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			For Baz. My island.

			

		

	
		
			

			Glossary

			 

			 

			Einevær: archipelago one hundred kilometres north of the Arctic Circle

			Lysøya (‘island of light’): home to the Elden sisters

			The Weeping Troll: troll-­shaped rock west of Einevær

			Hundholmen: largest island in Einevær and location of the trading post

			Bodø: city in northern Norway

			Nordlys (Northern Lights): the Larsens’ mustard-­yellow fishing boat

			Arabella: Nina and Liv’s boat, christened for their English mother

			 

			Færing: open boat with two pairs of oars

			Klippfisk: salted dried cod

			Kvæfjordkake: cake baked with meringue, vanilla cream and almonds

			Nasjonal Samling: Norwegian far-­right political party
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			I dag står flaggstangen naken

			blant Eidsvolls grønnende trær.

			Men nettopp i denne timen

			vet vi hva frihet er.

			Der stiger en sang over landet,

			seirende i sitt språk,

			skjønt hvisket med lukkede leber

			under de fremmedes åk.

			 

			Today the flagpole stands naked

			among Eidsvoll’s green trees.

			But precisely at this hour

			we know what freedom means.

			A song rises over the land,

			proud despite the dangers.

			Sung through closed lips

			under the yoke of strangers.

			 

			Nordahl Grieg (1902–43),

			translated by Amanda Geard

			 

			Broadcast from free Tromsø on 17 May 1940, southern Norway’s first National Day under German occupation. In the weeks to follow, northern Norway too would fall.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			‘There must always be a flame on Lysøya,’ the old woman said, patting her cheek.

			

			She had stopped, one hand on the banister.

			‘Great things come from sacrifice,’ she murmured. ‘You’ll know that by the end.’

		

	
		
			

			Prologue

			County Kerry, Ireland

			June 1959

			Several hours before her mother’s disappearance, Freja watched from her clifftop window as cable drums were rolled across the fields below. Thick lines snaked back to the village of Ballinn, where in recent weeks lights had appeared, blinking like creatures waking from slumber.

			‘Hellebore House,’ Pa had grumbled that morning, ‘has done perfectly well without electricity for hundreds of years.’

			‘It is not the house that needs it, Atticus,’ Mamma had replied coolly, ‘it’s us.’

			The electricity almost made it. Another day or two, and with the flick of a switch light would have banished the shadows. But tonight, as an eerie song in the chimneys hailed the approaching storm, the workers downed their tools and piled into vans, leaving ribbons of mud on the pasture. The bedroom window shook a warning in its frame, but Freja didn’t believe the fanciful stories Mamma told about Hellebore House: that it could predict things to come. This was just another Kerry storm, hurled from the raging ocean.

			The sea had always terrified Freja – a source of shame, she knew, for Pa, who lived for the water. More days than she could count, she’d watched him sail his small yacht past the heads of Kenmare Bay and into the Atlantic Ocean, off to explore, leaving her and Mamma behind. Freja told herself she didn’t mind. Pa was part of them, but Mamma was the glue that bound them together. She was also Freja’s inspiration. After all, they were Mamma’s tales she wanted to tell.

			

			She turned from the shuddering window and went to her bed, where the pages of ‘The Glass Key’ were fanned in a rainbow across the rumpled sheets. This fairy tale, told to her by Mamma, had long been her favourite – for years Freja had wanted to capture it (both in words and sketches, for she was lucky to have talent with both) and now she had. And – even if she did say so herself – it was good. Every aspect was there: the binding box, the weeping island, the troll queen gnashing her rocky teeth. True, the sea witch didn’t look quite right, and the archipelago lacked relief, but she could already imagine the colourful pages printed . . . no, not simply printed; on a print run. Reams of her work bound into books, boxed, shipped, then plucked from the shelves by readers.

			‘My own words coming back to haunt me,’ Mamma said, appearing in the bedroom doorway, her pale skin luminous, a thick plait tumbling over her shoulder. One eyebrow was raised and her arms were crossed, a slip of paper poking from a hand. She leaned on the door frame, her gaze catching on the manuscript.

			‘Why not pick “The Ugly Duckling”, or “The Emperor’s New Clothes”? A fairy tale that everyone knows?’

			‘Because “The Glass Key” is one of yours,’ Freja replied, and Mamma sighed in a way that suggested she’d anticipated the answer. She uncrossed her arms and came into the room, giving Freja the slip of paper. Outside, rain began to patter at the window, a gust of wind shunting the panes.

			‘What’s this?’

			‘I’ve been making enquiries and I’ve been told this publisher – V&S – might be interested in “The Glass Key”.’

			Freja laughed. ‘A publisher? But I’m only sixteen!’

			‘What of it?’ Mamma said, tilting her head. She wore her glass key earrings – the very jewellery that had inspired the fairy tale – and they caught the candlelight. ‘Anyway, I just came to say good night.’

			

			‘Good night?’ Freja said distractedly. It was still early evening.

			‘I’m off to see Nan Murphy.’

			Well, this was surprising – her mother almost never made social calls. There’s a vast difference, she always said, between being lonely, and being alone. And she seemed to prefer the latter, content to work in her sprawling wildflower garden, which she’d single-­handedly coaxed to life using seeds she’d brought from Norway. They thrived among the white winter-­flowering hellebores that gave the house its name.

			But her mother’s social call wasn’t what shocked Freja the most. It was the coincidence of her destination. Because tonight, Freja had her own reason to visit the Murphy household – not to see Nan, but rather Nan’s son, Fionn, with his quick grin and those dark curls that bounced when he walked.

			‘You’re as red as a cooked crab,’ Mamma said, one eyebrow raised. Her voice carried barely a trace of an accent, and Freja wondered, not for the first time, who had taught her English. She knew almost nothing about her mother’s past – her family, her childhood, the foreign country in which she’d grown up. Over the years, she had gleaned only fragments: that her parents had met during the war, and that Mamma had fled occupied Norway with an eight-­month-­old baby in her arms. That baby had been Freja, but no matter how she tried, she recalled nothing of it . . . except fear, and the scent of the sea. One day I’ll tell you all about it, Mamma had always promised. But that day never came.

			‘Can I ask you something, Mamma?’ Freja said now.

			‘Ja.’

			‘Does love hurt?’

			A ripple passed over Mamma’s features. ‘What a strange question, jenta vår.’

			Jenta vår. It meant ‘our girl’ in Norwegian.

			‘I was just wondering because . . .’ Freja trailed off, and almost immediately Mamma softened.

			‘Fionn Murphy?’

			Freja blushed. ‘Perhaps.’

			

			‘He’s a lovely boy. Great sense of humour.’ Her approval meant the world to Freja. But then she went on. ‘Still, it would be wrong of me not to warn you: love is total agony.’ She said this lightly, patting her daughter’s leg in a reassuring manner.

			‘How about true love?’ Freja pressed. ‘Is true love total agony?’

			‘I’d best go,’ Mamma said, planting a quick kiss on Freja’s cheek. Her skin smelled of the marzipan-­scented meadowsweet that grew wild in her garden. At the doorway, she paused. Thunder boomed, and she waited for it to pass.

			‘It is my opinion, jenta vår,’ she said softly, speaking what would be her final words to Freja, ‘that true love is putting another before yourself.’

			 

			Later, when the storm was just a whisper, Freja crept from her room, tiptoeing along the hallway and down the sweeping staircase beneath five generations of Swans, who stared grimly from their frames. Then past the dusty dining room, past the library with its thousand stories. Past Pa’s office, her father – Atticus Swan – locked inside. She slid on her well-­worn wellington boots and her raincoat, then slipped out the door, picking her way across the wet, moon-­silvered garden, her lantern swinging in the wind. At the property boundary, she turned to catch a glimpse of Hellebore House: a tired yet magnificent grey silhouette on the edge of the cliff. Warm candlelight spilled from several windows, one winking as though telling her to go. She pulled her hood over her head and clambered over the crumbling wall.

			As the night pressed in around her, she thought of Fionn, and tried to ignore the cool water seeping through the cracks in her boots. She marched towards the new, hopeful lights of Ballinn, her sodden footsteps steady as she pictured a bright future ahead.

			Behind her, a black car pulled silently up to Hellebore House, and a stranger emerged, a figure shrouded in shadow. Beneath a dark umbrella, they climbed the front steps. The car idled, its engine humming. When the front door swung open, light spilled out, an unspoken invitation.

			

			The stranger stepped inside.

			But Freja saw none of this, she only walked on; and the next morning, when she woke in her bed, everything was different.

			Fionn Murphy had confessed his true love.

			And her mother, Anna, was gone.
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			County Kerry, Ireland

			May 2005

			Forty-­six years after her disappearance, the name Anna Swan still lingered in Hellebore House, just a whisper on everyone’s lips.

			‘If you ask me . . .’

			‘No one did, Deidre.’

			‘. . . old Atticus never recovered. After everything he went through in the war . . .’

			‘Then to have his wife abandon him!’

			‘. . . it made him difficult, sure it did. Right to the end.’

			‘And God rest him. This is his wake, after all.’

			‘Yes, God rest him.’ A pause. ‘But imagine that poor girl waking up to her mother’s bed cold? Freja was never the same, you know.’

			‘It was 1959 – half a century ago!’

			‘Well.’

			‘What?’

			‘Anna was a foreigner . . . they’re always flighty, you know.’

			‘Don’t gossip, Deidre.’

			‘I never would. Wicked habit.’ Another pause. ‘Poor Freja.’

			Maggie Murphy, who was at that very moment tucked behind her late grandpa Atticus’s James Joyce collection, bristled. Poor Freja. It amazed her that people still said that, as if her mother, a sixty-­two-­year-­old woman with a daughter of her own, hadn’t moved on. Or so Maggie herself had believed until yesterday, when the bombshell about the house had been delivered . . . but about that revelation, she couldn’t bear to think.

			

			She peered from her hiding spot – where she was undetected by the gossips of the parish – and searched the library for her mother. There she was. Freja Murphy. Sitting in the towering bay window. She was a famous writer and illustrator of fairy tales – a gentle, quiet woman who lived in the village of Ballinn, not in this imposing house in which she’d grown up. An elderly man held her in conversation, chatting animatedly, and behind them an armada of clouds rolled high over a steely-­grey Kenmare Bay, the view stretching far, far away.

			‘Did you know, Maggie,’ Dad said as he bounced up beside her, ‘that in America there’s a book group who only study Joyce’s Finnegans Wake? They’ve been at it for twenty years.’ He waggled his eyebrows, and despite the lead weight in her chest, Maggie gave a very small smile. Fionn Murphy was the kind of man who could bring lightness to any situation – even one as sad as this.

			‘How are you holding up?’ he asked, a little more seriously.

			How was she holding up? Yesterday, she’d driven the two hours from Cork under a slate sky, the last vestiges of her life bundled into her battered van, its heating useless against an unusually damp early May in the south-­west. She’d been cold with grief, chilled with regret. Grandpa was gone. Her marriage was over. Her business in tatters. And the doctors had told her that she was broken. When her van had coughed and rolled to a slow stop just this side of the county bounds and refused to start again, it had felt so inevitable that she’d barely had the energy to react, and if Ronnie, the local garda, hadn’t been passing in her patrol car, she’d probably still be there, staring into space as the rain ran fingers down the fogged-­up windscreen.

			This morning, she’d sat in the church willing Grandpa back to life. She imagined him beside her, his salt-­scrubbed sailor’s hands folded carefully in his lap, his emerald-­green eyes downcast, his left eyebrow split by that dashing silver scar. The scar’s origin, as with so much about Grandpa, was a mystery. He’d told her various stories over the years. A wayward bullet from a German. A battle with the boom of a boat. A tumble I took as a child. She supposed that none of these explanations were true. She’d helped carry his casket in the pouring rain, and watched him lowered into a hole in the dark, dank earth.

			

			‘It was well done,’ she’d heard someone whisper as they’d filed from the graveyard. Well done? Like a steak? Her grandpa never ate meat, only fish, because it reminded him of Norway. It was a strange, inappropriate thought that came to her. Would he have thought the funeral well done? Honestly, she didn’t know. She’d loved him. But loving someone and really knowing them were entirely different things.

			‘Most of the people here didn’t even like Grandpa,’ she said finally.

			‘People liked him,’ Dad replied, though he seemed uncertain as he surveyed the room. ‘There was you. Me. Your mother, in her own way. We all loved him. And there’s Garda Ronnie, she sometimes called to visit.’

			‘Did she?’

			Dad went on quickly. ‘And look, Leadfoot Toby’s over there.’

			‘They hadn’t spoken in fifty years.’

			A hesitation. ‘I saw them nod at one another once. Across the boundary.’

			‘Good fences make good neighbours,’ Maggie murmured, thinking how the stone wall separating Grandpa and Leadfoot Toby’s land had crumbled years ago. ‘What about everyone else?’

			‘They’ve come for your mother, to pay their respects. And they’re curious, I suppose. About the old place . . . and other things.’

			Few villagers had ever set foot inside Hellebore House, and to this day rumours persisted that Anna Swan hadn’t vanished at all. That she’d gone mad and been locked away, like the plot of a Victorian novel, her incarceration a secret from poor Freja.

			Maggie glanced again through the small crowd to her mum. There was no doubt about it: black didn’t suit her, it made her look small, whereas the colourful clothes she normally wore made her bloom, like a picked-­at-­the-­right-­moment blossom. Next to her, the elderly man waved his hands as he chatted, medals swinging on his jacket. Occasionally he rolled forward in his wheelchair then back again as if the floor beneath him swayed. Above them, a century-­old Swan family portrait gazed down with disdain, clearly displeased with the shabby state of the once-­grand house.

			

			Sure, Maggie thought, it wasn’t perfect. Peeling paint, rotted windows, gaping holes in the mortar. Its eight chimney stacks cried in the slightest breeze. On hot days, the iron downpipes tap, tap, tapped. And when it rained, which was often, the high gutters ran like a tilted jug. Behind the thick walls, the air was always damp, rich with the smell of history. Maggie adored every part of it, but none more so than the garden, a tangle of wildflowers her grandmother had planted long ago with seeds brought from Norway. She felt the weight in her chest slump lower as she realised all this would soon belong to someone else.

			‘Do you think the dilapidated state of Hellebore House is at least half the reason Mum wants to sell?’

			She heard her own words come out slowly, as if spoken by someone else. This place had so many happy memories for her. How could she not have realised that her mum’s recollections would be so very different? That the scar left by Anna’s disappearance would rip through the decades and end here?

			‘I think it’s far less than half the reason, Maggie,’ Dad said, nodding across the room at Leadfoot Toby, whose whiskey glass was no more than a thimble in his gigantic hand. Grandpa’s estranged neighbour – who had, as far as Maggie knew, never had a serious dispute with another soul in his life – raised his drink in silent salute.

			‘It’s good to have you home, Maggie.’ Pat-­pat went Dad’s hand on her shoulder.

			Case closed.

			Maggie slipped through the gathering. Past Mum, past Dad. Past Dad’s austere mother, who – very helpfully – was called Nan. Past the women of the parish, gossiping in a gaggle. Everyone smiled and nodded, but Maggie couldn’t find her voice. She scanned the room for a face she’d both hoped and feared to see, but he wasn’t here. He was somewhere in Dublin, living his life, in love with someone else, married to someone else, his and Maggie’s teenage passion just a memory. He’d been the love of her life – the one that got away – and she thought she’d caught sight of him at the back of the church, but an old flame glimpsed through tears was always an illusion.

			

			Taking a glass of wine, she made her way to the wingback chair by the fire and sat, letting the gentle murmur around her fade as she stared up at her favourite painting. It never failed to soothe her, this wild image with its rough driftwood frame so at odds with the other artwork in the house. It must have been a favourite of Grandpa’s, too, for it to have been displayed here, above the mantelpiece, in pride of place, for as long as she could remember.

			It captured the view across an unknown archipelago tossed in an angry sea. Hundreds of small islands, each resembling old newspaper, scrunched and smoothed again into gullies and snow-­sprinkled hills. Wildness seeped from the hummocky paint. Icy wind licked the shores. Here and there, stoic wooden houses – red, yellow, white – pushed at a gale that strained a dozen fishing boats against their moorings. And on its far side, a white-­and-­red lighthouse shone out hopefully. Maggie had once told Grandpa, in a fit of childish glee, that one day she would find those islands and visit.

			‘I very much doubt they exist,’ he’d snapped, turning away from her. She’d been young and he’d been gruff. She’d read nothing into what he’d said.

			‘You must be Maggie?’

			Plucked from her reverie, she turned. ‘Yes?’ She stood, then lowered herself again, for the man who’d spoken was already seated. He wheeled closer.

			‘I’m Bert Barrow. Your grandfather’s friend. From the war.’

			

			‘Friend?’ Maggie said, thinking that Grandpa had talked even less of friends than he had of the war. ‘Sorry,’ she added, realising she’d been rude. ‘It’s just that he never mentioned . . .’

			‘No need to apologise, my dear. We lost touch long ago. But I saw the funeral notice in The Times and travelled to Ireland to pay my respects. He was a good man, Atticus. A very good man.’

			Maggie had never heard anyone say that. A warm hand reached in and squeezed her heart.

			‘And – my word! – it was a pleasure to meet your mother. An author and an artist! Atticus must have been proud. I’ve read some of her illustrated fairy tales, you know?’ Bert canted his bald head. ‘Fine sketches, frightening stories. Very Nordic. Are they influenced by her Norwegian mother?’

			‘I believe so.’

			He glanced around the room, where a few people were saying murmured goodbyes and slowly filing out. ‘I haven’t met her. Already passed away, has she? I didn’t like to ask.’

			A hesitation. Where to begin with that? She was tired – too tired to explain how her mysterious grandmother, Anna Swan, had run off long before Maggie was born. ‘She’s gone, yes.’

			‘How terribly sad.’ From his pocket, Bert removed a hip flask and raised it in salute, and Maggie tipped her wine in reply. She’d never been much of a drinker, preferring to stay in control. What a joke that was. She glanced back up at the painting, wanting nothing more than to crawl through the canvas and dive inside.

			Bert followed her gaze. ‘A fine piece, that. I wonder who the artist is?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘Still, I’d recognise those islands anywhere.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Oh yes. That’s Einevær. Such a beautiful archipelago. One of several in the area. Yes, yes. I sailed right past it myself on the way to Bodø. There in the Arctic Circle.’

			‘I’ve never heard of it . . .’

			‘My dear girl! Then again, Atticus always played his cards close to his chest, eh? That’s what made him so effective during the war.’ Bert leaned forward, tapping his nose. ‘They do say secrets are revealed one funeral at a time.’

			

			Behind them, Nan bustled, clearing plates, extracting them directly from mourners’ hands. ‘Goodbye,’ she said shortly. ‘Goodbye. Let the family have their rest.’

			Bert continued. ‘By all accounts the highest point on Einevær was a wonderful place to observe the comings and goings of the Germans. And see there?’ He pointed. ‘That beacon was occasionally lit. But of course the most important thing is that Einevær was where Atticus met your grandmother.’

			Maggie spluttered. ‘I’m sorry?’

			‘Yes. If I remember rightly.’

			She had always understood that Anna had hailed from Oslo. ‘What was she doing up there in the Arctic?’

			‘Well, she lived there, of course. Yes, yes. I met her. Well, I say that . . . I met some girls from the islands. Fine-­looking lasses, if one is allowed to say that in this day and age. They all had eyes for Atticus, I can tell you.’

			Maggie leaned back in her chair, astonished, a movement Bert took for encouragement.

			‘Before we lost touch, your grandfather wrote to me . . . oh, it was nineteen forty-­two or three perhaps . . . and told me his sweetheart was coming to Ireland. What a wonderful thing! Love out of war. Shame we lost touch. Terrible shame.’

			‘But this is just incredible to hear. He wrote to you of Anna?’

			‘Anna? Hmm. No, I don’t think so. No, that doesn’t ring a bell.’

			Maggie frowned. ‘But that was my grandmother’s name.’

			‘Was it? Well, well.’

			‘But Anna did travel here,’ Maggie said, reassuring either herself or him. ‘From Norway. With Freja. So the letter was right . . .’

			Bert’s face cleared. ‘Probably I have the name wrong. Or she changed it to travel. I know people did that. They were difficult times. So, Anna, was it?’ He tutted, his certainty almost washing her own confusion away. ‘There you have it.’

			

			There you have it, Maggie thought, glancing at her mum, then back at the islands. So they had a name. Einevær. The place where Anna had lived.

			How very strange then that Grandpa had never once mentioned it.

		

	
		
			

			2

			Northern Norway

			May 1940

			 

			Einevær has an island for each day of the year, though up here there are long days of darkness.

			Eirik Sørensen, Skjulte Norge (Hidden Norway), 1934

			 

			 

			The dust-­choked bus had groaned to a halt at Bodø’s bustling harbour at two o’clock in the afternoon. It was surprisingly cold, she thought. Back in Oslo, spring had stretched its arms to summer, the parks bursting with blooms, but up here, a hundred kilometres north of the Arctic Circle, winter nipped at her cheeks. Smoke curled from chimneys, and snow clung to the surrounding mountains, reluctant to let go of the past.

			Much like her.

			She was twenty-­two, and it was the spring of 1940. A week ago, she had run from occupied Oslo, a month to the day after the German army had advanced boldly up Karl Johans Gate behind a jolly marching band. The horror of it still made her stomach churn. Who could believe such a thing could happen? Not her.

			Then, after what she’d done, she’d had no choice but to flee.

			Her journey had taken her a thousand kilometres north, through fells, fjords and forest. Past Bergen, past Trondheim, crossing the Arctic Circle in that rickety bus that bumped along the potholed road all the way to Bodø. When she’d stepped off, her legs were numb and her back stiff from days of travel. At the sight of her, a group of Allied soldiers had whistled, digging their elbows into each other’s ribs. She’d whistled right back, daring them to do it again. Her fear had hardened her almost as much as the travel had left her weary and defiant. And her journey wasn’t over yet.

			

			‘What’s yer name, girly?’ the captain asked, extending a gnarled hand. His accent was thick, and so was the hull of his ship, a fishing vessel piled high with barrels destined for the archipelago of Einevær. He studied her with a bemused eye, taking in her azure two-­button reefer coat and red skirt. She knew what he was thinking: this woman doesn’t belong here.

			And he’d be right.

			‘I’m Astrid,’ she said, but the lie lay heavy on her tongue. The captain – who had only introduced himself by title – seemed a decent man and she hated to deceive him. Who had she become? ‘Astrid Amundsen,’ she confirmed. Astrid was who she had become. The name that had saved her life.

			‘You’ve a fine Oslo accent on you, Astrid, so I warn you that tha’s nothing out in Einevær bar rocks and pointy heads.’ He hooted with laugher. ‘What’s yer business on them islands?’

			‘I’m to be the teacher’s new—’

			‘Well, girly! Why didn’t you say!’ the captain interrupted, eagerly pumping her hand, his tobacco-­stained moustache curling into a broad grin. ‘Welcome! Welcome! The end of an era, this is.’

			‘Is it?’

			‘Fearsome old Frøken Henriksen’s retiring, course it is! She’s been teacher out there for thirty years.’

			‘Oh! She’s not retiring . . .’ Astrid said quickly. This was an assistant teacher’s job, and a distinctly unofficial one at that. A favour from a friend. She had no training, no qualifications, no head for facts, and although she’d gone on to university, she’d been terrible at school. She’d grown up in an orphanage, where the teachers had called her a ‘stupid, fanciful girl’, punishing her for daydreaming, for asking questions and for (consequently) trying to run away, which she’d done as often as she could, slipping out the toilet window and vanishing into Oslo’s city streets.

			

			It was only years later that she realised these escapades were a cry for help, a bid for freedom and, ultimately, the eternal search for a friend, for she’d had none growing up – no one to lie beside, heads on pillows, whispering into the night. Perhaps she’d projected this loneliness, this need, because one particular colourless winter day, as she’d sat hunched, hungry and shivering beneath a leafless tree outside the palace, an old man, hairless as an egg, had stopped before her.

			‘You’re all alone,’ he’d observed, peering over the smallest pair of spectacles she’d ever seen.

			She’d nodded, her dark hair sodden, her frozen hands tucked into the scant warmth of her armpits.

			‘How old are you?’

			‘Ten.’

			‘Come.’

			She’d been too cold to argue, even though she was sure he’d lead her straight back to the orphanage – for it must have been obvious from where she’d come. But after only a few minutes of walking, he’d stopped and pointed to a small, round window above a butcher’s shop. Through it, she’d seen a teetering pile of books. Red spines. Blue spines. Green spines. They’d pressed against the glass as if to catch a glimpse of that lonely urchin before changing her life for ever.

			The man led her across the cobbled alleyway, slippery with sleet, to an oak door, carved and ornate, behind which ramshackle steps reached up to a flickering light. She’d trailed him, uncertain, thinking of the stories she’d been told about how strangers couldn’t be trusted. But the room contained no children in chains, only thousands of books, piled on shelves, piled on the floor, piled to the ceiling. Smoky lamps left shadows in which stories might hide, and a speckled mirror above the mantelpiece reflected her shocked and tear-­stained face.

			

			‘Sit,’ he’d commanded, indicating an armchair on which slim novels were scattered like leaves. She’d gone to move them with her dirty hands and he’d barked, ‘Wait!’ before taking a handkerchief from his pocket and spitting on it.

			‘Books are supposed to leave an imprint on you,’ he’d said, roughly cleaning her palms, ‘not the other way around.’

			Muttering, he’d disappeared out back, before returning with a large book and a small hot chocolate.

			‘You can read?’

			‘Yes.’ The girls at the orphanage were taught their letters so that they could follow instructions.

			‘Here you go then: The Collected Works of Hans Christian Andersen. You know it? No? Good Lord. Ever heard of the Brothers Grimm? Apparently not. How about Norway’s very own fairy-­tale collectors, Absjørnsen and Moe? Gods, we have a blank page in the house! I suggest you start with “Thumbelina” while I go in search of your parents.’ A pause. ‘No parents, eh? Oh deary me.’

			Maybe he was gone an hour. Maybe a day. Either way, when Astrid surfaced surfaced from those magical pages, the old man was back, accompanied by a teacher from the orphanage. This time, the sight of the sour-­faced woman didn’t make Astrid’s heart drop, for it was too light – soaring with the realisation that she was just like Thumbelina (who was small, but might do great things!). The story had taken her hand and told her that she was no longer alone.

			‘Stupid, fanciful girl,’ the teacher muttered.

			Back at the orphanage, Astrid was locked in a single room for an entire month before she managed to escape again. She’d run, her heart soaring, to the bookshop, only to find it empty.

			‘The old man passed away last week,’ the butcher explained as he trussed a duck. ‘Strange fella. Didn’t even know his name. His creditors took everything. However . . .’ He’d scrutinised her, then set aside his string and reached beneath the counter. ‘He left this with me the morning he died. Said you’d be back. How about that?’

			

			Into her hands he’d placed The Collected Works of Hans Christian Andersen, and that night, Astrid had cried herself to sleep.

			‘Well?’ the captain asked, patiently puffing on his pipe as the port of Bodø swirled around them. ‘She’s not retiring then? Old Frøken Henriksen?’

			‘No. I’m only to be her assistant.’

			‘Better you than me,’ he hooted. He watched as an Allied destroyer, a grey leviathan, weighed anchor on the far side of the harbour. ‘And how is it down there in Oslo? Germans thick on the ground?’

			‘Thick as tar,’ Astrid whispered, fixing a loose button on her coat so as to not look him in the eye.

			But the captain was already back on the subject of Einevær. ‘Terrible storms on them islands. Gales and the like. Even when you’re in the best room o’ the best house, those windows’ll rattle.’

			‘No bad weather, only bad clothing, isn’t that right?’ she asked hopefully, and the captain hooted again.

			‘That saying don’t apply out there, where there’s only wind and lashings o’ rain. And cod for every meal. You’ve never seen the like.’ He pulled up his hood and handed her an oilskin coat splashed with something dark, which smelled strongly of fish.

			‘Thank you?’ she said uncertainly.

			She watched him set about starting the engine. It was just the two of them making the hour-­long journey, and although she wanted to help, she knew nothing about ships, or the sea. Just as she knew nothing about this ‘fearsome’ teacher, Frøken Henriksen. Isak had arranged everything – from Astrid’s identity papers to her new job and even this rendezvous with the captain.

			None of this felt real, but it was all she had for now, and she clung to that realisation. Apprehension lay heavy in her belly. She longed to leap off the deck and run south, back to her imperfect life in Oslo, which now seemed so glorious.

			The loss-­making journal she and Isak had founded at university? A literary masterpiece!

			Her paying job at the haberdashery? Security!

			

			Her squalid rented apartment? A palace!

			By running north, she was going backwards, and the thought gave her no comfort as the engine coughed to life and she sailed unwillingly into the Norwegian Sea.

			 

			An hour later, Astrid was green around the gills, her knuckles white as she gripped anything she could on the lurching boat. Ahead, on the otherwise bare horizon, a black smudge grew larger. That was Einevær, the captain said.

			‘An archipelago of three hundred and sixty-­five islands. Sixty people or so. Fewer and fewer every year. Watch out, girly!’

			But it was too late. The bow crashed hard into the swell, and Astrid’s chin struck the gunwale. She fell to her knees, tasting blood. Strong hands pulled her to her feet.

			‘Not a bad day for it!’ the captain said, quite happily. Behind him, the wheelhouse was empty, the helm tied with string.

			‘Shouldn’t you . . .’

			‘Be steering? On Vestfjorden? No need! Just set her course and let her run. Ocean’s calm enough. Not a single thing beneath us but four hundred fathoms of freezing water. Eyes on the horizon, girly. Makes it better. There, that’s it. And look! Here comes your new home now.’

			She’d read in her copy of Hidden Norway – a gift from Isak – that the islands of Einevær were named for the juniper that draped them like a green fur coat.

			For more than eight centuries, people had lived out here. They’d come in search of the vast schools of cod, pollock and herring, and the monster halibut lurking in the channels. Laying their lines, hauling their catch, they traded their fish, and the shed feathers of eider duck, for grain, hemp and iron. Their homes expanded from one room to two, to four. A community grew. They survived. Though perhaps never quite thrived.

			The captain called to her, waving binoculars. ‘Here, girly. Take these.’

			

			When Astrid raised them, lo and behold, the black smudges came into focus, separating into channels and dark unknown places where pewter rocks met surging sea. Each island seemed to have been scrunched and part-­smoothed out into domes, and in the crevices, flowers grew.

			‘My God,’ she breathed. It was unexpectedly beautiful for a place off the edge of the map.

			The captain pointed to a small lighthouse topped with a red conical cap. ‘The island of Lysøya is the highest, see there? That beacon has guided ships for hundreds of years. Still, it’s a terrible story, what happened to that family. What happened to them sisters.’

			‘What family?’ Astrid asked, interest peaking iceberg-­like through her nausea. ‘What sisters?’

			But the captain only shook his head as the boat slid between two stone pillars, the ocean relaxing to reveal white sand many metres beneath them. On a nearby rocky shore, spotted seals slumbered and two oystercatchers, their orange feet flashing, pip-­pipped as they took flight. Within moments, a small settlement appeared. A dozen colourful houses, rough paths worn between them, and several large fishing boats moored by small timber quays.

			‘That there’s Hundholmen, Einevær’s largest island,’ the captain said. He pointed to a long red building perched on a pier that reached over the sea. ‘And that’s the trading post, where you can buy a cup o’ sugar and your newspapers if you’re quick on delivery day. Same place you can collect mail, swap gossip, hitch a ride to the mainland.’

			‘Is there no . . . other place? A café or . . . a bakery?’

			The captain hooted. ‘You’re a funny one, no mistake! There’s not even a church out here. But there’s the school, o’ course. Over there.’ On the far side of the channel, twenty metres from the shore, a Norwegian flag flapped outside a neat white building. It was Saturday evening and the school slept, blinds drawn. Somewhere behind it, apparently, a small single room would become Astrid’s new home.

			

			‘Thank you for the lift.’

			‘No problem, girly. I’ll drop you at the pier and you can go straight to Frøken Henriksen’s house. It’s so close to the school you don’t even need a coat to go from one to the other! Ha ha.’ He indicated, fifty metres from the schoolhouse, a Hansel-­and-­Gretel-­like building that leaned happily north, its blue paint jolly, its vegetable garden spilling green. It didn’t look like the home of someone fearsome, but neither had the witch’s gingerbread house in the famous fairy tale.

			‘Good luck in there,’ the captain added uncertainly as he followed Astrid’s amazed gaze.

			After he’d docked, she removed the stained oilskin he’d lent her, but he only waved it away. ‘’Tis yours, girly. There can be bad weather out here, and bad clothing. Best if you don’t have both.’

			She felt a lump of gratitude, of emotion, in her throat, but before she could say more – or shout, Please don’t abandon me! – he’d cast off, leaving a lingering miasma of pipe smoke that was quickly ushered away by the breeze.

			 

			With her first glimpse of Frøken Henriksen, Astrid was reminded of a chicken tucked in and puffed up to brood.

			‘Thought you were arriving tomorrow,’ the old woman said by way of greeting. She had a sharp nose, a wide bosom and an accent that hailed from even more north than here. The delicious scent of stew wafted from the hall, and Astrid’s stomach rumbled.

			‘Sorry,’ she fumbled. ‘Isak said you were expecting me . . .’

			With a sigh, Frøken Henriksen shifted her sizeable frame, and Astrid caught a glimpse of the house’s interior: floral wallpaper, an abundance of ornaments, everything impeccably neat.

			‘I’ll thank you for remembering, Astrid, that you’re not in Oslo any more. This is a quiet place. Peaceful. There’s no electricity. No running water. The toilet’s over that rise. It’s just a long drop and about that I won’t hear your southerner complaints. I’m in bed by ten and you’ll do the same. You get your own breakfast – I’m not running a guest house here. No sleeping in. No staying out. Tardiness is one thing I won’t abide.’

			

			‘I’m to live here . . . in your home?’

			‘What did you think? I’d put you in an eider duck house?’

			‘I thought there was a room for me behind the schoolhouse.’

			Frøken Henriksen huffed, putting a hand on a wide hip, becoming a teapot. ‘It’s in a terrible state. I’ve asked Rolff Larsen – the owner of the trading post and a shameful capitalist if ever I met one – to arrange repairs. But he never does anything without money in advance, and who has two beans to rub together these days?’

			‘I’m sorry to put you out.’

			‘Hmph.’

			Astrid reached into her backpack. ‘I brought you this. It’s not much and I see from your garden that you already have some, but . . . here.’ She presented Frøken Henriksen with the bunch of plump pink rhubarb she’d purchased with her very last øre in Bodø.

			Frøken Henriksen took the rhubarb, inspecting it. ‘Of course, it would have been better if you were older. Experienced. And the community won’t be happy about another female teacher. Even if you are only an assistant. They wanted someone local. And they can’t abide an Oslo accent like yours.’ She paused, then added reluctantly: ‘This looks nice.’

			Astrid hid a grin, but the woman was already disappearing, her large frame blocking the light as she ambled down the hallway.

			‘And take off your shoes,’ she barked.

			 

			In her small room, Astrid unpacked her things, setting her cold cream and hairbrush neatly on the shelf provided. She folded her woollen underwear into drawers and hung her two skirts and two blouses in the wardrobe. On the windowsill she placed Hidden Norway and The Collected Works of Hans Christian Andersen. From the next island over, the lighthouse of Lysøya stared inquisitively back at her, its beacon begging to be lit. There wasn’t a soul in sight. She looked at her two books, wishing they could speak. There were times when words on a page felt like companions, and times when they did not.

			

			This was one of the latter times.

			Loneliness had always been an enemy from whom Astrid was trying to escape. And now it had found her again.
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			County Kerry, Ireland

			May 2005

			‘Careful, Maggie, you’ll do yourself an injury. No need to treat it as the enemy.’ Dad extracted the bowl from Maggie’s grip. ‘Let’s keep a bit of texture.’ He made an inspection, tutting.

			‘Sorry.’

			‘No trouble. No trouble at all.’ But obviously it was. ‘Nothing a pinch of corn starch won’t fix.’ In his retirement, Dad had become the kind of man who could differentiate between a potato mash and a purée, and no one was more surprised than Maggie, who had silently endured his Heinz-­tomato-­sauce-­and-­cubed-­meat spaghetti for as long as she could remember.

			‘Men do terrible things when they no longer have jobs to distract them,’ Mum had explained over the phone last year. ‘They buy new cars and find’ – her voice had lowered – ‘mistresses. Thank goodness your dad settled for Delia.’

			‘According to Delia Smith,’ Dad was saying, ‘purée accompanies delicate meats, and I’d hardly call the base of a shepherd’s pie delicate, would you?’ He opened a well-­thumbed copy of How to Cook to the precise page he was looking for and began to recite a passage on root vegetables, his eyebrows leaping with enthusiasm. Maggie leaned back on the counter and half listened, sending her gaze around the poky, and very oaky, kitchen at Primrose Cottage, which was very much in keeping with the rest of this small house, situated on the outskirts of Ballinn, which had been her parents’ pride and joy since the day they were married. It bulged with the kind of clutter that, if arranged just right, might grace the pages of Country Living. Instead, its perpetual state of happy chaos more closely resembled a bric-­a-­brac store. It was a creative nest for Mum, and a fixer-­upper paradise for Dad, but Maggie had always envisaged them moving on one day.

			

			Into Hellebore House.

			‘Have you,’ she said, interrupting Dad’s potato pep talk, ‘ever heard of a place called Einevær?’

			‘Einevær? No. Where is it? Somewhere for a holiday?’

			Maggie couldn’t remember the last time she’d been on vacation. The idea felt almost exotic. ‘No. It’s just something to do with Hellebore House—’

			‘Maggie. We’ve been through this. It’s your mum’s choice to sell.’

			‘And I respect that, but—’

			‘You know that nothing you say before but counts?’

			They glanced guiltily through the French doors to the sitting room, where Mum sat sketching. She looked small, and sad – the weight of yesterday’s funeral heavy on her shoulders. Poor Freja. Bach played quietly in the background, and a small fire licked at the sooty glass of the stove. Maggie made a mental note to clean it. She’d noticed the gutters needed clearing too, the paths were slippery, and the deck her father had built last year leaned drunkenly towards the pond. She would do it all in the evenings, after the sorting at Hellebore House.

			‘The sale’s all arranged, love,’ Mum had insisted that morning. ‘Nothing for you to worry about. An estate agent has already called to discuss the auction.’

			Maggie couldn’t bear it. Strangers filing through the grand house, gathering on the steps, the bang of a gavel. The end of an era. The last generation of Swans to fly the nest. Grandpa would be appalled.

			‘It’s in three weeks,’ Mum had added, picking at an invisible piece of fluff.

			

			‘Three weeks?’ Maggie couldn’t – wouldn’t – believe it.

			‘Maggie? Are you listening?’ Dad was saying. ‘Don’t chop the carrots like that. Batons! Batons, my dear. That’s what we’re going for.’ He swung the fridge door open. ‘Pouilly-­Fumé?’

			‘Ah . . . sure?’ Not long ago he would have simply asked: White or red? Or even just: Drink?

			He poured three glasses and took one into the sitting room, where he planted a soft kiss on Mum’s forehead. Maggie couldn’t remember her soon-­to-­be-­ex-­husband Richard ever doing that, topping off a moment of thoughtfulness with tenderness. Offering a glass of wine before dinner wouldn’t have occurred to him, unless she’d happened to appear in their shiny, ‘easy for you to clean’ kitchen at the precise moment he’d poured one for himself.

			When he returned, Dad suggested the two of them might go outside, and they stepped into the last of the day’s light to sit on the wonky deck. The early evening held its breath as house martins swooped for insects over the pond.

			‘But you do agree that Mum’s making a mistake, don’t you?’

			Dad just shook his head. He would never agree, even if he believed it. He had that kind of unshakeable marital loyalty one read about in books.

			‘All Hellebore House needs,’ Maggie barrelled on, ‘is a bit of work, and I’m ready to do it. In a few months, you and Mum could be settled in.’

			‘You can turn it into Shangri-­La if you like, but you know very well it’s not the peeling wallpaper or the dated kitchen that bothers your mother.’

			They glanced to where Mum sat in the window, her gaze lost somewhere in the dusk-­lit hills beyond.

			‘You have to understand, Maggie, that when Anna disappeared, she broke your mother’s heart. Freja’s come a long way, but Anna is still there, walking the halls of Hellebore House. Not in the way the neighbours whisper, but in Mum’s mind. And you know how active that is.’

			‘It was a long time ago.’

			

			‘Neither you nor I can say how it feels to be abandoned by our mother.’

			It was true, Maggie couldn’t imagine it. Losing your mother when the world felt both too big and too small? At sixteen, Mum had been Maggie’s anchor, a steadying point in the storm. And what a storm it had been – the bullying, the desperate attempt to become someone else, the summer she’d fallen in love on that Kerry beach. The agony of the heartbreak that followed.

			Even now, she couldn’t bring herself to return to that stretch of sand, to the place where she’d met the man who – despite everything – was still the love of her life.

			‘It’s just a house,’ she said to Dad.

			He studied her, and she knew what he was thinking. You still won’t go back to that beach, will you? Even after all these years.

			‘Is it?’ he said, taking a slow sip of his drink. ‘I don’t think either of us really believes that.’

			 

			After dinner, while Dad stayed in the kitchen with his cookbooks, Maggie sat with Mum in the front room. Somewhere out there, not three miles distant, Hellebore House lay in darkness. It was quiet, peaceful. Just Bach and a crackling fire, framing the silence.

			‘What is it?’ Mum said after a while, glancing up from her sketch. She was putting the finishing touches to a new fairy tale. The title page read: The Otter and the Eagle by Freja Murphy.

			‘I don’t suppose you could tell me a little more about my grandmother?’

			‘Goodness. Well . . .’ Mum set down her pencil. ‘You’re better off asking your father. But about Nan I can give one piece of advice: don’t get on her bad side.’

			‘Is there a good side?’ Maggie grinned. In truth, she loved her paternal grandmother and admired her fierce independence. ‘But actually it’s Anna I want to hear about.’

			Mum’s back stiffened. ‘Really? Why?’

			

			‘I just realised I’d never asked about her. She brought you here from Oslo, is that right?’

			A small nod.

			‘And she was an orphan?’

			Another nod, even smaller.

			‘And that’s really all you’ve ever told me about her . . .’

			Mum gathered the long beads around her neck; they sounded like waves rolling small stones on the shore. ‘What do you want to know?’

			‘Well . . .’ Maggie tried to think of something deep: what was Anna’s relationship with Atticus like? What were her hopes and dreams? Was there somewhere she might have longed to go?

			In the end, she opted for a much more banal question. ‘What did she look like?’

			To Maggie’s surprise, Mum raised an eyebrow, clearly relieved. Her manuscript was still in her lap, and her gaze dropped to the otter, whose flipper gripped seaweed to stop him shifting with the tide.

			‘She was beautiful, Maggie. The bluest eyes you ever saw.’ Mum’s own tended to green, depending on the light. ‘And she had the most wonderful smile.’

			Maggie was astonished by this glimpse into her missing grandmother. For years she’d been just a lost story dwelling in the shadowy places of family silence. Perhaps with Grandpa’s death a door had been unlocked. Stillness gripped the room and she was afraid to break the spell.

			After a long moment, Mum stood, adjusting her blouse, and slipped from the room, returning almost immediately with a small velvet pouch, and a sketchbook pinned beneath her arm.

			‘I have no photos of her, only this.’ She passed the sketchbook to Maggie, who opened the first page, gasping as she realised what it was.

			‘Are these . . .?’

			Portraits I’ve drawn of Mamma. How I imagined her ageing through the years.

			

			‘Mamma?’

			‘That’s what I called her. It was my first word, so it stuck. And she called me jenta vår. “Our girl” in Norwegian.’

			For the first time in her life, Maggie stared into the face of Anna Swan, who must have been – at the time of the drawing or at least the memory that prompted it – early forties at most. Her eyes were an arresting blue, and thick hair tumbled around her shoulders, its colour indefinable, shaded only to suggest lustre and light. Maggie leaned closer, searching. Not just for likeness, though she found it – in those high cheekbones and the thoughtful set of the mouth – but for connection. But Anna wasn’t looking at her. Her gaze was held off-­page as though she was trying to make sense of something the viewer couldn’t see. One hand curled around a small pendant at her neck, the gesture almost secretive.

			It was a gorgeous sketch – long, wispy strokes, colours bleeding from soft pencil lines. But it was hazy, ethereal, reminiscent of Mum’s early work, like the illustrations in ‘The Glass Key’.

			Sure enough, the portrait was dated 1960, the year after Anna vanished. Maggie turned the page, and another Anna stared out, sketched in 1961. Her head was tilted, and sadness tugged at her lips, as if someone had just interrupted her saying something that really mattered.

			In the next image – 1962 – her hair was bundled into a bun. Again it wasn’t coloured, but Maggie thought it might be blonde, from the scarcity of the shadows. She skipped a few pages forward. In 1969, the frame moved out, and Anna leaned forward, gaze intent on a television – the moon landing, perhaps? Turning more pages, Maggie paused on 1974, where Anna was laughing out loud, her eyes deeply crinkled with increasing age, and also joy. A round pendant hung at her neck, partly obscured by her blouse. In 1980, she was pensive, bottom lip pinned by her teeth. Several more portraits in the eighties showed her in profile, gazing off into the distance. In 1994, she was surprised, eyebrows raised, wrinkles deep on her forehead. The final sketch was dated 2004 – last year. In it, her face was deeply lined, but her bright eyes still seemed youthful. If she were still alive, she would be in her mid-­eighties.

			

			‘Oh Mum,’ Maggie said, her heart breaking.

			‘I have these too.’ Mum’s hand shook as she emptied the black velvet pouch. Into Maggie’s waiting palm two small keys tumbled, each with clear jewels sparkling along their shank.

			‘Diamonds?’

			‘Glass.’

			‘Glass keys?’ Maggie murmured. ‘Like the fairy tale?’

			A nod. ‘The first time my mother told me that story, she wore these, and I coveted them. On the morning she disappeared, I woke late, and there they were – on my bedside table. She was already gone, of course, but I didn’t yet know it and I thought she was there in my room. For some time afterwards I felt that the earrings had caused the strange sensation. Later I realised it was the scent – meadowsweet. It lingered all summer, and on many, many occasions in the weeks that followed I felt sure she was just around the corner, in the next room. In the library. About to appear in my bedroom doorway of an evening, as she so often did. But it wasn’t her. It was just the garden – there was so much meadowsweet that year that whenever a window was open, it was as if Mamma had returned. But by autumn, even the scent was gone.’

			The glass keys felt cool in Maggie’s palm. They’d obviously been precious to Anna, for her to keep them all those years, and then to leave them for her only daughter. Did that sound like the kind of woman who would callously up and leave? Certainly Grandpa had believed that: apparently he’d wasted no time removing all traces of Anna from Hellebore House, and as a child, Maggie had made a game of searching every nook and cranny for evidence of her mysterious grandmother. She’d found nothing. The only place she’d never looked was Grandpa’s office, which had always been strictly out of bounds.

			She glanced at Mum. ‘And you have nothing else of hers?’

			

			‘A few books, some clothes. Pa was thorough. He didn’t wait even a day for her return, didn’t watch from the window like I did. For him, Mamma was gone. Gone from our lives. Gone from the house. But not for me. Never for me.’

			‘Is that why you’ve always avoided the house? Is that why you don’t want to live there?’

			Mum’s brow furrowed, a memory taking hold. ‘Mamma always said that house could predict things, but it never warned me that night. It should have. It should have warned me to hold her tight.’

			Silence settled. ‘I can feel the true love you had for her,’ Maggie whispered.

			Mum glanced sharply away, and when she looked back, her pensive air had vanished. ‘Someone once told me that true love is putting another before yourself, and I would have done that.’ She held the open velvet pouch towards Maggie. ‘These are just earrings. And those are only drawings – memories that never happened.’

			Maggie felt a pluck of urgency. ‘About Hellebore House . . .’

			‘I’m glad you’ve brought it up . . . again,’ Mum said. With efficiency, she drew the string on the pouch, sealing the glass key earrings inside. ‘Because there’s something you can do for me up there.’

			‘Of course.’ Maggie leaned forward, eager to help. She would do anything – anything – for her mum, for the house. Oil the old timber window frames? Clear the gutters? Fix the water ingress in the entrance hall? To Maggie, manual labour was like screaming into a pillow – therapeutic. No bother to anyone.

			‘Pa’s safe,’ Mum said quickly.

			A hesitation. ‘I beg your pardon?’

			‘Your grandpa Atticus had a safe,’ Mum clarified. ‘Behind the painting in the library. The one above the fireplace.’

			‘What? The one of Einevær?’ Maggie ventured, unable to believe her luck. She’d been wondering how to bring up the archipelago all evening.

			

			A frown. ‘No. The one of those islands.’

			There it was. Mum didn’t know Einevær. Which meant she didn’t remember it, or no one had ever mentioned it.

			Or Bert Barrow had been wrong?

			‘Pa told me that the code is my birthday,’ Mum went on, with a quick intake of breath, almost a sob. ‘As though I might be interested in some jewels, or the old deeds to the house. In any case, I imagine it’s empty.’

			Interest plucked at Maggie, but she was inclined to agree. Grandpa hadn’t been a wealthy man.

			‘You’d like me to open it?’

			‘Thank you, love, I would.’ Mum went to go, then paused at the doorway. Anna’s presence seemed to swirl in the room, hiding in the shadows of their silence. ‘I know you’re curious, Maggie, but the truth is, I don’t know why Mamma left. Sometimes I wonder if . . .’

			‘Yes?’

			‘I wonder if she just didn’t need us. Pa and me.’

			‘Everyone needs someone,’ Maggie whispered, wondering who it was she needed.

			‘I wish that was true,’ Mum replied. ‘But Mamma was that rare thing: a woman quite content to be alone.’
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			Einevær, Norway

			May 1940

			On the evening of her arrival in Einevær, Astrid ate alone.

			‘I have errands to run,’ Frøken Henriksen had said. ‘Wash the dishes when you’re done.’

			‘I had hoped to see the school house . . .’

			‘Tomorrow’s Sunday. Cleaning day.’ Frøken Henriksen pointed to a mop and bucket that had appeared in the hallway. ‘Plenty of time to see it then. Goodbye.’

			The old woman didn’t even glance over her shoulder as she donned a fine blue coat and left for the pier, stepping into a small boat and rowing towards Hundholmen. Astrid lingered in the doorway, watching the wind paint lines on the channel. Overhead, two aeroplanes hummed. They’d been flying back and forth over the vast Vestfjorden for an hour.

			‘Damned nuisance,’ Frøken Henriksen had muttered as they’d made their first pass. ‘These British will drive us all mad. What are they looking for? Opportunities?’

			Astrid had merely nodded, neglecting to mention that the planes weren’t in fact British. They were German. Messerschmitts – smaller and sleeker than Spitfires.

			She savoured her lamb stew, the best meal she’d eaten in months, and followed it with coffee and buttered rye bread topped with brunost, a salty-­caramel cheese. A freshly baked rhubarb crumble sat cooling on the table, but she had no room for it. She went to the small sink by the window, did the washing-­up as instructed, then retreated to the front room.

			

			‘You
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