvorsen,
Jens and Anna’s great-great-grandson, with research for a new biography.’

“Yes. I have it on order from the States. You actually know Thom
Halvorsen?’

‘Of course. He lives only a few minutes’ walk from here and the musical
world in Bergen is small. He plays violin in the Philharmonic Orchestra and
has recently been promoted to assistant conductor.’

“Then would it be possible to meet him?’ I asked as our sandwiches
arrived.

‘I’m sure it would, yes, but presently he’s on tour in the States with the
orchestra. They return in the next few days. So how far have you got in



your research?’

‘I haven’t finished reading the original biography yet as I'm still waiting
for the rest of the translation. I’ve reached the point where Jens has been
asked to leave his family home and Anna Landvik has been offered the role
of Solveig.’

‘I see.” Erling smiled at me, then checked his watch. ‘Sadly, I don’t have
the time to tell you anything further now as we have our lunchtime concert
here in half an hour. But perhaps it’s best if you read the rest of Jens’
original words anyway, and we can talk when you have.’

‘Where is the concert?’

‘In our purpose-built hall, which we call Troldsalen. We have guest
pianists here performing Grieg’s music throughout the summer months.
Today the performance is the Piano Concerto in A Minor.’

‘Really? Then would you mind if I came along to listen?’

‘Not at all,” he said, standing up. “Why don’t you finish your sandwich,
then make your way across to the concert hall, while I go and make sure all
is well with our pianist?’

‘I’d love to, thank you, Erling.’

After forcing down the rest of the sandwich, I followed the signs through
the thickly wooded hillside to the building that nestled cosily within the
pine trees. Once inside, I made my way down the steps of the steeply-raked
auditorium and saw it was already two thirds full. The small stage, in the
centre of which sat a magnificent Steinway grand piano, was framed by
more huge glass windows, forming a stunning backdrop of fir trees and the
lake beyond.

Shortly after I’d settled myself in a seat, Erling appeared on the stage
with a slim, dark-haired young man who, even at a distance, was singularly
striking in appearance. Erling addressed the audience, speaking in
Norwegian first and then in English for the benefit of the many tourists
present.

‘I am honoured to present to you the pianist Willem Caspari. This young
man has already made his mark performing across the globe, most recently
playing at the Proms at the Royal Albert Hall in London. We are grateful
that he has agreed to grace our small corner of the world with his presence.’

The audience gave a round of applause and Willem nodded impassively
before sitting down at the piano, waiting for the auditorium to fall silent. As
he began to play the opening bars, I closed my eyes, the music transporting



me back to my days at the Conservatoire in Geneva, when I would attend
concerts weekly and often perform in them myself. Classical music had
once been such a passion for me, and yet I realised to my shame it must be
at least ten years since I’d attended even the most modest of recitals. I felt
my tension abate as I listened to Willem play, watching his skilled hands
dancing lightly across the keys. And I promised myself that from now on, I
would remedy the situation.

After the concert had finished, Erling sought me out and took me down
to the stage to introduce me to Willem Caspari. His face had a dramatic
angular bone structure, his white skin drawn tightly across high
cheekbones, framing a pair of turquoise eyes and full, blood-red lips.
Everything about him was immaculate, from his neat dark hair to his
polished black shoes, and he rather reminded me of a handsome vampire.

“Thank you so much for that,’ I said to Willem. ‘It was absolutely
beautiful.’

‘My pleasure, Miss D’ Apliese,’ he replied, discreetly wiping his hands
with a snowy white handkerchief before shaking mine. He studied me
intently as he did so. “You know, I’m pretty sure we’ve met before.’

‘Have we?’ I said, embarrassed that I couldn’t place him.

“Yes. I was a pupil at the Conservatoire in Geneva. I believe you had just
started there when I was in my final year. Apart from having an excellent
memory for faces, I remember your surname, because it struck me as
unusual at the time. You’re a flautist, aren’t you?’

“Yes,’ I said in surprise, ‘or at least I was.’

‘Really, Ally? That’s something you didn’t mention to me earlier,” said
Erling.

‘Well, it was a long time ago now.’

“You don’t play anymore?’ asked Willem, at the same time fastidiously
straightening his lapels in what was obviously a subconscious ritual rather
than an attempt to impress.

‘Not really, no.’

‘If I remember rightly, I came to a recital of yours once. You played
“Sonata for Flute and Piano?””’

“Yes, I did. You really do have an incredible memory.’

‘For things I want to remember, yes. It has its good and bad points, I can
assure you.’



‘How interesting, given that the musician Ally is currently researching
was a flautist himself,’ interjected Erling.

‘And who is it that you’re researching, if you don’t mind me asking?’
Willem queried, his luminous eyes fixed on mine.

‘A Norwegian composer called Jens Halvorsen and his wife, Anna, who
was a singer.’

‘I’m afraid I don’t know of them.’

“They were both very well known here in Norway, especially Anna,’ said
Erling. ‘Now, depending on your plans, perhaps you’d like to take a look
around Grieg’s house and maybe visit the hut on the hillside where he
composed his music?’

“Yes, thank you, I will.’

‘“Would you mind if I came with you?’ asked Willem, still studying me
with his head cocked to one side. ‘I only arrived in Bergen last night and I
haven’t yet had the chance to look around myself.’

‘Not at all,” I said, deciding it would be preferable to be walking
alongside him rather than standing here being subjected to his seemingly
dispassionate yet highly focussed scrutiny.

“Then I’ll leave you both to it,” said Erling hastily. ‘Pop into the office
and say goodbye when you leave. And thank you for a breathtaking
performance today, Willem.’

Willem and I followed Erling out of the hall and then together we
wandered up the steps through the trees towards the house. We entered the
villa itself and went into the wood-floored drawing room, which contained
an old Steinway grand piano set next to a wall. The rest of the room was
filled with an eclectic mix of rustic country furniture and more elegant
pieces in walnut and mahogany. Portraits and landscape paintings jostled
for attention on the mellow, pine-clad walls.

‘It still feels like a real home in here,” I commented to Willem.

“Yes, it does,’ he agreed.

Framed pictures of Grieg and his wife Nina were dotted all around the
room, and one in particular, of the two of them standing beside the piano,
drew my eye. Nina was smiling gently and Grieg’s expression was
impenetrable beneath his thick eyebrows and heavy moustache.

“They’re both so tiny compared to the piano,’ I said, ‘like two little
dolls!’



“They were barely five feet tall, apparently. And did you know that Grieg
had a collapsed lung? He used a small pillow inside his jacket to fill it out
for photographs, which is why his hand is always across his chest, holding
it in place.’

‘How fascinating,” I murmured, as we wandered round the room,
examining the various exhibits.

‘So, how come you gave up music?’ Willem asked abruptly, repeating a
conversational pattern I was beginning to recognise: it was as though he’d
mentally ticked a box that said ‘Item Processed’, before moving on to the
next topic on the list.

‘I became a professional sailor.’

‘And played the hornpipe instead?’ He gave a short chuckle at his own
joke. ‘Do you miss playing?’

“To be honest, I haven’t had time to in the past few years. Sailing has
been my life.’

‘And I can’t imagine a life without music,” Willem said as he indicated
Grieg’s piano. ‘This instrument is my passion and my pain, the driving
force in my life. I actually have nightmares about getting arthritis in my
fingers. Without my music, I’d have nothing, you see.’

“Then perhaps you have a stronger belief in your own ability than I did. I
felt that I plateaued while I was at the Conservatoire. However much I
practised, I didn’t feel I was improving.’

‘I’ve felt that every day for years, Ally. I think it goes with the territory. I
must believe I do improve or I’d kill myself. Now, shall we take a look at
the hut where the great man composed some of his masterpieces?’

The cabin was a short walk from the villa. Peering through the glass
panes of the front door, I saw a modest upright piano standing against one
wall, with a rocking chair placed next to it and a desk positioned directly in
front of the large window facing the lake. And there, sitting on the desk,
was another little frog, identical to mine. I chose not to share the thought
with Willem.

‘What a view,’ he sighed. ‘It’s enough to inspire anyone.’

‘But very isolated, don’t you think?’

‘I wouldn’t mind. I’d be quite happy alone. I’m very self-sufficient,” he
said with a shrug.

‘So am I, but I still think it would eventually drive me mad.’ I smiled at
him. ‘Let’s walk back up, shall we?’



“Yes.” Willem checked his watch. ‘There’s a journalist coming to
interview me at my hotel at four o’clock. The receptionist here said she’d
call me a taxi. Where are you staying? Perhaps I could give you a lift back
into town?’

‘As a matter of fact, I haven’t booked anywhere to stay yet,’ I said as we
walked back up the hillside. ‘I’m sure I’ll find somewhere through the
tourist information centre in town.’

“You could check out my hotel. It’s extremely clean and on the old
harbour front, with a glorious view across the fjord. I’'m very impressed by
your relaxed outlook on accommodation,’ he added as we walked back to
the main reception area. “‘When I’'m travelling, I have to book weeks in
advance and know exactly where I’m staying or I go into severe meltdown.’

‘Maybe it’s all the years of sailing that have given me a more laissez-
faire attitude. I can sleep anywhere.’

‘And maybe it’s because I’'m more anal than most people that I can’t. My
obsession with organisation drives everyone who knows me mad.’

I collected my rucksack from Else, the girl on the till, then waited by the
entrance while Willem organised a taxi. As I watched him discreetly, I
thought how his inner tension revealed itself physically in the way he
carried himself: like a soldier, every sinew taut, hands clenching and
unclenching as Else spoke to the taxi company.

Driven . . . was the word that sprang to my mind.

‘So, where do you live when you’re not sailing or running around
looking for long-dead musicians and their wives?’ he asked me when the
taxi arrived and we climbed in.

‘In Geneva, at my family home.’

‘So you don’t have a permanent place of your own?’

‘No, I’ve never really needed one. I’'m always away.’

“That’s another way in which we’re different. My apartment in Zurich is
my haven. Mind you, I do have to stop myself from asking people to take
their shoes off or pressing an anti-bacterial wipe into their hands when they
come to see me.’

My mind flashed back to the way he’d surreptitiously cleaned his hands
after playing the piano earlier.

‘I know I'm odd,’ he continued affably, ‘so there’s no need to be
embarrassed about thinking it.’



‘Most of the musicians I’ve ever met are eccentric. I’'m tempted to think
it’s just part and parcel of being artistic.’

‘Or possibly “autistic”, as my shrink tells me. Maybe there’s a fine line
between the two. My mother says I need a significant other to sort me out,
but I can’t imagine anyone putting up with my foibles. Do you have a
partner?’

‘I...1did, but he died a few weeks ago,’ I said, staring out of the car
window.

‘I am so sorry, Ally, my condolences.’

“Thank you.’

‘I don’t know what to say.’

‘Don’t worry, nobody does,’ I comforted him.

‘Is that why you’re here in Norway?’

‘Yes, I suppose it is.’

The taxi began to drive slowly along one side of the lovely harbour. It
was flanked by wood-fronted buildings, painted in alternating shades of
white, claret, ochre and yellow, with distinctive V-shaped red-tiled roofs.
All the colours blurred suddenly in front of my eyes as I felt tears pricking
them.

‘Well’ — Willem cleared his throat after an extended pause — ‘I don’t
usually talk about this, but as a matter of fact, I have some hands-on
experience with what you’re going through. My partner died five years ago,
just after Christmas. It’s not a good memory.’

“Then I’'m sorry too.’ I patted his clenched fist, and it was his turn to look
the other way.

‘In my case, it was a blessed release. Jack was very, very ill by the end.
You?’

‘A sailing accident. One minute Theo was there, the next he wasn’t.’

“To be honest, I don’t know which is worse. I had time to come to terms
with it, but I still had to watch someone I loved suffer. I’'m still not over it, I
suppose. Anyway, I don’t mean to depress you any more than you probably
are, I’'m sorry.’

‘Don’t be. It’s comforting in an odd sort of way to know other people
who have been there,’ I replied as the taxi drew to a halt outside a tall brick
building.

‘Here’s my hotel. Why don’t you come in and ask if they’ve got any
rooms? I doubt you can do much better.’



‘Certainly, view-wise I couldn’t,” I agreed. As I stepped out of the taxi, I
saw that the Havnekontoret hotel was only a few metres away from the
edge of the quay, against which a beautiful old double-masted schooner was
moored. ‘Theo would have liked this,” I muttered, glad now I could say that
and know he’d understand instantly.

“Yes. Here, let me take your luggage for you.’

I asked the taxi driver to wait for a few minutes as I followed Willem into
the hotel and enquired about availability at the desk. Once a room was
secured, I went back outside and told the taxi driver he could go.

‘Well, I'm glad that’s organised for you.” Willem was hovering tensely in
the reception area. ‘Apparently my journalist has arrived. I loathe them but
there we are. I’ll see you later.’

‘Sure,’ I said as he walked off in the direction of a woman who was
waiting for him in the lobby.

After handing over my credit card, and getting the password for the Wi-
Fi, I took the lift upstairs to my room. It was in the eaves of the building
with a stunning vista of the harbour. Night was closing in already, so I
changed out of my jeans into sweatpants and a hoody and switched on my
laptop. As I waited for it to connect, I thought about Willem and how,
despite all his strangeness, I’d liked him. Checking through my emails, I
saw there was another from Magdalena Jensen, the translator.

From: Magdalenajensenl@trans.no

To: Allygeneva@gmail.com

Subject: Grieg, Solveig og Jeg / Grieg, Solveig and I
1st September 2007

Dear Ally,

Attached is the rest of the translation. I’ll send the original copy of the book back to the
address in Geneva. Hope you enjoy reading it. It’s an interesting story.

With kind regards, Magdalena

Clicking on ‘Open attachment’, I watched impatiently as the next tranche of
pages downloaded. And then I began to read again . . .



Anna

Christiania, Norway
August 1876
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‘Anna, kjere, what a delight it is to have you back with us,” Frgken
Olsdatter said as she ushered Anna into the apartment and took her cloak.
‘With Herr Bayer away in Drgbak, life here has been far too quiet. How
was your time in the country?’

‘It was lovely, thank you, although not long enough,” Anna said as she
followed Frgken Olsdatter into the drawing room.

“Tea?’

‘I’d love some,” Anna replied.

“Then I shall bring it in to you.’

As Frgken Olsdatter left the room, Anna thought how glad she was to be
back in Christiania with the housekeeper’s kind attentions. And even if I
have become spoilt, I do not care, she said to herself as she breathed a sigh
of relief that she would sleep on a comfortable mattress and wake to
breakfast on a tray tomorrow morning. Never mind the thought of a hot
bath. ..

Frgken Olsdatter broke into her thoughts as she came back with a tray of
tea. ‘Well, I have some news for you,’ she said as she poured the liquid into
two china cups and handed one to Anna. ‘Herr Bayer is unable to return to
Christiania at present. His poor mother is very sick and he cannot leave her.
He thinks the end will come soon and, of course, he wishes to be there with
her. So, you have been left in my care until he returns.’

‘I am very sorry to hear that his dear mother is so ill,” Anna replied, even
though she wasn’t at all sorry Herr Bayer’s arrival was delayed.

‘Rehearsals are during the day, so I will chaperone you on the tram there
and back. After you have finished your tea, you must go and inspect your
new wardrobe. The winter clothes Herr Bayer ordered from the dressmaker



have been delivered. They are very splendid indeed, I think. There is also a
letter for you which I have put in your room.’

Ten minutes later, Anna opened her wardrobe door to find it filled with
an array of beautiful hand-made garments. There were blouses fashioned
from the softest silk and muslin, skirts made from fine wool, and two
exquisite gowns: one the colour of topaz and the other a dusky rose-pink.
There were also two new corsets, several pairs of bloomers and stockings as
fine as spiders’ webs.

The thought of Herr Bayer ordering such intimate items for her made her
shudder, but she put it to the back of her mind, telling herself it must have
been Frgken Olsdatter who had arranged the making of those. Sitting on a
high shelf were two pairs of heeled shoes, one pair in the same dusky-pink
silk of the dress with a little silver buckle, and the other pair a soft ivory
colour with white embroidery. Trying the pink pair on, her eyes fell on a
hatbox, which she carefully lifted down. She gasped as she took off the lid.
The hat matched her pink dress and sported the most elaborate arrangement
of feathers and ribbons she had ever seen. Anna thought back to her first
arrival at Christiania railway station and how she had marvelled over the
ladies’ hats. This one, she thought as she set it carefully on her head,
rivalled them all. As she practised walking around the room in her new
shoes and head attire, she felt taller and older somehow, and thought
incredulously how much she had changed since her arrival here.

Then, sitting down with the hat still perched on her head, Anna took the
letter Frgken Olsdatter had left for her. With a sigh, she saw it was from
Lars and opened it tentatively, dreading its contents.

Stalsberg Vdaningshuset
Tindevegen
Heddal

22nd July 1876
My dearest Anna,
I promised I would write to explain in detail the short conversation we
had on the night of your brother’s wedding.
In the past few months, it has become obvious to me that your life in
Christiania has altered your hopes and visions for the future. Please, my
dear Anna, do not feel guilty about this. It is only natural they should



change. You have a great talent, and more to the point, that talent is
being harnessed by important people who can nurture it and give it to the
world.

Even if your parents believe that little has changed, I understand that
an awful lot has. Appearing as Solveig at the Christiania Theatre this
autumn is an opportunity that is bound to alter you further. However
hard I find it, I must accept that to marry me may no longer appeal to
you. If it ever did to begin with, which I doubt.

I understand that your morals and your good heart would never have
allowed you to vocalise your true feelings. Apart from hurting me, you
would not have risked disappointing your parents. Therefore, as we
discussed, I will tell them that I have decided I cannot wait for you any
longer. Already your father has bought my land and that financial
arrangement suits me well. Just as you are not domestic, I am not a
farmer, and now my father is dead there is little to keep me here.

And it seems there is another alternative.

Anna, I must tell you that I have heard from Scribner, the publisher in
New York City to whom I told you I had sent my poems. They wish to
print them and have offered me a small advance to do so. As you know,
my dream has always been to travel to America. With the money from
your father for the land, I have just enough to book my passage. You can
imagine that the idea excites me and to have my poems published there is
an immense honour. It would have been my dearest wish to make you my
wife and take you with me, so we could make a new life together there.
However, the timing is inappropriate for you. And Anna, to be truthful,
even if it wasn't, I understand you could not love me as I have loved you.

I bear you no grudge and wish you well. In a strange way, the Lord
has offered us both freedom to pursue our paths, even if they cannot be
intertwined. Although we are now not to be married, I hope I can remain
your friend.

I sail for America in six weeks’ time.

Lars

Anna laid the letter down on the bed next to her. And sat, deep in thought,
feeling both moved and unsettled at the same time.

America . . . She chastised herself for having believed it was a pipe
dream of Lars’ and for not having taken him seriously. Now here he was,



with his poems about to be published there, and the possibility of one day
even following in the footsteps of Herr Ibsen himself.

For the first time, Anna stopped seeing Lars as a victim, a sad dog to be
petted. Through his land being sold to her father as a dowry, as he had said
in his letters, he too had a chance to escape Heddal and follow his dream,
just like her.

This, at least, was comforting.

Would she have travelled to America with him had he asked her?

‘No.’

The answer fell from her lips unbidden. She fell back on the bed and her
new silk hat tipped forward over her eyes.
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Apartment 4
10 St Olav’s Gate
Christiania

4th August 1876
Dear Lars,

Thank you for your letter. I am very happy for your good fortune. 1
hope you will write to me from America. And please accept my gratitude
for all you have done for me. Your help with my reading and writing
made my life here in Christiania possible.

Send my love to Mor and Far. I hope they do not shout at you when
you tell them the wedding will not take place, and it is generous of you to
take the blame.

I hope you find a much better wife than me in America. I too wish to
remain your friend.

I hope you are not sick on the sea.

Anna

As Anna applied the seal to the letter, the impact of what he had said hit her.
Now that Lars was only her friend and was going to America, she decided
she would miss him.



Should I have married him? she asked herself, standing up and
wandering to the window to peer out on the street below. He was so good
and kind. And he will probably make his fortune there, while I may well die
an old maid . . .

Later, as Anna walked along the corridor to place the letter on the silver
salver to be posted, she felt the last tenuous thread that bound her to her old
life finally snap.

Rehearsals for Peer Gynt began three days later. The rest of the cast — many
of them from the original production — were sweet and helpful to Anna, but
whereas learning a song and then singing it caused her no problems at all,
being an actress turned out to be more complicated than she had thought.
Sometimes she’d move to the right place on the stage, but then forget to say
her line as she did so; other times she’d remember both the former, but then
fail to express the appropriate emotion on her face. Herr Josephson, the
director, was very patient with her, but Anna felt it was a bit like having to
rub her tummy and pat her head whilst dancing a polka all at the same time.

After rehearsals on the fourth day, she wondered despondently if she
would ever get it right. On her way out of the theatre, she gave a little cry of
shock when a hand grabbed her arm as she walked towards the stage door.

‘Frgken Landvik, I heard you were back in Christiania. How was your
time in the country?’

There was Jens Halvorsen the Bad. Anna’s heart thumped at being so
close to him, and although he loosened his grip on her arm, he left his hand
resting there. She could feel the warmth of it through her sleeve, and she
swallowed hard. Turning towards him, she was shocked to see the change in
him. His normally shining curly hair hung lank about his face and his fine
clothes were creased and filthy. He looked like he hadn’t had a good bath in
weeks, and her nose confirmed it.

‘I... My chaperone is outside,” she whispered. ‘Please leave me be.’

‘I will, but not until I tell you that I have missed you desperately. Surely 1
have proved my love and loyalty to you by now? Please, I am begging you
to say you will meet me.’

‘No, I will not,” she replied.



“Well, there’s nothing to stop me finding you here at the theatre, is there,
Frgken Landvik?’ he called to her as she hurried through the stage door and
it shut with a bang behind her.

Every day for the following week, Jens waited for Anna to leave the
theatre after rehearsals.

‘Herr Halvorsen, this really is becoming most irritating,” she’d whisper
under her breath to him, as Halbert, the doorman, took up his usual seat in
the front row of their courtship.

‘Excellent! Then maybe you will relent and at least let me take you to
tea.’

‘My chaperone will be happy to join us. Please inform her of your
request,” she would tell him as she swept past him, trying to suppress a
smile. In reality, the daily meetings were what she looked forward to most
and she had begun to relax a little, knowing the two of them were playing a
tantalising game of cat and mouse. Given the fact Lars was no longer
‘waiting for her’ — never mind that she had also spent the long summer
dreaming of Jens — despite her best efforts, Anna’s resolve began to crack.

On the following Monday after a long weekend cooped up at the
apartment, Frgken Olsdatter announced that she had to cross the city on
Herr Bayer’s business. She had deemed Anna responsible enough to take
the tram home alone and as Anna left the stage, she knew the moment had
come to surrender.

Jens was waiting for her as usual in the corridor by the stage door.
‘“When will you say yes, Frgken Landvik?’ he asked her pitifully as she
walked past him. ‘I must admit, even given my endurance, your rejection is

slowly wearing my resolve away.’

“Today?’ she said, turning to him abruptly.

‘I...wellthen...right.’

Anna relished his shock with satisfaction.

“We shall go to the Engebret Café across the square,’ he said. ‘It is a
minute’s walk away.’

Anna had heard about Engebret, and thought it sounded a very thrilling
place indeed. ‘But what if someone sees us? They would think it
inappropriate if I am unchaperoned.’

‘Hardly,” Jens chuckled. ‘Engebret is mostly frequented by bohemians
and drunken musicians who would not turn a hair if you stripped naked and



danced on a table! No one will even notice us, I promise. Come, Frgken
Landvik, we’re wasting time.’

“Very well then.” A frisson of excitement passed through her.

They left the theatre in silence and walked across the square to the café,
where Anna indicated a table in the darkest, quietest corner. Jens ordered
tea for both of them.

“Tell me, Anna, how was your summer?’

‘Far better than yours by the sight of you. You look . . . unwell.’

“Well, thank you for phrasing it so politely.” Jens gave a chuckle at her
bluntness. ‘I am not sick, simply poor these days and in need of a good bath
and a change of clothes. Simen, who also plays in the orchestra, says I’ve
become a true musician. He has been very kind to me by providing a roof
over my head when I was forced to leave my home.’

‘Goodness! Why?’

‘My father disapproved of my musical aspirations. He wished me to
follow in his footsteps and run his brewery like my ancestors before me.’

Anna stared at him with new admiration. Surely, she thought, it must
have required a great strength of character to put aside his family and
homely comforts for the sake of his art?

‘Anyway,’ Jens continued, ‘now that the season is beginning at the
theatre and I am finally earning money, I’m moving to more suitable
accommodation. Otto, the oboe player, told me yesterday that he will rent
me a room in his apartment. His wife died recently, and as she was quite
wealthy, I’'m hoping to find myself in more salubrious surroundings. The
apartment is only a five-minute walk from yours, Anna. We will almost be
neighbours. You can come and take tea with me there.’

‘I’m happy to hear that you’ll be more comfortable,’ she said shyly.

‘And as I find myself down in the gutter, your star rises apace! Perhaps
you will become the rich benefactress every musician needs,’ he teased her
as their tea arrived. ‘Look at you in your fine clothes, and your smart Paris
hat. Quite the picture of a wealthy young lady these days.’

‘It may be that my star falls as swiftly as it seems to have risen. I think I
am a terrible actress, and will probably lose my job very soon,” Anna
confessed suddenly, glad to say it to someone.

‘And I am equally sure that is not true. When the orchestra gathered for
its first call yesterday, I heard Herr Josephson telling Hennum that you were

)

“coming along nicely”.



“You don’t understand, Herr Halvorsen. I’ve never worried about
standing in front of an audience and singing, but saying words and playing
a character is a very different thing. I think I may even have stage fright,’
Anna said, fiddling distractedly with the handle of her tea cup. ‘I cannot
begin to imagine how I will ever find the courage to step out in front of an
audience on the first night.’

‘Anna . .. May I call you Anna and you call me Jens? I feel we must be
well enough acquainted by now to allow this.’

‘I suppose you may, yes. When we are in private, at least.’

“Thank you. Well, to continue, Anna, I’m sure you will look so beautiful
and sing so enchantingly that no one will notice what you say.’

“That is kind . . . Jens, but I cannot sleep at night. I do not wish to let
anybody down.’

‘And I am sure you will not. Now tell me, how is your suitor back
home?’

‘He is bound for America. Without me,’ she said carefully, averting her
eyes. “We are no longer promised to each other.’

‘My condolences, but I confess that you have made me a happy man. I
have thought of you constantly since we last met. You are the only thing
that has kept me going through this difficult summer. And I find myself
completely in love with you.’

Anna stared at him for a few moments before answering. ‘How can this
be? You hardly know me. We have never had longer than a few minutes of
conversation. Surely you must love a person for their character? And to do
that, you must know them well.’

‘I know far more about you than you think. For example, I can see you
are modest from the way you blushed when the audience rose to applaud
you after your triumph at the soirée. I know you have few airs about your
appearance by the lack of paint on your face. I also understand that you are
virtuous and loyal, with high morals, which has made my task of wooing
you that much harder. And this also brings me to believe that you are as
stubborn as a mule once you have decided something. For in my
experience, it is a rare woman who wouldn’t at least take a quick look at a
suitor’s letters before throwing them onto the fire — even if she did feel his
ardent pursuit of her was inappropriate.’

Anna did her best not to show her amazement at his perception. ‘Well,’
she said, swallowing hard, ‘there are many things you don’t know. Such as



the fact my mother despairs of my domestic abilities. I am a terrible cook
and cannot sew. My father says I can only care for animals, not humans.’

“Then we shall live on love and buy a cat,” Jens responded with a grin.

‘Forgive me, but I really must catch my tram and return home,” Anna
said, rising and taking coins from her purse to place them on the table.
‘Please let me pay for the tea. Goodbye . . . Jens.’

‘Anna.” He caught her hand as she turned to leave. “‘When will I see you
again?’

‘As you know very well, I am at the theatre every day between ten and
four.’

‘Then I’ll be there at four tomorrow,’ he called to her as he watched her
hurry to the door. When she’d left, Jens looked down at the coins on the
table and saw that it was enough to pay for the tea and to buy him a bowl of
soup and a glass of aquavit.

Once safely on the tram, Anna closed her eyes and smiled dreamily.
Being with Jens Halvorsen alone had been quite wonderful. Whether it was
his new circumstances, or simply his perseverance in pursuing her, he no
longer seemed like the proud, strutting cockerel she had once thought him.

‘Oh Lord,’ she prayed that night, ‘please forgive me if I say I believe that
Jens Halvorsen the Bad is no longer quite so bad. That he has been tested
and has changed his ways. I have done my best not to yield to temptation as
you know, but . . .” — Anna bit her lip — ‘I think I might now. Amen.’

In the run-up to opening night, Anna and Jens met every day after
rehearsals. Worried about tittle-tattle at the theatre, Anna suggested he wait
for her inside Engebret. The café was at its quietest in the late afternoons,
and slowly Anna began to relax and become less concerned about keeping
up appearances. One day, when Jens had reached for her hand under the
table, she had allowed him to take it. That had set a precedent, and they
now sat together most days with their fingers surreptitiously entwined. It
made the pouring of the tea and the milk somewhat difficult with only one
hand available, but it was worth every second.

Jens was looking far more like his old self. He’d moved into Otto’s
apartment and, as he had graphically described to her, had benefited from a



thorough delousing. There was a maid at the apartment who had also
washed all his clothes, and Anna was relieved that he smelt far fresher.

But beyond all that, it was the memory of the touch of his skin on hers —
an outwardly innocent touch, yet one that promised so much more — which
consumed Anna’s thoughts night and day. She finally understood how
Solveig had felt and why she had sacrificed so much for her Peer.

Often, they sat together in silence, their tea ignored, just drinking each
other in. Even though Anna told herself to be wary, she knew she had
finally surrendered to him. And was being drawn further and further under
his spell.
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Three days before Peer Gynt opened the new season at the Christiania
Theatre, the arduous process of bringing orchestra and cast together began
once more. This time, Anna wasn’t sharing a room backstage with Rude
and the other children. She was in Madame Hansson’s old dressing room,
with a whole wall of mirrors and a chaise longue covered in velvet to rest
on if she felt weary.

“Very nice, this is, isn’t it, Anna?’ Rude had commented as he’d taken a
look around it. ‘I’d say that some of us have gone up in the world in the
past few months. Do you mind if I come in here sometimes and keep you
company? Or are you too grand for me now?’

Anna had taken his chubby cheeks in her hands and chuckled. ‘I may not
have time for our card games, but you are welcome to come and visit me
any time you wish.’

On the opening night, she walked into the dressing room to find it filled
with flowers and good luck messages. There was even one from her parents
and Knut, with a letter enclosed, which would doubtless refer to her broken
engagement to Lars. She put that aside to read later. As Ingeborg, the make-
up artist, painted her face, she read the other cards, appreciating the kind
words people had written. And there was one in particular, accompanied by
a single red rose, which sent a thrill through her as she read it.

I will be there, watching your ascent to the stars tonight. And I will feel
every heartbeat that you do.

Sing, my beautiful bird. Sing!

J.



As Anna heard the call for ‘Beginners’, she sent up a prayer. ‘Please, Lord,
do not let me disgrace myself or my family name tonight. Amen.’ Then she
stood up to walk to the wings.

There were moments of that night which Anna knew would be indelibly
printed on her memory. Like the dreadful one when she’d walked onto the
stage in the second act and her mind had turned completely blank. She’d
looked down into the orchestra pit in desperation and had seen Jens
mouthing the lines to her. She hoped she’d recovered in time for the
audience not to notice, but it had unnerved her for the rest of the
performance. It was only during ‘The Cradle Song’ at the very end, as
Peer’s head lay upon her knees and they were alone on the stage, that she
had felt confident again and let her voice and emotions rise up.

After the last note had died away, there had been many curtain calls and
bouquets were handed to her and Marie, who played Peer’s mother, Ase.
She left the stage as the curtain finally dropped and burst into noisy sobs on
Herr Josephson’s shoulder.

‘My dear, please, don’t cry,” he soothed her.

‘But I was terrible tonight! I know I was!’

‘Not at all, Anna. Don’t you see that all your natural uncertainty actually
enhanced Solveig’s vulnerability? And by the end . . . well, the audience
was spellbound. The part could have been written for you, and I am sure
that had they seen you, Herr Ibsen and Herr Grieg would have been
satisfied. You also sang like a dream, as you always do. Now’ — he put a
finger to her cheek and wiped away a tear — ‘go and celebrate your
achievement.’

Anna’s dressing room was crowded with well-wishers by the time she
reached it, all wanting to be present at the crowning of a new and very
much home-grown princess, and Anna did her best to say the right things to
all of them. Then Herr Hennum entered and shooed everyone out of the
room.

‘It was a joy to conduct the orchestra tonight, and to watch you making
your stage debut, Anna. And no, you were not perfect as an actress, but that
is something you can learn as your confidence grows, which it will, I



promise. Please, try to enjoy the adulation of Christiania, because you truly
deserve it. Herr Josephson will be here to escort you to the first-night party
in the foyer in fifteen minutes.” Then he bowed and left her in peace.

As she was changing, a short knock heralded the arrival of Rude. ‘Sorry,
Frgken Anna, but I’ve been asked to deliver a message to you.” He handed
it to her with a cheeky grin. “You look very beautiful tonight, may I say.
And can you ask my mother if I can come to the party? She may let me if
the request comes from you.’

“You know I can’t, Rude, but now that you’re here, can you fasten my
dress for me?’

As Anna entered the foyer with Herr Josephson, she was greeted with a
round of applause. Jens watched her from a distance and thought he had
never loved her more, and he had told her as much in his note to her
afterwards, delivered by Rude. He noticed how she smiled and made small
talk, and thought how far his bird had flown since he’d first heard her sing.

Then his heart sank as he saw a familiar figure approach her, his
oversized handlebar moustache almost bristling with joy as everyone stood
back to let him pass.

‘Anna! My dear young lady, even my mother’s illness could not prevent
me from being here to watch you on this glorious night. You were superb,
kjere, truly superb.’

Jens noticed a slight slackening of Anna’s features, then watched as she
recovered herself and greeted Herr Bayer warmly. Jens left then, feeling
depressed that, with the appearance of her mentor, he would be unable to
tell her in person how proud he was of her.

Of course, he thought, as he sank his misery into an aquavit at Engebret,
he could see which way the wind was blowing, even if Anna could not. She
may have rid herself of the farmhand suitor, but it was obvious to all that
Herr Bayer was in love with her. And he could give her everything she
could ever want. A few months ago, Jens thought, he could have done the
same.

For the first time, he wondered if he’d made a terrible mistake.



“Froken Landvik may not bring the seasoned assurance of Madame
Hansson to the role of Solveig, but she makes up for that with her
innocence, her youth, and her exquisite rendition of Solveig’s songs.”

‘And in the early edition of Dagbladet, the reviewer comments again on
your beauty and youth and the . . .

Anna listened to Herr Bayer no longer. She felt happy that she had
managed to get through the first night, but the thought of doing it all over
again the following evening was something that she could not begin to
contemplate.

‘Now, Anna, sadly I am only able to stay in Christiania until the morning,
as I must take the ferry back to my mother’s bedside as soon as possible,’
said Herr Bayer, closing the newspaper.

‘How is she?’

‘No better, no worse,’ he sighed. ‘My mother has always had an
unbreakable spirit and it is that alone keeping her alive. There is nothing I
can do, except be with her as the end approaches. But enough of that.
Tonight, Anna, I wish us to share a special dinner, during which you can tell
me all that has happened since I last saw you.’

‘Of course, it would be my pleasure, but I am feeling a little weary. If we
are to dine together tonight, may I take a rest now?’

‘Of course, my dear young lady. And congratulations again.’

Franz Bayer watched Anna leave the room and marvelled at how far she
had come in the past year. And indeed, since he’d last seen her. She’d
always been a bud about to burst into flower, but now she had fully
blossomed, she was beautiful and under his tutelage had gained a new grace
and sophistication.

Despite the fact that Anna had just pleaded exhaustion, there seemed to
be a new glow about her he could not define. He hoped it had nothing to do
with that violinist she’d obviously been so taken with at the soirée back in
June. Last night Herr Josephson had teased him rather meanly that it was a
good job he, Franz, was back in town. Herr Josephson had mentioned that
his protégée had been spotted more than once taking tea with the fellow in
Engebret.

Up until now, he’d been biding his time, not wishing to frighten her off.
But after what Herr Josephson had said, he thought he had better make his
intentions clear.



‘My dear young lady, how enchanting you look tonight!”’

Herr Bayer greeted Anna as she entered the dining room in her topaz
evening gown. No matter how beautiful people said she looked — especially
men, she thought wryly — if they saw her without the magic face powder,
her freckles would be in evidence once more and they would likely consider
her looks rather homely.

To repay Herr Bayer’s gallantry, all Anna could think to do was to admire
his jaunty new paisley cravat, hoping he wouldn’t detect the insincerity in
her voice.

‘How was your dear family keeping when you saw them in the summer?’
he asked.

‘My family is well, thank you. And the wedding was beautiful.’

‘I hear from Frgken Olsdatter that sadly, you and your young man have
called off your betrothal.’

“Yes. Lars felt he could wait for me no longer.’

‘Are you unhappy about this, Anna?’

‘I think it is for the best, for both of us,” Anna replied diplomatically,
taking a bite of fish. All she really wanted to do was to turn in early for the
night and dream about Jens.

After coffee in the drawing room, Frgken Olsdatter brought in a decanter
of brandy for Herr Bayer and, to Anna’s consternation, also an ice bucket
containing a bottle of champagne. It was far too late for her to consider
taking alcohol and she wondered immediately if Herr Bayer was expecting
other guests.

‘Shut the door after you,’ he called to Frgken Olsdatter and the
housekeeper did as he had asked.

‘Now, Anna, my dear young lady, I have something to say to you.” Herr
Bayer cleared his throat. ‘You must have noticed how my fondness for you
has grown over the time you have lived here with me. And I hope that you
appreciate the efforts I have made to guide your career.’

‘Of course I do, Herr Bayer. I cannot thank you enough.’

‘Let us do away with formality. Please, Anna, call me Franz. You know
me well enough by now . . .



Anna watched Herr Bayer as he lapsed into silence. For the first time
since she’d known him, he seemed lost for words. Eventually, he recovered
himself and continued.

“You see, Anna, I have done all this not only to nurture your talent but
also because . . . because I find myself in love with you. Of course, being a
gentleman, whilst you were promised to another, I could not speak out, but
now you are free, well . . . I realised the depth of my feelings for you clearly
this summer when we were parted. And I also know that I must leave you
here alone again to return to my mother’s bedside, with little idea of how
long I will be gone. So, I thought it best that I express my intentions now.’
He paused for a second and took a deep breath. ‘Anna, would you do me
the honour of marrying me?’

She looked at him in silent shock, unable to prevent her horror from
painting itself on her face.

Noticing her expression immediately, he cleared his throat again. ‘I
understand that this proposal may have come as a surprise to you. But
Anna, can’t you see what we could be together? I have served you well in
your career so far, and you have already reached the heights here in
Christiania. But Norway is a very small country, too small to hold your
talent. I have already written to several musical directors and programming
committees in Denmark, Germany and Paris, telling them of your gift. And
no doubt, after last night, they will hear of you for themselves. If we
married, I could travel with you to Europe as you appear at the great concert
halls. I could protect you, look after you . . . I have waited many years to
find a talent like yours. And of course,” he added quickly, ‘you have also
stolen my heart.’

‘I see.” Anna gulped, knowing she must respond.

‘Surely you are fond of me?’

“Yes, and I am . . . grateful.’

‘I believe that we form a good partnership, both on and off the stage.
After all, you have lived under my roof for almost a year and know all my
bad habits,” he chuckled. ‘And, I hope, some of my good ones too.
Therefore our marriage would not be as big a leap as it might seem to you —
much in our lives would remain the same as it is now.’

Anna shuddered inwardly, knowing of all sorts of ways in which Herr
Bayer would expect it to be different.



“You are silent, my dear Anna. I can see that I have surprised you. Whilst
I have envisaged this as the natural progression for the two of us, you have
perhaps not dared to think of it.’

You’re certainly right about that, Anna thought. ‘No,’ she said out loud.

“The champagne was perhaps a little presumptuous on my part. I see now
I must give you some time to consider my offer. Will you think about it,
Anna?”’

‘Of course, Herr Bayer . . . Franz. I am honoured by your proposal,’ she
managed to mumble.

‘I will be away for at least two weeks, probably for longer, and perhaps
that will give you an opportunity to mull the idea over. I can only hope and
pray that your answer will be in the affirmative. Having you stay here with
me has made me realise how lonely I’ve been since my wife’s passing.’

He looked so dreadfully sad then that Anna wanted to comfort him, just
as she would wish to comfort her own father. She shook off the thought and
rose to her feet, feeling there was nothing left to say. ‘I will give deep
consideration to what you have asked me. You will have an answer when
you return. Goodnight . . . Franz.’

Anna had to force herself not to run from the drawing room, but
quickened her footsteps once she was outside in the corridor. When she
reached her bedroom, she closed the door and locked it with the key. Sitting
down heavily on her bed, she put her head in her hands, still unable to take
in what had just occurred. She racked her brain to think of any way she had
unwittingly led Herr Bayer to believe she would ever marry him. She was
certain she had behaved appropriately on all occasions. Never once could
she remember flirting with him or ‘giving him the eye’, as the chorus girls
of Peer Gynt called it.

However, Anna admitted, her parents had agreed she should live under
his roof and let him feed her, clothe her and provide her with opportunities
she could never have dreamt of. Not to mention the sum of money he had
paid her father. Why shouldn’t he assume, after all he had done for her, that
his reward for his efforts lay in their permanent union?

‘Oh Lord, I can hardly bear it . ..’ she moaned.

The potential ramifications of Herr Bayer’s proposal were huge. If she
rejected his proposal, she knew it would be impossible to continue living
under his roof. And then where would she go?



Anna realised then how reliant she was on him. And how many a young
girl, or even an older woman such as Frgken Olsdatter perhaps, would jump
at the chance to be his wife. He was rich, cultured and accepted in the
highest echelons of Christiania society. He was also kind and respectful.
But he must be almost three times her age.

And more to the point . . . Anna remembered the vow she had made to
herself. She did not love Herr Bayer. She loved Jens Halvorsen.
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After the performance the following evening, which felt flat and uninspired
compared to the opening night, she found Jens waiting for her outside the
stage door.

“What are you doing here?’ she hissed. She saw the carriage waiting for
her and began to hurry towards it. ‘Someone might see us.’

‘Have no fear, Anna, I’m not intending to compromise your reputation. I
only wished to tell you myself how wonderful you were on the first night.
And also, to ask you if you are quite well today?’

At this, she stopped and turned towards him. ‘What do you mean?’

‘As I was watching you tonight, it seemed that you were not yourself. No
one else would have noticed, I promise. Your performance was excellent.’

‘How could you know what I was feeling?’ she asked, as tears sprang to
her eyes in relief that he somehow did.

“Then I was right,” he said, as they reached the carriage and the driver
opened the door to usher her inside. ‘Can I help?’

‘I...don’t know ... I must go home.’

‘I understand, but please, we should talk — alone,’ he said, lowering his
voice so that the driver would not overhear. ‘At least take my address.” He
pressed a piece of paper into her small hand. ‘Otto, my landlord, will go to
the house of one of his private pupils tomorrow. I will be alone at the
apartment between the hours of four and five.’

‘T...will have to see,” she murmured, then turned from him and
mounted the steps of the carriage. The driver closed the door and Anna sank
onto the seat inside. She saw Jens wave, then craned her neck to watch him
through the window of the carriage as he walked across the road in the
direction of Engebret. As the carriage moved off, she sat back, her heart
pounding. She knew perfectly well how improper it was for her to visit a



man alone in his apartment, but she also knew she must speak to someone
about what had occurred with Herr Bayer last night.

‘I will attend the theatre at four o’clock this afternoon,” Anna told Freken
Olsdatter over breakfast the next morning. ‘Herr Josephson has called a
rehearsal, as he’s unhappy with a scene in Act Two.’

‘Will you be back for supper?’

‘I would hope so, yes. I cannot imagine it taking longer than two hours.’
Perhaps it was Anna’s imagination, but Frgken Olsdatter gave her the
kind of look that her own mother would when she knew her daughter was

lying.

“Very well. Do you wish for a carriage to collect you afterwards?’

‘No, the trams will still be running and I can easily find my way home.’
Anna rose and walked as calmly as she could from the breakfast table.

When she left the apartment later, she wasn’t nearly as calm.

As she boarded the tram, her heart was thumping so loudly she was
surprised her neighbour couldn’t hear it. She disembarked at the next stop
and walked swiftly towards the address Jens had given her. She tried to
justify her imminent action by telling herself that this was her one friend in
Christiania and the only person she could trust.

“You came,’ Jens said with a smile as he opened the door to the
apartment. ‘Please, come in.’

“Thank you.” Anna followed him inside and along the corridor to a
spacious drawing room, elegantly furnished and not dissimilar to Herr
Bayer’s.

‘Would you like some tea? Though I’'m warning you, I must make it
myself because the maid left at three o’clock.’

‘No, thank you. I had tea before I left, and the journey here was not far.’

‘Please,’ he said, gesturing towards a chair, ‘will you sit down?’

“Thank you.” She did so, grateful that the chair was near the stove, for
she was shivering with cold and anxiety. Jens sat down opposite her. “This
apartment seems very comfortable,” she ventured.

‘If you had seen where I was living before . . .” Jens shook his head and
chuckled. ‘Well, let us say that I am happy to have found alternative



accommodation. But let us not waste time on idle small talk. Anna, what is
wrong? Can you bring yourself to speak about it?’

‘Oh Lord!” Anna put a hand to her brow. ‘It is . . . complicated.’

‘Problems normally are.’

“The problem is that Herr Bayer has asked for my hand in marriage.’

‘I see.” Jens nodded, outwardly calm, but his hands had balled into fists.
‘And how have you answered him?’

‘He left for Drgbak early yesterday morning; his mother is dying and he
is at her bedside. I must give him an answer when he returns.’

‘When will that be?’

‘When his mother dies, I suppose.’

‘Answer me this truthfully: how did you feel when he asked you?’

‘I was horrified. And guilty too. You must understand how kind Herr
Bayer has been. He has given me so much.’

‘Anna, it is your talent that has given you everything you have now.’

“Yes, but he has nurtured me and given me opportunities that I could
never have foreseen when I was living in Heddal.’

“Then you are equals.’

‘It doesn’t feel like that,” Anna persisted. ‘And when I refuse him, where
am I to go?’

‘So you wish to refuse him?’

‘Of course! It would be like marrying my own grandfather! He must be
well over fifty years old. But I will have to move out of the apartment, and I
will surely make an enemy.’

‘I have lots of enemies, Anna,’ Jens sighed. ‘Granted, they are mostly of
my own making. But Herr Bayer is less powerful in Christiania than either
you or he believes.’

‘Perhaps, but Jens, where would I go?’

There was a silence then as they both thought about what had been said.
And also, what remained unsaid. It was Jens who spoke first.

‘Anna, it is very hard for me to say anything about your future. Before
the summer, I could have offered you everything that Herr Bayer can, and I
accept that you are a woman, and that life has far more boundaries for you.
However, you must remember that you are now successful in your own
right — the current star in the Christiania firmament. You need Herr Bayer
less than you imagine.’



‘Well, I will not know how much I need him until after I have made the
decision, will I?’

‘No.” Jens smiled at Anna’s pragmatism. “You know how I feel about
you, Anna, but even though my heart wishes to offer you everything, I have
no idea what my material circumstances will be in the future. However, you
must believe I would be the most miserable man in Christiania if you went
ahead and married Herr Bayer. And it is not just for my own selfish reasons,
but for you too, because I know you don’t love him.’

Anna realised then how dreadful this must all sound to Jens, who’d
confessed his love to her freely when she had yet to do the same to him.
Agitated, she stood up and made to leave. ‘Forgive me, Jens, I shouldn’t
have come. It’s completely’ — she searched for the word that Herr Bayer
would use — ‘inappropriate.’

‘I admit, I find it hard to hear that another man has told you he loves you.
Although most of Christiania would applaud your acceptance of his hand in
marriage.’

“Yes, I’m sure.” She turned away from him and walked towards the door.
‘I’m truly sorry, but I really must go.’

She opened the door, but felt his hand clutch hers and pull her back into
the room.

‘Please, whatever the circumstances, let’s not waste this first precious
moment we have ever had alone together.” He took a step closer to her and
gently cupped her face in his hands. ‘I love you, Anna. And I cannot say it
enough. I love you.’

For the first time then, she truly believed he did. They were so close now
she could feel the heat radiating from him.

‘Perhaps it’s also important for your decision to admit to yourself, and to
me, why you did come here,” he said. ‘Admit it, Anna: you love me, you
love me. ..’

Before she had a chance to stop him, he was kissing her. And within a
split second, Anna found her own lips responding, completely without her
permission. She knew how wrong this was, but it was already too late,
because the feeling was so glorious and so longed for that there wasn’t a
single reason to end it.

‘Now will you tell me?’ he begged her as she prepared to leave.

She turned towards him. “Yes, Jens Halvorsen. I love you.’



An hour later, Anna used her key to open the door to Herr Bayer’s
apartment. Like the actress she was learning to be, she was prepared when
Frgken Olsdatter waylaid her halfway to her bedroom.

‘How was the rehearsal, Anna?’

‘It went well, thank you.’

‘What time would you like supper?’

‘Perhaps I could take it on a tray in my room tonight, if that isn’t too
much trouble? I feel quite exhausted from the performance last night and
the rehearsal today.’

‘Of course. Why don’t I fill you a bath?’

“That would be wonderful, thank you,” Anna replied as she walked into
her room and shut the door in relief. Throwing herself onto the bed and
hugging herself in ecstasy at the memory of Jens’ lips upon hers, she knew
that, whatever the result, she must refuse Herr Bayer’s proposal.
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A new whisper of gossip began to circulate around the theatre the next
evening.

‘I’ve heard he’s coming.’

‘No, he missed his train from Bergen.’

‘Well, Herr Josephson was overheard talking to Herr Hennum and the
orchestra were called in early this afternoon . . .’

Anna knew there was only one person who could confirm the rumours
she’d heard, so she sent for him. Rude arrived in her dressing room a few
minutes later.

“You wanted to see me, Frgken Anna?’

“Yes. Is it true? The story that’s flying around the theatre tonight?’

‘About Herr Grieg attending the performance?’

“Yes.’

‘Well.” Rude crossed his arms around his thin body. ‘That depends on
who you listen to.’

Sighing, Anna put a coin in his palm and he gave her a wide grin. ‘I can
confirm that Herr Grieg is sitting with Herr Hennum and Herr Josephson in



the office upstairs. Whether he will attend the performance, I couldn’t tell
you. But as he is in the theatre, it is likely.’

“Thank you for the information, Rude,’ she said as he walked towards the
door.

‘My pleasure, Frgken Anna. Good luck tonight.’

When ‘Beginners’ were called and the cast took their places in the wings,
the tumultuous round of applause from the other side of the curtain
confirmed that, indeed, a very important person had just arrived in the
auditorium. Luckily, Anna had little time to think of the consequences,
because the orchestra struck up the Prelude and the performance began.

Just before she made her first entrance, she felt a hand tugging at her
arm. She turned round and saw Rude lurking beside her. He put his hands
up around his mouth to whisper to her and she leant down. ‘Just remember,
Frgken Anna, as my mother always tells me, even the King has to take a
piss.’

This sent Anna into a spasm of giggles, the hints of it still visible on her
features when she walked onstage. With Jens’ loving presence below in the
orchestra pit, Anna relaxed and gave of her best. As the curtain fell three
hours later, the entire theatre erupted into near hysteria as Grieg himself
took a bow from his box. Anna smiled down at Jens as she stood on the
stage accepting bouquet after bouquet.

‘I love you,’ he mouthed to her.

When the curtain fell, the cast were asked to wait onstage and the
orchestra filed up from the pit to join them. Anna caught Jens’ eye and he
blew a Kkiss.

Eventually, a slender man, barely taller than herself, was escorted onto
the stage by Herr Josephson. The cast applauded him ecstatically and as
Anna studied him she realised that Edvard Grieg was far younger than
she’d imagined him. He had wavy blond hair swept back from his face and
a moustache that rivalled Herr Bayer’s. To Anna’s complete surprise, he
came straight towards her, bowed to her, then took her hand and kissed it.

‘Frgken Landvik, your voice was all I could have hoped for when I was
composing Solveig’s laments.’

Then he turned and spoke to Henrik Klausen, the actor again playing
Peer, as well as the other lead members of the cast.

‘I feel I must beg an apology from all you actors and musicians for my
absence so far from this theatre. There have been . ..’ He paused, seeming



to need to gather strength from somewhere before continuing. ‘There have
been circumstances that have kept me away. All I can do is to give my
heartfelt thanks to both Herr Josephson and Herr Hennum for creating a
production that I am proud to have been a part of. May I congratulate the
orchestra for transforming my humble compositions into something
magical, and the actors and singers for bringing the characters to life. I
thank you all.’

Edvard Grieg’s gaze fell on Anna again, as the cast and musicians began
to file off the stage. He walked back to her and took her hand once more,
then beckoned Ludvig Josephson and Johan Hennum to join them.

‘Gentlemen, now I have seen the performance, we will speak tomorrow
about some minor alterations, but I thank you for such a fine production
under what I know were straitened circumstances. Herr Hennum, the
orchestra was far better than I could have dreamt. You have performed a
miracle. And as for this young lady,’ he said, his expressive blue eyes
boring into Anna’s, ‘whoever cast her as Solveig is a genius.’

“Thank you, Herr Grieg,” said Hennum. ‘Anna is indeed a great new
talent.’

Herr Grieg then leant in close to whisper in Anna’s ear. “We must talk
further, my dear, for I can help your star to rise.” Then, with a smile, he
released her hand and turned away to speak to Herr Josephson. Walking off
the stage, Anna was again awed at the turn her life had taken. The most
famous composer in Norway had publicly praised her talents here tonight.
As she changed out of her costume and removed her make-up, it was
difficult to believe she was the same country girl who had been singing the
cows home just over a year ago.

Except, of course, she wasn’t the same.

‘Whatever I am now, I am,” she murmured to herself as the steady clip-
clop of the horse pulling the carriage lulled her towards Herr Bayer’s
apartment.
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Unusually, Hennum had joined the rest of the orchestra in Engebret after the
night’s performance.



‘Herr Grieg apologises for his absence from the bar, but as you know, he
is still grieving for his dead parents. But he has given me enough money to
keep you all in high spirits for at least a month,” Herr Hennum declared to
rowdy cheers.

All the musicians were on a high, partly fuelled by endless rounds of port
and aquavit, but also by the knowledge that the meagre existence they all
eked out of their salary, with little or no thanks for their efforts, had been
elevated tonight by the sincere thanks and praise of the composer himself.

‘Herr Halvorsen.” Hennum beckoned him over. ‘Come and speak with
me for a moment.’

Jens did as his conductor bid.

‘I thought you might wish to know I told Herr Grieg you were a budding
composer and that I’d heard some of your compositions. Simen has already
told me that you spent the summer working on others.’

‘Do you think that Herr Grieg could be persuaded to take a look at what I
have written so far?’

‘I can’t guarantee it, but I do know that he is a great advocate for home-
grown Norwegian talent, so it is possible. Give me what music you have,
and I’ll present your compositions to him tomorrow morning when he
comes in to see me.’

‘I will, sir, and I cannot thank you enough.’

‘I have also heard from Simen that you made a difficult decision in the
summer. A musician who is prepared to sacrifice all for his art deserves any
assistance I can offer. Now, I must take my leave. Goodnight, Herr
Halvorsen.’

Johan Hennum gave Jens a nod and walked out of the bar. Finding
Simen, Jens enveloped him in a hug.

‘What is this? Have you run out of women and are now turning to men?’
asked his startled friend.

‘Perhaps,’ Jens jested. ‘But I thank you, Simen. Truly, I thank you.’

At mid-morning the following day, a letter for Anna was hand-delivered to
the apartment.



‘Who do you think it might be from?’ asked Frgken Olsdatter as Anna
studied the writing.

‘I have no idea,’ she replied as she opened it and began to read.

A few seconds later, Anna looked up in wonder.

‘It is from Herr Grieg, the composer. He wishes to visit me at the
apartment this afternoon.’

‘Dear Lord!” Frgken Olsdatter looked anxiously at the unpolished silver
on the dresser, then at the clock on the wall. ‘At what time does he wish to
arrive?’

‘At four.’

‘What an honour! If only Herr Bayer was here to meet him too. You
know what a supporter he is of Herr Grieg’s music. Excuse me, Anna, but if
we are to have such an illustrious guest in our house, I must prepare for
him.’

‘Of course,” Anna said as the housekeeper almost ran out of the room.

Anna finished her lunch, nerves beginning to gather in her stomach. As
she went to change into something more acceptable to wear for tea with a
famous composer, she stared at her vast new collection of clothing.
Discarding various blouses for being too frumpy, too revealing, too grand,
or too plain, she settled on her dusky-rose silk gown.

The doorbell rang at the appointed hour, and Frgken Olsdatter led their
guest into the drawing room. Since lunchtime, flowers had been procured,
cakes hastily baked; Frgken Olsdatter had been concerned that he may well
arrive with an entourage, but as it was, Anna rose to greet Edvard Grieg
alone.

‘My dear Frgken Landvik, thank you for sparing the time to see me at
such short notice.” He reached for her hand and kissed it.

‘Please, do sit down. Can I offer you some tea, or coffee?’ she stuttered,
unused to receiving guests by herself.

‘Perhaps a glass of water?’

Frgken Olsdatter gave a half-nod and left the room.

‘I’m afraid I have little time as I must return to Bergen tomorrow, and as
you can imagine, I have many calls to pay here in Christiania. But I wished
to see you. Frgken Landvik, you have the most exquisite voice, though I
will not flatter myself that I am the first person to tell you so. Indeed, I hear
that Herr Bayer has provided a guiding hand in your career.’

‘He has,’ she acknowledged.



‘And from what I heard last night, he has done an excellent job. But his
boundaries are . . . limited in terms of giving your potential the full range of
opportunities it deserves. I am lucky to have the ability to personally
introduce you to musical directors all over Europe. I am travelling to
Copenhagen and Germany very soon and can mention your talent to those I
know there. Frgken Landvik, you must understand that however much we
wish it not to be so, at present Norway is a mere speck on the European
cultural landscape.” He paused and smiled as he saw the look of
incomprehension on Anna’s face. “‘What I’m trying to say, my dear, is that I
wish to help you further your career outside our homeland.’

“That is most kind of you, sir, and a great honour.’

‘But first, may I ask you if you are free to travel?’ he asked as Frgken
Olsdatter came in with a jug of water and two glasses.

‘Once the production of Peer Gynt is finished, then yes, I have no further
commitments in Norway.’

‘Good, good,’ he said as the housekeeper left the room. ‘And you are not
married or engaged to any young man presently?’

‘No, sir.’

‘I can imagine you have many admirers, for not only are you a possessor
of great talent, but you are beautiful too. In many ways, you remind me of
my dear wife, Nina. She too has the voice of a songbird. So, I will write to
you from Copenhagen and see what can be done to introduce your
exceptional voice to the wider world. Now, I must take my leave.’

“Thank you for coming, sir,” Anna said as he stood up.

‘And may I congratulate you once more on your performance. You have
inspired me. We will meet again, Frgken Landvik, I am sure of it.
Goodbye.’

He kissed her hand and then glanced up at her in a way that Anna had
learnt to recognise as indicating interest in her as a woman.

‘Goodbye,’ she said, bobbing a curtsey as he left the room.
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“What do you mean, he has left Christiania?!’
‘Just as I said, he has to return to Bergen.’



“Then all is lost! God only knows when he will be back.’ Jens fell back
into his uncomfortable chair in the orchestra pit as he gazed up mournfully
at Herr Hennum.

“The good news is, I managed to have him listen to your compositions
before he left. And he gave me this to pass on to you.” Herr Hennum
handed Jens an envelope addressed ‘To whom it may concern.’

Jens stared at it. “What is it?’

‘It is a letter of introduction from him to the Leipzig Conservatory.’

Jens punched the air with joy. This letter was his passport to the future.
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‘I will be leaving for Leipzig when the run of Peer Gynt ends. Come with
me, Anna, please,’” Jens begged her as they sat together in the drawing room
of Otto’s apartment, his arms furled around her delicate frame. ‘I refuse to
leave you behind in Christiania in Herr Bayer’s clutches. Once you refuse
his proposal, I have no faith that he will behave like a gentleman.’ He softly
kissed her brow. ‘Let us do as all young lovers in stories do and run away
together. You say he has your wages in safe keeping?’

“Yes, but I am sure he will hand them to me if I ask.” Anna bit her lip and
hesitated. ‘Jens, it would be a grave betrayal of Herr Bayer after all he has
done for me. And what would there be for me in Leipzig?’

‘“Why, Leipzig is the centre of the musical world in Europe! It could be a
wonderful opportunity for you. Herr Grieg himself told you that the world
here in Christiania is narrow and that your talent deserves a wider
audience,’ Jens cajoled. ‘His music publisher resides there and he himself
spends much of his time in the city. So there would be nothing to stop you
renewing his acquaintance in future. Anna, please, think about it. I believe
it is the only solution for us. Presently, I can think of no other.’

Anna looked at Jens uneasily. It had taken her a year to get used to life in
Christiania. What if she couldn’t do it again somewhere else? Besides, now
she had grown more confident, she had begun to love being Solveig, and
she would miss Frgken Olsdatter and Rude . . . But then again when she
tried to imagine a life in Christiania without Jens, her heart gave a painful
wrench.

‘I know it’s a lot to ask,’ he said, reading her mind, ‘and yes, you could
stay here, and become the most famous soprano in Norway. Or you can aim
higher, living a life of love with me and having success on a far larger scale.
But of course, it will not be easy, for you have no money, and I have very



little other than what my mother gave me to pay for my board and tuition in
Leipzig. We would live purely on music, love and belief in our own talent,’
he finished with a flourish.

‘Jens, what on earth would I say to my parents? Herr Bayer will be bound
to tell them what I’ve done. I will bring disgrace on our name. I couldn’t
bear for them to think . . .” Anna’s voice trailed off and she put her fingers
to her brow. ‘Let me think about it, I must have time to think . . .’

‘Of course you must,” Jens agreed gently. ‘We have a month until the end
of the run of Peer Gynt.’

‘And I could not . . . I could not be with you if we remained unmarried,’
Anna said, blushing furiously that she even had to mention such a thing. ‘I
would rot in Hell for eternity and my mother would boil herself in her
cooking pot rather than face such shame.’

Jens stifled a smile at Anna’s vivid imagination. ‘So, Frgken Landvik,’
he said, taking her hands in his, ‘are you trying to gain a third proposal in
your streak of suitors?’

‘Of course not! All I’'m saying is that—’

‘Anna.’ He kissed her tiny hand. ‘I know what you’re saying and I
understand. And I promise you, whether we were eloping to Leipzig or not,
I would want to propose to you.’

‘Really?’

“Yes, really. If we go to Leipzig, we will wed in secret before we leave, I
promise. I would not wish you to compromise your morals.’

“Thank you.” Anna felt greatly relieved that at least Jens’ offer was
serious. That if they did ‘elope’ — Anna pushed down a shudder at the idea
— they would at least be man and wife in the eyes of God.

“Tell me, when will Herr Bayer be back, panting for your answer?’ he
asked her.

‘I have no idea, but’ — she glanced at the clock on the wall and her hand
flew to her mouth as she realised the time — ‘I do know I have to leave for
the theatre now. I must be there an hour and a half before the curtain rises
for my face to be painted.’

‘Of course. But Anna, please, you need to realise that even if I was not
going to Leipzig, if you refuse Herr Bayer’s proposal, I have a feeling he
would not make our life easy in Christiania. Come here and kiss me before
you go. I will see you later onstage, but promise me you will give me your
answer soon.’



Anna arrived back at the apartment after the performance feeling
completely drained. She wanted nothing more than to go straight to bed and
sleep.

‘Anna, how was your evening?’

Frgken Olsdatter looked at her questioningly as she brought Anna her hot
milk and helped her out of her dress.

‘It went well, thank you.’

‘Good, I am glad for you, kjere. I should tell you that I received a
telegram this evening from Herr Bayer. His mother passed on earlier today.
He and his sister must stay for the funeral, and then he will return to
Christiania on Friday.’

Only three days, thought Anna. ‘I am sorry to hear his news.’

“Yes, but perhaps it is a relief that Fru Bayer is finally free from pain.’

‘And I will look forward to seeing Herr Bayer on his return,” Anna lied
as Frgken Olsdatter left her room. As she settled into bed, she felt her
stomach constricting in nervous knots at the thought of Herr Bayer’s return.

The next morning, still brooding on her predicament, Anna went in to
breakfast.

“You look pale, Anna kjere. Did you not sleep well?’ asked Frgken
Olsdatter.

‘I have . . . things on my mind.’

“Then you might wish to share them with me. [ may be able to help.’

“There is nothing anyone can do,’ she sighed.

‘I see.” Frgken Olsdatter scrutinised her closely, but did not press her
further. ‘“Will you be requiring luncheon?’

‘No, I must go to . . . the theatre early today.’

“Very well, then, Anna. I shall see you at supper.’

Over the next three days, Frgken Olsdatter and the daily maid went into a
frenzy of cleaning. Anna spent time practising how she would explain to
Herr Bayer why she could not accept his offer of marriage.

The exact hour of his arrival was not known, but at half past three, unable
to stand the tension in the apartment any longer, Anna put on her cape and
told Frgken Olsdatter that she was going to take a walk in the park. The



housekeeper gave her one of her looks — a mixture of disbelief and cool
acceptance — which had become a regular expression recently.

As always, the clean, chilly air revitalised her. She looked out at the fjord
from her favourite bench and saw the shimmering silver water in the
already descending twilight.

I am where I am, she told herself, and there is little I can do except act
with gratitude and grace, as I have been brought up to do.

As she stood up, thinking of her parents brought a tear to her eye. They
had written her a brief but supportive letter consoling her on Lars cancelling
their engagement and his recent abrupt departure for America. At that
moment, she wished with all her heart Herr Bayer had never found her and
she was safe and sound at home in Heddal and married to Lars.

‘Herr Bayer will be back in time to join you for dinner,” Frgken Olsdatter
said, accosting her at the door as she arrived home. ‘I have filled you a bath
and laid out your gown.’

“Thank you.” Anna moved past her and went to prepare for the
confrontation.

‘Anna, min elskede!’ he said, greeting her intimately as she entered the
dining room. He took her hand in his large one and gave it a whiskery Kkiss.
‘Come, sit down.’

As they ate, he told her about his mother’s sad passing and the details of
the funeral. Anna hoped vaguely that due to his grief, maybe he’d forgotten
about his proposal. However, when they went through to the drawing room
to take coffee and brandy, she sensed the atmosphere change.

‘So, my dear young lady, have you thought about the important question
I asked you just before I left?’

Anna sipped her coffee, using the moment to gather her thoughts before
she spoke. Although in truth, she had rehearsed her words a hundred times.

‘Herr Bayer, I am honoured and gratified by your proposal—’

“Then I am happy!” he announced with a broad smile.

“Yes, but, having thought about it, I feel I must refuse.’

Anna watched the expression on his face alter, his eyes narrowing. ‘May
I ask why?’



‘Because I feel I could not be what you need in a wife.’

‘What on earth do you mean by that?’

“That I am not domestically oriented to run a house, or educated enough
to entertain your guests or—’

‘Anna.’ Herr Bayer’s face softened at her words and Anna realised she
had stupidly used the wrong approach. ‘It is typically sweet and modest of
you to say such things to me, but you must realise that none of that matters.
Your talent more than makes up for all the qualities you lack, and your
youth and innocence is one of the reasons you endear yourself to me.
Please, my dear young lady, there is no need to be humble or feel you are
not worthy. I have grown very fond of you indeed. As for the cooking —
why, that’s what I have Frgken Olsdatter for!”’

There was a silence as Anna struggled to think what other reasons she
could give.

‘Herr Bayer—’

‘Anna, I have told you, please, call me Franz.’

‘Franz, whatever you say, even though I am flattered by your proposal, I
am sad to say that I cannot accept it. And that is that.’

‘Is there someone else?’

She shivered involuntarily at the sudden sharp tone of his question. ‘No, I

‘Anna, before you continue further, you must know that even though I
may have been away from Christiania for the past few weeks, I have my
spies. If you are refusing my proposal for the sake of that handsome cad
who plays violin in the orchestra, then I would caution you against it. Not
just as a man who loves you and wishes to provide you with all you have
ever dreamt of, but as your advisor and guide to a world that you are
currently still too naive to understand.’

Anna said nothing, but realised her shock was written all over her
features.

‘So!” Herr Bayer slapped his solid thighs. “That is it. It seems I am
competing for your affections with a penniless, no-good bounder in the
orchestra. I knew it,” he said as he threw back his head and laughed. ‘I do
apologise, but Anna, tonight you show me the true extent of your
innocence.’

‘Forgive me, but yes, we are in love!” The fact that he was laughing at
her, belittling what she and Jens shared, made Anna’s temper rise. ‘And



whether you approve or not, it is the truth,’ she said, rising to her feet.
“Under the circumstances, I think it’s best I leave. I wish to thank you for all
you have done for me and given me. And I am sorry if my refusal has not
been to your liking.’

As she began to move swiftly to the door, he caught up with her in two
large strides to pull her back. ‘Wait, Anna, let us not part like this. Please, I
beg you, sit down and we will talk. You have always trusted me before and
I would like to show you the error of your ways. I know this man; I
understand who he is and the enchantment he has put you under. I do not
blame you in any way. You are so innocent, and yes, you believe you are in
love. Whether you now accept or reject my proposal is of no consequence.
This man will break your heart and destroy you, as he has destroyed many
other women before.’

‘No, you don’t know him ...’ Anna wrung her hands in despair, tears of
frustration pouring down her cheeks.

‘Now, now, try to keep calm. You are becoming hysterical. Please, let us
sit down together and talk.’

Anna’s energy drained from her and she allowed him to lead her back to
a chair.

‘My dear,” Herr Bayer began gently, ‘you must be aware of the previous
relationships Herr Halvorsen has conducted with other women.’

‘Yes, I am.’

‘Jorid Skrovset in the chorus was so heartbroken that she has refused to
return to the theatre. And the great Madame Hansson herself was thrown
into such a state of distress after Herr Halvorsen had his way with her that
she has gone abroad to recover. Which is why you are currently playing her
role in the Christiania Theatre.’

‘Sir, I know for a fact from Jens that—’

‘Forgive me, but you know nothing of this man, Anna,’ he interrupted. ‘I
accept I am not your father nor, sadly at present, your intended, and
therefore have little sway over your decisions. But I will tell you now,
because I care for you so deeply, that Jens Halvorsen is nothing but trouble.
He will crush you, Anna, as he has crushed every woman who has had the
misfortune to be lured into his trap. He is a weak man, and his weakness is
women and carousing. I fear for you, I really do, and have done so ever
since I first heard of this . . . liaison.’

‘When did you hear?’ Anna whispered, not able to look at him.



“Weeks ago. And I should warn you that all at the theatre are aware of it.
And yes, it was this discovery that prompted my proposal, simply because I
want to save you and your talent from yourself. Know that if you go to him,
he will desert you for another soon enough. And I simply cannot bear the
thought of you throwing everything away for a selfish Casanova, after all
we have worked for together.’

Anna remained silent as Herr Bayer poured himself another brandy.

‘As you do not answer me, I will tell you what I think we should do. If
you are intent on being with this man, then simply because I could not bear
to watch the inevitable dramatic denouement, I agree that you should leave
the apartment immediately. And then go with him to Leipzig after the run of
Peer Gynt has come to an end.” He saw the astounded expression on Anna’s
face and continued. ‘If you decide this is really what you wish to do, then I
will give you the wages you have earned at the theatre and send you on
your way. If, however, what I have said to you has some resonance in its
honesty, and you are prepared to give Herr Halvorsen up and marry me after
I have finished a suitable period of mourning for my mother, then please,
stay here. There is no need to rush — all I need is an intention. Please, Anna,
I beg you, think very carefully about your decision. For it is one that will
change your life, for better or for worse.’

‘If you knew all this, then why did you not say before?’ she asked in a
small voice. ‘Surely you knew that I would refuse you?’

‘Simply because I blame myself for what has happened. I was not here in
Christiania to protect you from him. Now that I’m back, I can tell you that I
will protect you. But only on the condition that you banish Jens Halvorsen
from your life immediately. If you were rejecting me for a different suitor,
perhaps I could accept it with grace. But in this case, I cannot, because I
know he will destroy you.’

‘I love him,’ she said again, pointlessly.

‘I know you think you do, and I understand how hard it will be for you to
accept what I’ve demanded. But one day I hope you will come to see that I
am acting in your best interests. Now, I think it is time that we both retired.
I have had a gruelling few weeks and find myself very weary.” Taking her
hand in his, he kissed it. ‘Goodnight, Anna, sleep well.’
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The next evening, Anna was glad to arrive at the theatre, where everything
was comfortingly the same as it had always been. She had not slept a wink
last night, torn between her head and her heart. A lot of what Herr Bayer
had said was true, especially to the outsider. She herself had had similar
thoughts about Jens, so she couldn’t blame anyone else for doing the same.
And of course everyone would tell her to marry Herr Bayer, not a penniless
musician. It was the sensible decision.

However, none of this rational thinking solved the dilemma, because no
matter which way she turned, the thought of giving up Jens Halvorsen
forever was simply untenable.

And at least, she thought, as she left her dressing room to walk to the
stage, she would see Jens in a few minutes, looking up at her with love and
support from the orchestra pit. She’d already written him a note saying they
must meet tonight after the performance and she’d summon Rude to deliver
it in the first interval. When the play began, Anna tried to still her racing
heart and calm herself. As she walked onstage and spoke her first lines, she
surreptitiously cast her eyes down to find his.

In panic, she saw Jens wasn’t there. Instead, an elderly elfin-sized man
was sitting in his chair.

At the end of Act One, dizzy from fear, she came offstage and
immediately summoned Rude to her dressing room.

‘Hello, Frgken Anna. How are you?’

‘I am well,” Anna lied. ‘Do you know where Herr Halvorsen is? I saw
tonight that he isn’t playing.’

‘Really? Well, for the first time, you’ve told me something I didn’t
already know. Shall I go and find out?’

‘If you would.’



‘Right, it might take me a while, so I'll see you in the next interval.’

Anna went through the second act in an agony of despair, and when Rude
appeared in her dressing room as promised, she thought she might faint
with tension at what he might tell her.

“The answer is that no one knows. Perhaps he’s sick, Frgken Anna. But
the fact is that he isn’t here.’

She went through the rest of the performance in a daze. As soon as the
cast had taken their last bows, Anna dressed hurriedly, then left the theatre
and climbed into the carriage, directing the driver to take her to Jens’
apartment. When they arrived outside his building, she stepped out, calling
over her shoulder to the driver to wait for her, before running inside and up
the stairs. Breathing heavily, she knocked loudly on the door until she heard
the sound of footsteps approaching.

The door opened and she saw Jens. She collapsed into his arms with
relief. ‘Thank God, thank God. [’

‘Anna.’ He drew her inside and put an arm around her shivering shoulder
as he led her into the drawing room.

‘Where were you? I thought that you’d gone ... 1. ..

‘Anna, please, try to calm yourself. Let me explain.’ Jens guided her to
the settle and sat down next to her. ‘I arrived as usual at the theatre, to be
told by Johan Hennum that my services in the orchestra were no longer
required. They had found another flautist and violinist to replace me with
immediate effect. I asked him if this arrangement was temporary and he
told me that it wasn’t. He paid my wages in full and sent me on my way.
Anna, I swear to you, I have absolutely no idea why I was dismissed.’

‘I do. Oh good Lord . . .” Anna put her head in her hands. ‘For a change,
Jens, this has little to do with your behaviour, and everything to do with
mine. Last night, I told Herr Bayer I could not marry him. Then he told me
he knew all about us! He said that I was only welcome to continue to stay
with him if I’d denounce you immediately. And if I wasn’t prepared to do
that, then I must leave the apartment.’

‘Oh Lord,’ Jens sighed, understanding. ‘So the next thing we know, I am
asked to leave the Christiania orchestra. He probably told Hennum and
Josephson I was a bad influence and distracting their new little star.’

‘Forgive me, Jens. I didn’t believe Herr Bayer was capable of such a
thing.’

b



‘I did, and told you so,’ Jens muttered. ‘Well, at least I now know the
reason for my swift exit.’

‘What will you do?’

‘As a matter of fact, I’ve just been packing.’

“To go where?’ Anna was horrified.

“To Leipzig, of course. One way or another, it’s obvious there is no future
for me here. I decided I should leave as soon as possible.’

‘I see.” Anna cast her eyes down, concentrating on not allowing herself to
cry at this news.

‘I was going to write to you tonight and leave the letter at the stage door.’

“You swear you were? Or are you just saying that and were simply going
to disappear without saying a word?’

‘Anna, min kjeere, come here.’ Jens took her in his arms and stroked her
back tenderly. ‘I know this has been a very difficult time for you, but I
myself have only had a few hours since Hennum ended my employment. Of
course I was going to tell you where I was. Why on earth wouldn’t I? It was
I who asked you to come with me, remember?’

“Yes, yes . .. You’re right.” Anna wiped her tears away. ‘I am
overwrought. And so angry that you’ve been punished for what I’ve done.’

‘Well, don’t be. You know I had planned to go anyway, it’s just happened
a little sooner than I expected. Was Herr Bayer very angry with you, my
love?’

‘No, he wasn’t angry at all. He said he didn’t want me to ruin my life by
being with you, and that he wished me not to see you again for my own
good.’

“Which is why I was booted unceremoniously out of the pit so that you
couldn’t. What will you do?’

‘Herr Bayer has given me a day to think about it. How dare he interfere
in my life and yours like this!’

‘We are in a state, the two of us,’ he sighed. “Well, I am leaving
tomorrow — the term at the Conservatory only began two weeks ago, so |
won’t have missed much. And if you want to, you can join me in Leipzig
when the run of Peer Gynt is finished.’

‘Jens, after what they have done to you, I could never bring myself to
return to the theatre!” Anna shuddered. ‘I will come with you immediately.’

Jens looked at her in surprise. ‘Are you sure that’s sensible, Anna? If you
walk out before the play is over, you will never again be able to work at the



Christiania Theatre. Your name will be as black as mine.’

‘And nor would I want to work there again,’ she retorted, her eyes
glittering with indignation. ‘I refuse to let people, whoever they are and
however important and rich, behave as if they own me.’

Jens chuckled at her fierce expression. ‘Beneath that sweet exterior of
yours you really are quite the firebrand, aren’t you?’

‘I have been brought up to know right from wrong, and I know that what
they have done to you is very, very wrong.’

“Yes, it is, my love, but sadly, there’s little we can do about it. Really,
Anna, I caution you: however angry you are, please think carefully about
coming with me tomorrow. I would hate to be the reason for the ruination of
your career. And know’ — he hushed her as she opened her mouth to speak —
‘I do not say this because I don’t wish you to come. I am simply concerned
that we will board the ferry to Hamburg tomorrow, and then take the
overnight train to Leipzig without even knowing where we will lay our
heads once we arrive. Or whether they will even accept me at the
Conservatory.’

‘Of course they will accept you, Jens. You have your letter from Herr
Grieg.’

‘I do and yes, they probably will, but whereas I am a man and able to
suffer physical deprivation, you are a young lady with certain . . . needs.’

‘Who was born on a farm and had never seen an inside privy before she
arrived in Christiania,” Anna countered. ‘Really, Jens, I do feel you are
doing your best to convince me not to accompany you.’

‘Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you when we get there. So’ — he smiled at
her suddenly — ‘I have done my best to dissuade you, and you have refused
to accept my concerns. My conscience is clear. We shall leave together at
dawn tomorrow. Come here, Anna. Let us hold each other and take strength
for the adventure we are about to embark on.’

He kissed her then, and any worries she’d had about his reticence or her
decision melted away. Eventually, their lips parted, and as Anna laid her
head against his chest, he stroked her hair. ‘Of course, there is one more
thing we should discuss. We must present ourselves as married to all we
meet on our travels, and at Leipzig of course. Overnight, you must become
Fru Halvorsen in the eyes of the world, for no landlord would rent us a
room if they knew we were not yet wed. How do you feel about that?’



‘I feel that we must marry as soon as we arrive in Leipzig. I could not
countenance any . ..” Anna’s voice trailed off.

‘Of course we shall. And don’t worry, Anna, even if we must share the
same bed, please believe I would always act like a gentleman. So for now’
— Jens left the room then and returned a minute later with a small velvet box
— ‘you must wear this. It was my grandmother’s wedding band. My mother
gave it to me when I left, and told me to sell it if I needed the money. Shall I
put it on for you?’

Anna stared at the slim gold band. This was hardly the ‘wedding’ she’d
imagined, but she understood it would have to do for now.

‘I love you, Fru Halvorsen,’ he said as he put the ring gently on her
finger. ‘And I promise we will do it for real in Leipzig. Now, you must
leave and ready yourself for tomorrow. Can you be here by six o’clock?’

“Yes, I will be here,’ she replied as she walked towards the front door.
‘As it’s doubtful I shall sleep much tonight anyway.’

‘Anna, do you have any money?’

‘No.” She bit her lip. ‘And I can hardly ask Herr Bayer for my wages
now. It wouldn’t be right. I have let him and others down so dreadfully.’

“Then we shall be as poor as beggars until we find our feet,” he said with
a shrug.

“Yes. Goodnight, Jens,’ she said quietly.

‘Goodnight, my love.’

The apartment was silent when Anna arrived home. As she crept along the
corridor, she saw Frgken Olsdatter’s anxious face peep out of her room.

‘I was worried, Anna,’ she whispered, coming towards her. “Thank the
Lord, Herr Bayer retired early tonight, complaining of a fever. Where have
you been?’

‘Out,” Anna replied, turning the handle to enter her room, no longer
wishing to explain herself to anyone.

‘Shall we go to the kitchen? I’ll make you some hot milk.’

‘I...” Anna checked herself. This woman had been kind to her and it
would be wrong to leave without telling her. “Thank you.’ She let herself be
led down the corridor and into the kitchen.



Over the hot milk, Anna told Frgken Olsdatter the whole story. And by
the end of it, she was glad she had.

‘Well, well,” Frgken Olsdatter murmured, ‘what a heartbreaker you are,
kjere. Gentlemen seem to be falling over themselves to woo you. So, you
have decided to leave immediately and follow your violinist to Leipzig?’

‘I have no choice. Herr Bayer said I must if I was not prepared to give up
Jens right away. After what he asked Herr Hennum to do to Jens, I don’t
wish to be in Christiania a minute longer.’

‘Anna, do you not think that Herr Bayer is only trying to protect you?
That he has your best interests at heart?’

‘But he doesn’t! It’s what he wants, not what I want!’

‘And what about your career? Please, Anna, you are so very talented. It is
a lot to sacrifice, even for love.’

‘But it is necessary — I cannot stay here in Christiania without Jens,’
insisted Anna. ‘And I can sing anywhere in the world. Herr Grieg said
himself that he would help me if I ever asked.’

‘And he is an influential benefactor,” Frgken Olsdatter agreed. ‘So, what
will you do for money?’

‘Herr Bayer said he would give me the wages I’d earned from the theatre.
But I have decided I will ask him for nothing.’

“That’s very honourable of you. But even those in love must eat and have
a roof over their heads.’ Frgken Olsdatter stood up, went to a drawer in the
dresser and pulled out a tin box. Taking a key from the chain around her
waist, she opened it. Inside was a bag of coins, which she handed to Anna.
‘“There. It is my savings. I have no current use for them and your need is
greater than mine. I cannot see you leave this house to walk into an
uncertain future with nothing.’

‘Oh, but I can’t...” Anna entreated.

“You can and you will,” Frgken Olsdatter said firmly. ‘And one day when
I hear you are singing at the Leipzig Opera House, you can invite me to
come and watch you as payment.’

“Thank you, you are so very kind.” Anna was moved beyond measure at
the gesture. She reached out and took Frgken Olsdatter’s hand. “You must
think what I am doing is wrong.’

‘Who am I to judge? Whether your decision is for the best or not, you are
a brave young woman with strong principles. And I admire you for that.
Perhaps when you are calmer, you can write to Herr Bayer.’



‘I am frightened he may be very angry.’

‘No, Anna, he won’t be angry, just extremely sad. You may see him as an
old man, but remember, as we get older, our hearts still function in the same
way as they always have. Don’t blame him for falling in love with you and
yearning to keep you with him for always. Now, as you must be up with the
lark tomorrow, I suggest that you go to bed and take what sleep you can.’

‘Twill.’

‘Please, Anna, write to me from Leipzig and let me know you are safe.
Herr Bayer is not the only one in this household who will miss your
presence. Just try to remember that you have youth, talent and beauty. Don’t
waste it, will you?’

‘I will do all I can not to. Thank you for everything.’

‘What will you tell your parents?’ Frgken Olsdatter asked suddenly.

‘I don’t know,’ she sighed, ‘I really don’t. Goodbye.’

As the ferry chugged out of the fjord, bound for Hamburg and noisily
belching smoke and steam from its funnels, Anna stood alone on the deck,
watching her homeland disappear in the autumnal mist. And wondered if
she would ever see it again.
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Twenty-four hours later, Anna and Jens finally stepped off the train at
Leipzig railway station. The sun had only just risen and as Anna was so
tired she could hardly stand, Jens carried both his case and her valise. Their
train from Hamburg to Leipzig had been a sleeper, but neither of them had
felt they should spend their money on the comfort of a bunk. They had sat
upright on the hard wooden seats all night, Jens drifting off almost
immediately, his head lolling on her shoulder. As the hours had gone by,
Anna had become increasingly incredulous at what she had just done.

At least it was a bright morning as they left the bustling station and
walked into the central district of the city. Weary as she was, Anna’s heart
lifted slightly as her eyes took in the beauty of Leipzig. The wide cobbled
streets were lined with impressive tall stone buildings, many of them
decorated with ornate gables or carvings and boasting rows of elegant
casement windows. The passers-by spoke in a clipped language that, having
heard it spoken during the long train journey from Hamburg, Anna knew
was German. Jens had assured her he spoke it with reasonable competence,
but she could only grasp a word or two that was similar enough to
Norwegian.

Eventually they found themselves in the central market square, which
was flanked by the imposing red-roofed Town Hall, fronted by pillared
arches and dominated by a high domed clock tower. The square was already
packed with stalls and humming with activity. Jens stopped at one of the
stalls where a baker was laying out an assortment of freshly baked bread.
As Anna drank in the delicious smell, she realised how hungry she was.

But Jens had not stopped for food.

‘Entschuldigung Sie, bitte. Wissen Sie wo die Pension in der ElsterstralSe
ist?’



Anna had no idea what the baker’s gruff reply meant.

‘Good, we are not far from the lodging house Herr Grieg suggested,’ Jens
said.

This turned out to be a modest half-timbered building situated along a
narrow lane just off a road Anna saw was called Elsterstrale. It certainly
had a different atmosphere to the many grand edifices they’d passed on the
way, she thought warily. The district looked a little down at heel, but
forcing herself to remember that this was all they could afford, she followed
behind Jens as he strode up to the door and rapped the knocker loudly. After
several minutes, a woman appeared, hastily tying the cord of her robe to
cover her nightgown, and Anna realised it could not be later than seven in
the morning.

‘Um Himmels willen, was wollen Sie denn?!’ the woman grumbled.

Jens answered her in German and all Anna could understand was ‘Herr
Grieg’. At the mention of his name, the woman’s face relaxed and she
ushered them inside.

‘She says she’s full, but that as it’s Herr Grieg who sent us, there’s a
maid’s room up in the attic that we could use temporarily,” Jens translated
for Anna.

Up and up they climbed, the narrow wooden stairs creaking underfoot.
Finally, they arrived on the top floor and the woman pushed open the door
to a tiny room set under the eaves of the house. The only furniture was a
narrow brass bed, and a chest of drawers with a basin and a jug atop it, but
at least it looked clean.

Another conversation in German then ensued between Jens and the
woman, as he gesticulated at the bed and she nodded, then left the room.

‘I have said we will take it for now until I can find alternative
accommodation. I have told her the bed is too narrow for us both to sleep
on, so she is finding me a pallet. I will sleep on the floor.’

They both stood, looking about the room in weary silence, until the
woman returned with the pallet. Jens offered some coins from his pocket.

‘Nur Goldmark, keine Kronen,’ the woman said, shaking her head.

‘Take the Kronen for now, and I will change some money later today,’
Jens suggested.

The woman agreed reluctantly, pocketing the coins as she issued further
instructions, pointing under the bed, then left the room again.



Anna sat down gingerly. Her head was spinning with exhaustion, but
more pressing than that, she needed to use the facilities. Blushing, she asked
Jens if the woman had told him where they might be.

“There, I’m afraid.” He too pointed beneath the bed. ‘I’ll stand outside
while you . . .’

With heat mounting in her cheeks, Anna agreed and once he was gone,
did what she had been desperate to do for hours. Shuddering as she covered
the contents of the pot with the muslin cloth provided, she allowed Jens
back in.

‘Better?’ he grinned.

“Yes, thank you,’ she replied tightly.

‘Good. Now, I suggest we both get some rest.’

Anna blushed and looked away as Jens divested himself of his clothes
until he stood in his cotton breeches and vest. Using his topcoat to pull over
him, he lay down on the pallet. ‘Don’t worry, I promise not to peek,’ he
chuckled. ‘Sleep well, Anna. We’ll both feel better after it.” Then he blew
her a kiss and rolled over away from her.

Anna untied the ribbons of her cloak, removed her heavy skirt and
blouse, leaving her chemise and bloomers in place. She could already hear
Jens’ gentle snores emanating from the pallet as she crawled under the
coarse woollen blanket and rested her head on the pillow.

What have I done? she thought to herself. Herr Bayer had been right all
along. She was naive and headstrong and had not stopped to think through
the ramifications of her actions. Now she had burnt all her bridges and had
ended up in this terrible, claustrophobic room, sleeping within inches of a
man she had not even married, and having to perform intimate acts with no
privacy whatsoever.

‘Oh Lord, forgive me for the pain I have caused to others,” she whispered
to the heavens, where she imagined He must be looking down on her at this
moment, writing out her ticket to the underworld. Finally, she drifted into a
restless sleep.

Anna was up and fully dressed by the time Jens stirred, desperate for a cup
of water and ravenously hungry.



‘Bed comfortable?’ he asked as he stretched and yawned.

‘I will get used to it.’

‘Now,’ Jens said as he dressed and Anna turned away from him, ‘we
must change some coins to Goldmarks and find something to eat. But first,
can I ask you to leave the room and I'll join you outside when I’ve done my
business?’

Aghast at the thought that he would see what was already in the pot,
Anna did as she was bid. Then, to her horror, Jens came out holding it.

‘We must ask our landlady what we do with the slops,’ he said as he
passed her and started to descend the wooden stairs.

Anna followed behind him, her cheeks burning. A simple country girl she
may have been before going to Christiania, but never had she encountered
anything as unhygienic and disgusting as this. At home in Heddal, the
facilities had been outdoor and basic, but far preferable. She realised that,
having become accustomed to the modern bathroom in Herr Bayer’s
apartment, she’d never thought about how ordinary city dwellers got rid of
their mess.

They found the landlady in the hall and Jens presented the pot to her as
though he was handing her a tureen of stew. She nodded and pointed to the
back of the house, but took it from him anyway.

‘Right, all done. Let’s go and find some food,’ Jens said as he opened the
door.

Walking along the crowded streets, Anna and Jens found a Bierkeller to
one side of a small square and sat down at a table. Jens ordered beers, and
the two of them looked up at the board on which the short menu was
chalked. Anna could not read a single word.

‘Well, there is bratwurst — sausages. I’ve heard they’re very good,
although a bit fattier than the ones we have at home,’ Jens said, translating
the menu for her. ‘Knddel — don’t ask me what that is . . . Speck, which is
bacon, I suppose . ..’

‘I think I’ll just have what you’re having,” Anna said wearily, as the beer
was delivered to the table along with a bowl of dark bread. Even though she
would have preferred water, she picked up the mug and drank thirstily.

She peered out of the dingy windows to see the bustling square outside.
The women for the most part wore plain dark dresses with white or grey
aprons that accentuated their pale skins and chiselled Germanic features.
Anna had expected to see more finery in Leipzig, as she had been told it



was one of the most important cities in Europe. There was the odd carriage
that clopped past, giving the occasional glimpse of a stylish feathered hat
worn by wealthier women.

Their lunch arrived and Anna made short work of the potatoes and fat
sausages. The beer had gone to her head and she smiled at Jens lovingly.

‘How do I ask for water?’

“You say “Ein Wasser, bitte”,” Jens replied, before his attention turned to
the small street orchestra, who were playing fiddles in the centre of the
square with a cap laid on the path in front of them for money. Anna
watched him stretch in pleasure as he listened.

‘Isn’t it wonderful here? This is where our destiny lies, I am sure of it.’
He reached across the table and took her hand. ‘So how are you finding our
adventure so far?’

‘I feel unclean, Jens. When we get back, do you think it’s possible to ask
the landlady if there is any place here that we can take a bath and wash our
clothes?’

Jens fixed her with a hard stare. ‘Anna, come now, you told me you were
a country girl, used to physical hardship. Is that all you have to say about
being in Leipzig?’

She thought longingly of Heddal, and the clear melted snow that was
collected from outside in winter and warmed over the fire for washing. And
how in the summer there were the pure, fresh streams in which to bathe.
‘Forgive me. I will manage, I am sure.’

Jens picked up his second mug of beer and slugged it back. ‘I should
thank Herr Bayer, as he has forced me to finally walk towards my future.’

‘I am glad you are so happy to be here, Jens.’

‘I am indeed. Breathe the air, Anna. It even smells different. And the city
is alight with creativity and music. Look at the crowd gathered around those
musicians! Did you ever see such a thing in Christiania? Here, music is
celebrated, not derided as a poor man’s game. And now, I can be part of that
celebration.” He drained his mug of beer and threw some coins on the table
as he stood up. ‘Now, I will collect my letter from Herr Grieg and go
straight to the Conservatory. This is the beginning of everything I’ve dreamt
of.’

Arriving back at their lodgings, Jens rifled through his case and collected
his precious letter. Then he gave Anna a kiss and made his way to the door.

‘Rest, Anna, and I will wake you with wine and good news later.’



‘And will you ask if someone there might hear me sing—’

But the door had already closed behind him.

Anna sank down onto the bed. She understood now that this ‘adventure’
had a completely different resonance for each of them: Jens had been
running to something and she had been running away. And now, she
thought miserably, even if it had been the wrong thing, there was absolutely
nothing she could do about it.

Jens returned from the Conservatory a few hours later, even more
euphoric.

‘When I first arrived and asked to see the principal, Dr Schleinitz, the
porter looked at me as if I was the village idiot. Then I handed him my
letter, and once he had read it, he went straight to the office to fetch him! Dr
Schleinitz asked me to play the violin, and then one of my compositions on
the piano. And you wouldn’t believe it’ — at this point, Jens punched the air
— ‘he bowed! Yes, Anna, he actually bowed to me! We talked of Herr Grieg
and he told me it would be a pleasure to teach any protégé of his. So,
tomorrow I begin my studies at the Leipzig Conservatory.’

‘Oh Jens! That is wonderful!” Anna did her best to sound happy.

‘I also went to a tailor’s shop on my way back and had to pay him double
to fit me out with more appropriate clothing by tomorrow morning. I want
no one to think I am a simpleton from the fjords. Isn’t it wonderful?’ He
chuckled as he put his arms around Anna’s waist and lifted her up, twirling
her around. ‘Now, before we go out to celebrate, we must move into our
new lodgings.’

“You have already found somewhere for us?’

“Yes. It isn’t a palace, but it certainly has its advantages over this. While
you pack, I’ll go and pay the landlady her Goldmarks, and see you
downstairs.’

‘I...” Anna was about to say she doubted she could carry both the bags
alone, but he’d already gone. A few minutes later, panting with exertion,
she joined Jens with their luggage downstairs in the entrance hall.

‘Right, let’s be off to our new abode,’ Jens proclaimed.

Anna followed him out onto the street and looked on in surprise as he
merely crossed it and entered the house opposite.

‘I saw the vacancy sign in the window on my way back and thought I’d
go and enquire,” he added.



The house was similar to the one they’d just left, but the room was on the
first floor and at least more spacious and airy than the stuffy attic. There
was a big brass bed taking up most of the space, and Anna’s heart
somersaulted at the realisation that there was no room for a pallet on the
floor.

“There’s also a water closet across the landing, which means this room is
more expensive, but that should please you at least. Happy, Anna?’

“Yes.” She nodded stoically.

‘Good.” He handed some coins to Frau Schneider, the landlady, who
Anna thought at least looked more approachable than the last one. ‘There’s
enough for our first week’s board,’ he said, beaming at her magnanimously.

‘Kochen in den Zimmern ist untersagt. Abendbrot um punkt sieben Uhr.
Essen Sie hier heute Abend?’

‘She’s saying there’s no cooking allowed in the room but that we can eat
supper each evening downstairs at seven,’ said Jens quietly to Anna. He
turned to Frau Schneider. ‘That sounds like an excellent idea. How much
extra would that be?’

Again, money exchanged hands and finally the door closed behind them.

‘So, Frau Halvorsen,’ Jens grinned, ‘how do you like our new married
quarters?’

‘T..”

Jens saw the fear on her face as she gazed at the bed. ‘Anna, come here
to me.’

She did so, and he held her tightly to him.

“There, there. I’ve already promised you that I won’t touch you until you
say I can. But at least we will be able to keep each other warm on cold
Leipzig nights.’

‘Jens, really, we must be married as soon as possible,” Anna urged. ‘We
must find a Lutheran church that will marry us—’

“We will, but let’s not worry about it now,” he said, pulling her closer and
trying to kiss her neck.

‘Jens, what we are doing is a sin against God!’ she said as she rebuffed
his caress.

‘Of course, you’re right,” he sighed against her skin before letting go of
her. ‘Now, I fear we are both overdue a wash, and then we will go out to eat
and drink. Yes?’ he said, tipping her chin up so he could meet her eyes.

“Yes,’ she said, smiling up at him.
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In the next two weeks, Anna began to settle into a routine. Or at least, find
things to occupy herself during the long, lonely hours when Jens was at the
Conservatory.

Winter was bearing down, and their room was freezing in the mornings,
so she’d often get back into bed after Jens left for the Conservatory,
huddling under the warmth of the woollen blankets while waiting for the
coal fire she’d kindled in the small fireplace to build up a little heat. Then
she would wash and dress, and make her way outside and through the
streets of Leipzig to the market to buy bread and slices of cold meat to feed
herself at lunchtime.

The only hot meal they ate was that provided by Frau Schneider in the
evening. More often than not, it would be some type of sausage with
potatoes or soggy bread dumplings, in a nondescript sauce. Anna felt
herself longing for the taste of freshly grown vegetables and the wholesome
fare of her childhood.

She spent many long hours trying to compose the letters she knew she
must send to Herr Bayer and her parents. With Lars’ pen between her
fingers, she wondered if he had sailed for America as he’d planned. And in
her lowest moments, wondered if she should have gone with him after all.

Leipzig

1st October 1876
Dear Herr Bayer,
You will already know, as I am not there, that I have left to go to
Leipzig. Herr Halvorsen and I are married. And happy. I wish to thank
you for all you gave me. Please keep my wages from the Christiania



Theatre to pay for some of it and I hope you can sell the gowns I left
behind for they were very fine.

Herr Bayer, I am sorry I could not love you.

Yours,

Anna Landvik

Then she took another piece of paper and began a second letter.

Kjere Mor and Far,

I am married to Jens Halvorsen and I have moved to Leipzig. My
husband is studying at the Music Conservatory here and I am keeping
house for us. I am happy. I miss you all. And Norway.

Anna

Anna did not give an address, too frightened and guilty to receive their
recriminations. In the afternoons, she would take a walk in the park or
meander through the city streets, even though her cape was inadequate
against the bitter wind, just so she could be a part of humanity. Evidence of
Leipzig’s musical heritage seemed to be everywhere, from various streets
named after famous composers, to statues depicting their likenesses, to the
very houses that Mendelssohn and Schumann themselves had once lived in.

Her favourite spot to visit was the spectacular Neues Theater, home to the
Leipzig Opera Company, with its towering colonnaded entrance and
enormous arched windows. She would often gaze up at it, wondering if she
could ever dare hope to perform in such a place. One day, she even plucked
up the courage to knock at the stage door and tried to communicate with the
stage-door-keeper. But no amount of hand gestures could convey to the man
that she was looking for employment as a singer.

Disheartened and feeling more and more like she didn’t belong, she had
found refuge in the Thomaskirche, a very grand gothic building over which
a beautiful white bell tower soared. Although it was so much larger than the
little church in Heddal, the smell and atmosphere reminded her of home.
The day she had finally posted the letters to Herr Bayer and her parents, she
had retreated there. Sitting down in a pew, she bent her head and prayed for
redemption, strength and guidance.

‘Dear Lord, forgive me for the terrible lies the letters contain. I think the
worst one is that’ — Anna swallowed hard — ‘I am happy. I am not. Not at



all. But I know I do not deserve sympathy or forgiveness for any of it.’

Then she had felt a gentle hand on her shoulder. ‘Warum so traurig, mein
Kind?’

She looked up, startled, to see an old pastor smiling down at her. ‘Kein
Deutsch, nur Norwegisch,” she had managed to say, as Jens had taught her.

‘Ah!” said the pastor. ‘I know a little of the Norwegian language.’

Even though she tried her best to speak to him, his Norwegian was as
limited as her German, and Anna had realised that Jens would have to speak
to him about their marriage and then convince the pastor of their faith.

The highlight of her day was their supper together as she listened to Jens
talk about the Conservatory: the other students who hailed from all over
Europe, the rows of Bliithner practice pianos and the wonderful tutors,
many of whom were also musicians in the Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra.
Tonight it had been the Stradivarius violin he’d been allowed to play which
he’d rhapsodised about.

“The difference in the quality of the sound is rather like that of a barmaid
humming to a soprano singing an aria,” he enthused. ‘It’s all so wonderful!
Not only do I get to play every day, on the piano as well as my violin, but
the classes I take in Musical Composition, Harmony and Musical Analysis
are teaching me so much. And in Music History, I’ve already studied works
by Chopin and Liszt that I had never even heard of! Soon I will be playing
Chopin’s Scherzo No. 2 in a student concert at the Gewandhaus hall.’

‘I’m so glad you’re happy,’ she said, trying to sound enthusiastic. ‘Is
there anyone you could ask if there might be a chance for me to sing?’

‘Anna, I know you keep asking me,’ Jens replied in between bites of his
food, ‘but I tell you that if you do not learn any German, it will be difficult
for you to do anything in this town.’

‘Surely there is someone who can just hear me? I know the Italian words
to “Violetta’s Aria”, and I can learn the German words later.’

‘Hush, my love.’ Jens reached out and took her hand. ‘I will try again to
make some enquiries for you.’

After supper, there was always the discomfiting bedtime routine. She
would change into her nightgown in the water closet, then hurry under the
covers, where Jens already lay. He would wrap his arms around her and she
would relax against his chest, drinking in his musky smell. He would kiss
her then and she would feel her body respond to him, just as his did to her,



both of them wanting more . . . But then she would pull away from him and
he would sigh heavily.

‘I just can’t,” she’d whispered into the darkness one night. “You know we
must be married first.’

‘I know, my darling. Of course we will be married eventually, but before
then, surely we can—’
‘No, Jens! I just . . . cannot. You know I have found a church where we
can wed soon, but you must speak to the pastor to make the arrangements.’
‘Anna, I simply do not have time to spare. My studies require my full
attention. Besides, many at the Conservatory have new ideas. There are
radicals amongst the students who believe the Church is simply there to
control the people. They look to a more enlightened view, such as that of
Goethe in his play Faust. The story deals with all aspects of the spiritual
and metaphysical. I have been lent a copy to read by a friend, and this
weekend I will take you to Auerbachs Keller, the bar that Goethe himself
frequented and where he was inspired by a mural to write his classic.’

Anna had never heard of Goethe and his apparently illuminating work.
All she knew was that she had to be married in the eyes of God before she
could be in a physical union with Jens.

Christmas arrived, reminding Anna that she and Jens had been in Leipzig
for three months. She had wanted to go to the Christmette, the midnight
mass at the church, and Pastor Meyer had even given her a leaflet of
traditional German hymns. She had been humming ‘Stille Nacht’ to herself,
excited at the prospect of singing with other people again. But Jens had
insisted they should spend Christmas Eve at the home of Frederick, one of
his fellow music students.

Clutching a mug of hot Glithwein, Anna sat silently next to Jens at the
table, listening to the guttural German and hardly understanding a word of
it. Jens, who was already drunk, made no attempt to translate for her. Others
played instruments after dinner, but Jens never once suggested she should
sing.

As they walked home through the frosty night, Anna heard the bells
chime midnight, announcing the start of Christmas Day. The sound of carol



singing came from the church as they passed it, and she glanced up at Jens,
his face red from alcohol and the cheer of the evening. Sending up a silent
prayer for her family celebrating without her in Heddal, she wished with all
her heart that she were there too.

Throughout January and February, Anna thought she might go mad with
boredom. Her daily routine, which had seemed bearable to begin with due
to its novelty, now seemed insufferably dull. The snow had come to Leipzig
and it was sometimes so cold that her fingers and toes went numb. She
spent the days fetching up buckets of coal for the fire, washing clothes in
the freezing scullery, or making pitiful attempts to make sense of the words
in Faust, which Jens had told her to study to improve her German.

‘I am so very stupid!’ she berated herself one afternoon, slapping the
book closed and bursting into tears of frustration, something she now did
with alarming regularity.

Jens became ever more deeply involved with the Conservatory and its
students, often arriving home after a concert at midnight smelling of beer
and tobacco smoke. She would feign sleep as his arms reached out for her
and tentatively caressed her body through her nightgown. She’d hear him
swear under his breath at her lack of response, and as her heart beat against
her chest, he’d roll over with a grunt and begin to snore. Only then could
she sigh with relief and go to sleep herself.

Nowadays, she mostly ate supper alone, surveying the other residents of
the lodging house from under her eyelashes. Many of them changed weekly,
and Anna presumed they were travelling salesmen of some kind. However,
there was one elderly gentleman who seemed to be a permanent resident
like her, and took supper alone each evening. His nose was always buried in
a book and he was finely dressed in an old-fashioned manner.

The gentleman became an object of fascination as she ate; Anna spent
hours wondering what his story was, and why he had chosen to spend his
sunset years here. Sometimes, when it was only the two of them for supper,
he would nod and say ‘Guten Abend’ as he walked in and ‘Gute Nacht’ as
he walked out. She decided he reminded her rather of Herr Bayer, with his
head of thick white hair, bushy moustache and courteous airs.



‘If I am even missing Herr Bayer, then I really must be miserable,’ she
muttered to herself one evening as she left the dining room.

A few nights later, the gentleman stood up and walked across the room
with his ever-present book in his hand. ‘Gute Nacht.” He nodded to her as
he approached the door to leave the room. Then in afterthought, he turned
back to her.

‘Sprechen sie Deutsch?’

‘Nein, Norwegisch.’

“You are from Norway?’ he said in surprise.

“Yes,’ she replied, delighted he had answered her fluently in her native
language.

‘I am a Dane, you see, but my mother was from Christiania. She taught
me the language when I was young.’

After the long weeks of being unable to communicate properly with
anyone but Jens since she had arrived, Anna wanted to hug him. “Then I am
delighted to meet you, sir.’

She watched the man pause in thought by the door and survey her. “You
say you don’t speak any German?’

‘No more than a few words.’

“Then how on earth do you manage in this town?’

“To be honest, sir, I don’t.’

“Your husband, he is working here in Leipzig?’

‘No, he attends the Conservatory.’

‘Ah, a musician! No wonder he rarely joins you in the evening for
supper. May I ask what your name is?’

‘I am Anna Halvorsen.’

‘And I am Stefan Hougaard.” He gave her a small bow. ‘And pleased to
make your acquaintance. You do not work then, Fru Halvorsen?’

‘No, sir, I do not. Although I hope soon to gain employment as a singer.’

‘Well, in the meantime, perhaps I can assist you with the task of studying
German? Or at least, give you a better grasp of the basics,” he suggested.
“We could meet here after breakfast if you wish, under the full glare of our
landlady, so that your husband would not feel as though anything improper
was occurring.’

“That is most kind of you, sir, and indeed, I would be very grateful for
your help. But I warn you, I am a slow student and not good with my
letters, even in my own language.’



‘Well then, we shall just have to work hard together, won’t we? So,
tomorrow morning at ten?’

“Yes. I will be here.’

Anna went to bed that night feeling far more cheerful, even though Jens
was yet again absent from her side, saying he was rehearsing for a concert.
Simply being able to converse with another human being had been a joy
and anything she could do to add a little variety to her days had to be a good
thing. And if she could learn at least a little German, perhaps there would
be a chance of singing in public again . . .

As the first blossoms began to appear on the trees, Anna spent her mornings
downstairs, trying to teach her stubborn brain to memorise and repeat the
words Herr Hougaard taught her. After the first few days, he insisted he
should accompany her out on the street when she was making her daily trip
to the market. He would stand a short distance away and listen carefully as
she followed his instructions and bade the vendor a good morning, then
requested her goods and paid for them before saying goodbye. These
missions unnerved her at first, and often she would stumble over the
phrases she had learnt, but slowly, her confidence began to grow.

Anna’s forays into the city with Herr Hougaard began to expand as she
improved over the following weeks, culminating in her ordering lunch for
both of them at a restaurant, which she insisted on paying for as a thank
you.

She still knew little about him, only that his wife had died some years
ago, leaving him a widower. He had moved from the country to the city so
that he could enjoy all the benefits of the cultural scene in Leipzig without
having to care for himself domestically.

‘What more do I need than a full stomach, clean sheets and clothes
washed regularly, and a magnificent concert just a few minutes’ walk away
to stir my senses?’ he had said with a broad smile.

Herr Hougaard had been surprised that Jens had not asked her to watch
the many concerts he told her he performed in. He’d said they didn’t have
the money to spare, but Herr Hougaard said they were often free. In fact,
Anna was seeing less and less of her ‘husband’, and just recently, there had



been occasions when he hadn’t come home at all. She thought one morning,
as she opened the window to let in the spring air before walking downstairs
for her daily lesson, that if it wasn’t for Herr Hougaard, she may well have
thrown herself under a tram months ago.

It was on one of their trips into the city centre at lunchtime that Anna was
startled to spot Jens sitting in the window of the Thiiringer Hof, one of the
best restaurants in Leipzig. It was the place where the local aristocracy
gathered in their fine clothes, their carriages lined up outside, with horses
waiting patiently to take them home after a sumptuous lunch. Just as her life
in Christiania had once been, Anna thought ruefully.

She strained to look between the carriages at Jens’ dining partner. It was
clearly a woman, by the bright scarlet hat with a feather in it that was
bobbing as the figure talked. Inching closer, much to Herr Hougaard’s
amusement, she saw the woman had dark hair and what her mother would
call a Roman profile, which in essence meant a big nose.

‘What on earth are you staring at, Anna?’ Herr Hougaard walked up
behind her. “You look like The Little Match Girl in my very own Hans
Christian Andersen fairy tale. Will you wish to go and press your nose
against the window, as she did?’ he chuckled.

‘No.” Anna tore her eyes away as Jens and the woman leant in close to
talk. ‘I thought it was someone I knew.’

That night, Anna forced herself to stay awake until Jens returned home,
well after midnight. These days, he threw his clothes off in the water closet
and slid into bed in the dark, so as not to disturb her. But of course he did.
Every night.

‘What are you still doing awake?’ he asked her, obviously surprised to
see the oil lamp still alight as he entered the room.

‘I thought I’d wait up for you. I feel we hardly see each other any more.’

‘I know,’ Jens sighed as he collapsed into bed next to her and Anna knew
he’d been drinking again. ‘Sadly, this is the life of a music student at the
famous Leipzig Conservatory. I barely have time in the day to eat!’

‘Even at luncheon?’ The words had fallen off her tongue before she could
stop them.

Jens turned to her. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I saw you taking lunch in town today.’

‘Really? Then why did you not come in and say hello?’



‘Because I was hardly dressed for such a place. And you were deep in
conversation with a woman.’

‘Ah, yes, Baroness von Gottfried. She is a great benefactor of the
Conservatory and its students. She came to a concert last week where four
of us young composers were actually given the chance to perform one of
our own short pieces. It’s the composition I’ve been working on,
remember?’

No, she didn’t remember, but then Jens was never here to tell her
anything any more.

‘I see.” She swallowed hard, a wave of indignation welling up inside her
as she wondered why, if he’d been premiering a new work, he hadn’t
invited her to watch.

“The baroness invited me for lunch to discuss possible plans for having
my compositions heard on a wider scale. She has many contacts in all the
great cities of Europe. Paris, Florence, Copenhagen . . .” Jens smiled
dreamily and put his hands behind his head. ‘Can you imagine, Anna?
Having my music played in the great concert halls of the world? That would
show Herr Hennum now, wouldn’t it?’

“Yes, undoubtedly it would give you great pleasure.’

‘What is the matter, Anna?’ asked Jens, reacting to the ice in her voice.
‘Come now, spit it out. You have something to say to me.’

“Yes, I do!” Anna could contain her anger no longer. ‘From one week to
another, I hardly see you, and yet now you tell me that you are giving
concerts to which I, your betrothed, and to all the world your wife, am not
even invited. You come home after midnight most evenings and,
occasionally, not at all! And I sit here, waiting for you like some faithful
dog, with no friends, nothing to do but chores and no prospect of continuing
my own singing career! Then to crown it all, I see you at one of the best
restaurants, taking lunch with another woman. There! That’s what I have to
say.’

Once it was clear that Anna had finished her outburst, Jens stood up from
the bed. ‘And now, Anna, I will tell you what I have to say: can you
imagine how it is for me to lie in bed every night next to the woman I love,
to be so close to her beautiful body but not be allowed to touch beyond a
caress or a kiss? My God, in some ways, what small allowance you deign to
make me only adds to my frustration! I lie here night after night dreaming
of making love to you, to the point where I cannot rest. It is better for me



and my sanity if I am not lying with you, longing for you, but instead
arriving home as late and as drunk as possible so I will sink into oblivion.
Yes!” Jens folded his arms defiantly. “This . . . life that we are living
together is neither one thing nor the other. You are my wife, but not my
wife. You are withdrawn and sullen . . . and you give every impression that
you would like nothing better than to go home. Anna, please remember, it
was your decision to come here. Why do you not leave? It is obvious to all
you are not happy. That I make you unhappy!’

‘Jens, you are being very unfair indeed! You know as well as I do that I
am desperate to be wed so that we can build a proper life together as
husband and wife. But every time I ask you to come and meet the pastor,
you say you are too weary or too busy! How dare you blame me for this
situation when it is not of my making!’

‘No, that part is not, you are right.” Jens’ expression softened. ‘But why
do you think I do not wish to see the pastor yet?’

‘Because you do not wish to marry me?’

‘Anna’ — he gave an exasperated chuckle — ‘you know how desperate I
am to be a real husband to you. But I don’t think you realise what such an
event costs. You would need a dress, attendants, a wedding feast . . . it’s
what any bride deserves. And what I wish you to have. But there are simply
no funds for such an event. We live hand to mouth as it is.’

All the fire went out of Anna as she finally understood. ‘Oh . . . but Jens,
I don’t need any of these things. I just want to be married to you.’

‘Well, if you speak the truth, then we will marry immediately. Sadly, it
won’t be anything like the wedding you would have imagined as a child,
though.’

‘I know.” Anna swallowed hard at the thought that none of her family
would be there. Not Mor and Far or Knut and Sigrid. Pastor Erslev would
not preside over the ceremony and she would not wear the village wedding
crown. ‘But I do not care.’

Jens sat back down on the bed and kissed her tenderly. “We will meet
with your pastor and set a date.’
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The marriage ceremony at the Thomaskirche was brief, simple and private,
with Anna wearing a plain white dress she had bought with Frgken
Olsdatter’s money for the occasion and white flowers in her hair. Pastor
Meyer smiled genially as he spoke the vows that would bind them to each
other for the rest of their lives.

‘Ja, ich will,” they each said in turn, and Jens slid his grandmother’s
simple gold band around her finger, his touch warm and sure. Anna closed
her eyes as he kissed her chastely on the lips and, with relief, felt the Lord’s
forgiveness in her heart.

The small wedding party moved on to a Bierkeller, where Jens’ musician
friends played an impromptu wedding march as the newly married couple
entered, and the other patrons raised their beer steins in congratulations.
Over a simple meal of German wedding soup, Anna felt the reassuring
touch of her husband’s hand on her knee. Thanks to Herr Hougaard, she
could join in the jokes and toasts with Jens’ friends, and she no longer felt
like a stranger in a strange world.

As they mounted the stairs to their room later that night, Jens’ fingertips
rested on the base of her spine, sending shivers of nervous anticipation
through her.

‘Look at you,” he murmured, his eyes dark with desire as he closed the
door behind him, ‘so tiny, so innocent, so perfect . ..” He reached for her
then and pulled her into his arms, his hands travelling boldly over her body.
‘I must have my wife,” he whispered into her ear, as he tipped her face up to
kiss her. ‘Is it any wonder I looked elsewhere for comfort?’ At this, she
pulled away from him.

‘What do you mean?!’

‘Nothing, nothing, really . . . I only mean that I want you.’



Before she could reply, he was kissing her, his hands caressing her back,
her thighs, her breasts . . . and despite herself, it suddenly felt wonderful,
natural, that her clothes and all the rest of her barriers that had separated
them were finally removed so that they could become one. Carrying her to
the bed, Jens stripped off his own clothes and moved to lie on top of her.
Anna’s own hands tentatively explored the hard muscles of his back. As he
entered her, she was ready for him, knowing her body had been
subconsciously practising this ever since she’d first laid eyes on him.

The process was strange to her, but as he sighed and then collapsed onto
the pillow beside her, tucking her head into his shoulder, all of the horror
stories she’d heard about this moment faded into oblivion. For now, he was
truly hers and she was his.

For the next few weeks, Jens was home on time for supper, both of them
desperate to finish their food and retire upstairs to their room. It was
obvious to Anna that her husband was experienced in the art of lovemaking,
and as he became less tentative with her, and she too allowed herself to
relax, each night became a wonderful adventure. The loneliness of the past
few months was vanquished as Anna fully understood the difference
between friends and lovers. And it seemed as if their previous roles were
reversed, as she constantly yearned to feel his touch on her.

‘Good Lord, wife,” he said one night as he lay panting beside her, ‘I’'m
beginning to wish I’d never introduced you to this new game. You’re
positively insatiable!”

And she was. Because these moments were the only part of him she fully
owned. When he left her arms in the morning, and dressed to leave for the
Conservatory, she saw his expression change and felt his thoughts wander
away from her. She’d taken to walking with him to the Conservatory, where
he’d embrace her, tell her he loved her and then disappear inside the doors
to the other world that consumed him.

My enemy, Anna sometimes thought as she turned away and retraced her
footsteps back home.

Herr Hougaard had noticed the new spring in her step and her ready
smile as she greeted him for her lesson in the mornings.



“You seem happier now, Frau Halvorsen, and I am glad for it,” he’d said.
Spurred on by her newfound positivity, Anna’s German had improved
apace. She now spoke with a confidence that Herr Hougaard applauded her
for. And it seemed as if each new word she grasped would lead to a flurry

of others.

She resolved that she would no longer simply sit and wait for Jens to find
her a singing position. She wrote a letter to Herr Grieg, telling him of her
move to Leipzig, along with a request to perhaps gain a singing audition
from anyone he knew in the town. Jens had enquired at the Conservatory
for the address of C. F. Peters, Herr Grieg’s Leipzig music publishers.
Finding number 10 on Talstral8e, she hand-delivered her letter to a young
man who worked in the ground-floor shop, selling the sheet music. Every
night afterwards, she prayed that Herr Grieg would receive her missive and

reply.

One day in June, when she had managed to hold a fifteen-minute
conversation in German without a single mistake, Herr Hougaard gave her a
small bow.

‘Frau Halvorsen, that was word-perfect. I salute you.’

‘Danke,” Anna chuckled.

‘And I must also tell you that I am soon off to take the waters in Baden-
Baden as I always do in the summer months. It becomes far too hot for me
here in the city and I have been feeling particularly fatigued of late. Are you
and Herr Halvorsen departing for Norway when his term ends?’

‘He has certainly not told me if we are.’

‘I leave tomorrow morning, so I will see you again, if luck will have it, in
the autumn.’

“Yes, I hope so.” Anna rose as he did, wishing that she could show her
affection and gratitude to him in a less formal way than polite manners
required. ‘I am truly indebted to you, sir.’

‘Frau Halvorsen, rest assured it has been a pleasure,’ he said as he took
his leave.

As Herr Hougaard left for Baden-Baden, Anna also noticed a change in
Jens. He wasn’t home as usual for supper and when he did arrive, he was



jumpy, like a cat on hot bricks. When he made love to her, she felt a new
distance.

‘What is it?’ she asked him one night. ‘I know something is wrong.’

‘Nothing,” he said sharply as he pulled out of her arms and rolled over.
‘I’'m just tired, that’s all.’

‘Jens, min eskelde, I know you. Please tell me what it is.’

He didn’t move for a while, then rolled back to face her. ‘All right, I have
a dilemma and I don’t know what to do.’

“Then for heaven’s sake, tell me what it is. Maybe I can help.’

“The problem is, you won’t like it at all.’

‘I see. Then you had better tell me.’

‘Well, you remember the woman who you saw me having lunch with?’

“The baroness. How could I forget?’ said Anna, bristling at the mention
of her.

‘She has asked me to go with her to Paris for the summer, where she and
her husband have a chateau near the Palace of Versailles. She holds weekly
musical soirées for the great and the good of the arts world and she wishes
me to premiere my new compositions there. Of course, it is the most
wonderful opportunity for my work to be heard. Baroness von Gottfried
knows everyone and, as I told you, she is a great champion of young
composers. She tells me that even Herr Grieg has played at one of her
events.’

“Well then, of course we must go. I don’t understand why this should be a
dilemma for you.’

This elicited a groan from Jens. ‘Anna, that is why I have not told you.
The problem is, I cannot take you with me.’

‘Oh. May I ask why not?’

‘Because . . .” Jens sighed. ‘Baroness von Gottfried doesn’t know about
you. I have never mentioned that I am married. To be truthful, I thought it
might prejudice her good favour towards me if I did. At the time I met her,
things between you and I were . . . difficult, and we were living as little
more than brother and sister, or as friends. So there we are. She has no
knowledge of your existence.’

“Then why do you not tell her now that I do exist?” Anna’s voice was low
and cold as she digested the underlying meaning of what her husband was
saying.



‘Because . . . I am frightened. Yes, Anna, your Jens is frightened of the
fact that the baroness will no longer wish me to accompany her to Paris if
she does know.’

“You wish for the baroness to believe you are available, so she will help
you in your career?’

‘Yes, Anna. Oh Lord, whatanass I am ...’

“Yes, you are.” Anna watched dispassionately as Jens pulled the pillow
over his head and buried himself beneath it like a naughty child being
chastised by his mother.

‘Forgive me, Anna, I truly hate myself. But at least I’ve given you the
full facts.’

‘How long does she want you to go for?’

‘Just for the summer,’ said Jens, emerging from underneath the pillow.
“You must understand that I am doing this all for us, to further my career
and earn money so you can move from this room and one day have a proper
home, as you truly deserve.’

And so you can taste the fame you believe you deserve, she thought
harshly. “Then you must go.’

‘Really?’ Jens looked suspicious. ‘Why on earth would you let me?’

‘Simply because you have put me in an untenable position. If I forbid it,
you will sulk here the entire summer and blame me for your misfortune.
And despite others’ persuasion to the contrary’ — Anna took a deep breath —
‘I trust you.’

“You do?’ He looked amazed. ‘Then you truly are a goddess amongst
women!’

‘Jens, you are my husband. What is the point of this marriage if I
cannot?’ she replied grimly.

“Thank you. Thank you, my darling wife.’

Jens departed a few days later, leaving Anna with enough money to see her
comfortably through the next few weeks until he returned. His
overwhelming gratitude for her generosity had been enough to convince her
that she’d made the right decision. Every night before he left, she’d lain in
bed with him, and seen him staring at her in wonder.



‘I love you, Anna, I love you . ..’ he’d said over and over again. And
then, on the morning of his departure, he’d held her to him as if he couldn’t
bear to let her go.

‘Promise you’ll wait for me, my darling wife, whatever happens?’

‘Of course, Jens. You are my husband.’

Anna got through the stifling Leipzig summer on sheer determination. With
the windows thrown open to let in any breath of wind that reached the
narrow street between the houses, she lay naked on the bed at night,
perspiring from the heat. She finished Goethe’s Faust and sweated through
any other book she could borrow from the town library to improve her
German vocabulary. She also purchased fabric from the market and took her
sewing to the park, sitting underneath a shady tree as she laboriously
fashioned herself a dress out of fustian, along with a warmer cloak for the
winter to come. As she measured herself for the clothes, she fretted at the
fact that she was not yet twenty, but her waistline was already expanding, as
other women’s seemed to do once they were wed. She visited the
Thomaskirche every other day, both for spiritual and physical succour,
finding the cool interior of the church the only place she could escape from
the heat.

She wrote regularly to Jens at the address he’d given to her before he left
for Paris, but received only two brief notes in return, which said that he was
well and busy meeting many of Baroness von Gottfried’s important
contacts. He said his composition had gone down well at the recital, and
that he was working on something new in his spare time.

The chateau is inspiring my best work yet! How could one not feel
creative in such a beautiful place as this?
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As the summer dragged on interminably, Anna refused to succumb to the
dark thoughts that wormed their way into her mind about Jens’ rich and
powerful female sponsor. He would return to her soon enough, she told
herself firmly, and they could continue their married life together.



Jens had never given her an exact date for his return, but as Anna was
eating breakfast one morning in early September, her landlady, Frau
Schneider, asked pointedly if her husband was due back in Leipzig today, in
time for the start of the new term at the Conservatory tomorrow.

‘I’m sure he will be, yes,” Anna replied evenly, determined not to show
her surprise. She made her way up the stairs immediately to comb her hair
and change into her new dress. She stared at her reflection in the small
looking glass she kept on top of the chest, and thought she looked well.
There was no doubt her cheeks had filled out since Jens had left and she
hoped he would approve — he, like her family, had often teased her that she
was too thin.

Anna didn’t leave the stuffy room for the rest of the day, nervous and
excited at the thought of her husband’s return.

But as dusk began to fall, so did her spirits. Surely, she thought, Jens
would not miss the first day of the new term at his beloved Conservatory?
Yet as midnight struck and the bells from the churches chimed in a new day,
Anna removed her dress and lay down on the bed in her petticoat. She knew
there would be no more trains into Leipzig station tonight.

Three days on, and Anna was frantic with worry. She walked to the
Conservatory and waited until the students poured out of its doors, smoking
and chatting. Recognising Frederick, the young man with whom they’d
spent last Christmas Eve, she walked up to him shyly.

‘Excuse me for disturbing you, Herr Frederick,’ said Anna, unaware of
his surname, ‘but have you seen Jens at school this week?’

Frederick stared at her, taking a moment to recognise who she was. And
then glanced at his friends as something passed between them. ‘No, Frau
Halvorsen, I’m afraid I have not. Has anybody else?’ he asked the group
around him. They shook their heads, their eyes averted in embarrassment.

‘I am concerned that something has happened to him in Paris, for I have
not heard from him in over a month now and he was due back for the start
of term.” Anna twisted the wedding ring around her finger in agitation. ‘Is
there anyone else here at the Conservatory who might know of his
whereabouts?’

‘I can ask Herr Halvorsen’s tutor if he has heard anything. But I must be
honest with you, Frau Halvorsen, I was under the impression that his plan
was to settle in Paris. He told me he only had enough money to fund one



year’s tuition here. Although, of course, the school may have offered him a
scholarship to stay on. Did they?’ he enquired.

‘I...” Anna felt the world spin about her and she staggered slightly.
Frederick caught her arm and steadied her.

‘Frau Halvorsen, you are obviously unwell.’

‘No, no, I am very well indeed,’ she said, pulling out of his grasp, pride
squaring her chin. ‘Danke, Herr Frederick.” She nodded her thanks and
walked away with her head held as high as she could manage.

‘Oh my dear Lord, oh my Lord,” she muttered as she struggled home
through the busy streets, still breathless and dizzy.

Collapsing onto the bed, Anna reached for the glass of water beside it
and drank deeply to ease her faintness and her thirst.

‘It cannot be true. It cannot be true. If he intends to stay in Paris, why has
he not sent for me?’ The bare walls of the room could not give her the
answer she needed. ‘He would not abandon me, no, he would not,” she
convinced herself. ‘He loves me, I am his wife . ..’

After a sleepless night, during which Anna thought she might go mad
with the thoughts battering her mind, she staggered down to breakfast to
find Frau Schneider standing in the hallway reading a letter.

‘Good morning, Frau Halvorsen. I have just received very sad news. It
seems your friend, Herr Hougaard, died of a heart attack two weeks ago.
His family wish me to pack up his belongings and they’ll send a cart to
collect them.’

Anna’s hand flew to her mouth. ‘Oh no, please, no.” And at this point, the
world went black.

She woke to find herself in Frau Schneider’s private sitting room, lying on
the sofa with a cool cloth on her head.

“There, there,’ the older woman crooned. ‘I know how fond of him you
were, as was I. It must be most upsetting for you, with your husband still
away. And in your condition too.’

Anna followed the woman’s gaze to her stomach. ‘I ... What do you
mean by my “condition”?’



“Why, your pregnancy, of course. Do you know when the baby is due?
You’'re so very small, Frau Halvorsen, you really must take care.’

Anna felt the world spin again and thought she might vomit over Frau
Schneider’s velvet-covered sofa.

‘Why don’t you try and drink a little water?’ Frau Schneider suggested,
stepping towards her and proffering a glass.

Anna did so, as the woman chattered on.

‘I was going to speak with you about the future when your husband
returned. One of my rules here is no children. Their cries disturb the other
guests.’

If Anna thought things could not get any worse, it seemed they just had.

‘However, until he is back, I feel it is hardly fair to turn you out on the
street. So I will be happy to have you stay here until the birth,” she said
magnanimously.

‘Danke,” Anna whispered, knowing that the woman’s brief show of
empathy was at an end and that she wished to get on with her morning. She
stood up. ‘I am well now. Thank you for your kindness and my apologies
for the trouble I've caused you.” She nodded courteously to the woman
before making her exit to return to her room.

For the rest of the day she lay motionless on the bed. If she stayed still
with her eyes closed, perhaps the terrible things that had happened — and all
that was happening now — would go away. But if she moved a single
muscle, that would mean that she was still alive and breathing and she’d
have to face reality.

‘Oh Lord, please help me,’ she begged.

Later, forced to rise to visit the water closet, Anna took off her dress and
stood in her bloomers and chemise. Lifting the chemise, she forced her eyes
downwards and acknowledged the gentle swelling of her belly. Why on
earth had she never connected her growing waistline to pregnancy?

“You silly little idiot!” she wailed. ‘How could you not have known? You
are a naive, stupid peasant from the country, just as Herr Bayer told you!’
She went to a drawer to retrieve her ink pen and paper, then sat on the bed
and began to write to her husband in Paris.
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“There’s a letter for you this morning,” Frau Schneider said as she handed it
to Anna. The child — for that was how the landlady thought of her
diminutive lodger — looked up at her with hollow, sunken eyes, and for the
first time, Frau Schneider saw the tiniest glimmer of hope appear in them.
‘It has a French mark upon it. I am sure it must be from your husband.’

‘Danke.’

Frau Schneider nodded, and retreated from the dining room to give the
child some privacy to read it. In the past two weeks, it was Anna’s ghost
who had emerged from her room to look disinterestedly at whatever food
Frau Schneider put in front of her, and she would take it away untouched.
Frau Schneider sighed as she went to the scullery to wash the breakfast
plates in the wooden barrel. She’d seen it all before. And although she felt
some sympathy for Anna, she was hoping the problem would be resolved
by this letter. She had learnt long ago that her residents’ lives, however
desperate, could not be her responsibility.

Up in her room, Anna opened the letter with trembling fingers. She had
written to Jens weeks ago at the chateau, telling him of the baby. Perhaps
this was finally a reply.

Paris

13th September 1877
My darling Anna,

Forgive me for taking so long to write, but I wanted to be settled here
before 1 did so. I am living in an apartment in Paris, and taking
composition lessons with Augustus Theron, a renowned professor of
music. He is helping me to improve greatly. Baroness von Gottfried has
been very generous to act as my benefactor and sponsor, introducing me
to everyone who can help. She has even arranged a soirée in November
for me to play my work to Paris society.

As I have already told you, I felt it inappropriate to tell her about us,
but the truth is, Anna, that I did not wish to worry you when I left. The
fact is, my money had run out and if it wasn't for the baroness’s
generosity, we would both be in the gutter now. I left you all I had in
Leipzig, and I know you have the coins that Frgken Olsdatter gave you,
so I pray you are not suffering.



Anna, I understand you must see my departure and non-return as a
terrible betrayal of our love. But please believe that I DO love you. And
what I have done I have done for us and our future. When my music
begins to be noticed, I will be able to provide for us independently and I
will come for you, my love. I swear it on the Bible you hold so dear. And
on our union.

Please, I beg you, Anna, wait for me, as you promised. And try to
understand what I do is for both of us. It may seem hard, but have faith in
me and trust me that this is the best way.

I miss you, my love. So much.

I love you with all my heart.

Your

Jens

Anna let the letter fall to the floor and put her head in her hands, trying to
collect her racing thoughts. There was no mention of the baby — had he not
received her letter? And how much longer was she meant to wait for him?

This man will break your heart and destroy you . . . Herr Bayer’s words
echoed in her mind, eating away her resolve to trust her husband.

Somehow, Anna staggered through the next month. Having no idea when
Jens would return, she watched Frgken Olsdatter’s coins diminish, and
decided that she must look in the city for some form of work.

For a week, she trudged the streets of Leipzig, enquiring about becoming
a waitress or a pot washer, but the second any would-be employer saw her
burgeoning belly, they shook their heads and sent her on her way.

‘Frau Schneider, do you perhaps need any help in the kitchen or with the
cleaning?’ she asked her landlady one day. ‘Now Herr Hougaard has gone
and I wait for my husband to return, I find myself bored. I thought I might
make myself useful.’

‘It is not idle work we do here, but if you are sure,’ the landlady replied,
eying her carefully, ‘then yes, I could do with some help.’

Frau Schneider started her off in the kitchen, preparing breakfast, which
meant Anna had to rise at five thirty in the morning. After washing the pots,
she went up to the lodgers’ rooms and changed whatever bedding was



necessary. The afternoons were hers, but she was back in the kitchen at five,
peeling the potatoes and preparing the supper. Anna thought her situation
ironic, given her lack of natural aptitude in the kitchen. It was hard endless
graft, and her belly dragged painfully as she walked up and down the stairs,
but at least she was so exhausted that she slept through the night.

‘What have I come to?’ she asked herself ruefully as she lay in bed one
evening. ‘The toast of Christiania, turned into a scullery maid in a few short
months.” Then she prayed, as she did every night, for her husband to return
to her.

‘Dear Lord, please do not let my faith and love in my husband be wrong.
And for all those who have doubted him to be right.’
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As the chill winds of November began to blow, Anna felt a sudden pain in
her stomach in the middle of the night. After fumbling to light the oil lamp
beside the bed, she stood up to ease the discomfort and to her horror, saw
the sheets were covered in blood. The pains clamped across her belly in
regular spasms and she stifled her screams of agony. Too frightened to call
out for help and incur the displeasure of Frau Schneider, Anna laboured
alone through the long hours and as dawn appeared, she looked down to see
a tiny infant lying motionless between her legs.

She noticed there was a piece of skin attached to its navel, which seemed
to be also attached to her. She could hold her terror in no longer, and
screamed with all the pain, fear and exhaustion she felt. Frau Schneider
appeared at the door within seconds, took one look at the carnage on the
bed and immediately ran from the room to fetch the midwife.

Anna was roused from an exhausted and feverish sleep by soft hands
smoothing back her hair and placing a cloth on her forehead.

“There, there, Liebe, I’'m going to cut the cord and clean you up,’ the
voice murmured gently.

‘Is she dying?’ Frau Schneider’s familiar voice cut into Anna’s
consciousness. ‘Really, I knew I should have asked her to go the minute I
saw she was with child. This is what comes of letting my soft heart rule my
head.’

‘No, the young lady will be well, but sadly the babe is stillborn.’



“Well, that is most tragic, but I’'m afraid I must get on.” With that, Frau
Schneider left the room with a cluck of distaste.

An hour later, Anna was tidied up and sitting in clean sheets. The
midwife had wrapped her baby in a shawl and handed it to Anna to say
goodbye.

‘It was a little girl, dear. Try not to fret. I’m sure there’ll be more babes
for you in the future.’

Anna looked down at her daughter’s perfect features, yet already the skin
had a bluish hue to it. She kissed the baby tenderly on its tiny forehead, too
numb to even cry, then allowed the midwife to remove it from her arms.
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‘Now that you are stronger I wish to speak with you,’ said Frau Schneider
as she removed the untouched breakfast plate from Anna’s lap. The child
was still in bed after a week, too feeble to climb out. Frau Schneider had
decided enough was enough.

Anna nodded listlessly, knowing full well what the woman would say.
And hardly caring if she did get thrown out on the street. She didn’t care
about anything any longer.

“You have had no letter from your husband since early autumn.’

‘No.’

‘Did he say when he would return?’

‘No. Only that he would.’

‘And you still believe him?’

‘Why would he lie to me?’

Frau Schneider gazed at Anna in despair at her naivety. ‘Have you money
to pay me for the past week’s rent?’

‘Yes.’

‘And next week? And the week after that?’

‘I have not looked in my tin, Frau Schneider. I will look now.” Delving
under the mattress, Anna retrieved the tin.

Frau Schneider did not need to be told there were few coins left in it. She
watched the child open it and saw an expression of fear pass across her blue
eyes. Anna took out two coins and handed them to her landlady, then
snapped the tin shut.

‘Danke. And what about the midwife’s payment? Can you give me that
as well? She handed me the bill when she left. And then, of course, there is
the question of your child’s burial. Your babe is still lying in the town



mortuary, and unless you wish her to be buried in a pauper’s grave, you
must arrange payment for the service and plot of earth in the churchyard.’

‘How much will that cost?’

‘I cannot tell you. But I think in truth, it is obvious to us both it is more
than you have.’

“Yes,” Anna agreed bleakly.

‘Child, I am not a bad woman, but neither am I a saint. I have become
fond of you and I know you are a good, God-fearing girl who has fallen low
because of a man. And I am not so completely heartless as to throw you out
onto the streets after what you have suffered. But we must both be realistic
about the situation. This room is the best I have to offer to guests and the
amount you have earned from me doing the chores barely covers two nights
of the weekly rent. And then there are your other debts . . .’

Frau Schneider looked at Anna for a reaction, but there was not a flicker
in her dead eyes. She continued with a sigh. ‘“Therefore I suggest that you
continue to help me at the boarding house, working full-time until your
husband returns — if he does — and I will offer you the maid’s room off the
scullery at the back of the house in lieu of wages. You will be fed with the
leftovers from breakfast and dinner and, on top of that, I will loan you the
money you need to pay the midwife and to give your child a proper
Christian burial. There, what do you say?’

Anna could say nothing. Any thoughts she might have were not within
reach. She was only physically present because she had no choice, so she
nodded her head automatically.

‘Good. Then it is decided. Tomorrow, you will move your possessions
into your new room. There is a gentleman who wishes to rent this room for
a month.’

Frau Schneider walked towards the door and as her big, capable hand
grasped the knob, the woman turned back with a frown.

‘Are you not going to say thank you, child? Many would simply toss you
out into the gutter.’

“Thank you, Frau Schneider,” Anna parroted dutifully.

The woman muttered something as she opened the door and left, and
Anna knew she had not shown enough gratitude. She closed her eyes to
block out reality. It was safest to stay in a place where nothing and no one
could reach her.



As a bitter wind blew in the beginning of December, Anna went to the
Johannis Cemetery and stood alone by the graveside of her daughter.

Solveig Anna Halvorsen.

The God she had always believed in, the love she had sacrificed
everything for, and now her baby girl . . . all were gone.

In the next three months, Anna simply existed. She worked from dawn until
dusk, as Frau Schneider took full advantage of the financial arrangement
that had been struck when Anna was vulnerable. The landlady lounged in
her private sitting room as she tasked Anna with more and more chores. At
night, she lay on her pallet in the tiny room that stank of decaying food
from the scullery and slops from the narrow drain in the back yard, so
exhausted that she slept and dreamt of nothing.

There were no dreams left.

When she gathered up the courage to ask how long before her debt would
be paid off and she could receive some wages, Frau Schneider had snarled
angrily in reply.

‘Ungrateful girl! I care for you by putting a roof over your head and food
on the table and yet you still ask for more!’

No, it was Frau Schneider who asked for more, Anna thought that night.
Nowadays, it was left to her to do everything in the lodging house and she
knew she must set about finding herself another position that at least paid
her some meagre wages. As she pulled off her dress and surveyed her grimy
face in the looking glass, she realised she looked little better than a gutter
rat: half starved, dressed in rags and smelling of filth. It would be almost
impossible for an employer to offer her a position in her current state.

She thought of writing to Frgken Olsdatter, or even throwing herself on
her parents’ mercy. When she enquired at a pawn shop what they would pay
her for the writing instrument Lars had given her, she realised it would not
even cover the price of posting a letter to Norway.

Besides, what little she had left of her pride told her she had brought all
this terrible misfortune down on her own head and that she deserved no
sympathy.



Christmas came and went and the freezing January days slowly drained
any ounce of hope and belief that Anna had left within her. The prayers that
had once been for salvation had turned to prayers that she would never
wake up again.

“There is no God, it is all a lie . . . everything is a lie,” she whispered to
herself before falling into an exhausted sleep.

One evening in March, she was in the kitchen chopping vegetables for
the lodgers’ evening meal when Frau Schneider entered, looking flustered.

“There is a gentleman here to see you, Anna.’

Anna turned to her with a look of pure relief on her face.

‘No, it is not your husband. I have put the gentleman in my parlour. You
will remove your apron, clean your face and come as soon as you have done
so.’

With a sinking heart, Anna wondered if it was Herr Bayer coming to
mock her. And didn’t care if it was, she thought, walking along the corridor
to Frau Schneider’s sitting room. Knocking in trepidation, she was told to
enter.

‘Frgken Landvik! Or should I say Fru Halvorsen, as I believe we must
address you now. How are you, my little songbird?’

‘I...” Anna stared at the gentleman in utter shock, studying him as
though he was an exhibit in the museum of her past life.

‘Come now, child, speak to Herr Grieg,” Frau Schneider chastised her.
‘She can certainly answer back when she wishes to,” she commented acidly.
“Yes, she always was a spirited girl who knew her own mind. But then,

that is the artistic temperament, madame,’ Grieg retorted.

‘Artistic temperament?’ Frau Schneider eyed Anna with disdain. ‘I
thought that belonged to her absent husband.’

“This woman’s husband may be a fine musician, but this young lady is
the real talent in the family. Have you not heard her sing, madame? She has
the most exquisite voice I’ve ever heard, other than that of my dear wife,
Nina, of course.’

Anna listened quietly as they continued to talk about her, enjoying the
slack-jawed look of shock on Frau Schneider’s face.

‘Well, of course, if I had known, I would have brought her into this
parlour and had her sing for our lodgers as I played the piano. I myself am
an amateur, but a keen one.’ Frau Schneider indicated the ancient



instrument sitting in a corner which Anna had never heard played since the
day she’d arrived.

‘I’m sure you underestimate your own abilities, dear madame.’ Edvard
Grieg turned his attention to Anna. ‘My poor child,’ he said, switching to
Norwegian so that Frau Schneider couldn’t eavesdrop. ‘I have only recently
arrived in Leipzig and received your letter. You look half starved. Forgive
me, if [ had known your circumstances, I would have come sooner.’

‘Herr Grieg, please, do not concern yourself with me. I am well.’

‘It is patently obvious you are not, and it is my pleasure to assist you in
any way I can. Do you owe this wretched woman anything?’

‘I do not think so, sir. I have not had wages for the past six months and
believe any debts must have been paid off long ago. But she may think
otherwise.’

‘My poor, poor child,” Grieg said, careful to keep his tone light under
Frau Schneider’s scrutiny. ‘Now, I will request a glass of water, which you
will fetch for me. Then you will go to your room and pack any possessions
you have. Bring in the glass, then take your belongings and leave the house.
I will meet you at the Bierkeller on the corner of ElsterstrafSe. In the
meantime, I will handle our Frau Schneider.’

‘I was just saying to Anna I have a raging thirst that will not quieten.
Frau Halvorsen has offered to get me some water,” he said in German.

With Frau Schneider’s nod of agreement, Anna left the room and hurried
through the scullery to pack her valise as Herr Grieg had instructed her to.
She filled a glass with water from a jug, and carried it to the parlour.
Leaving her valise outside the door, she took the water inside.

“Thank you, my dear,” said Grieg as she handed him the glass. ‘Now, I'm
sure you have duties to attend to. I will see you before I leave.” Turning to
Frau Schneider, he managed a slight wink at Anna, who retreated hurriedly,
then picked up her valise and left the house.

Stunned by the turn of events, Anna waited by the Bierkeller for twenty
minutes until the familiar figure of her saviour walked swiftly down the
street towards her.

‘Well, Fru Halvorsen, I hope that one day your absent husband will repay
me for bargaining your release!’

‘Oh sir! Did she make you pay for it?’

‘No, it was far more trying than that. She insisted I give her a rendition of
my Concerto in A Minor on that dreadful instrument of hers. She should



use it for firewood to keep her lardy body warm in winter,” Grieg chuckled
as he picked up Anna’s valise. ‘I have promised to call again to serenade
her, but I can assure you I will not be fulfilling that obligation. Now, we
will hail a carriage from the square to take us to Talstralle, and on the way
there, you will tell me all that you have suffered at the hands of the wicked
Frau Schneider. It is as if you are Aschenputtel and that woman your wicked
stepmother, banishing you to the kitchen to be her skivvy. All that is
missing is the two ugly sisters!’

Grieg offered his hand to Anna as she stepped inside the carriage. At that
moment, she did indeed feel like a fairy-tale princess being rescued by her
prince.

“We are going to the house of my dear friend, the music publisher Max
Abraham,’ Grieg said.

‘Is he expecting me?’

‘No, but dear madame, once he hears of your plight, he will be only too
glad to offer you shelter. I have the use of a set of rooms there whenever I
wish to be in Leipzig. You shall be quite comfortable until we have settled
you elsewhere. I shall sleep on the grand piano if necessary.’

‘Please, sir, I do not wish to cause a problem or any discomfort for you.’

‘And I can assure you that you do not, dear madame. I was merely
joking,” he said with a gentle smile. ‘There are many spare rooms at Max’s
house. So now, how did you fall so far from the great heights you had
attained when I last saw you?’

‘Sir, ...

‘Actually, don’t tell me!” Grieg held up his hand, then scratched his
moustache. ‘Let me guess! Herr Bayer’s attentions were becoming
unbearable. Perhaps he even proposed to you. You refused him because you
were in love with our handsome but unreliable fiddle player and would-be
composer. He announced he was coming to study in Leipzig and you
decided to marry and follow him. Am I right?’

‘Sir, please don’t tease me.” Anna hung her head. ‘It is obvious you know
the story already. Every word you say is true.’

‘Fru Halvorsen . . . may I call you Anna?’

‘Of course.’

‘Herr Hennum told me recently of your sudden disappearance, although I
did not know the details. And it was obvious from what I'd heard in



Christiania that Herr Bayer had intentions beyond your career. So the
fiddle-playing husband of yours is still in Paris?’

‘I believe so, yes.” Anna wondered how he knew.

‘And, I’d fancy, staying in the apartment of a wealthy benefactress by the
name of Baroness von Gottfried.’

‘I do not know where he stays, sir. I have heard nothing from him for
months. I no longer count him as my husband.’

‘My dear Anna,’ Grieg said, reaching out a comforting hand to hers, ‘you
have suffered so. Sadly, the baroness is fervent in her pursuit of musical
talent. And the younger and more attractive, the better.’

‘Forgive me, sir, but I hardly care to hear the details.’

‘No, of course not. That was insensitive of me. But the good news is, she
will soon tire of him and move on and then he will be back by your side.’
He glanced at her then. ‘I always said you were the spirit of my Solveig.
And just like her, you wait for him to return to you.’

‘No, sir.” Anna’s features stiffened at his insight. ‘I am not Solveig, and I
will not wait for Jens to return to me. He is no longer my husband, or I his
wife.’

‘Anna, for now, no more of this. You are with me and you are safe. I will
do all I can to help you.” He paused as the carriage drew up outside a grand
and beautiful white house, four storeys high, with rows of tall, gracefully
arched windows. Anna recognised it as the building of the music publisher,
where she had dropped off her letter to Grieg so long ago. ‘For the sake of
propriety, it is better if others merely believe you fell on hard times whilst
you wait for your husband to return from Paris. Do you see, Anna?’ Grieg’s
searing blue eyes met hers for an instant as the grasp of his hand tightened
on hers.

‘I do, sir.’

‘Please, call me Edvard. Now, we have arrived,’ he said, releasing Anna’s
hand. ‘Let us go in and announce ourselves.’

Still dazed by the events of the day, Anna was shown to the delightful
airy attic rooms by the maid and was then allowed to sink into a welcome
bath. After scrubbing off the grime of the past few months, she changed
into a silk dress that had magically appeared on the canopied bed.
Strangely, the emerald-green gown fitted her small frame perfectly.

She gazed in wonder at the beautiful view of Leipzig from the large
window, the memory of being trapped in the tiny lodging house already



receding as she took in the grandeur around her. She made her way
downstairs as she’d been instructed, marvelling at how were it not for Herr
Grieg, she would still be in Frau Schneider’s grimy kitchen peeling carrots
for supper.

The maid showed her into the dining room and she found herself seated
at a long table between Edvard, as she must now call him, and her host,
Herr Abraham. As he welcomed her into his home, Anna saw a pair of kind
eyes twinkling behind his neat round glasses. Other musicians were present,
and there was much laughter and good food. Even though she was starving,
she was unable to eat very much — her stomach had grown unused to
digesting it. Instead she sat quietly listening, pinching the skin on her
forearm hard to make sure she was really here.

“This beautiful lady,” Grieg said, raising a champagne glass in her
direction, ‘is the most talented singer in Norway. Look at her! The very
epitome of Solveig. She has already served as inspiration for some folk
songs I have written this year.’

The other guests immediately requested that he play his new songs and
have Anna sing them.

‘Perhaps later, my friends, if Anna is not too weary. She has had a very
arduous time, captured by the most evil woman in Leipzig!’

As Edvard narrated the events that had led to Anna’s rescue, the guests
gasping at all the right moments, she tried not to feel overwhelmed at the
gruelling memories of what she had been through.

‘I thought my muse had vanished into thin air! But here she was, living
right under all our noses in Leipzig!’ he finished with a flourish. ‘To Anna!’

‘Annal’

And the table raised their crystal glasses and drank to her health.

After dinner, Edvard beckoned her towards the piano and placed some
music in front of her.

‘Now, Anna, in return for my heroic rescue, can you find the strength to
sing? The song is titled “The First Primrose” and, as yet, no one has sung it,
because it had to be you. Come,’ he said, patting the piano stool, ‘sit by me
and we will rehearse for a few minutes.’

‘Sir . .. Edvard,” she murmured, ‘I have not sung for many a long
month.’

“Then your voice has been rested and will soar like a bird. Now, listen to
the music.’



Anna did so, only wishing they were alone so she could at least make
mistakes in private, instead of in such esteemed company. When Edvard
pronounced them ready, the audience turned to them expectantly.

‘Please stand, Anna, for your breath control. Can you see the words over
my shoulder?’

“Yes, Edvard.’

“Then we begin.’

Anna’s entire body trembled with nerves as her saviour played the
opening bars. Her vocal cords had lain fallow for so long, she had no idea
what would come out of her mouth when she opened it. And indeed, the
first few notes were true but lacking control. Yet as the beautiful music
began to fill her soul, her voice soared as it gained in memory and
confidence.

As they ended the song, Anna knew it had been good enough. There was
rousing applause and calls for an encore.

‘Perfect, my dear Anna, as I knew it would be. Will you publish the song
in your catalogue, Max?’

‘Of course, but we should also hold a recital at the Gewandhaus with the
other folk songs you’ve written, if the angelic Anna will perform them. It is
obvious they were written for her voice alone.” Max Abraham gave Anna a
small bow of respect.

“Then it will be arranged,’ said Edvard, smiling at Anna, who did her
best to stifle a yawn.

‘My dear, I can see you are exhausted. I’'m sure everyone will forgive
you for retiring early. From what we have heard, it has been an extremely
difficult time for you,” Max said, much to Anna’s relief.

Edvard rose and kissed her hand. ‘Goodnight, Anna.’

Anna took the three flights of stairs up to her room. And found the maid
stoking the fire. A nightgown was already laid out on the big double bed.

‘May I ask who these clothes belong to? They fit me so well.’

“They belong to Edvard’s wife, Nina. Herr Grieg told me you had
nothing with you and I was to lay out items from Frau Grieg’s wardrobe,’
the maid replied as she unbuttoned Anna’s gown and helped her out of it.

“Thank you,’ said Anna, unused to having assistance. “You can leave me
now.’

‘Goodnight, Frau Halvorsen.’



When the maid had left, Anna undressed and donned the soft poplin
nightgown, then slipped ecstatically between the fresh linen sheets.

For the first time in months, she sent up a prayer thanking the God she’d
discarded and asking for his forgiveness for losing faith. Then she closed
her eyes, too exhausted to think any more, and fell into a deep sleep.

The story of Grieg’s rescue of Anna from the clutches of the wicked Frau
Schneider became the talk of Leipzig and was much embellished over the
ensuing weeks. And as her powerful new mentor squired her around the
musical and social echelons of the city, all doors were open to them. They
attended several grand dinner parties in the most beautiful houses in
Leipzig, after which Anna was requested to sing for her supper, as Edvard
put it. On other evenings she took part in small musical soirées with other
composers and singers present.

She was always introduced by Edvard as ‘the epitome of everything pure
and beautiful from my home country’ or ‘my perfect Norwegian muse’. As
Anna sang his songs about cows, flowers, fjords and mountains, she
occasionally wondered if she should simply dress in her national flag so
that he could wave her around in front of him. Not that she minded, of
course; she was honoured he had taken such an interest in her. And
compared to the life she’d had in Leipzig before, every second was a
miracle.

During those few months, she met many great composers of the day,
most thrillingly Pyotr Tchaikovsky, whose romantic and passionate music
she adored. They all came to visit Max Abraham who ran C. F. Peters, and
had developed it into one of the most revered music publishing houses in
Europe.

The business was run from the same building and Anna loved to wander
down to the floors below and pore over the beautifully bound books of
sheet music with their distinctive light green covers, marvelling over the
compositions of such luminaries as Bach and Beethoven. She was also
fascinated by the mechanical printing presses in the basement, which
churned out page after perfect page of sheet music at unbelievable speed.



Slowly, with the benefit of good food, rest and, most importantly, the
tender care the entire household had shown her, Anna was recovering her
strength and self-confidence. Jens’ terrible betrayal still seared through her,
filling her with white-hot anger, but she did her best to put it — and him —
from her mind. She was no longer a naive child who believed in love, but a
woman whose talent could give her all she needed.

As requests for her to give recitals came in regularly from both Germany
and abroad, Anna took control of her finances too, never wishing to be
dependent on a man again. She saved every penny she earned, hoping that
one day she could afford an apartment of her own. Edvard encouraged her,
championed her and, more than that, their closeness grew.

Sometimes in the early hours, Anna would wake to the plaintive sounds
of the grand piano below her at which Edvard often sat to compose late into
the night.

One night in late spring, tormented by the recurring vision of her poor
dead daughter lying cold and alone in the earth, she wandered down from
her room and sat on the bottom stair outside the drawing room to listen to
the melancholy tune Edvard was playing. Tears filled her eyes and she put
her head in her hands and wept, letting the pain of her loss flow out with her
tears.

‘My dear girl, what is it?” Anna jumped as she felt a hand on her
shoulder and saw Edvard’s gentle blue eyes looking down at her.

‘Forgive me. It was the beautiful music touching my soul.’

‘I think it was more than that. Come.’ Edvard led her into the drawing
room, closing the door behind them. ‘Here, sit down next to me and use this
to dry your eyes.” He handed her a large silk handkerchief.

Edvard’s sympathy elicited another flood of tears, which she could do
nothing to hold in. Eventually, embarrassed, she looked up at him. Feeling
he was owed an explanation, she took a deep breath and told him of the loss
of her baby.

“You poor, dear girl. To endure that all alone must have been quite
dreadful. As you may know, I too lost a child . . . Alexandra lived until she
was two, and was the dearest, sweetest, most precious thing in my life. Her
loss broke my heart. Like you, I lost my faith in God and life itself. And I
confess, it had ramifications for my marriage. Nina was utterly inconsolable
and the two of us have found it almost impossible to comfort each other
since.’



‘Well, at least that was one problem that I did not have at the time,” Anna
said dryly and Edvard chuckled.

‘My sweet Anna, you have become so very dear to me. I admire your
spirit and courage more than I can tell you. We have both known genuine
heartbreak and perhaps all I can tell you is that we must take solace in our
music. And’ — Edvard’s eyes were upon her, and his hand reached for hers —
‘perhaps each other.’

“Yes, Edvard,’ she said, understanding exactly what he meant. ‘I think we
can.’

A year later, with Edvard’s help, Anna was able to move out of the house in
TalstralBe and into her own comfortable townhouse in the Sebastian-Bach-
Stralle, one of the better areas of Leipzig. She went everywhere by carriage
and was able to acquire the best tables at the most exclusive restaurants in
the city. As her fame grew in Germany, she travelled with him to Berlin,
Frankfurt and many other cities to give recitals. Apart from singing
Edvard’s compositions, her repertoire now included ‘The Bell Song’ from
the newly premiered opera Lakmé, and ‘Farewell, you native hills and
fields’ from her favourite Tchaikovsky opera, The Maid of Orleans.

There had even been a trip to Christiania for a recital at the very theatre
where Anna had begun her career. She had written beforehand to her
parents and to Frgken Olsdatter to invite them to the performance,
enclosing enough kroner to fund the fare and making a booking for them at
the Grand Hotel, where she herself was staying.

After all that had happened and how badly she felt she had let them
down, Anna had waited with extreme trepidation for their replies. She need
not have worried. They had all accepted the invitation and it had been a
joyful reunion. Over a celebratory dinner after the recital, Frgken Olsdatter
quietly informed her that Herr Bayer had recently passed away. On hearing
the news, Anna expressed her condolences, but then begged her to return
with her to Leipzig as her housekeeper.

Thankfully, Lise accepted the position. Anna knew that, given the
circumstances, she needed someone she could trust implicitly to work for
her inside her home.



As for her errant husband, Anna thought of him as little as she could. She
knew the baroness had been seen in Leipzig and had heard through the
gossips that there was a new young composer she was championing, but no
one had heard from Jens for years. As Edvard had commented, he had
disappeared like a rat into the sewers of Paris. Anna prayed he was dead.
For even though the way she lived was unconventional, she was happy.

That was until Edvard arrived in Leipzig during the winter of 1883 in
response to the urgent letter she had sent him.

“You understand what we must do, kjere? For all of us?’

“Yes, I understand,” Anna answered in tight-lipped resignation.
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It was the spring of 1884 by the time he came. The maid rapped on the door
of the drawing room to tell Anna there was a man waiting to see her.

‘I’ve told him to go to the tradesmen’s entrance, but he refuses to move
until he’s seen you. The front door’s closed, but he’s sitting on the
doorstep.” The parlour maid pointed to a huddled figure through the large
window. ‘Shall I call the police, Frau Halvorsen? It’s obvious he’s a beggar
or a thief, or worse!’

Anna heaved herself up slowly from the settle where she’d been resting
and walked to the window. She saw the man sitting on the front step with
his head in his hands.

Her heart plummeting into her stomach, she asked the Lord for strength
once more. Only He knew how she would bear this, but under the
circumstances, she had no other choice.

‘Please let him in immediately. It seems that my husband is returned.’



Ally
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My heart was in my throat as I read of Jens’ return to Anna, and I hurriedly
turned the next few pages to find out what happened after his return. But
Jens had chosen to skim over what must have been an agonisingly difficult
few months and concentrated more on their move back to Bergen to a house
called Froskehuset, close to Grieg’s own Troldhaugen estate, a year later.
And the subsequent premiere of his own compositions in Bergen. I skipped
to the Author’s Note on the final page:

“This book is dedicated to my wonderful wife, Anna Landvik Halvorsen, who died tragically of
pneumonia earlier this year at the age of fifty. If she had not been prepared to forgive me and take
me back when I appeared on her doorstep so many years after I’d left her, then I would indeed
have been swallowed up by the Paris gutter. Instead, thanks to her forgiveness, we have enjoyed a
happy life together with our precious son, Horst.

Anna, my angel, my muse . . . you taught me all that really matters in life.

I love you and miss you.

Your Jens.’

I felt unsettled and confused as I closed my laptop. I found it almost
impossible to believe that Anna, with her strong character and
uncompromising moral principles — the very tools which helped her survive
what Jens had done to her — could have forgiven him so readily and taken
him back as her husband.

‘I’d have kicked him out and divorced him as soon as I could,’ I told the
walls of the hotel room, feeling highly irritated by the conclusion to Anna’s
incredible story. I knew things had been different back then, but it seemed
to me that Jens Halvorsen — the living embodiment of Peer Gynt himself —
had got off scot-free.

I looked at my watch, seeing it was past ten o’clock at night, then stood
up to use the bathroom and boil the kettle for a cup of tea.



As I closed the heavy curtains on the twinkling lights of Bergen harbour,
I seriously pondered if I could have forgiven Theo for deserting me. Which
I supposed he had, in the most dreadful, final way he could. And yes, I
knew that I too was angry and had yet to forgive the universe. Unlike Jens
and Anna, mine and Theo’s story had been cut short before it had even
begun, through no fault of either of us.

To stop myself becoming maudlin, I checked my emails, raiding the fruit
bowl as I felt too weary to go downstairs and there was no room service
after nine o’clock in the evening. I saw there were messages from Ma,
Maia, and one from Tiggy, saying she was thinking of me. Peter, Theo’s
father, had also written, telling me he’d sourced a copy of Thom
Halvorsen’s book and wanting to know where to send it. I replied, asking if
he could FedEx it to the hotel address, and decided that I would stay here in
Bergen until it had arrived.

Tomorrow, I’d go and search out Jens and Anna’s house and perhaps go
back and see Erling, the friendly curator of the Grieg Museum, to hear more
of their story. I liked it here in Bergen, even if, for the present, my
investigation had come to a grinding halt.

The telephone by my bed jangled suddenly, making me jump.

‘Hello?’

‘It’s Willem Caspari here. Are you okay?’

“Yes, I'm fine, thank you.’

‘Good. Ally, would you like to have breakfast with me tomorrow
morning? I have an idea I’d like to put to you.’

‘Er . .. yes, that would be fine.’

‘Excellent. Sleep well.’

The line was terminated abruptly and I replaced the receiver, feeling
vaguely uncomfortable about agreeing to Willem’s request. I tried to work
out why, then admitted it was guilt. If I was honest with myself, there was a
small flicker of something inside me that told me I was physically attracted
to him. Even if my head and heart forbade it, my body was disobeying their
orders and reacting of its own accord. But it was hardly a ‘date’. And more
to the point, from what he’d said about his partner, Jack, dying, Willem was
clearly gay.

As I readied myself to go to sleep, I allowed myself a giggle; at least it
was a safe crush, and probably had far more to do with his talent as a pianist



than anything else. I was aware it was a powerful aphrodisiac and I forgave
myself for succumbing to it.

‘So, what do you think?’ Willem’s intense turquoise eyes bored into mine
over breakfast the next morning.

‘When is the recital?’

‘Saturday evening. But you’ve played the piece before and we have the
rest of the week to practise.’

‘God, Willem, that was ten years ago. I’m very flattered that you’ve
asked me, but—’

““Sonata for Flute and Piano” is so beautiful and I’ve never forgotten you
playing it that night at the Conservatoire in Geneva. By definition, to
remember it and you ten years on means it was an outstanding
performance.’

‘I’m not anywhere near as gifted or successful as you,’ I protested. ‘I’ve
looked you up on the internet and you are seriously big time, Willem. You
played at Carnegie Hall last year! So thank you very much for asking, but
no thanks.’

He eyed me and my untouched breakfast. I really did feel horribly sick.
“You’re nervous, aren’t you?’

‘Of course I am! Can you imagine how rusty you’d be after ten years of
not putting your hands on the keys?’

“Yes, but I’d also play with a new vim and vigour. Stop being a coward
and at least give it a try. Why don’t you at least join me in the hall after my
lunchtime concert today and we can play through the piece together? I’'m
sure Erling won’t mind, even though he might think it blasphemy to play
Francis Poulenc on Grieg’s hallowed turf. And the Logen Theatre, where
the recital will take place on Saturday, is a lovely venue. It’s the perfect way
to ease you back into playing.’

“You’re bullying me, Willem,’ I said, now on the verge of tears. ‘Why are
you so keen on me doing this?’

‘If someone hadn’t forced me back to the keys after Jack’s death, I’d
probably never have played another note on the piano again, so you could
say that karmically, I’m returning the favour. Please?’



‘Oh, all right then. I’'ll come up to Troldhaugen this afternoon and give it
a go,’ I agreed, feeling I’d been battered into submission.

‘Good.” Willem clapped his hands together in pleasure.

“You’ll probably be horrified when you hear me. I did play at Theo’s
funeral, but that was different.’

“Then this will be a walk in the park after that. So,’ he said, rising from
the table, ‘I’ll see you at three.’

I watched Willem as he left, his slim frame belying the enormous
breakfast I’d just watched him eat. He obviously lived completely on
adrenaline. Back in my room ten minutes later, I opened my flute case
tentatively and gazed at it as though it was an enemy to do battle with.

‘What have I done?’ I murmured as I took out the parts and assembled
them, slowly twisting the joints together and aligning the instrument
correctly. After tuning up and playing a few quick scales, I tried the sonata’s
first movement from memory. For an initial attempt, it didn’t sound too bad,
I thought as I automatically wiped off any excess moisture and cleaned
under the keys before packing the flute away.

I then went out for a walk along the quay and stopped in one of the
wooden clapboard shops to buy a Norwegian fisherman’s jumper, as the
temperature seemed to have plummeted and I only had summer clothes in
my rucksack.

After heading back to the hotel to retrieve my flute, I took a taxi up into
the hills, asking the driver if he knew a house on the same road as the Grieg
Museum called Froskehuset. He said he didn’t, but that we could both look
at the names of the houses as we passed. Sure enough, we spotted it, only a
few minutes’ walk down the hill from the museum. Letting the taxi go, I
looked up at the pretty wooden house, painted cream and traditional in
design. As I walked to the gate I saw that it looked rather dilapidated, the
paintwork peeling from the wood and the garden unkempt. Hovering
outside, feeling like a burglar planning a raid, I wondered who lived there
now, and whether I should just go and knock on the door to find out. I chose
not to and continued up the hill towards the Grieg Museum.

I made for the café, feeling vaguely sick again. My appetite had deserted
me since Theo had died and I knew I’d lost weight. Even though I wasn’t
hungry, I ordered an open tuna sandwich and forced myself to eat it.

‘Hello, Ally.” Erling smiled as he came to greet me in the corner of the
café. ‘I hear you have an impromptu rehearsal after the recital in the concert



hall this afternoon?’

‘If you don’t mind, Erling.’

‘I never mind anyone playing beautiful music here,’ he assured me.
‘Have you read any more of Jens Halvorsen’s biography?’

‘As a matter of fact, I finished it last night. I’ve just been to see the house
that he and Anna once lived in.’

‘Ah, that’s where Thom Halvorsen, the biographer and great-great-
grandson, now lives, as a matter of fact. So, do you think you might be
related to the Halvorsen family?’

‘If I am, I can’t see how. Not at present anyway.’

‘Well, maybe Thom will be able to enlighten you when he returns from
New York later this week. Are you watching Willem’s lunchtime concert
today?’

“Yes. He’s extremely talented, isn’t he?’

‘He is indeed. As he may have told you, he had a personal tragedy a
while ago. I think it’s made him more accomplished as a pianist. These
events in life can kill or cure, if you know what I mean.’

‘I do,’ I replied with feeling.

‘See you there, Ally.” Erling nodded at me and walked away.

Half an hour later, I was once again in Troldsalen, the concert hall,
listening to Willem play. This time it was a lesser known piece called
‘Moods’ that Grieg had written towards the end of his life, when he’d
hardly been able to leave the house due to illness but had still staggered to
the cabin to write. Willem played it superbly and I wondered what on earth
I was doing to even consider playing with such a consummate pianist. Or
more accurately, what he was doing suggesting he play with me.

After the appreciative audience had filed out at the end of the concert,
Willem beckoned me down to the platform and I joined him nervously.

‘I’ve never heard that before. It’s a gorgeous piece and you played it
beautifully,’ I said.

“Thank you.” He gave me a curt bow, then stopped to study me. ‘Ally,
you’re as white as a sheet! So, before you turn chicken and run out on me,
let’s get on with it, shall we?’

‘No one can come in, can they?’ I said, looking up at the doors at the
back of the auditorium.

‘Good God, Ally! You’re starting to sound as deeply paranoid as me.’



‘Sorry,” I mumbled as I took out my flute and put it together before
Willem indicated we should begin. I was proud that I managed to get all the
way through the whole twelve minutes without dropping a note, but I was
helped hugely by Willem’s intuitive accompaniment and the incredible
sweeping timbre of the Steinway piano.

Willem applauded me, the sound echoing loudly around the empty
auditorium. ‘Well, if that’s how you play after ten years, I think I’1l ask
them to double the entry fee for Saturday night’s recital.’

“That’s very kind of you to say, but it was hardly perfect.’

‘No, it wasn’t, but it was a fantastic start. Now, I suggest we go through
the piece together more slowly. There were a few timing issues we need to
iron out.’

For the next half an hour, we practised the piece’s three movements one
by one. And after I’d packed up my flute and we were walking out of the
auditorium together, I realised that I hadn’t thought about Theo once during
the past forty-five minutes.

‘Going back into town?’ Willem asked me.

‘Yes.’

‘I’1l organise a taxi then.’

On the way back into central Bergen, I thanked Willem and confirmed
that I would play with him on Saturday.

“Then I’'m very happy,’ he answered, staring distractedly out of the
window. ‘Bergen really is a special place, isn’t it?’

“Yes, I feel that too.’

‘One of the reasons I agreed to come and give the lunchtime recitals this
week at Troldhaugen is because I’ve been asked to join the Bergen
Philharmonic Orchestra as their resident pianist. I wanted to test the waters,
as it would mean leaving my sanctuary in Zurich and moving to Bergen
more or less full-time. And after what I told you yesterday, you know what
a big thing that would be for me.’

‘Did Jack live in Zurich with you?’

“Yes. Maybe it’s time for a fresh start. And at least Norway is clean,’ he
added, his expression serious.

‘It is,” I chuckled. ‘And the people are very friendly. Although it must be
incredibly hard to learn the language.’

‘I’m lucky, I have a very quick ear. Notes and languages and the
occasional maths puzzle, that’s my bag. And besides, everyone here speaks



English.’

‘Well, I think the orchestra would be very lucky to have you.’

“Thank you.” He offered me a rare smile. ‘So,’ he asked as we arrived at
the hotel and walked inside, ‘what are you doing tonight?’

‘I haven’t really thought about it.’

‘Join me for dinner?’

He saw my hesitation immediately. ‘Sorry, you’re probably tired. I’ll see
you tomorrow at three. Goodbye.’

Willem walked away from me abruptly and left me standing alone,
feeling guilty and confused. However, I really didn’t feel too well, which
was very unlike me. And as I headed to my room and lay down on my bed,
I thought sadly how many things were ‘unlike’ me just now.
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I’d had to go shopping in Bergen to find something suitably formal and
demure for the performance. And as I put on the plain black dress in
readiness for the recital, I pushed away memories of donning a similar one
for Theo’s funeral. I applied some mascara, feeling the adrenaline starting
to pump. So much so that I had to lean over the toilet and gag. Wiping my
streaming eyes, I returned to the mirror to repair the mascara damage and
add some lipstick. Then I picked up my flute case and coat, before taking
the lift down to meet Willem in the lobby of the hotel.

Not only did I feel under the weather physically, but I’d been unsettled
about Willem since his dinner invitation. In our practices together since, I’d
sensed a certain froideur emanating from him. He had kept the conversation
on a purely ‘business’ level, our discussions in the taxi entirely based on the
music we had rehearsed.

The lift doors opened, and I saw him waiting for me in reception, looking
handsome in his bow tie and immaculate black tuxedo. And I hoped I
hadn’t upset him with my refusal. I’d felt faint shades of the awkwardness
Theo and I had experienced at the very beginning of our relationship and
something told me now that Willem definitely wasn’t gay . . .

“You look nice, Ally,” he said as he stood up and came towards me.

‘Thanks, but I don’t feel it.’

‘No woman ever seems to,” he commented brusquely as we walked out
of the hotel to the taxi he’d pre-booked.

Silence reigned in the car, and I was frustrated at the discomfort between
us. Willem seemed distant and tense.

On arrival at the Logen Theatre, we walked inside and Willem found the
organiser, who was waiting for us in the foyer.



‘Come through, come through,’ she said, leading us into an elegant high-
ceilinged hall, the floor laid out with rows of seats and chandeliers
illuminating the narrow apron balcony above. The stage was empty except
for a grand piano and a music stand for myself, and the spotlights were
turning on and off as the lighting engineers made their final checks.

‘I’1l leave you both to have a run-through,’ the woman said. ‘The
audience will be allowed in fifteen minutes before the start, so you have
thirty minutes to judge the acoustics.’

Willem thanked her then walked up the steps of the stage to the grand
piano. He lifted the fallboard and ran his fingers up and down the keys. ‘It’s
a Steinway B,’ he said in relief, ‘and the sound is good. So, a quick run-
through?’

I took my flute out of its case and noticed that my fingers were trembling
as I put it together. We played through the sonata, then I went to find the
lavatory while Willem practised his solo pieces. I dry-retched yet again and
as I washed my face with cold water, I mocked my ghostly reflection. I was
supposedly the woman who could stomach the roughest conditions at sea
without the slightest upset. And now here, on dry land, playing the flute in
front of an audience for twelve minutes, I felt like a seasick novice during
my first storm.

When I arrived back in the wings, I peered through the flats and saw the
audience filing in. I stole a glance at Willem, who seemed to be performing
some kind of ritual a few feet away from me, which involved a lot of
muttering, pacing and finger exercises, and I left him be. Unfortunately,
‘Sonata for Flute and Piano’ was the penultimate piece of the recital, which
meant I’d have to sit out of sight backstage, waiting and worrying.

‘Are you okay?’ Willem whispered as we heard the compere introduce
him and read out the most impressive parts of his CV.

‘I’m fine, thank you,’ I said as a burst of applause rippled through the
audience.

‘I want to formally apologise for my presumptuous dinner invitation the
other night. It was completely inappropriate, given the circumstances. I
know where you are emotionally and from now on, I’ll respect that. I hope
we can be friends.’

With that, Willem walked out onto the stage and took a bow, before
sitting down at the piano. He began with Chopin’s fast and technically
complicated Etude No. 5 in G-flat Major.



As I listened to Willem play, I pondered the endlessly intricate dance that
went on between men and women. And as the final notes of the piece filled
the hall, I acknowledged that part of me felt oddly deflated by Willem
hoping we could be friends. Not to mention the guilt that sat at the back of
my mind whenever I thought of what Theo would have made of my
confusion over my attraction for Willem . . .

After what felt like a lifetime as I paced up and down the small space in
the wings, I finally heard Willem introducing me and I took my cue to join
him on the stage. I gave him a wide smile as a ‘thank you’ for his kindness
and encouragement in the past few days. Then I put my flute to my lips,
indicated I was ready and we began to play.

After Willem had played his final piece of the evening, I joined him back
onstage and it felt very odd to be taking a bow with him. The organisers
even presented me with a small posy of flowers to thank me.

“Well done, Ally, that was good. Very, very good in fact,” Willem
congratulated me as we walked offstage together.

‘I agree entirely.’

I turned at the familiar voice and saw Erling, the curator of the Grieg
Museum, standing in the wings, flanked by two other men.

‘Hello,’ I greeted him with a smile. ‘And thank you.’

‘Ally, this is Thom Halvorsen, Jens Halvorsen’s great-great-grandson and
biographer. Not to mention virtuoso violinist and assistant conductor of the
Bergen Philharmonic Orchestra. And may I also present David Stewart, the
leader of the orchestra.’

‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ally,” said Thom, as David Stewart turned to
Willem. ‘Erling tells me you’re doing some research on my great-great-
grandparents?’

I looked up at Thom and thought I recognised him, but couldn’t
immediately place where from. He had the familiar colouring of the
Norwegians: reddish hair, a scattering of freckles across his nose and a pair
of big blue eyes.

‘I am, yes.’

“Then I’d be happy to help in any way I can. Although please forgive me
if I don’t make much sense tonight. I’ve just flown in from New York.
Erling picked me up from the airport and drove me straight here to listen to
Willem play.’



‘Jet lag’s a killer,” we both managed to say at the same time, then, after a
pause, offered each other an embarrassed grin.

‘It is,” I added as David Stewart turned to us.

‘Unfortunately, I’ve got to rush off now,” he said, ‘so I’ll say goodbye.
Thom, call me if it’s good news.’ He gestured his farewells and left.

‘As you may know, Ally, we’re trying to persuade Willem to join the
philharmonic orchestra here. Any thoughts so far, Willem?’

“Yes, and some questions too, Thom.’

“Then I suggest we go across the road for a quick bite to eat and a drink.
Will you two join us?’ Thom asked Erling and me.

‘If you have things to talk about with Willem, we wouldn’t want to
disturb you.’ Erling spoke for both of us.

‘Not at all. It will only take a simple “yes” from Willem to crack open the
champagne.’

Ten minutes later, we were all sitting in a cosy candle-lit restaurant.
Thom and Willem were hunched over the table, deep in conversation, so I
talked to Erling opposite me.

“You were really very good tonight, Ally. Too good to neglect your talent,
never mind the actual joy of playing.’

‘Are you a musician too?’ I asked him.

“Yes. I come from a family of them, like Thom. The cello is my
instrument and I play with a small orchestra here in the city. It’s a very
musical town. The Bergen Philharmonic is the oldest orchestra in the
world.’

‘So,’ interrupted Thom, ‘we can finally order the champagne! Willem has
agreed to join us.’

‘No champagne for me, thank you. I never drink anything alcoholic after
nine o’clock,” Willem said firmly.

“Then I think you’d better learn how to if you’re moving to Norway,’
Thom teased him. ‘It’s all that keeps us going through the long winters
here.’

“Then I shall join you in honour of this occasion,” Willem said
graciously, as a waiter appeared with a bottle.

‘To Willem!” we all chorused, as our food arrived.

‘I’'m actually feeling much more awake now after a glass of champagne.’
Thom smiled at me. ‘So, tell me more about the connection between you
and Jens and Anna Halvorsen?’



I briefly explained to him the story of Pa Salt’s legacy, which had
included Jens Halvorsen’s biography of his wife, Anna, and the coordinates
on the armillary sphere that had led me first to Oslo and now to Bergen and
the Grieg Museum.

‘Fascinating,” he murmured as he studied me thoughtfully. ‘So perhaps
we’re related somehow? Although to be honest, having so recently
researched my family history, I can’t immediately see how.’

‘Neither can I,” I reassured him, feeling suddenly uncomfortable that he
might think I was some gold-digging gene-stealer. ‘I’ve ordered your book,
by the way. It’s being shipped over from the States as we speak.’

“That’s kind of you, Ally, but of course, I have a spare copy at home if
you’d like it.’

“Thank you. Or at least I’'ll get you to sign mine. Since I’ve got you here
in person, maybe you can help me with some details. Do you know what
happened to the Halvorsen family in the years after Jens’ biography ended?’

‘More or less, yes. Sadly, it wasn’t a pretty slice of human history, what
with the two World Wars on their way. Norway was neutral in the First
World War, but was hit pretty badly by the German occupation in the
Second.’

‘Really? I wasn’t even aware Norway was occupied,’ I confessed.
‘History wasn’t my best subject at school. In fact, I’ve never even thought
of the effect the Second World War might have had on smaller countries
outside the main protagonists. Especially not here, in this peaceful country,
tucked up at the top of the world.’

‘Well, we tend to learn our own country’s history at school, don’t we?
What was yours?’

‘Switzerland,’ I chuckled as I looked up at him.

‘Neutral,” we both chorused together.

‘Well,” continued Thom, ‘we were invaded here in 1940. Actually,
Switzerland reminded me of Norway when I went to Lucerne for a concert
a couple of years ago. And it wasn’t just the snow. They both definitely feel
like they have a certain disconnect from the rest of the world.’

“Yes,’ I agreed. I watched Thom as he ate, still trying to work out why he
seemed so familiar, and deciding I must be recognising some genetic
markers I’d picked up from the photographs of his forebears. ‘So the
Halvorsens survived the wars?’



‘It’s a very sad story actually, and definitely too complex for my jet-
lagged brain to tell you now. We could meet up at some point, though —
perhaps tomorrow afternoon at my house? It used to be Jens and Anna’s
home too, and I can show you where they lived out some of the happier
moments of their relationship.” Thom raised an eyebrow and I felt a vague
thrill that he obviously knew their story too.

‘Actually, I saw it a couple of days ago on the way up to Troldhaugen.’

“Then you’ll know exactly where it is. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Ally,
I’'m for my bed.” Thom stood up and turned his attention to Willem. ‘Safe
flight home to Zurich and I’'m sure admin will be in touch with your
contract. Call me if you think of anything further. So, Ally, two o’clock
tomorrow at Froskehuset?’

“Yes. Thanks, Thom.’

‘Fancy walking?’ Willem asked me after we’d said goodnight to Erling,
who was driving Thom home. ‘The hotel’s not far away.’

‘I can just about manage that,’ I agreed, thinking some fresh air might
help my now throbbing head. We strolled through the cobbled streets and
emerged at the harbour. Willem halted in front of it.

‘Bergen . . . My new home! Have I made the right decision, Ally?’

‘I really don’t know, but it would be hard to find a more lovely place than
this to live. It’s difficult to imagine anything bad happening here.’

“That’s what’s worrying me. Am I opting out? Running away yet again
from what happened to Jack? I’ve travelled maniacally since she died, and
now I wonder if I’'m coming here to hide,’ he sighed as we started walking
along the quay towards our hotel.

[ mentally raised my eyebrows at the fact he’d called his partner ‘she’.

‘Or you could put a more positive twist on it and say that you were
moving on, making a fresh start,” I suggested.

‘I could, yes. Actually, I wanted to ask you, Ally, whether you’ve gone
through the whole “why did I live when they died” thing?’

‘Of course I have, and I still am. It was Theo who made me leave the
boat we were racing shortly before he drowned. I’ve spent endless hours
thinking how I could have saved him if I’d been there, even though I know
I couldn’t have.’

“Yes . . . it’s a road to nowhere. I’ve realised that life is just a random
series of events. You and I were left behind and we just have to get on with
it. My psychotherapist tells me that’s why I have OCD symptoms. When



Jack died, I felt I had no control, so I’ve been overcompensating ever since.
I am getting better — even that glass of champagne tonight after nine o’clock
...” Willem shrugged. ‘Baby steps, Ally, baby steps.’

“Yes. By the way, what was Jack’s full name?’

‘Jacqueline. After Jacqueline du Pré. Her father was a cellist.’

‘When you first mentioned her, I thought “she” was a “he” . . .

‘Hah! Yup, another form of control apparently, and it works. It’s
protected me against any predatory female that comes my way. One
mention of my partner Jack, and they back off. I may not be a rock star, but
there’s a number of concert pianist groupies hanging around after the
performance, batting their eyes at me and asking to see my, er, instrument.
One even told me her fantasy was to have me play Rachmaninoff’s No. 2 to
her in the nude.’

‘Well, I hope you didn’t feel I was one of them.’

‘Of course I didn’t. In fact . . .” We’d paused outside the hotel and
Willem looked out onto the calm water lapping gently against the quay. ‘It
was quite the opposite. And, as I said to you earlier, my dinner invitation
was inappropriate. Typical me,’ he sighed, suddenly morose. ‘Anyway,
thanks for playing tonight and I hope we can stay in touch.’

‘Willem, it’s me that should thank you. You’ve brought me back to
music. Now, I have to go to bed before I curl up and fall asleep on the
pavement.’

‘I’m leaving first thing in the morning,’ he told me as we walked into the
deserted lobby. ‘I have a lot to organise back home in Zurich. Thom wants
me to join the orchestra as soon as possible.’

‘When will you be back?’

‘By November, in time to prepare for the Grieg Centenary Concert. Will
you be staying on longer here?’ he asked as we halted in front of the lift.

‘I really don’t know, Willem.’

‘Well,” he said, as we stepped inside the lift and pressed the numbers of
our respective floors, ‘here’s my card. Let me know how you get on.’

‘Twill.”

The lift stopped on his floor. ‘Goodbye, Ally.” With a fleeting smile, he
nodded at me and stepped out.

As I switched off my bedside lamp ten minutes later, I hoped Willem and
I would keep in touch. Even if I was light years away from ever having
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another relationship, I liked him. And after what he’d just said, I thought he
might like me too.



36

‘Hi there,” Thom said with a smile as he opened the door to Froskehuset
and I followed him inside. ‘Come through to the drawing room. Would you
like anything to drink?’

‘A glass of water would be fine, thanks.’

I glanced around the sitting room as Thom went out. It was quaintly
decorated in what I was coming to realise was a unique Norwegian style:
homespun and very cosy. The room contained a mixture of mismatched
easy chairs and a sofa with lace antimacassars laid over its back, set around
an enormous iron stove, which I guessed would certainly keep the chill
away at night. The one striking object in the room was the black-lacquered
grand piano in the bay window, overlooking the magnificent fjord beneath
us.

I went to have a closer look at the selection of framed photographs
standing on a rather hideous faux-rococo bureau in the corner. There was
one in particular that I was drawn to, of a little boy of about three years old
— Thom I presumed — sitting on a woman'’s lap by the fjord in bright
sunshine. They shared the same wide smiles, colouring and large,
expressive eyes. As Thom came back, I could see the vestiges of the little
boy in the photograph on his face.

‘Sorry about the house,” Thom said. ‘I only moved back in a few months
ago when my mum died and I still haven’t found time to change the decor.
I’m more minimalist myself, more modern Scandinavian; this relic of the
past isn’t quite me.’

‘As a matter of fact, I was just thinking to myself how much I like it. It’s
SO...

‘Real!” we both said at the same time.
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“You read my thoughts exactly,” said Thom. ‘Although, as you’re
researching Jens and Anna, it’s fitting you should see the original interior
before I chuck most of it into a skip. A lot of this furniture was theirs and
it’s about one hundred and twenty years old now. Like everything in the
house, including the plumbing. They bought the land — or should I say Anna
did — in 1884, then took a year to build the house.’

‘I’d never heard of either of them before I read the book,’ I said
apologetically.

“Well, it was Anna who was the better known of the two in Europe, but,
in his day, Jens was quite a big cheese, especially in Bergen. He really came
into his own once Grieg died in 1907, even though his music was highly
derivative of the maestro and a lesser version of it, to be honest. I don’t
know how much you know about Grieg’s involvement in Jens and Anna’s
life...

‘Quite a lot, having read Jens’ own words. Especially what he did for
Anna, recovering her from the lodging house in Leipzig.’

“Yes. Well, as you haven’t had a chance to read my book yet, one thing
you won’t know is that it was Grieg who found Jens living with an artist’s
model in Montmartre. He’d been abandoned by his patron, the baroness,
and was scratching a living from playing the fiddle, mostly drunk and high
on opium, as many of them were in the bohemian circle in Paris back then.
Apparently, Grieg gave him a severe talking-to, then paid his fare back to
Leipzig, and told him in no uncertain terms to go and throw himself on
Anna’s mercy.’

‘Who told you this?’

‘My great-grandfather, Horst, who was told by Anna on her deathbed.’

‘So when did Jens return?’

‘In 1884, or thereabouts.’

‘A few years after Grieg had rescued Anna in Leipzig? To be blunt,
Thom, I felt depressed when I got to the end of the book. I couldn’t
understand why Anna would take Jens back after all those years of
desertion. And equally, now I don’t understand why Grieg would have
sought out Jens in Paris. He must have known how Anna felt about him. It
just doesn’t make sense.’

Thom studied me as if turning something over in his mind. “Well, that’s
the problem with history, as I discovered while researching my family
story,” he said eventually. “You get the facts, but it’s difficult to know the



actual human motivations. Remember, it was Jens who wrote the biography.
We don’t hear Anna’s thoughts on the subject at all. The book was
published after her death and was in essence a tribute to her from her
husband.’

‘Personally, I would definitely have reached for the meat cleaver when
Jens slunk back. I thought that Lars, her original fiancé, sounded like a far
more appealing option.’

‘Lars Trulssen? You do know he went to America and became a poet of
some renown? He married into a wealthy third-generation New York family
with Norwegian roots and had a brood of children.’

‘Really? Then that makes me feel much better. I felt rather sorry for him,
but then, us women don’t always choose the good guy, do we?’

‘I don’t think I’ll comment on that,” Thom said with a chuckle. ‘All I can
say is that, to the general observer, they remained happily married for the
rest of their lives. Apparently Jens was forever grateful to Grieg for saving
him from the fleshpots of Paris and to Anna for forgiving him. Certainly,
the two couples spent a lot of time together, being almost next-door
neighbours. When Grieg died, Jens helped start a music department at the
University of Bergen with Grieg’s financial legacy. It’s now the Grieg
Academy, and it’s where I studied.’

‘I really know nothing of the family after 1907 when Jens’ book ended,
and I’ve never even heard any of his compositions.’

‘In my opinion, there’s not a lot he wrote that’s worth hearing. Although
when I was sorting out his many folders of sheet music that have mouldered
away in boxes in the attic for years, I came across something very special.
A piano concerto he wrote that, as far as I know from my research, has
never been performed publically.’

‘Really?’

‘With it being Grieg’s centenary this year, there are various events taking
place, including a major concert here in Bergen to mark the end of the year
of celebration.’

“Yes, Willem mentioned it.’

“You can imagine that Norwegian music is very much on the agenda and
it would be wonderful to premiere my great-great-grandfather’s work. I’ve
spoken to the Programming Committee and Andrew Litton himself — he’s
our revered conductor and, at present, also my conducting mentor. They’ve
heard the piece which, in my opinion, is stunning, and it’s pencilled into the



programme for the concert on the seventh of December. As I could only
find the piano music in the attic, I sent the piece off to be orchestrated by a
very talented chap I know. But when I got home from New York yesterday,
I had a message on my answerphone saying his mother had been taken ill a
few weeks ago, and he hasn’t even started on it yet.’

Thom paused and I could see the disappointment on his face. ‘I really
can’t see it being ready for December. It’s such a shame . . . it’s far and
away the best thing Jens composed, in my opinion. And of course, to
premiere an original work by a Halvorsen who actually played at the first
performance of Peer Gynt would have been perfect. Anyway, enough of my
problems. What about you, Ally? Have you ever done a stint in an
orchestra?’

‘Goodness, no. I don’t think my flute playing was ever up to that
standard. I’'m more of a happy amateur.’

‘Having heard you last night, I’d have to disagree. Willem says you
studied flute for four years at the Geneva Conservatoire. That’s hardly a
“happy amateur”, Ally,” he chastised me.

‘Maybe not, but up until a few weeks ago, I was a professional sailor.’

‘Really? How come?’

Over a cup of herbal tea which Thom had found for me in a cupboard, I
told him a potted history of my life and the events leading up to my arrival
in Bergen. I realised I was becoming used to repeating it factually, rather
than emotionally. And I didn’t know whether this was a good thing, or bad.

‘God, Ally! I thought my life was complicated, but yours . . . well. I don’t
know how you’ve coped in the past few weeks. I salute you, I really do.’

‘I’ve kept myself busy delving into my past,’ I said tightly, wanting to get
off the subject. ‘So, now that I’ve bored you silly with my life, do you think
you can return the favour and tell me about the more modern Halvorsens? If
you don’t mind,’ I added hastily, well aware this was Thom’s family. I
didn’t want him to think I was making any kind of permanent claim on it. ‘I
mean, whatever my connection is, it must be to do with the recent past,
because I’'m only thirty.’

‘So am I actually. I was born in June. You?’

“The thirty-first of May, so my adoptive father told me.’

‘Really? Well, I’m the first of June,” Thom said.

‘A day apart,” I mused. ‘Anyway, carry on, I’'m all ears.’



‘Well’ — Thom took a slug of his coffee — ‘I was brought up here in
Bergen by my mum, who died a year ago. Which is how I came to be living
at Froskehuset.’

‘I’m so sorry, Thom. As you’ve already heard, I know how it feels to lose
a parent.’

“Thanks. It was pretty awful at the time as we were very close. Mum was
a single parent and there was no dad around to support us.’

‘Do you know who he was?’

‘Oh yes.” Thom raised an eyebrow. ‘He’s the blood connection with Jens
Halvorsen. Felix, my father, is his great-grandson. Although, unlike Jens,
who at least did eventually come back to Anna, my father never faced up to
his responsibilities.’

‘Is he still alive?’

“Very much so, even though he was about twenty years older than my
mother when they met. In my opinion, my father is the most musically
gifted out of all the generations of Halvorsen men. And like Anna, my
mother had a lovely singing voice. Basically, she went to my dad for piano
lessons and he seduced her. She got pregnant by him at twenty. He refused
to accept that I was his and advised her to abort me.’

“That’s pretty damning. Is that what your mother told you?’

“Yes. And knowing Felix, I completely believe her,” Thom said flatly.
‘She had a really rough time after I was born. Her own parents disowned
her — they were a country family from the north and very old-fashioned
about these things. Martha, my mother, was practically destitute. You have
to remember that thirty years ago, Norway was still a relatively poor
country.’

‘How awful, Thom. So, what did she do?’

“Thankfully, my great-grandparents, Horst and Astrid, stepped in and
offered us both a home here with them. Although I feel my mum never
recovered from what my father did to her. She had terrible bouts of
depression on and off for the rest of her life. And never fulfilled her
potential as a singer.’

‘Does Felix now recognise you as his son?’

‘He was forced to when the court ordered a DNA test when I was in my
teens,” Thom explained, his face grim. ‘My great-grandmother had died and
left the house in trust to me rather than to Felix, their grandson. Felix
contested the will, saying my mum and I were money-grabbing imposters,



hence the DNA test. And bingo! One hundred per cent proof that Halvorsen
blood runs through my veins. Not that I ever thought it didn’t. My mum
would never have lied about something like that.’

‘Right. Well, firstly, I’d just like to say that your past sounds every bit as
dramatic as mine,’ I added with a grin, which I was relieved to see Thom
returned. ‘Do you ever see your father?’

‘Occasionally in town, but not socially, no.’

‘So he lives locally?’

‘Oh yes, up in the hills with his whisky bottles and an endless trail of
women beating a path to his front door. Now he really is a “Peer Gynt”,
who never saw the error of his ways.” Thom shrugged sadly.

“Then I’'m a bit confused . . .You’ve talked about your great-
grandparents, but there seems to be a generation missing. What happened to
your grandparents? Felix’s mum and dad?’

“That’s the story I mentioned to you last night. I never actually met either
of them. They both died before I was born.’

‘I’m sorry, Thom.’ I was amazed to find tears springing to my eyes.

‘Oh God, Ally, don’t cry. Really, I'm fine and getting on with my life.
You’ve faced far worse recently.’

‘I know you are, Thom. Sorry, the story moved me, that’s all,” I said, not
understanding quite why it did.

‘As you can imagine, it’s not the kind of thing I discuss often. In fact, I’'m
amazed I’ve been able to tell you so honestly.’

‘And I’'m grateful to you for sharing it, Thom, really. Just one more
question. Have you ever listened to your father’s side of the story?’

Thom looked at me oddly. ‘How could there be another side?’

‘Oh, you know . . .’

‘Apart from him being a useless, selfish bastard who left my mum in the
lurch and pregnant, you mean?’

“Yes,’ I breathed, realising I was on shaky ground. I backtracked hastily.
‘From what you’ve said, you’re probably right, there isn’t any more to it
than that.’

“That’s not to say I don’t feel sorry for Felix sometimes,’ he conceded.
‘He’s made an utter mess of his life and wasted his fabulous talent.
Thankfully, I inherited a modicum of it and for that I’ll always be grateful.’

I saw Thom check his watch and took it as a cue to leave. ‘I must be
going. I’ve t