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Description : 

Prsentation de l'diteurFor twenty years Christian Benediktsson has led an orderly but demanding life as 
butler to the media magnate William Randolph Hearst, famously the inspiration for Citizen Kane, in his San 

Simeon castle. But Christian's own private world is filled with regret - for a family abandoned, a reckless 
affair and a tragic death, followed hard by financial downfall that prompted his profound retreat from life. 
But when one day Christian's buried past threatens to catch up with him, a heart-rending journey of self-

discovery into lost love begins.ExtraitThe cypress rested in its shadow.He tripped on the steps up to the main 
building but managed not to fall. Fuchsia blossoms met his eye as he straightened up; azaleas beyond them. 
He walked over to the cypress and leaned against it while he caught his breath. He was hot in his black suit 
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in the afternoon sun. Reaching into his pocket, he took out a white handkerchief to mop his brow and pat his 
cheeks. Fairweather clouds hovered on the horizon, while closer to shore gleaming ripples tossed back and 
forth. He sensed a breeze, and suddenly a sharp whistling sound passed through the trees and a bell clanged 
in one of the towers. Once, then silence. He noticed a hint of lavender as he put the handkerchief back in his 
pocket and continued on his way.The Chief had mislaid his magnifying glass. Kristjan--or, rather, Christian 
Benediktsson, as he had called himself since coming to this country during the Great War, twenty years ago--

had spent the morning hunting for it in the old man's bedroom and on the balcony outside, in the gothic 
library next door and down in the reception room, rst by the teletype machine, then on the jigsaw-puzzle and 

chess tables, but without success. He had paused in his search for a moment when the teletype suddenly 
began to hum, and hesitated before the machine, waiting for the message the Chief had been 

expecting."What on earth can have happened to that magnifying glass, Christian?" asked the old man as his 
butler handed him the telegram and reported his failure. The Chief glanced at the message, then went to the 
window and said: "Unless I left it outside yesterday."Kristjan thought he remembered seeing his employer 
wandering around the previous afternoon with a book in his hand, Dickens, he believed, as it had the same 
leather binding as the collected works. Oliver Twist had been lying on the Chief's bedside table yesterday 

morning but was there no longer, so it seemed likely to have been the one. He had looked round all the guest-
houses, by the Neptune Pool, in the billiards room, where he remembered seeing the Chief sitting for a while 

before sunset yesterday, by the fountain with the statue of David, and in Miss Davies' room, though she 
hadn't been there for over a week and wasn't expected until next weekend, when the Chief was planning a 

costume ball.Had he thoroughly checked by the swimming pool? He stopped in his tracks, trying to 
remember whether he'd looked under the table on the side where the old man usually sat. He didn't move on 

again until he'd convinced himself that he had missed nothing.The magnifying glass was of medium size, 
with an ivory handle gilt-embossed with the Chief's initials: WRH. He had borne it a grudge ever since the 
Chief fell asleep in his poolside chair last year with a book on his lap, the magnifying glass clutched in his 

right hand over an open page. Kristjan had been in the house fetching a cold drink for Miss Davies when he 
heard the screams.He set off immediately at a trot, trying to balance the drink on its silver tray, through 

sunbeams and shadows, and dropped the glass at the sight of the Chief lurching to his feet with his jacket in 
ames. The book lay burning on the edge of the pool at his feet but he was still clutching the magnifying 

glass. He seemed dazed with sleep, so Kristjan grabbed him round the waist and leaped into the pool with 
him.It was remarkable that the Chief had only slightly singed the back of his right hand but otherwise 

escaped unharmed. Once he'd grasped what had happened, he stroked his shirt where it had caught re, and 
said:"Where were you?"Kristjan put an arm under his shoulder and helped him up onto the side of the pool, 
where Miss Davies was waiting for them. The gardener and two girls from the kitchen, who had rushed out 
when they heard the screams, now retreated out of sight so the Chief wouldn't realize they had witnessed his 
humiliation."Where were you?" he repeated."He was just fetching me some lemonade, dear."She helped him 
indoors while Kristjan swept up the charred remains of the book and picked up pieces of glass from the path 
where he had dropped the drink. He worked methodically, taking care not to cut his ngers or burn himself on 

the still smoldering book. Oliver Twist, a rst edition, bound in light-brown leather. Before going inside to 
change, he emptied the water from his shoes.Kristjan quickened his pace. The hunt for the magnifying glass 
had disrupted his day. He pulled the watch from his pocket and squinted at it. Half past two. Monday-May 

17th. "San Simeon, May 22nd, 1937," was engraved at the top of the menu for Saturday night's dinner. He'd 
found two spelling errors and had them corrected. The Chief's shoes were waiting to be polished and he still 
had to make a clean copy of the guest list for the costume ball. A cool draft sneaked from the shadows, and 
for a moment he imagined someone was breathing on his neck. He started."Klara," he whispered. "Is that 

you again?"It was by accident that he found it on his way back to the house. A glimmer caught his eye on his 
way past the four statues of Sekhmet, the lion-faced Egyptian goddess of war and battle; a icker on the 

balcony behind her. What a relief! He couldn't wait to bring it to the Chief.He wiped the dust off the handle 
and polished the glass with his handkerchief as he hurried back to the main building. It was getting cooler 
but he didn't notice. In the distance the sky was darkening. A whistling breeze swept over the hill but the 

cypress caught it. The bell clanged. He knew the Chief would be pleased to see his magnifying glass 
again.He lay on his back covered by a thin sheet. It was still hot; he slept naked. The window was open but 
in the corner a dim light burned; he had switched it on before getting into bed. For years he had been unable 
to sleep in the dark.The lion in the Chief's zoo had been restless tonight. He imagined it pacing in its cage. In 

his dream he saw fog over the bay and mist on the hillsides; in the moonlight it looked like newly fallen 



snow.He slept lightly, his hands resting at his sides. The glow cast by the lamp crawled up the sheet, fading 
out over his chest and leaving his face in darkness, apart from a splash of light on his forehead. He was 

nearing fty but people still commented on his striking looks. Fair, broad shouldered, of medium height, his 
hands powerful despite the long, ne ngers. He still had to restrain his thick, wiry hair.His room was two 

doors down the hallway from Mr. Hearst's bedroom. He had not spent a single night in the servant's quarters 
since he rst came here, for the Chief wanted him close by. He usually slept with his door ajar so he could 
hear if the old man called for him. Tonight, however, he had shut it as Mr. Hearst was away and not due 

back until tomorrow. But Miss Davies had appeared just before supper, taking everyone by surprise. They 
had thought she would be in Los Angeles until Friday. She was alone.Tomorrow morning a ship was due to 

dock at the San Simeon quay, carrying iron, cement, and steel. The Chief had asked him to supervise the 
unloading, as he suspected he had been cheated on the last consignment. Kristjan was looking forward to 

spending the day down by the sea.The smell of the ocean came through the window and he turned his head 
towards it as if he sensed it in his sleep. The ngers of his left hand twitched a little, then his body grew calm 

again and his breathing slowed and became regular, though now and then his eyelids ickered. Lately his 
dreams had taken him to the small village in Iceland where he'd grown up. To the jetty and the mountain 

behind the village. He had no idea why and didn't think his dreams were of any signicance.He didn't wake up 
when she opened the door and entered. Leaving it ajar behind her, she stopped by his bed and looked at him. 
The curtains uttered; the shape of his body was visible under the sheet.Gradually Kristjan became aware of 
her presence, though she remained where she was without moving, simply watching him. Slowly he opened 
his eyes, blinking as he grew accustomed to the light, then turned his head in her direction."Is that you?" he 

asked.She was wearing a white silk robe, her arms folded. She wore her strawberry blond hair long, in owing 
curls. Her eyes were bright blue, her smile girlish when she wanted it to be. She held a cigarette in a holder 
between her index and middle ngers, as if she had forgotten it was there. Her ngers were short and pink, the 
holder long and white with a gold ring around the end that held the cigarette."What did you say?" she asked 

quietly. "Was that Icelandic?"It took him a while to shrug off his sleep, as though something was dragging at 
him from the depths of a dream."Oh, it's you, Miss Davies," he said at last. "Is something wrong?""There's 

nothing wrong."If she reached out her hand she could brush against his skin. They were both aware of 
this."Who did you think it was?""I was dreaming...""About who?"He didn't answer."A woman?"He rose up 
on his elbow."I was dreaming. Is there something wrong?"She smiled. Her own smile, not a smile from one 

of her movies."I wanted the guest list for Saturday. If you wouldn't mind..."He stretched under the sheet, 
looking at her abstractedly, a white gure in the quiet half-darkness."It's down in the kitchen. I'll go get 

it."She didn't move."I'll bring it to you..."He smelled her breath as she nally turned her back on him and went 
to the door. He wasn't surprised that she had managed to get her hands on a bottle; the Chief was...Revue de 

presseStunning. . . . Pitch-perfect. . . . Beautifully rendered. . . . The novels effect is the same [as that of] 
Ishiguros The Remains of the Day. Minneapolis Star-TribuneMemorable. . . . Olafsson is a master 

puppeteer, violently pulling the strings of memory, desire and fate, even as the words flow calmly and 
sensuously from his pen. Los Angeles Times Book Quietly moving. . . . An evocative tale of grief and hope. 

The New York Times Book Sublime. . . . Olafsson is a gifted dramatist. The Denver PostExquisite. . . . 
Olafsson delivers the story like our minds deliver memoryin stretches of calm, in flashes of intensity, with 
jagged edges of remorse, in self-protective remove. . . . We turn the pages because we are entranced by the 
pristine quality of the prose. Chicago TribuneProfound and moving. . . . Unforgettable. . . . The beauty of 
this novel is the questions it poses as it traverses the landscape of the human heart, making sense of the 
senselessness and rendering sympathetic a very human character caught in a web not entirely of his own 
making. The AdvocatePoignant. . . . Engaging. . . . Olafsson is a sensitive, old-fashioned novelist. The 

Washington Post Book World Marvelous. . . . Haunting. . . . Olafsson has organized the book brilliantly. . . . 
The writing is gorgeous, filled with heavily-illuminated images and beautiful visual description. Deseret 

News (Salt Lake City) 


