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For Cousin Alice and all you did for Mally.
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Does the sun promise to shine?


No, but it will,


even behind the darkest clouds it will.


And no promise


will make it shine longer or brighter,


for that is its fate,


to burn until it can burn no more.


So, to love you is not my promise,


it is my fate,


to burn for you until I can burn no more.


Atticus (@atticuspoetry)


Instagram




Prologue


Lodal, Norway, 13 September 1936, 06.35


The horse stumbled over the rough ground, the air still thick with smoke as they breathlessly picked their way over the muddied rocks, their eyes continually drawn up to the desperate scene of devastation laid out before them.


Nothing was left. Every building had gone, even the grass had been ripped from the ground, trees lying on their sides, their exposed roots like claws. Furniture was smashed into kindling, a dead cow pinned under a boulder, its straight legs already stiffening as the sun climbed higher into the sky. A boat was improbably lodged in the branches of a distant tree, its prow tipping down. And the bodies – so many of them – lying inert and broken, still in their nightclothes.


A few survivors were staggering over the timber shards that had once been homes, their howls shattering the dawn silence as they tried to lift and clear the entire smashed village, searching for their children, their parents, their husbands and wives. Signy felt her heart breach her chest, knowing her own family was in there too, knowing they would have been in the front line, that they couldn’t have survived – and yet her eyes scanning the detritus anyway, trying to find a marker that would indicate where their home had stood, showing her where they should start.


She heard a groan behind her and she turned. Margit was pushing, yanking, pulling the body off the saddle. The others tried to help but with a cry of rage that kept them back, she yanked it free. They watched as it slumped to the ground, broken and bloodied like everyone else. Margit stared at it for a moment, her chest heaving from the effort and emotion, before she picked up the horse’s reins again and led them onwards into the destroyed village, not once looking back.




Chapter One


Upolu Island, Samoa, 4 December 2018


The sun was still a whisper in the sky, the heavy ocean at their backs rising and falling by degrees like a slumbering beast. The menacing swell that had both terrified and excited her last night as she watched the midnight storm, barefoot from her veranda, had subdued into sonorous rhythm again, becoming something more predictable, if still not tame.


The waves were no longer smashing against the rocks with furious violence but occasional splashes sprayed her legs and goosebumps bobbled over her bare skin as the ocean breeze came in regular breaths. With a shiver, she tied her long hair back in a ponytail and adjusted the strap on the mask. Sitting on the rock beside her, Zac was making the final checks on the camera, his muscles looking sculpted as if from marble in the weak grey, pre-dawn light. She could see his nervous excitement in the way he moved – sharp, alert, fine-tuned. He had slept well, as ever, undisturbed by the symphony of lightning flashes that had streaked and split the night sky, making it so hard for her to sleep.


A yawn escaped her. Now, though . . . what would she give to be back in their bed, the ceiling fan whirring above the teak four-poster, the mosquito nets a romantic cocoon that not so much kept the insects out, but the two of them in. The heaviness of sleep was still in her limbs, reluctant to be cast off, and she thought, right now, she would give all her worldly possessions – the whole rucksack of them – to swap this rockpool at her feet for another few hours in her cotton sheets.


That first step into its brisk embrace would be so hard, even though she knew the routine so well – a gasp, the clench of her muscles as the chill assailed her sleepy senses and then the release, the endorphin rush, and she would feel not only more awake than she did right now, but more alive. And that was the point, after all. It was always the point.


‘Ready?’ Zac asked, looking across at her, his mask and snorkel pushed back on his head, fins on, the waterproof camera poised on the selfie stick.


Bo smiled with more vim than she felt and nodded. ‘Let’s do this.’ It was their catchphrase, the last thing they ever said to each other before they invariably held their breath and jumped, or leapt or ran or fell . . .


Gingerly, she rose to standing and adjusted the bottoms of her bikini – the red one; it always photographed better underwater – staring down into the sea. Only a light froth of smashed wave-tops laced the surface and she took several deep breaths, counting as she watched the waves ride in, finding the rhythm. She needed to jump at exactly the right point – too early and she would be hurled against the cliffs, too late and the ebb-water would be too shallow, dropping her onto the submerged rocks beneath.


With a deep breath, she leapt, arms outstretched, able to hear the click of the camera right up until the moment she hit the water and her own splash filled her ears, bubbles fizzing past her as she sank, her muscles gripped in sudden tension. And then she was rising again, the breath in her lungs a buoyancy aid that brought her bobbing to the surface, and as her face hit air again, she felt it – that moment of pure elation. Utter freedom. Total joy. Being alive.


Zac’s splash came only a few moments after she surfaced – he wasn’t one for hesitation – and together they kicked their fins with firm strokes, for there was (as they had been warned) a strong undertow, as they put on their masks.


‘Readywhenyouare,’ Zac said in an unintelligible babble, his snorkel already in. She nodded back, giving him the ‘OK’ hand signal they used on their scuba expeditions, and after several deep breaths she duck-dived down.


In an instant, the smash of breaking waves was replaced by a resonant wallow. It wasn’t the sound of silence for there was too much activity and energy down there to allow that, but as she kicked and began to pass below the mighty cliffs, she felt the vulnerability and inconsequentiality of her life in this spectral watery dimension: one inhale and it would all be over; she was but forty seconds from death down here. That random group of air molecules that she had gulped in the moment before she dived was now solely responsible for preserving her life and, within it, all the memories and experiences of the life she had lived: the sound of her mother’s laugh as she had run to her at the school gate; the heat of her father’s huge hand enveloping hers on a frosty walk; the light in her brother’s eyes as he’d cheated at cards and got away with it; the growing chill in his hands . . .


But the water slipped over her silkily and even with the undertow trying to pull her back out to the ocean, she was a strong swimmer and knew that any moment now the seal of water above her head would become a ceiling through which she could peer. They had researched this, they knew what to expect and what to do. They were adventurous but not reckless, that was what Zac always said. Sure enough, the domed underwater tunnel became suddenly angular, the water above her lidded and flat. With a hand raised cautiously above her head, she pushed through it and surfaced, blowing hard to clear the snorkel and taking several grateful breaths.


Zac was just behind her, the red light still flashing on the camera.


‘Nice,’ he said with an easy smile, looking around the long tunnel they now found themselves in. It was perhaps fifteen metres long, with roughly a thirty-centimetre drop from the rock ceiling to the water’s surface. With their heads angled, they could breathe easily.


Bo kicked onto her back and floated, allowing the movement of the ocean to bob her about, using her arms and legs to push away from the sides.


‘Hello,’ Zac said, smiling as his echo reverberated up and down through the space like a pinball. . . . ello . . . llo . . . lo . . . o . . .


‘I love you,’ Bo called. Love you . . . ve you . . . you . . .


‘Love you more!’ Zac called back. . . . ove you more . . . you more . . . more . . .


‘Yeah, you do,’ she agreed with a grin, giving a sudden shriek as he swam over and tickled her underwater. She laughed, spinning and twisting on the spot.


‘Always have. Always will.’


‘Glad to hear it,’ she grinned.


‘You’re supposed to say it back.’


‘Am I?’ she asked disingenuously, collapsing into laughter as he tickled her again, the sound of her laughter reverberating around them in amplification. ‘Ah well. I wouldn’t want you assuming anything.’ She wrinkled her freckled, snub nose. ‘Better to keep you on your toes.’


Zac watched her before he suddenly reached up, placing the flats of his palms on the ceiling, like he was Atlas lifting the world, his biceps flexed and gleaming as he used his fins to hold himself higher in the water. ‘Marry me!’ he called.


. . . arry me . . . rry me . . . me . . .


Bo’s mouth dropped open. ‘What?’ she gasped. It was too quiet a sound to register an echo.


Zac grinned at her, his hands still above his head. ‘I said . . . MARRY ME, BO LOXLEY!’


. . . arry me, Bo Loxley . . . me, Bo Loxley . . . Bo Loxley . . . Loxley . . . ley . . .


Bo gasped again, and then laughed, and then gasped again. Was he serious? Or just lost to the moment? Her legs were kicking furiously as she tried to tread water and comprehend what was happening. ‘You want to marry me?’ Still no echo, her voice was without shadow, making barely an impression in this watery channel.


‘Of course I do,’ he said, his eyes intense behind his mask, his voice suddenly thick with emotion. ‘You’re my soulmate. You and me, we were born to walk this earth together, baby. You’re my family.’


‘Oh, Zac.’


His eyes lit up, a half-cocked grin on his lips. ‘. . . So is that a yes?’


‘Hell, yes it’s a yes!’ she cried, half laughing, half sobbing. ‘YES!’


. . . Yes . . . Yes . . . es . . . es . . . sss . . .


‘Woooooohooooo!’ he hollered, letting go of the ceiling at last and falling back into the water with a messy splash before swimming over to her again and grabbing her around the waist. He tried to kiss her but both their masks were too deep and even with their heads tilted at extreme angles, it was all they could do to just about make very chaste lip contact. ‘Let’s get out of here. I need somewhere I can kiss you properly.’


‘Yes,’ she agreed, looking around them eagerly. At both ends of the tunnel, white light shone dimly, there was nothing to pick between either of them. ‘Which way?’


‘Uh . . .’ Zac pivoted too. ‘Hmm . . .’


In an instant, she felt the dark curtains of her old claustrophobia begin to drop. ‘Zac . . .’ Her voice felt breathy, the panic swooping down upon her like a black veil.


‘It’s okay, Bo. It’s that way,’ he said, pointing to the light behind her. ‘We’re swimming against the tide, remember?’


‘Oh yes,’ she said quietly, but the anxiety had already kicked in, her pulse spiking.


‘You okay?’ He was watching her.


‘Of course. Let’s do this.’ She needed to get out of here. Now.


‘Bo—’


. . . And putting her snorkel back in, she dived down again, feeling the pressure push against her ears almost immediately as she went slightly too deep, that hollow wallowy sound absorbing her as part of itself. Feeling the strength in her legs from the adrenaline burst, she kicked hard, her arms pushing against the water as though trying to part it. She travelled fast but within a few moments she knew she was swimming too hard for one breath – more effort meant more heartbeats, meant more oxygen. Up ahead, she could see the faint glow of light beginning to grow like a blooming white rose; pigment was beginning to intensify too, shades of aquamarine and celadon tinting the water as she headed for the light, a few small silver fish darting by the rocks, further away than they seemed.


Her lungs felt like they were inflating further with every stroke, and she realized she should have travelled further along the tunnel on the surface before diving underwater again. Holding her breath for an extra fifteen metres was reckless. She glanced up but too late, she was beneath the cliffs once more; she couldn’t surface here and the tunnel was too tight to turn, not to mention she would collide with Zac right behind her, the red light of the camera following her, always on her, like a shadow fish.


She swam on. The light, though closer, still seemed too far away, the instinct to let go of the breath now becoming a growing urge, the pressure in her lungs beginning to scream through her body as her arms and legs continued to propel her onwards. She was nearly there, five, maybe six, strokes away but she couldn’t tell for certain, her vision was becoming spotted, her body fighting itself now. She couldn’t hold on for much longer . . . She had to breathe—


Distantly, she felt an arm scoop round her like a belt, had the sensation of water moving over her more quickly and then, suddenly, air – like a slap upon her skin – making her gasp and choke.


‘Bo?’ Zac was holding her. She couldn’t stop coughing. ‘Bo, are you okay?’ His voice was fractured, as though bits had been chiselled off it.


‘What happened?’ she managed, holding on to him, aware of a current pulling them back in the direction from which they’d come.


‘You went limp, you were blacking out.’


‘Oh.’ Blankly, she could see now he was holding on to a rope. They had been told it had been put here precisely because of the strong undertow, pulling swimmers down and out towards the ocean tunnels. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘No. Don’t be sorry.’ He frowned, his handsome face crumpled with worry and she could see for herself the fright she had given him. Holding her face in his hands, he kissed her tenderly. ‘Why’d you go off so fast?’


What could she say? That she’d panicked? That it had taken only one moment of lowering her guard to spook her again? That it would never really be over, no matter how far she travelled or how brave she pretended to be? ‘I just couldn’t wait for that kiss you promised me,’ she said instead.


In a single movement, Zac had both her and his masks off and he was kissing her properly this time, his body warm against hers even in the cool morning water. ‘Tell me again you’ll marry me.’


‘I’ll marry you, Zac Austen.’


His lips curved against hers in a smile as they kissed again, Zac holding the rope with one arm, his other looped around her waist. ‘I had planned to ask you out here,’ he said, indicating their new surroundings with a flick of his eyes. ‘But I couldn’t wait.’ Together they both looked up and around them. The cave walls loomed up in a perfect circle thirty metres high, but where the ceiling should have been, there was a natural crater instead, the sky seemingly framed by the land. And even though they only had a small circle of it to view from here, it was a magnificent dawn, amber light flaming now like phoenix wings against the fast-receding indigo night.


‘Holy shit,’ Zac whispered, his Kiwi accent stronger than ever, as it always was when words weren’t enough. ‘It’s even better than I thought it’d be.’


‘Yeah,’ Bo murmured, her body recovering from the fright and, grabbing the rope with one hand herself, allowing herself to float on her back again, the tow making her body drift. Giant green vines and creepers dangled along the walls and on one side a ramshackle no-rails ladder led down to a makeshift wooden platform. That was the entrance by which most tourists came and was precisely why she and Zac had come through the ocean tunnel. Those tourists were also the reason they had hauled themselves out of bed at the crack of sparrows, to have the place to themselves. Seclusion was their luxury.


Putting his mask back on, Zac plunged his head into the water again, looking down at the distant rocks and trying to identify the casually gliding fish. ‘There’s so many,’ he said, surfacing briefly and looking like an excited child.


She smiled and watched as he disappeared completely below the surface, his arms like blades, the muscles in his back opening and closing with each stroke. He made swimming look effortless, as though he’d been raised as a pearl diver in Tahiti, and not an insurance salesman’s son in Christchurch. The tide was going out but he reached the bottom easily, skimming along the pool bed on his stomach for a bit before turning over onto his back and waving up at her.


Even three metres down, he exuded the qualities that had drawn her to him like a magnetic charge: energy, positivity, boyish charm, adventurousness, curiosity, bloody gorgeous.


She waved back. That stunning, dynamic man was going to be her husband, her family, her home, and their life together would always be this: unpredictable, exciting and exotic.


Tragedy may have set her on this path but she was basking in rainbows now. Life was making it up to her. She was happy, she was loved. She was safe.


‘I can’t believe you didn’t wait,’ Lenny said, the beer bottle in his hand as he leant against the veranda, the Pacific Ocean a timpanic score over his shoulder. His lean frame, silhouetted against the sunset, looked like a gnarled and knotted piece of the driftwood that had been used to make the beach shack, his wavy, dark hair a good two inches longer since they’d been here so that it now rested on his shoulders, reinforcing his ‘surf bum’ vibe. But then, they had all grown feral-looking and thin here, their eyes bright against skin that was now as dark as tanned hides.


‘Couldn’t,’ Zac grinned, tightening his arm around her shoulders and squeezing, making the hammock rock slightly. It was stretched out from the decking area jutting over the beach, or rather the water when the tide came in. ‘It just burst out of me, there was no stopping it. I was lost to the moment, bro.’ He reached over and kissed her again.


Bo beamed, resting her head on his shoulder and looking out to sea happily. They had swum and dived in the hidden lagoon until the first of the daytrippers turned up, Lenny recording it all – as ever – from his perch at the top of the cliffs. But then they had gone off plan, stealing a few private hours to celebrate by themselves by hiding out of shot and sneaking away from the lagoon. Bo didn’t know how long it had taken for Lenny to realize they had left him there, but when he had returned to the beach he had knocked at their door intermittently for hours, she and Zac giggling under the bed sheets as they waited for his footsteps to retreat again. They didn’t feel bad about it – Lenny wasn’t usually at a loose end for long, women loved him.


‘Well, it’s great and all that shit – you’re two crazy, free, very photogenic spirits. But you’ve left us with a problem now that there’s no footage.’ As their official photographer, Lenny’s life was ruled by ‘footage’ and ‘material’ and his every waking thought was dominated by ‘hits’ and ‘engagement rates’; he was the one taking the insouciant couple shots where she and Zac lay, legs entwined, gazing at a sunset or a rainbow, or of her piggybacking her fiancé on a mountain ridge or a pink sand beach.


‘What do you mean?’ Bo asked, lifting a bare leg and lazily wrapping it around Zac’s. Her thighs were freckled from so long in the sun; they had been travelling through the South Pacific for four months now and northern hemisphere concepts of snow, coats and fires seemed almost cartoonishly ridiculous and unreal.


‘Well, proposing in an underground ocean tunnel might be romantic but I don’t suppose you thought to film it, did you?’ he asked Zac.


Zac pulled an apologetic grimace. ‘Sorry, dude, I turned it off automatically when we surfaced. Like I said, I didn’t actually know I was going to do it there and then. I had planned to ask on the platform, like we’d discussed.’


Bo wriggled slightly to look at his face. He and Lenny had discussed it?


Lenny gave an irritated sigh, then shrugged. He was well used to Zac’s spontaneity. ‘It’s fine, we’ll just have to come up with something else, that’s all. And fast, given that tomorrow’s our last full day here.’


‘What do you mean come up with something else?’ Bo frowned.


‘It’s no biggie. Zac can just propose again, can’t you, Zac?’


‘Sure.’


‘You mean, like a mock proposal?’ she asked.


‘Yeah, sort of. Zac can redo it the way he should have done – with me there getting it all on film – but you’ve got to look surprised.’


‘So you want me to act? We’re faking our engagement?’ she asked incredulously.


‘Hey, chill, it’s not fake. You guys are doing all this anyway. It’s just a matter of having something to show the followers.’


‘But it’s a private moment, Lenny. One of our only ones. I don’t want to share it.’


‘I don’t see how you can’t when you’ve got 9.4 million people emotionally investing in your life together.’ Lenny shrugged. ‘They’re gonna feel pretty cheated if you just drop the E bomb on them but shut them out of all the excitement and drama.’


She looked up at Zac. ‘You don’t agree with this, do you?’


‘Well no, but—’


‘There’s so little that’s actually just ours. We share almost everything about our lives. I want to keep this as our private thing.’


‘I totally agree, baby.’ Zac kissed her again. ‘It was our moment.’


Was it though? He had already discussed it with Lenny – set it up for the perfect shot, seemingly. ‘I assumed you asked me down there because it was just about the only place we could go where Lenny wasn’t,’ she murmured, resting her head on Zac’s chest and looking up at him.


‘– I did,’ Zac said.


‘– Thanks!’ Lenny huffed at the same time.


‘You know I don’t mean it like that, Len,’ she said, looking over at him. ‘But you’ve got to see it from our point of view; when are Zac and I ever truly alone? Sometimes a moment is ours, and it’s not available to the rest of the world just because it’ll get good hits.’


‘Now that’s just being naive,’ Lenny said, swigging another gulp of beer. ‘I get that you want to keep this private, Bo, but the reality is there’s always a picture frame around your life. You don’t get the population of a small country watching you by accident. It’s design. It’s why you hire me . . . Unless you’re saying you don’t need me?’


‘Hey, hey, no. Bo didn’t mean that,’ Zac said quickly. ‘We both know what you’ve done for the brand since coming on board. I guess . . .’ He sighed. ‘I guess I can see it from both points of view. Bo wants to keep our engagement private – as do I. But Lenny can see the followers are gonna be hacked off if we just present them with a fait accompli.’ He narrowed his eyes thoughtfully, pulling his arms away from around Bo’s shoulders and sitting himself in a crossed-leg position on the hammock. He ran a hand through his buzzcut, his dark eyes like hot coals as an idea came to him. ‘But you know what, the more I think about it, the more I think Lenny’s got the right idea.’


‘Zac!’


‘No, no, hear me out,’ he said, holding his hands up. ‘You want us to keep our moment sacred. Special, right? Well, if we mock up a fake proposal, we can do exactly that. Everyone will think they’ve shared it with us, but we – you and me, baby – we’ll know the real truth: where it happened, when, how . . . No one else will know the details and, that way, it can remain ours, completely private.’


Bo stared at him. She supposed there was a twisted logic to it.


‘Exactly!’ Lenny said, looking pleased he had an ally, even though Zac always seemed to side with him in the end. ‘And I can guarantee you’ll get a massive spike in engagement on this. If we run the video as a story, we’re looking at three million views, easy. And then we’ll spool the shots out over the squares for several days and that should be, what – five million likes, I’m guessing?’


‘Great,’ Zac shrugged. ‘So what’s the plan?’


‘Well, we can go back tomorrow morning and do it all over again—’ Lenny suggested.


‘No!’ Bo said, a little too quickly. ‘I don’t . . .’ She didn’t want to go back in the tunnel again. ‘I don’t want it to be in the same place. If we’re going to do this, then it has to be somewhere completely different. I don’t want a single element of the fake engagement to overlap with the real thing.’


‘Well that’s easy enough,’ Zac said with his easy smile and warm eyes. ‘We can do it on the next stop, then. Norway’s about as different to this as you can get.’


Bo considered for a moment. He was right – Samoa and Norway couldn’t be more diametrically opposed to one another. Hot, cold. Beach, mountains. Summer, winter. Nothing about a second proposal there would seep into and stain their special moment together. And yet . . . She bit her lip. ‘I know it makes sense in principle; it just still feels wrong somehow.’


‘Hey, no. It’s the perfect solution – we’re giving the followers what they want, whilst keeping the real thing for ourselves. Private. Ours. You get me?’


She smiled, seeing the intimacy in his eyes. ‘Yeah. I get you.’


One of their unspoken moments exploded between them, making the air crackle, and he crawled over the netting towards her again.


‘No. Wait!’ Lenny said quickly, knowing exactly what was going to happen. ‘Before you . . . Listen, we’ve got to talk about tomorrow,’ he said urgently. ‘Seeing as it’s our last day and we’ve got to get over to the sliding rocks in Papaseea first thing. I got a driver picking us up at four . . . Guys? Guys?’




Chapter Two


Alesund, Norway, three days later


‘Holy mother,’ Zac hissed, rubbing his arms around his shoulders in the freezing temperatures as they followed the receptionist up the steps to their suite – an upgrade Lenny had negotiated for them with one mention of their social media following. It had a fjord view, four-poster and a balcony, but the suites were also in a separate building from the rest of the hotel and, right now, even a two-minute walk through the polar chill in shorts and T-shirts was two minutes too long.


‘You have come from far?’ the receptionist asked, putting the key in the lock.


‘The South Pacific,’ Bo smiled tiredly.


‘Oh my,’ the woman replied in surprise. ‘That is very far.’


‘Yes. We’ve been travelling for over thirty hours now.’


The door opened and they walked into a blonde-wood entry hallway, an umbrella hanging from a hook on the wall, a vast armoire making barely an impression in the large space. A colourful woven mat stretched the length of the hall and a door to the left led to the bathroom. They followed the woman into the main room and Bo thought she might collapse in relief at the sight of the giant floor-to-ceiling cabin bed: painted matt black and dressed with a fluffy white duvet, woollen blankets and a cloud of pillows, she had never seen such a welcome sight.


‘Your bags were sent ahead,’ the receptionist said, indicating the two suitcases on the luggage stands, and Bo gave a silent note of thanks to Lenny. For all their clashes about boundaries and what not to share, he always kept the wheels on their never-ending roadshow, making sure visas were in place, transfer transport arranged and that they were upgraded at every possible opportunity, as well as having the right clothes shipped to their new destinations. This was what they called their basic ‘winter pack’: jeans, underwear, base layers, T-shirts, jumpers and boots. Lenny had dropped off most of their summer kit – beach clothes and swimwear – to local charities as they made their way to the airport and sent the remainder back to their Left Luggage storage in London. She and Zac liked to travel light, both mentally and physically. They didn’t own more than they could carry – not a home, not a car, not a dog – and whatever earnings were left over from funding their next adventure went straight into a joint account.


‘I hope he remembered the crampons,’ Zac said, walking over and unzipping their trusty giant yellow North Face bags. Bo smiled at the mere sight of them and his coiled ropes; they had become symbols of their wintry escapes.


‘There was also a separate delivery for you,’ the receptionist said, pointing to several taped boxes stacked beside the wardrobe.


‘Great.’ Bo knew it would be the merchandise from their new sponsors. Ridge Riders were a small Norwegian-based company looking to make the leap from being known as just a technical mountain kit brand – for skiing, hiking and climbing – to the sexier athleisure market. They wanted to be Nike, North Face, Napapijri, and they were convinced that hooking up with Zac and Bo was the way to achieve it.


‘If there’s anything else . . . ?’ the receptionist asked.


‘No, thank you,’ Bo said. ‘This looks awesome.’


‘Dinner is served till nine thirty. Please feel free to come to the drawing room for drinks beforehand.’


‘Okay,’ Bo nodded, looking longingly at the bed. They had travelled on four planes in the past thirty hours – flying from Samoa to Sydney, and then on to Oslo via Doha, before catching a local flight to Alesund – and she knew they would both be awake at two in the morning, regardless of the age-old advice to shift their routine to local hours and stay awake for as long as they could.


The door closed behind the receptionist with a soft click and Zac went over to one of the boxes, opening it with the edge of the bottle opener on the nearby media cabinet. ‘How much are they paying us again?’ he quipped, pulling out polythene-bagged heaps of labelled clothing and equipment in bright colours and waterproof fabrics that looked harsh to Bo’s eye. After several months of drifting about in swimwear and sun-bleached cotton and linens, they looked artificial and the padded shapes comically outsize.


Bo watched as he shrugged on an orange soft-shell jacket over his T-shirt and zipped it up, her tanned and bare-chested free-diver transforming in an instant to a mountain tourer. But then he was all those things. All those men. ‘It looks great,’ she smiled.


‘You’ll look great in this,’ he said, holding up an insulated butter-yellow hooded parka with furry trim. ‘That’ll shoot really well.’


‘Mmm.’ Bo collapsed on the bed and closed her eyes. She didn’t care about what would look good in a photograph right now.


‘No, no, don’t sleep,’ he grinned, tossing the jacket on the suitcase and launching himself onto the bed, straddling her. ‘You know full well we’ve got to stay awake until at least ten o’clock.’


‘But I’m too tired,’ she mumbled as he began nuzzling her neck.


‘No you’re not. I’m going to get the shower going for you. That’ll wake you up. Then we’ll explore the place and then we’ll come back here and finish this . . .’ He kissed her once on the tip of her nose and jumped off the bed again. Rolling her head to the side and watching his puppyish lope out of sight, she wondered where his endless energy came from. They lived the same days, doing the same things, and yet she was always dropping into bed by the end of the day whereas he could, it seemed, just push on through.


A knock at the door made her close her eyes in frustration. ‘Come in, Lenny,’ she called without even having to check. It would be him. It was always him. She and Zac were never just a couple, but a trio. He was there at every meal, on every walk, always in the next room, and his knock at the door was as identifiable to her as Zac’s tread on the floorboards.


Lenny was their friend, naturally – it was inevitable, and frankly vital, when they spent so much time together – but as the third spoke in their wheel, his constant presence inevitably changed things. In the three years that he had been working for them, his role had tacitly evolved into something more managerial than the photographer they’d originally hired, a role that had become a necessity once their following had got to a certain size. What started as a personal lifestyle and travel mission for both her and Zac, had – once they had fallen in love and blended their brands – become a global juggernaut and they were now the beacons for honeymooners wanting the most romantic, secluded getaways; first-footers for the adrenaline-junkies searching for their next fix; models for the clothing and lifestyle brands that wanted to be associated with their free-spirited lives. Critical mass now meant they were paid to do all the things and visit all the places and wear all the clothes they would have wanted to anyway. In essence, they were being paid just to lead their lives and she knew they were incredibly privileged. She knew that. But recently she had begun to feel the balance had shifted and that the loss of privacy was becoming absolute. She kept trying to ring-fence areas of her and Zac’s life that she didn’t want to share but every day the public gaze somehow nudged a little closer to their feet.


But it wasn’t Lenny’s fault, she knew that. He was a good guy, just doing his job – a job that meant considerable sacrifice on his part as he had to subsume his own life to theirs. In spite of the generous salary they paid him and the global travel opportunities that were one of the main perks of the job, there was no way he could sustain a home life or a relationship when he spent eleven months of the year on the road with them. Not many people would be prepared to do that. And besides, she knew Zac was grateful for his company and equally gung-ho spirit when it came to setting up and shooting the extreme stunts he was known and famed for.


She opened her eyes to find Lenny standing by the side of the bed. He had changed out of the black Metallica tour T-shirt he had travelled in and was wearing the Pink Floyd Dark Side of the Moon one; Bo had joked that his collection of vintage rock tees justified an Instagram following of its own. ‘Tired?’


‘Yeah,’ she sighed, curling herself up off the mattress and dropping her head in her hands. ‘I just want to sleep but Zac’s insisting we explore the place first.’


‘He’s right,’ Lenny said, turning and walking over to the drinks tray set up on a cabinet. He tonged a couple of cubes of ice into a glass and poured her some sparkling water. ‘Drink up. Rehydration will help.’


‘Thanks.’ His role was a fluid one: sometimes photographer, sometimes logistics and tour manager, other times mother. She took it from him and dutifully sipped, just as Zac walked back in, a towel around his hips, his tanned skin damp and warm.


‘Len, how’s your room?’ he asked.


‘Great. View of a tree.’ Len had a deadpan delivery that would have made Eeyore proud.


Zac laughed. ‘Helluva pretty tree, I bet though.’


‘Yeah.’


‘Babe, the water’s hot,’ Zac said to her.


‘Thanks. I’m going to wash my hair,’ she sighed, pulling out her long plait and shaking her hair free. She got up from the bed and walked into the bathroom, her hand trailing lightly over Zac’s bare stomach as she passed. He grabbed her hand and kissed her wrist, before letting her go again with a wink.


‘In which case, we’ll see you in the main house, shall we?’ he called after her. If there was one thing Zac was no good at, it was sitting around waiting. He always had to be doing something.


‘Sure thing,’ she mumbled, disappearing into the plumes of steam already escaping from the bathroom.


It was over an hour later before she was ready. Twenty minutes had been spent just standing under the running water, feeling her tired muscles begin to ease from the stiffness of the long-haul flight. Flatbeds were all very good in theory but she could still never sleep over the sound of the crew slamming doors and clattering about in the galley.


She stared at her reflection in the full-length mirror: long blonde hair half pulled back in a messy topknot, the rest hanging down her back in tousled waves; turquoise beaded hoop earrings from a street market in Bali; black skinny jeans ripped at the knee, old-school Vans and a chunky black cashmere Gucci rollneck she had treated herself to, en route at Doha airport. Her ultra-tanned skin looked incongruous against the all-black outfit, calling her out as an interloper, broadcasting that she was just passing through . . .


Shrugging on the new yellow jacket, she headed over to the main lodge. The air outside, on the brief walk over, had a purity and emptiness to it that registered like a slap. During their months in the Pacific, she had grown accustomed to the heavy, salty tang of the sea air, the constant hushing of the ocean an ever-present lullaby at her ear. But here, it was the very absence, the vacuum of both sound and smell, that set her senses ringing. She was acutely aware of the crunch of her own footsteps on the snow-dusted paths and she stopped for a moment to absorb the utter silence, twitching her nose like a hare as the cold stung at her cheeks. On the embankments, a heavy hoar frost was already stippling the grass so that tiny crystals glinted like diamonds in the early evening moonlight.


She passed by the windows of the hotel, the scenes held within their frames like little amber-veneered vignettes of lives being well lived as various groups of friends sat in fireside chairs, some playing backgammon, others drinking and reaching for cakes stacked on an ottoman. The buzz of conversation and staccatos of laughter escaped the building like the puffs of smoke from the chimney as doors opened and closed intermittently, couples heading back to their rooms or coming in for dinner. The Christmas season was already underway – white lights traced the roof apexes, candles flickered at every window and red-ribboned eucalyptus wreaths were nailed to the doors.


Bo entered, unable to resist a giant shiver as the warmth and glow of an open fire in the entrance hall enveloped her like a hug. The room smelled of pine and cinnamon cloves; two high-backed tartan chairs were occupied by an older couple reading the newspapers.


She walked through the dining room, where a long table had been set up down the centre of the room, seemingly for a large group, and into the drawing room she had passed outside only a moment before. One wall was flanked by library shelving, an enormous fireplace set opposite it on the other side. A group of slick-looking Oslo-ites was monopolizing the sofas in the centre of the room, laughing uproariously every few minutes. Zac and Lenny were sitting in a couple of club chairs by the far corner, both listening intently to a woman who was perched daintily beside them on a tartan ottoman.


Bo couldn’t see her properly from behind, she had her back to the room, but her long glossy caramel hair glistened prettily in the firelight, and Bo could tell just from the guys’ rapt expressions that she was attractive.


‘Hey,’ she said, coming to stand by Zac’s chair and wondering where she could sit given that all the other chairs were taken.


‘Hey!’ Zac said, his eyes brightening as he saw her and pulled her down onto his lap. ‘I was just about to come back and get you. Check you hadn’t gone to bed after all.’


‘No. I was just doing my hair.’


‘Mmm,’ he sighed, immediately burying his face in her mane – her freshly washed hair was his favourite smell; it didn’t matter that he was mid-conversation with the woman, nor did he care who was watching; she had learnt long ago that it was impossible to embarrass him.


‘Hi, I’m Bo,’ she said politely to the woman who was looking on with a warm smile. As she had suspected, she was striking to look at but Bo couldn’t decide whether she was simply pretty or in fact beautiful. Seemingly tall and athletic, she had a prominent bone structure that was almost masculine on the one hand – oval-shaped face, low hairline, sharp brows – and yet was offset by a pout mouth and lively, round hazel eyes.


‘Bo, it is such a pleasure to meet you. I’m Anna Rem, marketing head at Ridge Riders,’ she said, half rising from her perch to reach over a handshake. ‘I’ve been counting down the days to this. We are so excited you’ve teamed up with us.’


‘Oh, well that’s lovely of you to say so,’ Bo replied, slightly puzzled; she had no recollection of a meeting with Ridge Riders being booked in here. ‘But the pleasure is all ours. We love your stuff.’ As if to prove the point, she tugged the jacket closed.


‘You look just stunning in that,’ Anna sighed. ‘We knew the colour would be perfect against your hair. You know our designers had you in mind when they first sketched it?’


‘I didn’t know that,’ Bo smiled, feeling flattered as she shrugged it off and hung it from the hood on one of the ‘wings’ of the armchair.


‘Oh yes. You two are our dream couple.’ She looked across at Zac too. ‘You embody everything our brand stands for: natural beauty, adventure, grit, strength, power, integrity.’


‘Stop, you’ll make Zac’s head explode,’ Bo quipped, trying to mask her embarrassment at such fawning. ‘He’s already quite pleased enough with himself as it is.’


‘Ooh,’ Lenny laughed, sucking his breath through his teeth and throwing Zac an amused look. His camera swung from his neck like a lanyard from one of his beloved concerts and Bo was quite convinced if he wasn’t their photographer, he’d have been on the road with a band instead.


‘So, are you staying here too?’ Bo asked.


‘No, our offices are based in Alesund, where you flew into earlier. I’ve only come over tonight to say welcome and to touch base with you, make sure everything’s okay here?’


‘Oh, absolutely, we’ve been through the clothes already and they’re great. Everything fits,’ Bo said. ‘And this place is gorgeous. It’s making me feel Christmassy already,’ she said, looking across at the giant Norwegian spruce tree in the corner. ‘It’s hard to feel festive on a white sand beach.’


‘Speak for yourself,’ Zac tutted. ‘I’m a Kiwi. Sunny Christmases are my shtick.’


‘It’s the one thing we shall never agree on,’ she smiled at Anna. ‘But this is a great start to our Norwegian adventure. I only wish we could stay here for more than a night.’


‘Uh-uh-uh,’ Zac said, bouncing her on his knee slightly. ‘That’s against the rules.’


‘Rules that we put in place, Zac,’ she said, tapping his nose playfully. ‘We can bend them if we want. It wouldn’t be a disaster to spend a couple of days recovering from the journey in comfort.’


‘Rules?’ Anna queried.


‘We only stay in hotels for transfers, when we’re on the road. And we never endorse them either,’ Zac explained. ‘The fans love that we integrate ourselves in the fabric of the places where we live. You can only ever be a tourist in a hotel and that’s everything we’re not about. Authenticity. That’s our vibe. Going native.’


‘Ah, of course – hence the shelf farm,’ Anna smiled, agreeing eagerly. ‘The fans will love it. Guaranteed.’


Bo suppressed a groan. They weren’t so much going native as going wild – according to the photos she’d seen, the shelf farm was a tiny cluster of rickety wooden buildings clinging to a narrow ledge halfway up a fjord-side mountain. It had cold running water, walls, a roof and that was about it.


‘I still don’t think it’s a cardinal sin to enjoy a couple of nights being looked after,’ she muttered. ‘That journey was brutal. I’d do anything for a massage.’


‘Anything?’ Zac asked, reaching up and kissing her on the cheek.


She rolled her eyes, swatting at him, but from the corner of her eye she could see Lenny was snapping away and that their work had begun – a few hours in and they were already upholding their end of the $200,000 deal: her sitting on Zac’s lap, fireside, their jackets hanging from each wing of the chair . . . She could practically predict which filter he’d apply.


‘It’s funny seeing you both in proper clothes again,’ Lenny said, stopping to look down at the screen and scrolling back through the shots.


‘I know,’ Bo said, looking down at Zac and taking in his grey-black jeans, boots, and a chunky knitted brown and cream Norwegian folk sweater – no doubt an ironic joke intended by Lenny but Zac still rocked it. ‘I think we all stick out a bit with our tans though. There’s such a thing as being too brown.’


‘Not at all. It makes you look very glamorous,’ Anna said.


Bo reached down to take Zac’s drink off the coffee table. ‘Mmm, what’s this? It’s good,’ she said, sipping from the highball glass.


‘Polar-bjork, gin and tonic water.’


‘Polar-bjork?’ she frowned. ‘What’s that?’


‘Birch essence,’ Anna supplied, reaching for the English translation easily.


‘It’s so good – really . . . aromatic,’ she said, trying it again.


‘I know, right?’ Zac agreed. ‘Even Lenny likes it.’


‘Better than Aperol,’ he shrugged. ‘Still worse than beer.’


Anna laughed and Lenny looked pleased that his joke had found a receptive audience. His eyes lingered on her for a moment as though he too was trying to decide whether she was pretty or beautiful.


Bo relaxed back against Zac, swinging one leg idly. The large group on the sofas had quietened down a bit; in fact, most of them were on their phones. ‘So – anyone ready for dinner? I’m starved.’


‘Just about. We were hammering out the last details for tomorrow,’ Zac said, squeezing her knee.


‘Oh yeah?’ Her spirits sagged again at the thought of more travelling. At moving on. She looked across at Lenny – their logistics coordinator – waiting for the itinerary.


‘We’re heading down the fjord tomorrow.’ He glanced at Anna. ‘Storfjorden – is that it? Am I saying it right?’


‘Very good,’ she nodded and Bo saw the spark flash between them.


‘So we’re going down the fjord road en route to Gerainger, which will be our new base. Now because we’ll be driving, we won’t get much actual fjord action; Anna was saying most of the roads go via mountain tunnels—’


‘That is right. Between the mountains and the lakes, travel around here is difficult. No railways can get here so the tunnels, bridges and ferries are all part of the road networks.’


‘There’ll still be some good viewpoints from the roads in some places though; Anna’s been marking them for us on the map,’ Lenny said. ‘Plus the valleys on the other side of the fjords should be pretty dramatic in themselves, so if we get any height, they’ll shoot well as backdrops. Just dress warm. We’re gonna be in and out of the car all day—’


‘Well that’s not going to be a problem,’ Bo said, smiling at Anna again. ‘It’s so good of you to have come over here like this. You’ve been so helpful. We’ll make sure to get some really great footage for you.’


The deal was simple enough: $200,000 for a fortnight’s collaboration – they would post at least one image per day on both her and Zac’s Instagram grids, plus video footage in the stories and some joint images on their blog. It was to be subtle, nothing too overt or showy, but getting the logo in as often as was naturally possible was preferable.


‘Well I can hopefully be of more help to you when I join you properly the day after tomorrow.’


Bo’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Huh?’


‘At the farm. I’ll be staying there with you.’ She hesitated at the sight of Bo’s expression. ‘Didn’t you know?’


Bo looked across at Zac. She had thought the company were simply sending over the product and leaving them to it; that was how they usually worked. They had always agreed that if these endorsements were to have any integrity, then independent curation was crucial. ‘No—’


‘Yeah you did,’ Zac said, patting her thigh heartily. ‘Remember Ridge Riders are picking up the tab at the farm? So in exchange for that, Anna’s just going to hang out with us in the run-up to Christmas.’


Bo blinked. Christmas was a fortnight away. And this was the first she had heard of it. Zac and Lenny always negotiated the small print and T&Cs but why were they changing the usual arrangements? They could afford to rent the farm. Why give up editorial control for that?


‘This two weeks coming up is our most crucial trading period so we really want to make sure we maximize our opportunities with you guys,’ Anna said apologetically. ‘But don’t worry, I won’t be directing you or anything like that. I’m just an observer more than anything. We already know you know how to communicate to your followers.’


‘. . . Okay,’ Bo said benignly. But she couldn’t help but feel unsettled. Upset even. Now they would go from being a trio to a quartet? There would be yet another person watching them, shadowing them, sharing the experiences that were supposed to be exclusive to them as a couple? How ironic, she thought, that the business of showing their simple life together required a small team to convey it.


Anna shot an awkward look to Lenny, as though he was already an ally.


Bo looked away and was startled to find the group at the next table watching them, a couple of the girls photographing them on their phones. It made her flinch to realize the lenses were trained upon her like sniper eyes.


Realizing they’d been rumbled, the group quickly dropped their phones down, but it was too late. They had been listening, snooping, eavesdropping . . .


A dark-haired girl, seeing the shock on Bo’s face, quickly got up and rushed over. ‘We’re so sorry. We didn’t mean to intrude. But it’s just . . . well, you guys are Zac and Bo, right?’


‘Yeah, that’s right,’ Lenny grinned from the armchair. ‘You follow Wanderlusters?’


‘Are you kidding? Who doesn’t?’ the girl laughed, looking back at Bo with a look of unabashed admiration. ‘We are totally obsessed with you guys. I just live for your stories. Oh my God, I can’t believe you’re here. That this is actually you.’ For a moment, Bo thought the girl was going to pinch her just to check. ‘I don’t . . . I don’t suppose you’d pose for a selfie with me, would you?’


There it was – the S-word. It was ironic, Bo always thought, that the very thing that had made her and Zac Insta-famous was the one thing she now sought desperately to avoid. She had learnt from experience – somewhere around the four million mark – that once one person had clocked them and asked for a picture, everyone else would do the same and things would quickly descend into chaos. Two years ago, when they had been in Tokyo to open a flagship store for a brand they had promoted, they had been spotted wandering off-duty in a back street. One fan had led to ten, to a hundred, until the police had had to close off the street to control the crowds. In the police car back to the hotel, Zac had thought it had been incredible; she’d been terrified.


She supposed the same couldn’t be said of here though. It was quiet enough and no one else in the hotel seemed to recognize them; or if they did, they didn’t care. ‘Sure she will,’ Zac agreed, jiggling Bo off his lap. ‘Go on, babe.’


Bo smoothed her hair off her shoulders as the girl got her phone ready. She held the camera out in front of them but Bo reached up and automatically angled it to look down on them from above. ‘More flattering,’ she smiled, the girl looking at her as though she’d pronounced a great philosophical truth.


‘And one with Zac?’ the girl asked, as soon as the shutter clicked.


Bo took a breath and turned around to her fiancé. Wasn’t it ever thus? One photo became two, became all their friends wanting one too . . .


‘Sure,’ he beamed, jumping up to join them and throwing an easy arm over the girl’s shoulder. If he was aware of how good he looked in that sweater he didn’t show it, and the girl looked like she might faint with joy as he pressed his stubbled cheek to hers and said ‘cheese’.


‘Thanks,’ the girl said.


‘No problem,’ Bo said, straightening up, wanting to get to their dinner table now. ‘It’s lovely meeting you. Have a great stay—’


‘Hey, would you all like a photo?’ Lenny asked, putting down his glass and reaching out towards the group for their phones.


Bo looked over at him in astonishment.


‘Ohmigod, are you sure?’ a couple of them chorused.


‘Sure. I’m their official photographer, this is what I do. It’s no bother, right, guys?’




Chapter Three


Lodal, June 1936


The track underfoot was soft from all the recent rain, deep puddles making the horses stumble occasionally and the butter churns clatter on their backs. Signy could feel the mud splatter along the hem of her dress as she darted on and off the path in a sort of dance, herding back the goats that strayed too far with a cry of ‘hei’ and an outstretched lunge with her stick. But she felt as they did – yearning to roam, giddy with excitement; they had been released from the winter barns three weeks ago in order to become lightly reacquainted with the heady freedoms of outdoor grazing again, but this was the real point, what they’d all been waiting for. The buføring, when they brought the animals from the farm to the outfield pastures, was the mark of summer proper. It was to be her first season and she felt like she had been waiting for it her whole life. She ought to have gone the year before, having turned thirteen, but a broken leg incurred by jumping from one of the hayricks had put paid to that and she had had to look on as her sister Margit and their friends wound up the mountain paths without her in a cacophony of cowbells and clanging pots.


All her childhood she had listened, rapt, to the stories she heard from the older girls about their summers as seterbudeias, or milkmaids. The work was hard, there was no doubting it – long days spent tending and milking the herds, churning butter, making soured cream and cloudberry jam, grass-cutting and hay-tossing. But if hard labour was the price, freedom was the reward: nights spent under bright skies and evenings around fires; bathing in the stream; midday sleeping on the rocks; and there would be no grown-ups to boss her about. No Mamma to make her wash the stockings; no Pappa to send her to collect firewood. Yes, the farmhands would come by once a week to take the dairy produce they had made back to the farm where they would be stored in the stabbur, or storehouse, for winter; they would check the girls were okay, happy, well and in good health. They would bring news from the village and perhaps some treats too: flatbreads or fresh herrings. But apart from that, the summer would be theirs. Just her and her sister and their friends and the animals.


Their long, jangling procession was making steady progress, everyone moving with a kinetic energy as they reclaimed the mountain heights that had been closed off and impassable during the winter months. Patches of snow still clung to the highest peaks but they were ragged and torn now, like old, dirty skirts.


They had been walking for an hour already and she turned to look back, wanting to get a last glimpse of the village, a home she had never left before and now wouldn’t see again till the leaves began to redden and curl and a blue chill crisped the air. But already there wasn’t much to make out from this height. At 1,850 metres, the bushy torvtak roofs meant the cottages all but blended into their surroundings and it was only the grey wisps puffing from the chimney stacks and white sheets flapping on her mamma’s clothes lines that caught the eye.


Feeling free, she tilted her face to the sky and stretched her arms out wide as a warm wind wrapped itself playfully around her, lifting even her boyish bob off her neck. This was it. She was finally on her way. After seemingly endless weeks of drizzle and the mists lying low in the valleys, the sky had tidied itself up at last, parcelling up the clouds to reveal the mountains’ sharp angles once more. She caught sight of the pale speckled underbelly of a gyrfalcon wheeling high above them, hunting for lemmings, voles or shrews in the long grass.


‘Signy, come! Stop stopping,’ Margit called from her position at the head of the line. At seventeen, she was the joint-eldest girl but as the farmer’s daughter too, that made her the most senior member of their group. Sofie didn’t like it. Two inches taller and three weeks older than Margit, she felt that she should be the leader. That she was also commonly regarded as the village beauty reinforced her high opinion of herself; it somehow seemed to give her a status above her own low birth. Signy had noticed since early childhood that the first – and pretty much only – thing people said when talking about Sofie was her looks, be they gushing about her long raven hair or her pale blue eyes as though it somehow brought acclaim on them too. They never seemed to mention that she always forgot to close the goat pens or that she took more than her share of lunch. And besides, there was something in the set of her mouth that made Signy feel cold.


But Margit didn’t see it. She and Sofie had grown up side by side, sharing chores on the farm, sitting together with their slates in the small schoolhouse, sharing secrets as they churned the butter or tossed the hay; and besides, Margit was always at pains to minimize anything that reinforced Sofie’s lower status as the cotter’s daughter. It was her sweet, generous sister who kept the peace, even today, when Margit should have been riding on horseback; it was an honour reserved for the chief seterbudeia but Margit had seen the twist in Sofie’s lips as the rest of the townsfolk had waved and cheered them off – her, as the figurehead – and as soon as they had made the first turn out of sight, she had insisted Sofie take her place instead.


‘But the gyr – do you see it?’ Signy asked, pointing to the bird just as it suddenly dropped into a horizontal pursuit, speeding over the ground and gaining on the prey that would never be able to outrun it.


‘I see it,’ Margit smiled patiently. ‘But I also see Stormy taking herself back to the valley.’


Signy turned sharply. Sure enough, Stormy, named after her grey-cloud colouring, had wandered off the track and was picking a nimble path down the steep-sided grassy slope. And as the lead nanny goat, where she went, the others would follow.


‘Aiee!’ Signy yelped, grabbing a rock and throwing it, the missile sailing just above the goat’s curved horns and landing in the grass to her left. Stormy gave a forlorn, startled cry and immediately skittered her way back up onto the path again. ‘Yes. You stay with me,’ Signy said in the soothing voice she reserved for talking to the animals.


‘Good shot!’ a voice from behind her called. It was Kari, her wide mouth stretched in its usual delighted smile. She was walking at the back with her sisters Ashild and Brit. Their father Peder Jemtegard owned the farm next door; it wasn’t as big as Signy’s family’s, was more exposed to the harsh north winds and the soil wasn’t quite so fertile, but the two farmers were great friends and often helped each other out, especially during the harvest, working harmoniously side by side. Kari was the same age as Signy, albeit about to turn fifteen; she and her older sister Ashild had both been born in the same year which made them Irish twins apparently, but Signy didn’t see how that could be: they didn’t look anything alike and they were definitely Norwegian, for Signy’s own mother had helped with the births. Brit was the eldest Jemtegard girl at sixteen and their brother Nils was the oldest of them all; at nearly eighteen he had gone ahead with the men and boys who were transporting the heavier items, melting the stubbornest snow patches with harvested soil, repairing the path where snow-melt might have degraded it, and clearing any obstructions left from the winter such as fallen trees. Signy hoped they would get the first fire going too so that they could sit around the flames in a circle and drink snarøl together.


With empty water buckets swinging at hip height from their shoulder harnesses, the three Jemtegard sisters would supposedly scoop up anything that was dropped by the rest of the party ahead of them, but Signy could hear from the ripples of laughter that splashed over her intermittently that they were far more focused on their conversation than on retrieving stray pots.


‘Hey!’ Signy cried over her shoulder, daring to take her attention off Stormy for only a fraction of a moment. ‘Can’t you walk any faster? I can’t hear you all the way back there. What’s making you laugh so much?’


‘Your walk!’ Ashild called cheekily, making the others start laughing again. She was the naughtiest of the trio, always in trouble with her mother for not putting the clothes through the mangle or dropping stitches or dipping her finger in the risengrot bowl and licking it.


‘Hey! I can throw behind me too, so watch out!’ Signy called over her shoulder, her eyes dead ahead.


‘Yes?’ Ashild teased. ‘Try it then.’


Without hesitation, Signy picked up a small rock by her feet and, listening for just a moment to hear their voices and locate them more precisely, she tossed it up and over her shoulder. A second later, there was the loud, unmistakeable clatter of rock upon tin. She turned to find Ashild looking down into one of her water buckets in astonishment. ‘I don’t believe it.’


Kari and Brit cheered, laughing again at the sight of their sister’s face.


‘Hey, girls!’ Margit called from the front. ‘What are you doing back there? Who is watching the goats?’


Eeesht, the goats! With a wink, Signy turned again, reaching ahead with her stick to show the animals which way was forward. If only she could keep a thought in her head for more than a moment at a time!


They walked for another hour, the steep pass up the mountain gradually levelling out as they moved into the hinterland of a wide, circular valley. Summer, it seemed, had already set up shop here as the land spread out in vast hillocky swathes of green, the encircling mountaintops like a caldera trapping the heat. Signy was sure she could feel her skin browning in the sunlight already, and the yellow grasses of spring which had emerged from their long winter sleep beneath the snowpack less than six weeks ago were now a vivid intense green. Everything had woken up, it seemed: Clouded Apollo butterflies flitted in intricate games of chase, Common Swifts swooped to catch flies, red squirrels and pine martens scampered along the branches of the randomly dotted aspen and alder trees, and bright pink foxgloves swayed in clusters, like silken arrows. In the near distance, she saw a narrow carpet of dotted white flowers and she knew it was the heavy-headed lollipop buds of cottongrass tracing the banks of the stream that would be their water supply and bath for the next few months.


To her delight, a white twist of smoke was dancing into the air, heralding the menfolk’s arrival too and they all upped their pace, eager to get to the farm and rest at last. The herd, sensing arrival, widened out, spreading from their line into an excited flock, bleating and bellowing their approach so that the men looked up.


Nils, sitting astride a roof of one of the buildings, waved to them and Signy waved back frantically. He was easy to spot even from a distance, his blonde hair marking him out like a white flag.


‘Hei!’ she cried, faltering slightly on the uneven ground. She wished she could break into a run but to do so would only scatter the herd and the last thing anyone wanted was yet more walking today. Still, she wasn’t great at checking her impulses and she fell into a sort of jog that had Sofie tutting she would ‘set off’ the horses too if she didn’t calm down.


Their summer farm was what was known as a setergrender, composed of a cluster of small huts, all of them built from solid, unplaned timbers that were almost black with age. They each had only one door, two windows and a stovepipe sticking through the traditional grassy torvtak roofs; the huts were grouped together in an avenue, with three on one side and four on the other, with a stables, haybarn and stabbur set across the back. The site had originally been chosen by her ancestors within this pasture not just for its level ground and proximity to the stream but also for the proliferation of rocks and smooth boulders that had been left on the ground there from the last ice age. Although the farm was nearly two hundred years old, Signy knew every building had been designed for its corners to stand on the bigger immovable boulders, with other rocks then brought in and cut into slabs that could fit along the perimeter base where required. This enabled the floor of the hut to be lifted off the damp ground, reducing the risk of rot, while the small rocks nestling in the grass outside, flanking the small avenue, doubled as stools for the girls.


Two downy birch trees were staggered either side of the path, their spreading canopies not quite close enough to touch. Signy had loved to play in them as a little girl, sitting on a branch out of the way of the busy adults and watching as her father walked over the grass-turf roofs, making repairs, just as Nils was doing now. But her father was not so agile any more. His bones hurt him most days and he walked slowly through the yard. He had ridden his horse here today, something her mamma had said would hurt his pride even more than walking would do to his joints, but as they neared, Signy could see him heaving a new, bigger whetstone into position with Ottar Doving, Sofie’s father.


It had always seemed to Signy that Ottar was everything his daughter was not: humble, placid, kind. As Signy’s father’s cotter – or lease tenant – he always fulfilled the contractual obligations upon him with good grace and never the bitter resentment of his daughter. A tailor by trade, he nonetheless never seemed happier than when he worked his two weeks during the haymaking season, his one workday in the spring, the day of roadwork during håbolla (the quiet period between seeding and haymaking), and he always volunteered for the buføring. Sofie on the other hand would have far rather he concentrated on making dresses that flattered her, for she had confided to Margit that she was quite determined to win herself a wealthy husband. Not for her a life on the land, she wanted velvets and silks, a telephone and motor car.


‘Pappa,’ Signy cried as they arrived at the farm.


Haken Reiten turned and straightened up. ‘My girls,’ he replied happily, holding an arm out for Signy to run to, a frown flickering over his face as he saw that it was Sofie and not Margit on horseback. ‘But what is this?’


Ottar, hearing his landlord’s tone, turned too. ‘Sofie?’ he asked, shame in his voice.


Margit’s mouth parted and her cheeks pinked as she saw her father’s displeasure. He was a fair man but stern and he took etiquette seriously, maintaining that he and his forebears had worked hard to get to the position where such an honour was their right.


‘Sofie stumbled and twisted her ankle,’ Signy said quickly, not to protect the older girl, but Margit; she knew her sister could never lie to their father. ‘Margit offered her place to prevent further injury.’


‘Is that so, Sofie?’ Ottar asked his daughter.


Sofie, who had been sitting imperiously on the horse, nodded as the rest of the men turned to stare. ‘Yes. I’m sorry, Pappa. I couldn’t place any weight on it.’


Haken held out his other arm and Margit walked into the crook of it, giving Signy a sheepish look. ‘That’s my Margit,’ he said proudly. ‘Always thinking of others. And you, Signy – did you keep control of the herd?’


‘Well enough, Pappa. We have arrived with the number we left with.’


He chuckled. ‘Very good. Then you have done well.’ He squeezed her around the shoulder. ‘But the hard work starts here. You know that, huh?’


‘Of course,’ she said, resting her head on his shoulder, watching as Nils jumped down from his position on the selet roof and walked over to the horse.


‘Here,’ he said, holding out his arms. ‘I shall help you down. Which ankle is it?’


‘Oh, this one,’ Sofie said, patting her right thigh and gratefully shooting him a dazzling smile.


‘Then swing that leg over and slide down; I’ll catch you.’


Sofie did as he instructed, slipping into his arms like a foot into a stocking. Seemingly, she weighed very little, for Nils didn’t immediately return her to the ground, keeping her hovering for a moment, eye-to-eye, nose-to-nose, before he carefully set her down as though she was a china doll.


Sofie, remembering to pretend her right foot was injured, held it a few inches off the floor.


‘Here, put your arm around my shoulders and we can get you over to that rock,’ he said, helping her over, his other arm around her waist. Signy watched the way Sofie’s black hair swung with every false hop, occasional winces and convincing little cries coming from her every few moments.


She shot an exasperated look across at Margit, but her sister was watching on with such a look of sympathy, Signy was convinced she seemed to have quite forgotten this was all an act.


‘Is that better?’ Nils asked.


‘Much, thank you,’ Sofie smiled from her perch on the rock.


‘Shall I take a look at it for you?’


‘Oh no, no, that won’t be necess—’ she said quickly, but his fingers were already pressing on the soft tissue of her ankle. She gave a short yelp and pulled away.


‘It’s tender.’


‘Oh, it’s just a light sprain. I’m sure I’ll be fine by the morning,’ she demurred, looking to the ground.


He frowned, looking concerned. ‘Perhaps you should come back to the village with us.’


‘And leave my friends here to do all the hard work without me? Absolutely not,’ she said determinedly, prompting a proud smile from her father and the other men. There was no doubt about it, Sofie was an accomplished actress and Signy turned to see Kari, Ashild and Brit watching on with the same look of disbelief – Sofie had none of her father’s work ethic and was always the first to down tools, or complain of a sore back, or pretend she’d lost something.


‘Well, you should rest for the next two days at least,’ Nils said, looking unhappy about it. ‘Did you girls hear that?’ he asked his sisters and Signy and Margit.


‘Yes,’ they chorused, rolling their eyes. ‘No work for two days.’


‘Good. You’ll look after her, won’t you, Margit?’


‘Always.’


‘But I’ll ride back to check in a few days,’ he said, turning his attention to Sofie again. ‘If you’re still limping or in discomfort, you shall have to come back to the village with me then.’


‘As you like,’ she smiled.


Nils smiled back. And Signy, still huddled in the crook of her father’s arm, scowled.




Chapter Four


‘Okay, guys, just take another step to the left. I can’t quite see . . . yeah, that’s it,’ Lenny murmured. ‘Okay. Now, Bo, can you sit just a little higher up? You look like a bag of potatoes.’


‘Thanks!’ she laughed. But she straightened her legs, hoisting herself further up Zac’s back.


‘And, Zac, tip your head back, mate. You’re meant to look like her lover, not a packhorse.’


‘Ooh, roasted,’ Zac chuckled, tipping his head back. Bo pressed her cheek against him and they both gazed lovingly towards the camera. The piggyback was one of their signature images; they had been shot piggybacking on Philippine beaches, up the Spanish Steps, along the Great Wall, even on a rope swing over a lagoon in Borneo. Sometimes she would have her arms up in the air in a gesture of jubilation, triumph or joy but today, the cheek-to-cheek vibe worked better. It was cosier, more intimate. And right now, she wanted as much body heat as she could get.


‘Howzat?’ Zac asked after a moment.


Lenny lowered the camera and scrolled through the images as he walked over. ‘Yeah, good. I think this one’s the best.’


Zac put her back down again and they all put their heads together as he flicked one after the other.


‘The yellow jacket looks great,’ Zac murmured. ‘I knew it would.’


‘Yeah, especially against the snow and water,’ Lenny mumbled back. ‘I like that palette: white, navy and yellow. It feels Scandi.’


‘Swedish, to be precise,’ Zac said thoughtfully. ‘Perhaps her jacket should have been red?’


Bo smiled. The boys always took the photography so seriously, considering the framing, the backdrop, the colours – or palette as they insisted on calling it – as though this was art and not a snapshot for a blog.


Snuggling closer into Zac’s down jacket – in spite of their warm coats, they had mistakenly packed the gloves at the bottom of their rucksacks; it always took a while to readjust to all the layers the northern hemisphere required – she looked back at the view again; Geraingerfjord stood magnificently below her, its mirror-still indigo waters as dark as the cold eyes of a Great White. The cliffs rose so steeply they were only just off vertical, and even the heavy snow on the upper reaches was unable to cling on nearer the water line, exposing rock faces so black and bare, they were the very definition of bleak. To her left, the village of Gerainger sat at the tip of the fjord, nestled in a small basin where the two opposing mountainsides met in a dip, as though bowing to each other. An expanse of level grass area seemed to rise from the water, stretching back for a while before beginning to rise again, tall, narrow white houses dotted all along a winding road that disappeared between the steep cliffs once more.


To her right, the fjord angled away at a ninety-degree turn and three dramatic waterfalls cascaded over the slopes into the water below. She had expected they might eddy the water, given the size of them, but the fjord was so big and deep that there was not so much as a wrinkle on its surface, a small demonstration of its impermeability and might, its permanence.


And that was what had stunned her – the very scale of this place. In spite of the number of images she had seen before coming here, she still hadn’t been prepared for it. They always researched their next location in great detail, wanting to know exactly what they would be giving their followers and whether or not they could justify the trip: two or three days of pictures wouldn’t cut it. They weren’t tourists, they were travellers. Nomads. Wherever they went, they went to live there, rarely staying anywhere for less than a month, and that meant getting down like a local. But the downside of all that research was that sometimes – increasingly often, in truth – she would have seen so much of a place beforehand that by the time they got there, she felt she’d already been and gone. It was getting harder to find the thrill of the new, the unknown, the exotic.


But this place had done it. It was the land of giants, the perfect conflation of air, land and sea. It felt like the crucible of the planet, where the world had begun and where time stopped – for what was the past or the future in a place like this? Nothing had changed here in millennia and nothing would.
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