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Trude Burgess has eyes for only one person.


Her entire life, she never loved anyone other than Viggo Calder. She watched as he courted the perfect lady, wooed and won her. And then…he lost that ideal love. Trude married him anyway…because his little girl needed a mother. And she would do anything to prove that her love is enough to make up for that tragic loss.

Viggo Calder has never truly seen her.

Though he married for convenience, his heart remains icy and untouched. He made the sacrifice for his daughter, but he spends his nights drinking and mourning. As a friend, Trude was perfect, patient and endlessly generous; as his partner, she seems sensitive and difficult. If only he could be with his beloved first wife again…

When a magic mirror is involved, they must both take care with their wishes…
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Prologue


People tend to blame the stepmother.

When things go wrong, as they inevitably do, it’s the stepmother’s fault. Because she can’t possibly love someone else’s child as much as she would her own.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

My name is Trude Burgess, and I’ve only loved one person—other than my family—my entire life. My eyes were always on Viggo Calder, but he rarely had time for me.

At eight, I fell running toward him, slipped on the icy path and split my knee. I bear the scar from that spill to this day. And Viggo? He didn’t notice because he was following someone else, a girl with golden curls and a smile like sunshine. He gave Lisabet a hair ribbon while I watched from the shadows with blood trickling down my shin.

At twelve, I spent months stitching him a pair of riding gloves for his birthday, but he went ice skating with Lisabet and I never had the opportunity to present them. They’re in my trinket box, evidence of a devotion I’ve nurtured in secret and silence for more than half my life. At sixteen, I almost asked him to dance at the first party I was permitted to attend, but he partnered Lisabet all night and I lacked the courage to approach him. Afterward, I cried for three days and nearly made myself sick with sorrow. I had other suitors, courtships that withered beneath my quiet disinterest. Though others tried, they weren’t Viggo. My love. My nemesis. My endless heartbreak.

At twenty, I attended the wedding that smashed my heart into pieces—Lisabet Hagen and Viggo Calder. At five and twenty, I wore black to Lisabet’s funeral. And at eight and twenty, I married Viggo Calder as his second wife.

The strangest thing about wishes is that they sometimes come true.


1.


This is not how I imagined my marriage in all my girlish dreams.

I step out of my father’s carriage with Edvin to port my trunk while I clutch fast to my portmanteau, scarcely believing how it unfolded so swiftly. Not as I envisioned in my secret fancies—there were no declarations of love. Viggo wrote to me sporadically after Lisabet passed; we were childhood friends, after all.

And his last missive alarmed me to the depth of my being. Four lines only, soaked in despair. I cannot carry on, Trude. I have tried for Albie, but life has become a torment. I truly fear what I may do. If this letter is the last, thank you for your kindness, and…I am sorry.

I cannot convey the depths of my alarm. I brought that to my father and demanded that he extend an offer. Me, as friend and helpmeet, to bolster Viggo’s flagging spirit. To stand beside him and help him bear up and raise his daughter. My father disapproved fiercely, but he’d accustomed himself to the notion that I’d remain unmarried anyway, so he sighed and had his barrister draw up the terms of the offer. I was against bringing funds into the matter, but my father was firm on that point. There would be a dowry, but Viggo would have no right to touch any of my mother’s portion, a security for my sake since this marriage was only rooted in love on my end.

To my astonishment—and my father’s—Viggo accepted the terms, signed the documents, and took it one step further. We would wed by proxy before my arrival, underscoring how much this was a business transaction, as if I’m property changing hands. Our alliance is quite unlike his fairytale wedding to Lisabet, all white doves, the chiming of church bells, and children scattering rose petals along their path.

One jarring journey later, and I arrive in Kerkhof. Edvin has asked directions and conveyed me to Viggo’s home, where there is no one to greet me. I stand before a wrought iron fence, peering into an overgrown courtyard. The flowers are riotous, a profusion of sweet-smelling blooms in rainbow hues. White roses are the most prominent, and I dislike the cloying scent, the way these overgrown blooms bully the lesser plants. If I recall correctly, these were Lisabet’s favorites. I’ll need to sort the garden out as well, but for the time being it’s a slice of the wild in the heart of Kerkhof.

Viggo lives in a tall, stately townhouse flanked on either side by similar homes with narrow alleys between them. This proximity must be a nightmare for the fire brigade, and that’s a measure of how my mind works. Others might think how pleasant it is to have such close neighbors, but I’ve always been prone to imagining how things might go catastrophically wrong. I am not the bright princess from all the stories. Rather, I’m her shadow, the sepia reflection. Small wonder that Viggo could never see me. I can’t even banish fear of failure from my own mind, let alone take the leap of faith that love requires.

And yet, here I am nonetheless. The risk that he might do himself harm made it necessary for me to risk my heart. It will be fine, I try to assure myself, despite misgivings flapping about inside me like the ravens circling overhead. Is that a grim omen?

No, don’t think of such things.

Viggo, Lisabet, and I grew up together in Egenby. They relocated to Kerkhof two years after they wed. Local gossip alleges that he had no desire to leave, but she pleaded until he gave in, unable to deny her anything. Their life was apparently perfect and glamorous; for a country girl, she took the city by storm and soon the cream of society pleaded for invitations to her supper parties and salons. This all came secondhand, of course, and the reports from Viggo were a little less glowing. He wrote to me intermittently through those years of separation, bemused at his wife’s popularity and at the shocking profligacy of her tastes. Diamonds, fancy galas, and champagne—that trifecta made Lisabet glow. Perhaps I can be forgiven for thinking that like a candle burnt at both ends, she lived like a moth, not realizing that flying straight into brightness means the insect dies when the light consumes them.

My father’s coachman has gotten the gate open, after some fiddling with the latch, and Edvin motions for me to precede him. There’s no point in shillyshallying. As of now, I’m the mistress of this house, and it’s time for me to act the part. I square my shoulders and sweep across the flagstones with more confidence than I feel.

I’m wearing my best dress, a well-tailored dove gray gown that suits me. Odd when I consider how many years it’s been since I saw Viggo in person. Viggo, my dearest heartache. It was at Lisabet’s funeral, I think. She’s buried in the cemetery at Egenby, and I remain baffled as to why he chose to inter her there when she loved Kerkhof so much more. Perhaps to make mourning easier for her family? That sounds like a decision Viggo would make, generous even when it injures him and makes his life more difficult.

The door knocker is tarnished bronze, cast in the shape of some mythological monster. It’s exactly the sort of thing Lisabet would have chosen, and if I’m permitted, I’ll change it immediately for something more classic and tasteful, a simple copper loop. I rap four times and wait for a response while Edvin paces behind me, shuffling his feet across the dry leaves.

It’s late summer, so the city is sweltering, and I tug at the collar of my gown, conscious that I’m wilted from traveling and that I won’t make a good impression, all dusty and sweaty, but then.…Viggo doesn’t love me. He won’t gaze into my eyes and suddenly realize that he’s missed me every moment we’ve been apart. He doesn’t feel what I do, the ache of emptiness and the endless sorrow of an unrequited love. There are no hidden sketchbooks here filled with my face, unlike those I left behind at my father’s house.

Perhaps it sounds as if I’m obsessed, and I’d be lying if I denied it. My heart is not an open, generous space. No, it’s cramped and narrow like an attic, and I cannot make room in it for anyone else. Like a duckling, I imprinted on him, and there’s nothing else for it. If I cannot have his heart, I’ll accept his body.

I’ve married him. The papers are signed.

At last the front door opens with a small groan. I frown. Those hinges must be oiled. In fact, as I glance past the housekeeper, I spot five issues that need to be rectified. This will not do. I relax a fraction. Even if I’m not to be loved, I am needed. Once I was old enough, I handled all household tasks for my father, and I know how to manage a household. I can make Viggo’s life better. Necessity can lead to affection, can it not? If I do well, he’ll eventually see my worth. It may not be a fiery passion, but I will gladly receive any flicker of fondness from him.

The housekeeper is a stern-faced woman with iron gray hair in a coronet of braids, and she wears a long black dress with a white apron, a multiplicity of keys affixed at her waist. “You’ll be the new mistress,” she says without a hint of a smile. “I am Inga Birk. You may call me Fra Birk, as I do not believe familiarity leads to anything good.”

I have no idea what I’m meant to say, as I treated our staff like family in the village. Clearly, that won’t suffice here. More to the point, she prefers the old-fashioned mode of address, cleaving to a style that’s passing from the common vernacular. Only the eldest in our village use Old Skyr honorifics, and Egenby isn’t a progressive place by any means.

“I understand. You may address me as Madam Calder.” Spirits, that sounds strange, but I can’t reveal my doubts. If I’m to carve out space for myself here, I must begin as I mean to go on.

She only nods. “I’ll have Jaakko collect your belongings and deliver them to your room. Will your driver require lodgings for the night?”

I turn to Edvin, a smile fluttering uncertainly at the edges of my mouth. “Do you—”

“I’d best start back,” he cuts in. “Your father needs me, and if I get tired on the way, I can sleep in the coach.”

“At least pause at an inn for a proper meal.”

“I can have the kitchen pack a hamper,” Fra Birk offers, kinder than I expect from her initial impression.

“That would be excellent,” I say, before Edvin can demur.

Fra Birk rings a bell and murmurs instructions to a young and timid maid, who hurries to do the housekeeper’s bidding. I’ll meet the whole staff soon, but other matters take precedence. However devoted Edvin is to my father, the man still needs to eat. He fidgets on the polished tiles of the foyer, seeming not to know what to do with his feet.

I’m trying not to be hurt that my husband has yet to make an appearance. He might be working, or perhaps he hasn’t been advised of my arrival. You knew it would be like this from the outset. A long and arduous climb begins with the first step.

While we’re caught in this awkward pause, a massive barrel of a man appears from a shaded hallway that likely leads from the kitchen. He has rough features and heavy brows and he looks as if he could uproot trees with one tug. As if proving my point, he hefts my trunk in one arm without looking directly at any of us and immediately proceeds upstairs without a word.

I glance at Fra Birk for clarification. “That is—”

“Jaakko. He doesn’t speak.” A pause, then she continues, “He can, but chooses not to. Please respect his preference. He’s a hard worker and I hope you’ll tolerate his vagaries.”

“Of course.” I already like her more, as she seems to make allowances for those who don’t fit the usual mold.

Five minutes later, according to the ticking ornate clock mounted on the wall, the little maid appears with a wicker basket. She offers it to Edvin who mumbles his gratitude, then turns to me. “I’m off then. Write to your father first chance you get. He’ll worry.”

“I will. Take care on the road.”

Fra Birk waits until the door closes before addressing me again. “It’s doubtless been a long day. You’ll want to see your room, and I’ll have—”

“Trude!” After three long years, I hear Viggo’s voice at last, and he sounds so happy to see me.

Me.

With the brightest of smiles, I turn, and I can’t contain my shock at how gaunt he’s grown. Still storybook handsome, of course, with his inky hair, sharp cheekbones, angular jaw, and his slice of a nose, but suffering is etched on his face like a portrait some overzealous artist entitled “Torment.” His sky-blue eyes are framed in purple, his jaw stubbled dark, and his clothes hang on his lean frame as if he eats only enough to keep himself alive, not a morsel more.

Oh yes, I’m needed here.

That’s enough. It must be, for it would be greedy to ask for more.


2.


I don’t expect him to hug me.

But he does. Oh, he does. I can count on one hand the number of times Viggo’s done this, despite our long friendship. My whole body erupts in pleasurable goose bumps the moment his warm hands touch my back. His thin frame still somehow radiates the most delicious heat, and I clutch his shoulders, overwhelmed with delight. I’m pressed against him from head to toe, breathing in his gorgeous smell, a combination of smoke from the hearth and the clean, soapy scent of his skin. There are other notes as well, likely his shaving oil, but before I identify them, he steps back.

His smile fades slightly. Perhaps he’s taking in my dishevelment or registering that I’m plainer than he recalled. It’s not as though he’s made a study of my face over the years. I know my strong points, and my face isn’t one of them. It’s too thin and sharp. People who don’t know me say I look sly, as if I’m keeping secrets.

“You must be exhausted,” he says. “The journey from Egenby is not to be taken lightly. Are you hungry?”

“A little. But I can wait until dinner. I was about to see my room and freshen up.” That seems a bit bold, but he’s my husband.

Surely I’m allowed to make him think about my naked body, as I doubt he’s ever considered it before. But whatever Viggo had in mind when he chose me, I have no intention of allowing our marriage to remain cold and bloodless. I’m his wife now, and I’ll have him in my bed sooner or later. I just…am not certain how it’s to be managed, as the only man I’ve ever desired always loved someone else to distraction. And still does, in all honesty, but I’ll be damned if I allow a woman who’s moldering in a casket to impede my progress forever.

Life is meant for the living, after all.

That makes me sound heartless. Callous even. But I freely admit I never liked Lisabet. She was simply…too much. She had to be the center of every gathering, and she threw tantrums if Viggo glanced away from her, even for a moment. If I was silent in my devotion, she was loud like a storm, raining on everything to get her way. Lisabet was the child who broke toys if she couldn’t have them.

I could never fathom why he loved her so, but then love doesn’t need a reason. There is no logical explanation as to why it’s Viggo or nobody for me either. It’s trite, but such sayings become axioms for a reason—the heart wants what it wants.

“Yes, do send up a bath,” he tells Fra Birk before addressing me again. “I’ll see you at dinner then?”

“Will Albina be joining us?”

Viggo smiles, his blue eyes glowing with adoration. “She prefers to be called Albie. Albina is a bit of a mouthful. Perhaps she’ll grow into such a dignified name.”

That’s the look I dream of seeing focused on me. “It’s early days yet. She’s only eight.” Still young enough for her memories of her mother to have faded. She was only five when Lisabet died. I hope to build a bridge with the child in time. “But you haven’t answered my question.”

His smile widens. “You never did let me get away with anything. Whenever you caught me at a prank, you’d hold my toes to the fire until I confessed.”

“Figuratively. I would never hurt you,” I say softly.

This man has no idea how much I cherish him or that I’d do anything for him. There are no lines, nothing held back in self-preservation. My heart has always, always been in his hands. I hope he realizes one day, and that he’s glad of the gift.

“I’m aware. You’re my dearest friend,” he informs me, as if that’s not a pronouncement that crushes me like a rock dropped from a great height. “And to your question, normally, Albie dines in the nursery, but since it’s your first night here, I’ll make an exception and let her join us at the table.”

I blink. At home, things are far less formal. Children do eat with their families in Egenby, unless this is some upper crust nonsense he’s learned in Kerkhof. Perhaps Lisabet wanted to cast the illusion that their antecedents are grander than they are? Otherwise, this pretension makes no sense. The Viggo I know would never enforce such a ridiculous stricture. There is no nobility in Egenby. At best, we come from successful merchant families—all of us do. What’s more, we all pitch in and help one another. I’ve cared for countless children when their mothers were ill or otherwise occupied; I’m quite experienced with little ones despite never having any of my own.

Trying to salvage the awkward lull, I say, “She must be lonely. If it’s all the same to you, I’d prefer for her to eat with us every night. Otherwise it will be difficult for me to form a bond with her, seeing her only in passing. I don’t want her to resent me.”

Viggo touches his chest, as if I’ve moved him. That wasn’t my intention. I’m not so wicked as to use a child for my own gains. My relationship with Albie will develop entirely apart from whatever I achieve with her father.

“But…she’s messy. She’ll spill things and—”

“She’s a little girl,” I cut in, uneasy with his tone. “It’s to be expected that she won’t have perfect manners. Our task is to be patient with her and teach her as best we can. She won’t learn anything eating alone. I’m sure the joy we take in her company will be ample compensation for any mishaps. Tables can be wiped. Clothes can be washed. I don’t understand the issue.”

Viggo smiles. “Of course I don’t mind. I thought you would! Lisabet said—oh, it doesn’t signify. I’m so delighted, you’ve no idea. You’re already making things better.”

Fra Birk has been standing silently, and she takes this opportunity to gesture toward the staircase. “If you’ll follow me, I can guide you to your room, madam.”

“Thank you, that would be perfect.”

It takes all my self-control not to glance over my shoulder. Every fiber of my being yearns for one more look at Viggo, but it will wound me if he’s already turned away. For this one moment, it’s better to imagine that he’s taking pleasure in seeing me become part of his life. I know so little about what he does here in the city.

From his correspondence with Father, I know there were some failed business ventures in addition to Lisabet’s extravagant tastes. My dowry got him out of debt, so he must be grateful for that, at least, and there’s friendship between us. I tell myself again not to wish for more. Being Viggo’s wife is already more than I dared to dream, all those nights that I couldn’t sleep for missing him.

Fra Birk leads me to a modest chamber done in pale green, overlooking the back courtyard, which is even wilder than the front. “Have we no gardener?” I ask.

“Jaakko tries, but he doesn’t know how it’s supposed to look. If you provide direction, I’m certain he could set everything to rights.”

It seems Jaakko has a champion in Fra Birk. “I’ll draw up some sketches and be specific about what needs to be pruned, cut back, or rooted out entirely.”

She nods with apparent approval. “I’ll let him know. And he’ll bring the tub up shortly, along with the bath water. It will take several trips, so please be patient.”

I wave a hand. “Don’t worry, I shan’t berate him. There’s only so much that can be done, limitations of time and manpower.”

Fra Birk has moved to the door as I speak, but she pauses with her hand on the knob. “You are…not at all like the former mistress,” she says in an even tone.

I bite my lip. “I’m unsure how to respond to that.”

“I feared that Hehr Calder would choose someone akin to his first wife. You are…a pleasant surprise. I hope I haven’t overstepped, but if so, it won’t happen again, regardless.”

That’s a lot to take in. I decide to focus on the implicit praise. “Then I’ll accept the compliment and wait for my bath. Thank you for everything. You’re clearly an excellent steward, an asset to any household.”

There will be a better moment to mention the rough edges that need polishing in this house, tasks she’s let slip because there was nobody reminding her what needs to be done. From the faint shift in her severe expression, she appreciates the kind words, but Fra Birk slips out without another word, closing the door silently behind her.

My trunk is at the center of the room, and I’m grateful that the timid maid isn’t here, rummaging through my things. While we do have help in Egenby, I’m accustomed to being self-sufficient. I don’t call for help getting dressed in the morning and I style my own hair, which is why I lean toward simplicity. As I’m shaking out my second-best gown, my door opens a crack but nobody comes in.

I spy a shadow outside, and gauging from the size, Albie has arrived to peep at me. Though I wish she’d waited until after my bath, that’s the first thing I must accept. Children do not often adhere to our convenience; they are impulsive and prone to following their own whims. Part of my task as a parent is to accept that inclination while attempting to mold her into a person who does eventually consider the feelings of others.

Quite unlike her mother.

I can’t let my dislike for the woman who bore her color our interactions either. Though I didn’t carry her in my body, I’m her mother now, and I intend to take the charge seriously. I will do my best for Albie, as I do every undertaking. I’m not a colorful butterfly, but like her father, she will learn there’s beauty in working hard. I wonder if she’s heard the story about the ant and the grasshopper.

“Please do come in,” I call.

At first there’s no response, then a little face appears in the gap between the door and frame. She’s a little beauty, all Lisabet’s delicate prettiness combined with Viggo’s warmhearted charm. Albie has a mop of black hair that’s fallen from a white ribbon, a smudge of dust on one cheek, and the widest blue eyes I’ve ever beheld. When I look at her, I see both of them, but she’s her own person, and my heart melts a bit.

I smile at her. “Hello, poppet. Are you looking for me?”

“You’re Father’s new wife,” she says.

It seems like a bad idea to focus on that. She may see me as a rival for her father’s affection. If only she knew how wildly improbable that was. “I’m here for you as well. We can be friends first, if you like. I’m looking forward to getting to know you.”

“My mother died.”

“I know. I’m sorry. You must miss her very much.”

Here, Albie hesitates, stepping into the room as if she might be scolded. Instead I beckon her, patting the bed. I perch on it carefully, not wanting to startle her. She seems tentative and skittish, but not hostile. This is a sound start. Then I wait as if I’m trying to coax a fawn into eating from my hand. Eventually, she settles on the bed, gnawing at her lip with an air of uncertainty.

“I don’t know,” she whispers. “I’m supposed to. But mostly, I remember that she fussed. She said I was sticky.” Albie’s tone becomes wistful. “She was so beautiful, but she was always at her dressing table, gazing into her mirror. And she never had time, there was always a party…”

I’m getting some notion of the sort of mother Lisabet was, and I can’t say I’m surprised, though my heart breaks for Albie. “When you’re ready to accept me, I shall be a different kettle of fish,” I promise her. “I don’t stare into mirrors and I’m not fond of parties. I’d much rather read you a story. Do you like them?”

She brightens at once. “Yes. Nanny reads to me only at bedtime. She says I don’t need anyone encouraging my flights of fancy.”

“I happen to disagree, and I brought a book from home that your father and I loved when we were children. Shall I read you a chapter?”

Her guileless eyes widen. “Right now? In the middle of the day and it’s not even a special occasion.”

“It feels special to me. I’m meeting you for the first time.” When Lisabet died, Viggo had reckoned that Albie was too young to travel, too young for the funeral, so he’d left her in Kerkhof.

A tremulous smile quivers on her mouth, and suddenly she’s curled up against me. “I’m going to love you,” she whispers. “I just know it.”

My heart melts entirely. She’s her father’s daughter, and already I’m wrapped around her tiny fingers. “I shall love you too.”


3.


I read to Albie, as promised, from a book that I stashed in my trunk.

The time I spent with Viggo in childhood is special, as the moments I stole from Lisabet were few and far between. She never liked reading, and she was impatient with sedentary pursuits, so I could only count on having his attention when we were both enthralled with a story. It didn’t last long, but the memories warm and brighten me from within because it seems that Albie shares her father’s fondness for the written word. There’s no fidgeting, and when I finish the first chapter, her eyes shine like blue stars.

“Will you read me another tomorrow?” she asks.

“Of course.”

As I close the book, two gentle taps sound at the door. Jaakko stands outside, looking everywhere but at us, and at my quiet invitation, he ports a wooden tub inside. It’s a good size, banded in copper, and he steps away without another word. From what Fra Birk said, he must be fetching the hot water.

“Are you having a bath?”

“I am indeed. It’s dusty on the road. Has anyone told you the good news yet?” Selfishly, I hope they haven’t. I want the credit for this small change in her routine.

“No, what is it?” She bounces a little on her toes, losing some of the wistful, worried air that she carries like a weighty sack.

“You’ll be joining us for supper tonight.” I kneel, bringing myself to eye level and offer a conspiratorial smile. “And every night if I can convince your father.”

For a split second, Albie looks ecstatic, but the smile fades swiftly. “Are you sure? Nanny says that—”

“I’m certain,” I cut in, running a gentle hand across the top of the child’s head.

She seems surprised by the gesture, and I stifle a surge of dislike for the nursemaid who appears to repress Albie at every turn. Doubtless the rest of those words would’ve been some unpleasant pronouncement, such as ‘children should be seen and not heard.’ If Lisabet hired the woman, I’ll replace her as soon as I settle in, find someone with a warmer heart, less prone to reciting strictures in place of kindness. But I can’t come in the first day and upend everything. I must be slow and subtle or Viggo will suspect the truth—that I want to eradicate all traces of Lisabet from this house, like a ghost I’m exorcising.

“I’ll go and ask her to plait my hair with the good ribbons,” she says, skipping out of my room like a fairy.

I stare after her in bemusement, as her hair looks fine to me. Perhaps she’s inherited a trace of Lisabet’s vanity, if not her petulance. I step back as Jaakko carries in two overflowing buckets and tips them into the tub. In silence, he makes several more trips, and when he’s finished I thank him quietly. He doesn’t look directly at me, responding only with a rapid inclination of his head, then he hurries off as if I might hurt him. His behavior makes me wonder if someone has harmed him.

Before I can pursue that line of thought, the young maid from earlier delivers various bath amenities: soap shaped like a rose, two philters of scented oils, a washing cloth, and a drying sheet. She sets the tray of supplies on my trunk, the placement offering easy access from the tub.

“Will there be anything else?” she whispers.

Why is she afraid of me?

I don’t understand anything about this household. It seems that all of the servants are a bit peculiar, and I haven’t even met the nursemaid yet. “What’s your name?”

“Klara.”

I glance at the door on the other side of the room. “Where does that lead?”

“To the dressing room you share with Hehr Calder. I don’t have keys. Only Fra Birk does,” Klara replies.

I nod, absorbing that revelation. It makes me a little giddy, thinking that I could encounter Viggo half-dressed and drowsy as he starts his day. “What time is supper?”

She tells me, eyes wide. Likely she expects to scrub me from head to toe. Instead, I dismiss her, hoping that she’ll acclimate to my preferences soon. I’m not used to strangers, as Edvin and Olga have been with my family since they were newlyweds. He drives for my father and does the heavy lifting while Olga handles the cooking. Their daughter, Anja, helped with the cleaning once she was old enough, and I never thought of them as staff, per se. They’d just always lived with us, and I did things for them as well. Sometimes I made Olga tea or tisanes when she was ill. In many ways, she stood for my mother, who passed away when I was born.

I’ll miss them, but while I wool gather, my bath water is getting cold. After stepping into the delightfully warm water, I wash up with the rose-petal soap and sniff the essential oils. Lavender is the more common but I prefer the peppermint. It tingles on my skin and I relax in the bath until the water cools. Afterward, I wrap up in the drying sheet and decide what to wear to dinner. It’s unlikely that I’ll take Viggo’s breath away; I’ve never had that effect on anyone. It’s best to know your own strengths, and I’m a woman who builds rapport slowly through conversation, not visual appeal.

I’d love to rest a bit, but if I drift off, I may not rouse for dinner, and I doubt anyone would summon me. Then Viggo might think I’d rather sleep than spend time with him, and that’s so untrue as to be absurd. No, I must remain wakeful and make the
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