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It was during the crossing of the North Sea that Clara Whitfield met Mr. and Mrs. Harrington.

Originally from Shrewsbury like her, they had immediately taken a liking to the young woman. It wasn't their first trip to Norway, and they painted an enchanting picture of the wonders that awaited her in this land with its Viking influences. They themselves were going to Bergen to attend the Grieg Days in May.

“My husband and I adore Edvard Grieg; his music is so romantic,” said Mrs. Harrington enthusiastically. “You really should attend the festival dedicated to his work.”

— I would certainly have liked that very much, but I only plan to stay in Dalvik for a few days.

Clara had no intention of revealing the true reasons for her trip. In fact, she hadn't told anyone.

— Dalvik, you say?

Mr. Harrington searched his memory for a moment, then frowned, vaguely surprised.

— It's not really a tourist resort. At most, a village with a few inhabitants.

“A godforsaken place, if you’ll pardon the expression,” his wife added with a telling grimace. “Forgive me, my dear, but what a strange idea to have chosen this place! You’re likely to be terribly bored here...”

"I don't think so," smiled Clara. "I have family there."

— Ah, in that case it's different. But now that I think of it: before heading to Bergen, we're stopping in Geilo. It's quite close to Dalvik, if I'm not mistaken. Would you like to use our car?

— That's very kind of you, but I certainly wouldn't want to delay you.

“It doesn’t matter. Come on, it’s decided: you’re coming with us,” Mr. Harrington declared in an unyielding tone. “And tomorrow at this time, you’ll be at...”

— At my aunt's. I gladly accept your offer.

The following afternoon, Clara still appreciated the kindness of her new friends, but was beginning to regret not having taken the train.

Indeed, delighted to show their passenger the sights of Bergen, Mr. and Mrs. Harrington hadn't hesitated to take the scenic route. Under other circumstances, Clara would have been happy to wander like this—but she wasn't in Norway for a pleasure trip. So, as soon as the obligatory pilgrimage to Edvard and Nina Grieg's house was over, she was already anxiously checking her watch. When would she finally arrive in Dalvik? For what she had failed to mention was that no one was expecting her there—she had deliberately neglected to inform her aunt and uncle of her arrival.

They then drove briskly to Gullobotn, and Clara regained hope of arriving at a reasonable hour. Unfortunately, they lost a great deal of time again on the road from Tysse to Norheimsund. Crossing the Tokagjell was quite an undertaking. Hairpin bends, sheer rock faces, vertiginous slopes—the scenery was magnificent, certainly, but also inhospitable to Clara's liking. When Mr. Harrington, no doubt wanting to share the spectacle with his "young compatriot," stopped for a long time on the Fykesund bridge, she wisely chose to be patient. She would arrive at an ungodly hour, so be it. At least she would have had the opportunity to admire a breathtaking panorama. From that moment on, she relaxed and savored the rest of the journey. It was the first time since her mother's death a month earlier that she had managed to relax a little.

As the ferry carried them from Kvandall to Kinsarvik, Clara remained on the gangplank, lost in thought, her gaze fixed on the clear waters of the fjord. Tonight, perhaps, her life would change forever, take a new turn...

Clara was twenty-two. The story of her parents, Helen and Felix Whitfield, could be summed up in a few words. Married rather late, at thirty-six, her mother had been abandoned by her husband almost immediately—as soon as he learned she was pregnant. Shortly afterward, she learned he had died in a plane crash. The misfortune was not to end there. The child's arrival into the world was under ominous circumstances: the baby, born prematurely, was paralyzed from the waist down. The diagnosis was swift and unforgiving—spinal cord compression. The little girl would never walk. The doctors broke the news to the mother with the utmost tact. Devastated, Helen was given no hope. Surgery was out of the question; it would have been gambling with Clara's very life.

Today, more than twenty years after that grim prophecy, only a tiny scar bore witness to the fact that, without the last-ditch operation she subsequently underwent, the young woman would have remained disabled for life. How Helen had managed to finance all of that very expensive treatment, Clara had never truly known. Her mother was reluctant to discuss that painful period of their lives.

— You seem quite pensive. It's not heartbreak, I hope?

Clara flinched. Mrs. Harrington was looking at her, smiling.

— No, not at all. Why would you want to?

— Come now, charming as you are, there must be a fiancé somewhere waiting for you.

— I am as free as a bird.

Clara didn't think it necessary to add that she absolutely intended to remain so. At that moment, with astonishing clarity, one of her last conversations with her mother came back to her memory.

“My dear, we need to talk,” she began, clearly embarrassed. “It’s not a very easy subject to broach...”

So here's the thing: how come you don't hang out with anyone?

Taken aback, Clara stared at her.

— What do you mean?

— I'm talking about matters of the heart, obviously. You probably think it's a strange conversation between a mother and her daughter, but I believe it's necessary.

— Oh really? Why is that?

Helen took a deep breath.

— Well, if you continue to run away from young men like you do, I'm afraid you'll never find a husband.

"We're here!" Clara thought, laughing inwardly.

For some time now, her marriage had become her mother's obsession, and she despaired of seeing her reject suitors one after another. It was true that none of them could boast of having won her heart. Clara had deliberately built herself an ivory tower and made sure to keep her suitors at a respectable distance. Love, she had decided once and for all, was not for her.

— ... in short, you certainly won't meet the partner of your life by shutting yourself away like that.

At this melancholy conclusion, Helen nodded her head wearily. Unimpressed, Clara smiled at her tenderly.

— Well, don't worry, Mom. I go out... from time to time.

— Not enough. You accept an invitation or two, then immediately retreat into your shell. Come on, Clara, what's going on? Aren't you interested in these boys?

The young woman shrugged.

— Let's just say we don't share the same principles.

"In fact, most of them only think about having an affair with me," she added to herself.

Helen then swept aside her pessimism to proclaim emphatically:

— I'm sure that sooner or later you'll meet a man who will change your mind about men! Love at first sight does exist, you know, and so do burning passions!

— Like the one that unites my aunt and her Norwegian husband?

— Yes, like Anne and Sigurd's.

Helen was flustered. It was like that every time her sister was mentioned.

Anne was the younger child of Julia and Harry Ashworth. Significantly younger than Helen—they were nearly seventeen years apart—she had spent little time with her. In choosing names for their two children, the parents had displayed a rather lamentable lack of imagination. After naming their eldest daughter Helen Anne, they could think of nothing more original than to call their younger daughter Anne Margaret. This inevitably led to confusion one day. On Clara's birth certificate, her aunt's name appeared by mistake under the heading "mother."

As a child, Clara had often amused herself by imagining the registrar's mistake. The scenario wasn't difficult to reconstruct. A woman named Anne Margaret Ashworth, there to register her niece born to a Mrs. Helen Anne Whitfield, had distracted the clerk, who had gotten confused. So, on paper at least, Clara appeared to be Anne's daughter.

After that, the two sisters drifted apart. In fact, Clara suspected they had never been truly close, probably because of their significant age difference. Nevertheless, Clara didn't know the story of how Anne had met, about a year after her birth, an industrialist from Oslo. Sigurd Halvorsen, divorced and the father of a young boy, happened to need a housekeeper to manage his household. Madly in love with him, Anne had followed him to Norway. Six months later, they were married. Neither of them had returned to Great Britain since.

It was around the time her sister left home that Helen heard, on a medical program, about a renowned pediatric neurosurgeon who was performing miracles in France. Two months later, Clara was hospitalized in his department in Paris. She was soon released, completely cured. Her childhood was then spent in Shrewsbury, where she grew up lovingly cared for by her mother. Anne now lived abroad, and her grandparents and father had passed away, leaving Helen as her only family. Unfortunately, over the years, she suffered from progressive arthritis that gradually confined her to a wheelchair. Under these circumstances, it seemed almost inevitable that Clara would have very little contact with the outside world.

She had, of course, suffered from this isolation, especially during her adolescence. For a time, she had fervently hoped to reconnect with her aunt through letters. But Helen seemed strangely reluctant to the idea. For a reason Clara didn't know, she didn't want her daughter to maintain a regular correspondence with Anne. Not wanting to cause her any grief, Clara had resigned herself to sticking to traditional exchanges—New Year's greetings, small gifts for Christmas and birthdays.

Due to her deteriorating health, Helen had to stop working as a home care nurse quite early on. Fortunately, neither of them needed that income to live. For a long time, they had been receiving a very substantial quarterly pension that more than covered their needs. These payments, Helen liked to point out, followed the express provisions of Harry Ashworth's will. Among other advantages, they had allowed Clara, after finishing secondary school, to devote herself fully to her role as caregiver, without having to worry about finding a job, at least not in the immediate future.

A month earlier, Helen had succumbed to a heart attack. Even now, Clara felt tears welling up in her eyes whenever she recalled that fateful morning when she had found her lifeless, lying on the floor. The doctor, summoned urgently, had been able to only pronounce her dead.

“It’s not true... no, it’s impossible!” the young woman repeated as the doctor sadly urged her to be brave. Poor Helen’s body was soon taken away. Clara had to cling to the back of a chair with all her might to keep from collapsing. The sudden shock, the suffering, the desolation—it was all unbearable. For the first time in her life, she felt alone. Awfully, irrevocably alone. Anne, notified immediately by letter, hadn’t contacted anyone. Perhaps the letter had gotten lost... Clara preferred to believe it.

Three weeks after the funeral, she reluctantly decided to sort through her mother's belongings. With a lump in her throat, she began to organize her mother's clothes and personal effects. It was then, at the back of the bedroom wardrobe, hidden behind a pile of laundry, that she discovered a small box she had never seen before.

The contents, which she scattered on the bed, completely overwhelmed her. Everywhere there were her childhood drawings signed "to my mom," her old school notebooks, and above all, photographs of herself—in kindergarten, at school, as an older girl... Tortured by a feeling of irreparable loss, Clara felt that it was only that day that she truly understood the adoration Helen had shown her.

Deep inside the box was a sheet of yellowed paper, folded in quarters. Clara opened it mechanically. It was a copy of her parents' marriage certificate. She scanned it with emotion... until she suddenly stumbled over a word. A name, rather. She examined it more closely and frowned, disconcerted. She was faced with the same confusion that had already marred her birth certificate. There, too, the two sisters' first names had been reversed. The document she held in her hands stated that the marriage had been between Felix Whitfield and Anne Margaret Ashworth. And on closer inspection, a second inaccuracy had crept into the wording: Helen Anne Ashworth was indeed listed, but as a witness. Clara thoughtfully raised her head.

The misunderstanding was becoming decidedly troubling. One mistake on an official document might be conceivable, but two! Moreover, and perhaps most surprisingly, an identical error had occurred a few months later on another equally official document. Increasingly uneasy, Clara reread the document one last time. A third, a fourth anomaly, which had previously escaped her notice, suddenly became glaringly obvious. According to the text, the bride was nineteen years old at the time of the wedding ceremony, not thirty-six as it should have been. Finally, the section on "spouse's occupation" listed her not as a nurse but as a saleswoman—a profession Helen had never held in her life.

When Clara finally left the room, still reeling from her discovery, her mind was made up. She had to face the facts. In all likelihood, it wasn't Helen but Anne who had married Felix Whitfield.

In light of this revelation, it was truly no wonder that her mother had always carefully avoided mentioning her marriage. After all, she had never married! And it was equally unsurprising that the two sisters had had a permanent falling out. Clara couldn't believe that Helen could have become her brother-in-law's mistress and be expecting his child.

Suddenly, Clara realized she was on the wrong track. This scandalous version of events didn't fit with what she had come to know about Helen's character: her fundamental integrity, her natural kindness, her altruism. No, there was another explanation, so simple in its logic that it was blinding. Clara pushed it away for a moment, then went to it in astonishment. Perhaps her birth certificate didn't contain any errors... if she really was Anne's daughter.

This hypothesis soon took hold of Clara's mind with the force of an obsession. Consumed by doubt, it seemed to her that the world she had known until then was crumbling. So many questions remained unanswered! What would have been the purpose of this charade surrounding her for so many years? Why would Helen, who would then only be her aunt, have assumed this role of mother? The mystery remained complete. Yet she had to know—but where could she find the answers? Only Anne now held the key to the enigma.

Every day, Clara anxiously awaited the postman, hoping for a letter from Norway in response to the death notice she
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