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         Copenhagen author Hannah is the darling of the literary community and her novels have achieved massive critical acclaim. But nobody actually reads them, and frustrated by writer’s block, Hannah has the feeling that she’s doing something wrong.

          

         When she expresses her contempt for genre fiction, Hannah is publicly challenged to write a crime novel in thirty days. Scared that she will lose face, she accepts, and her editor sends her to Húsafjörður – a quiet, tight-knit village in Iceland, filled with colourful local characters – for inspiration.

          

         But two days after her arrival, the body of a fisherman’s young son is pulled from the water … and what begins as a search for plot material quickly turns into a messy and dangerous investigation that threatens to uncover secrets that put everything at risk … including Hannah.
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            PROLOGUE

         

         His heart was in his mouth. Why should it end here, like this? He wanted to scream, to tear himself apart, to hit someone. Kick them in the head until their life ebbed away. It didn’t matter if it were him, as long as it was someone who deserved it. In that moment, it felt like the whole world deserved to die.

          

         He picked up his pace. The field was sodden and muddy as always. He loathed it here. It was dark and cold and dank. All the fucking time. He turned and started walking towards the water – he wasn’t sure why. He could hear the waves now. The closer he got to them, the stronger the urge to hurl himself into the sea and leave everything behind. He wanted to get away from this place. Hated this town and everyone in it. He was freezing. He’d been so upset he’d left without his coat. He considered turning back, but that would mean losing face. And losing was the last thing he wanted to do. He wanted to win, to beat them all. To leave, conquer life and return – show them what he had made of himself. He couldn’t wait any longer – there was too much he wanted to do. Fuck them. He was almost down at the shoreline now, could taste the waves on his lips. He licked around his mouth, felt as if he were capable of anything. He could end his own life, end someone else’s – it didn’t matter whose. He was worth something – he had the power, he could do anything he wanted. He stopped, tore his jumper off and stood there, acutely aware of the November chill clawing at his bare skin. It was painful – and soon it would be fatal. Again, he contemplated throwing himself into the waves. Ending it all. But instead, he dropped down on his knees and, voice breaking, gasping for air, he started sobbing, screaming. Didn’t care that he was now sitting on the damp, clammy grass. Although it was quite mild for the season, the cold still permeated his body, spreading through him, into his heart. It was all so unfair! The fact that everyone else could just sit at home, in their warm living rooms, no problems, lives that hadn’t just been destroyed, while he was here, outside in the middle of nowhere like some animal. He let go entirely and wept, and then he felt the self-pity begin to set in. There was only one thing he truly wanted in that moment: to be held. He knew who would hold him – who would always be there for him, even though he had just rejected her. This thought alone gave him solace, and his crying subsided. But the cold still shook his entire being. He just wanted to return to her, have a hug and a cup of tea.

          

         But something caught his eye: car headlights, in the distance. Heading his way. He recognised those lights, even from here. No one else in town drove a car with those blinding white lights. Shit. This was the last thing he needed. He sure as hell didn’t want to end up talking to that idiot. He stood up and tugged his jumper back over his head. Wanting to get home now – to live, not die. But as he began to make his way back, he heard a voice call out behind him, shouting his name. Had he heard that right? He was about to turn round, but before he could, he felt it. The blow. As if the sky had fallen down on top of him. He collapsed to the ground and only just managed to register the wet grass beneath him and the blood streaming through his hair. He could just about sense someone grabbing hold of his legs and dragging him down onto the beach. He tried to move, but couldn’t. Lost consciousness entirely. No longer aware that the person had hauled him all the way out to the exact spot where he had longed to lose himself just a short while earlier. Out into the ice-cold, pitch-black, perilous ocean.
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            A hand intertwines with another atop the shared armrest. They lean back simultaneously. He turns to look at her a millisecond before she turns to him. He is scared of flying but tries to hide it; she isn’t but pretends she is. They make love with their eyes, falling for each other all over again as they soar into the sky.

             

            Her: I camped out on a mountain.

            Him: I went skiing.

            Her: I took your breath away.

            Him: I danced in Brussels.

            The plane ascends. His slightly sweaty hand…

         

         Ach! What now? How the hell do you plot out the early stages of two people falling in love? How are you meant to portray those emotions without sounding like a knock-off version of Goethe, or worse: a way-too good Barbara Cartland? Regardless: too trite. Holding her finger firmly on the delete button, she erases the entire paragraph and washes away the feeling of inadequacy with an entire, large glass of red wine. Then another – it takes more than just the one glass to expunge the feeling of mediocrity. Hannah Krause-Bendix has never received a bad review. Not once has anyone had a single negative thing to say in any of the reviews of her four novels. A literary superstar, twice nominated for the Nordic Council Literature Prize. Didn’t win, but that doesn’t matter; anyway, she doesn’t believe that the hallmark of good literature is how many awards it’s won. She’s actually refused the numerous other prizes she’s won over the years. No – Hannah sees herself as a forty-five-year-old living embodiment of integrity and will always maintain that it is beneath her to seek commercial success. Her editor may very well be the only person alive who knows that this is actually a lie. Dialogue, from the top:

         
            Him: There are streets in Copenhagen that only exist in my dreams.

            Her: But does that make them any less real?

         

         Delete. Again. Hannah has never tried her hand at the falling-in-love trope in her books before, and thus far, it feels as if the whole venture is more likely to end up as a one-night stand than some happy ending. Restless, she steps away from the desk: German design, mahogany, strong enough to bear her (usually) ingenious words. Recently though, there hasn’t actually been anything to bear – the words just won’t come. And today’s the same, apparently. She paces around her penthouse apartment, all sixty-seven square metres of it, so it doesn’t take long. She stops at the window, opens it and releases a plume of smoke over the city’s rooftops. It’s a beautiful day. Copenhagen looks good in the autumn sun, as do its people, who seem to insist on wearing short-sleeved tops even though it’s already November. As if bare skin can be convinced it’s still summer. She envies them, sometimes, the people down there, with their carefree faces and soya lattes in disposable cups, pushing their offspring around in prams, waving as they pass each other. Copenhageners really do have a knack of looking so happy on Sundays. For a brief moment, she considers whether she should go to today’s event after all. Bastian will be fawning over her for months if she does. That is an appealing thought, at least: a grateful, compliant editor for a while. How refreshing. She stubs out the cigarette and straightens up. No, she isn’t about to spend her afternoon at some tedious-as-hell book fair, signing copies for a mob of people incapable of distinguishing between books and literature. And anyway, her absence isn’t exactly going to disappoint a whole bus-load of screaming fans. Hannah’s readership is as small as it is elite – despite her literary recognition, she is still an author only by the grace of arts council funding. She writes the kind of literature in which an old man takes a sip of coffee, then stops to think for about forty pages, before taking another sip. By that point, it’s not only the coffee that’s gone cold. So have most of her readers.

         Hannah walks into the kitchen and tries to visualise the purpose behind this action. Nothing. She invents a hunger that’s not really there, given the fact she only had breakfast an hour ago. Has it really only been an hour? The digital clock flashes at her from the oven. The sight makes her cringe. Not eleven o’clock yet and she’s already on her third glass of wine and fifth cigarette. That will have to stop. From now on, no more alcohol before midday. A vow she’s made to herself time and time again, and one she will undoubtedly break. Christ, what a cliché of an author she is. She opens a few cupboards, closes them again. Same ritual with the fridge: open, close. But the hunger won’t be lured into being – there’s nothing she wants. Why has inspiration been so hard to find lately?

         Correction: it’s not the inspiration that’s hard to find. There’s plenty of that. It’s more the ability to process it: getting it down into written form. A feeling, a sharp reflection or a meaningful word don’t lay the groundwork for a good story anymore. The rest simply won’t come. Or rather, what does come is so bad that it ends up fluctuating between perfection, the pretentious and the trivial. She can’t quite seem to touch that nerve – the nerve that made her previous works positively tremble. Her talent lies in portraying people. She has this intuitive knack of describing a character in such a way that her reader doesn’t simply feel as if she knows that human being, but that she is that human being. Hannah is an observer. When people compete for the limelight at dinner parties, she doesn’t draw attention to herself by being loud and obnoxious, or by making dramatic gestures. She prefers to keeps herself to herself – offering only a fleeting smile at the occasional droll passage of conversation – and to observe. And that’s when she notices those whose eyes wander, whose words, empty of any meaning, reveal a certain distance, or a desperate attempt to hide something. But what, exactly? A mental imbalance? Boredom? Or, perhaps, something far too beautiful and pure to reveal to the outside world? Hints and suggestions such as these are what Hannah likes to ponder on – likes to use to compose her extraordinary narratives, offering her readers some special worldly wisdom. But Hannah’s started to doubt whether she or her writing actually make her readers any the wiser. Make herself any wiser, even. It’s all just endless trains of thought put down on paper. That’s why she decided to try her hand at a romance, to get herself back on track. Or maybe to dig her teeth into something new.

         But it’s particularly tricky to plot out a love story when you’ve never had a relationship last beyond the first milestone – and it’s even trickier when you don’t actually believe in plots. She glances out of the kitchen window, over the courtyard, where a group of children seem to be playing a game. If collecting rainwater from a large barrel and watering the flowers can be considered a game. Their broad smiles and happy squeals suggest it’s a fun one. Hannah sighs and contemplates what it must be like to live such a light and happy life. She shakes off the thought, deciding that she can’t just mope around the apartment, feeling sorry for herself. If she’s honest with herself, a lot of her problems are of own making, especially when it comes to her love life. It’s not that Hannah’s incapable of love. She falls in love quite often, actually. It’s just that it never lasts particularly long. On the whole, she has little patience for others, so when it comes to relationships, she’s disappointed before anything’s even started. Disappointed might be the wrong word. Bored is probably more precise. Although that may be because she spends all her time probing around inside the minds of her characters, so she always feels like she’s about ten steps ahead of everyone else. She misses that feeling of being surprised by someone she can’t quite figure out. She’s starting to doubt whether she’ll ever get to feel that again.

         
             

         

         Bastian doesn’t doubt her though. Never has. Although he does have hideously bad judgement. If it weren’t for the fact that he’s her best (gah, fine – only) friend, biggest fan and steadfast editor, she would’ve shaken him off years ago, mainly because of his commercial pandering. What is odd though, and she’s often thought about this, is why exactly he puts up with her. Hannah is Bastian’s only real author. The other ‘authors’ he represents churn out cookbooks, thrillers, popular fiction – all the shite people buy because it’s harmless and easily digestible. Books that have answers, good people and bad people, problems that can be solved. In Hannah’s books, there are no answers. There aren’t even questions. Her writing forces her readers to think for themselves. Immerse themselves. Feel. But the reality is, there are few who can these days. Hannah sighs, all the way out to her fingertips. She knows only too well that if one of them should be giving the other the slip, it’s not her – Bastian should’ve ditched her years ago. She’s difficult, and she doesn’t sell. So the fact that he’s insisted on keeping her on at the publishing house for the last fourteen years must be down to one of three things: prestige, philanthropy, or terrible judgement. And whenever she spends any time reflecting on it, she always ends up coming to the same conclusion – that it’s the last reason that’s the most likely. She should do something to pay him back, she thinks in a split second of rationality. And in that split second she has called Bastian and informed him that she will, in fact, be attending the book fair that day. Nothing but garbage seems to be coming out of her pen anyway. Bastian is pleased.
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         Once outside the Bella Center, Hannah stops to light a cigarette, thoroughly regretting coming. As she fills her lungs with the courage to confront the book-fair attendees, she watches the throng of people pass through the grimy glass revolving door, the rotating mechanism and hand-power funnelling grey-haired Jutlanders and children in and out of the book world. These are the people she’s going to have to talk to. Christ alive, kill me slowly.

         ‘Sorry, but could you possibly take that cigarette a bit further away from the entrance?’

         Hannah turns and finds herself looking straight into the hair of a woman who, in another age, would have made an excellent milkmaid. But, in this life, she appears to be a teacher, with her dyed hair having clearly grown about four centimetres since she last visited her small-town salon. Hannah lowers her gaze, looks directly into the woman’s affronted eyes. The teacher sends a concerned glance back at the unruly group of children standing behind her. 

         ‘The smoking area is over there.’ The woman points towards a smoking shelter so far away that Hannah can barely see it. 

         Hannah smiles demonstratively. ‘Right, I’ll go all the way to Sweden for a smoke, shall I?’

         ‘Think of the children. They might be encouraged to start smoking if they see others doing it. Or they might get cancer.’ 

         ‘From seeing me smoke?’

         ‘From breathing your smoke.’ 

         Wearied, Hannah looks at the milkmaid teacher, then down at the children, who are all gaping up at her as if she were Darth Vader. She bends down so she’s face to face with the first in line: a snotty little boy with red cheeks. Offers him the cigarette. 

         ‘Fancy finishing this off for me?’

         The boy shakes his head, terrified. Hannah straightens up, looks at the teacher again. 

         ‘See – I’m not encouraging anyone to do shit.’ 

         Hannah stubs out the cigarette, turns and enters book-fair hell, just about catching the sound of the woman yelling at her to pick up the remains of her cigarette and put it in the bin.

         
             

         

         Bookseller booths line the walls of the labyrinth, through which all sorts of people – from reading groups of grey-haired, white-wine women, to young couples dragging their bored kids around with them – seem to be meandering aimlessly. Some on the lookout for their next big reading experience, others wandering around in the hope of catching a glimpse of their favourite author – most of them probably there simply to avoid the boredom of home. Draping a scarf over her head, Hannah manages to avoid encounters with any colleagues, readers or journalists as she battles her way forward. But soon she breaks out in a cold sweat, and gasping for air, she feels the agoraphobia reach its peak as she finally arrives at the booth, where she finds her books have been set out on their own little table. So this will be where she’ll be spending the afternoon, sat here signing her books. Bastian isn’t even here, as he promised he would. She notes, regretfully, that no dent appears to have been made into her stock of copies, and she doesn’t think that’ll be changing anytime soon. Behind them is a tired-looking intern from the publishing house – alone. Hannah removes the scarf and the intern looks up with no trace of recognition.

         ‘There’s a special offer on those books today: two for one. An author we can’t seem to sell much of, but they’re really good. They won the Nordic Council Literature Prize twice.’

         Hannah feels the fatigue settle into the pit of her stomach. ‘The author has never won the Nordic Council Literature Prize.’

         ‘They have – Hannah Krause-Bendix. She’s really one of the best authors we have here in Denmark, it’s just that not many people know of her. But she’s actually my favourite author.’

         Hannah feels a sudden urge to pull out the revolver she fortunately does not have tucked away in her bag. Sarcasm and humiliation are her only weapons.

         ‘So she’s your favourite author, is she? Which of her novels would you recommend?’

         The intern hesitates, fearful of being caught out in a lie.

         ‘I Come in Silence is epic.’

         ‘Epic?’

         ‘Yes, I mean, it’s a bit weird, but that’s her style. It’s super deep.’

         ‘Deep?’

         ‘Yeah, I mean, it’s difficult to explain, because—’

         ‘Because you’ve never read it?’ Hannah interrupts.

         The intern blinks a few times, her gaze clouded over with uncertainty, but doesn’t manage to summon up any rebuke. Hannah gets there faster.

         ‘You shouldn’t be at a book fair trying to sell books that you claim to have read when you clearly know less about literature than an illiterate—’

         ‘An illiterate what?’

         Bastian pops up behind Hannah, all six foot of him looming over her. He looks expectantly at Hannah, and then, taking his eyes off her face, he moves his gaze in an equally inquisitive line to the intern, who – now shrinking behind the counter – looks close to tears.

         ‘An illiterate moron.’ 

         Hannah seethes at her failure to come up with a more refined insult, yet at the same time notes, with even more irritation, that the intern seems neither horrified nor ashamed enough to pull off a full-blown breakdown. Instead, the young girl straightens up, presumably in the belief that her boss – the tall, kind Bastian – will, with great fanfare, escort the strange assailant out of the building.

         ‘Claudia here is new, she’s studying comparative literature.’

         Probably still convinced that Bastian will grab Hannah’s arm and lead her away, Claudia pushes her shoulders even further back, and turns to him.

         ‘I was just trying to tell this customer here about Hannah Krause-Bendix, but she totally had a go at me instead.’

         Ah, a woman playing the victim. How boring.

         Claudia the intern eyes Bastian: why wasn’t he escorting her away yet? Hannah’s actually starting to enjoy the conflict. If she’s lucky, Bastian might even fire Claudia. If only the torture could be drawn out a little, for Hannah’s sake. People who lecture others about things they have absolutely no knowledge of should die slow and painful deaths. On the other hand, she’d also like to hurry up and get started on what she actually came here for, and this discussion won’t lead to many books being signed.

         ‘I don’t know if you usually just read Facebook updates or fashion blogs or whatever, but you clearly don’t read novels. If you did, then you’d know that I’m Hannah Krause-Bendix. I’m the one who wrote these books you’re standing there trying to peddle as if they were pickles.’

         Claudia gasps.

         ‘Hannah, she’s new.’ An attempt by Bastian to take the edge off Claudia’s humiliation.

         ‘I couldn’t have known it was you, especially when you look so different from your photo … I mean, you look so much older in person.’ 

         Claudia fumbles around with Hannah’s books, trying to rearrange them. As if that’s going to help. Hannah swallows a snappy comeback and, instead, takes off her jacket and chucks it behind the table.

         ‘Why don’t you go buy yourself a nice hot, organic soya latte while I sit here and sign my epic novels for the next hour?’

         Claudia glances at Bastian. Like a school child asking whether they have permission to go to the toilet.

         ‘You can take a break.’

         Claudia slinks away from the desk and disappears into the crowd. Gone, too, is her straight back and proud chest.

         ‘Good to see you in all your staff-intimidating glory.’ Bastian drums his index finger on the table.

         ‘Was it really so difficult to find an assistant who has read at least one of my books?’

         Bastian grimaces. Hannah sighs – of course. If Hannah doesn’t find a new audience for her books, and fast, the next step in her career will be to drive all her unsold copies to the nearest landfill. 

         ‘You should know, I’m only doing this out of the kindness of my heart.’

         ‘Can you at least smile at people?’

         ‘Devilishly or sexily?’

         ‘In a friendly way, please. I know you have it in you.’

         Bastian smiles, opens his suit-clad arms wide – why does an editor have to dress like a businessman? Hannah remembers the time when soft velvet and wool were core staples of Bastian’s uniform, but that was before the economic boom of the noughties. And before he became an editor. Suits of various cuts and colours have been his garb of choice since starting at the publishing house. Hannah is convinced it’s deliberate – to signal his transition from a literature-loving student to a permanent member of the literati. From wanting to work with books because you love books, to working with books because you love money. A transition Hannah has never experienced herself. But, in the privacy of her own thoughts, she is glad that Bastian has. She looks down at the table laden with her own works, feels a pang of gratefulness for Bastian’s commercial transformation, because if it weren’t for him, her books wouldn’t be at the book fair at all. Even if she does still miss the woolly, velvet man she met for the first time in the late nineties, at a reading of Inger Christensen’s Butterfly Valley: A Requiem. 

         ‘Is this on?’

         Hannah looks up. A microphone crackles. The same microphone currently amplifying the sound of a thin, female voice. The voice matches the body, which is somehow even thinner: Natasja Sommer. On a stage. Also on the stage: two chairs, a little coffee table placed between them and two glasses of water. The uneducated culture journalist taps lightly on the microphone – a hollow, drumming sound. Yes, it’s on. Behind her, on the wall, a poster. Hannah’s heart skips a beat: it’s a photo of Jørn Jensen, the world’s worst crime writer, the primary object of Hannah’s loathing. And it looks like he’s about to be interviewed by Natasja Sommer. Right now. On that very stage. Hannah takes a deep breath. She should never have come to the book fair.
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         Smile, smile, success, success. Hannah flips through the book-fair catalogue and eyes her colleagues’ portraits and photographed book covers, popping up as small, grating reminders of how long it’s been since she released any new work herself. She slams it shut and looks up, over the booth – which is easy as there’s nobody there – to the area just in front of the stage directly opposite her, which is packed full of people. From her lonely outpost, she gazes over at the waiting audience and feels an acute urge to crawl inside a teeny, tiny cell deep within her own body, the smallest one she can find. Why exactly does she hate Jørn so much? It’s not because he sells. Or because people read him. Or love him. She’s not that primitive; she doesn’t really acknowledge the success of writers of his calibre. She looks down at her nails, flexes her fingers, as if they contain some unknown mystery. Which they do, in a way. They translate her thoughts into words, bring her soul into the world, materialise it. That’s it. That’s what Jørn’s books lack: soul. They don’t contain the deepest, most original thoughts that only an individual can bring forth. His are simply reprints of other people’s thoughts, churning them out like some mechanical book factory. Yes, his books may be exciting, they may have a moral to their story. But those qualities are cheap, easy, because they’re based on a formula. Where’s the originality, the heart, that which separates the author from any other person who’s taken a writing course and has a decent sense of suspense dramaturgy? And the language. Why doesn’t he make an effort with the language?

         A round of applause erupts from the crowd as Jørn steps on stage. He kisses Natasja Sommer on the cheek and looks out at his fans, a broad smile on his face. He tries to look humble, but fails – it’s hard to hide such a giant ego. Someone in the audience wolf-whistles, as if he’s a rock star. Ah, Denmark, you cultural wasteland; please do encourage talentless people as much as you can! Hannah stares, eyes fixed on Jørn, like an owl about to extend its claw and capture a mouse. But her claws remain on the counter, they even retract a little – Jørn is unassailable. Natasja Sommer commences the interview with a flirty tone, and Jørn starts talking, self-assured, well rehearsed, his words like fuel on Hannah’s burning skin.

         ‘I’d like to be able to write a book in about eighteen minutes and then move on to the next.’

         Fire!

         ‘Writing is a craft, a job like any other. That’s why it’s important to have a strict work ethic: to sit down for a certain amount of time and write, and don’t stop until you’ve written the number of pages you set out to. And it’s just as important that you eat well and exercise too, to stay sharp, mentally.’

         Flames!

         ‘I see it as a duty that I never bore the reader, to always try and reach as many readers as possible. After all, there’s a huge industry dedicated to this kind of book, so you could even say that I see myself as a bit of an entrepreneur, creating jobs for others: at the publisher, the printers, in the shops.’

         Inferno!

         Hannah can’t stand listening to any more statements about literature as a function of the market economy and desperately fumbles around for her phone, finds it and calls Bastian. Straight to voicemail. Shit. She considers slipping out, but as the thought comes to her, two teenage girls approach the booth. She watches them as they look over the books, picking them up at random. She tries to shut out Jørn’s voice, to no avail.

         ‘How would you describe the relationship between what we might call the heavier, more literary genre, and the popular book culture, which you yourself belong to?’

         Hannah’s ears prick up at Natasja Sommer’s question. Jørn nods slowly, maybe to show his understanding of the question, maybe to underline that the answer is complicated. He radiates authority – media-trained authority.

         ‘I see it like this: it’s a good thing that there are bestselling authors like me, who help make it possible for others to get published. From this point of view, popular fiction can be seen as a necessity, as it means that those who don’t really sell can still publish their books.’

         Burn me alive!

         So my existence is courtesy of you, is it? she thinks. Because you write your stupid books, I get to publish mine? Because you’re not ambitious with the way you use language, I get to be with mine? The claws slowly unfold. The two teenage girls come over to Hannah, one of whom dumps a book on the counter.

         ‘Can you gift wrap that for me?’

         Hannah’s gaze moves from the book up to the girl, whose box-dyed hair is far too black for her already-pale skin, making it shine and only calling further attention to the transition from child to adult. She also has no eyebrows. Hannah has no time for people with no eyebrows; she thinks they lack character. Could she not at least draw some on? But it isn’t the girl’s appearance that makes Hannah recoil in disdain. Rather, it’s the book she has placed before her: The Woman Who Whispered for Help. By Jørn Jensen. Hannah picks it up as if it were a pair of homeless man’s lost pants, and turns it over. On the back, a picture of Jørn in some rugged outdoor situation, leaning against a tree, arms crossed, staring directly into the camera, as if he were trying to psychoanalyse the lens. Above the photo: nothing but words of praise from the critics against a starry sky. Mainly reviews from obscure blogger sites that Hannah’s never heard of. She lifts her gaze from the photo to the man himself.

         ‘I don’t expect to be a successful writer for the rest of my life – you’ve got to know when your time’s up. Stop while you’re ahead.’

         Jørn looks directly at Hannah as he says this. Only momentarily, but long enough that it can’t have been random. She thinks she notices a hint of mockery in his smile, perhaps as a little payback for all those times she’s turned her back on him at various events. Years’ worth of accumulated irritation charges through Hannah and takes control of her hand. She raises it, and before she knows what she’s doing, she’s thrown The Woman Who Whispered for Help directly at Jørn. It’s probably all his years in the Danish army that make his reaction to incoming flying books so sharp, as he almost miraculously jerks his head quickly to the side, managing to avoid, by mere millimetres, being smacked square in the forehead with his own best-seller. The book makes contact with a stand behind him, displaying a photo of the book cover. It overturns, topples off the stage and crashes to the ground.

         The entire festival turns to look at Hannah. The eyebrowless teenager points at her.

         ‘It was her, she threw it.’

         Natasja Sommer’s hand is now covering her mouth in shock, clearly unable to handle anything not written down in advance on her neat little interview cards. Jørn, on the other hand, maintains his composure. He stands, to get a better view over the crowd, and steps to the edge of the stage. His eyes meet Hannah’s – she does nothing to evade his gaze.

         ‘Well, well, well. There’s clearly one person here who isn’t excited about my new book.’

         The crowd laughs. Hannah reaches boiling point.

         ‘I haven’t read it, but I imagine it’s just a reprint of one of your other books, only with a new title. Or rather, a kind of new title – as far as I remember, wasn’t your previous release titled The Woman Who Sighed after Sex. I read that in a day.’

         ‘So you’ve read it. How flattered I am.’

         Jørn smiles smugly at the audience, who laugh and smile up at him in return. Now the initial shock has subsided, the audience have rapidly adapted to this new form of entertainment – here we have lines drawn, a clear, mutual aversion between two renowned writers, a literary feud. Far more entertaining than just one man talking into a microphone on stage.

         Natasja Sommer has regained her poise, holds her breath. The newspaper photographers snap away. Hannah blinks, has an out-of-body experience for a brief moment: this is all happening right now, and it’s almost as if an invisible syringe injects her with something containing equal parts panic and aggression. She represses the former, and adrenaline gives her courage.

         ‘There’s no need to be flattered, it was a truly awful reading experience. I’ve held writing courses for children in the fourth grade who are more eloquent.’

         Hannah’s stab is made with malice. The corner of Jørn’s mouth twitches – attacks on one’s abilities hurt the most. Especially for a man who’s sold millions of books, as well as the film rights to an English-speaking country.

         ‘Well, we can’t all write little, intellectual novellas for the elite.’

         Hannah is prepared for that exact argument. She’s heard it before.

         ‘In principle, we could. But it’s not an either/or discussion. They’re not mutually exclusive, and this isn’t because I hate crime fiction either. I only hate badly written crime fiction, which people wrongly believe is good; the work, for example, that you write.’

         Jovial Jørn has left the building. Now it’s pure self-defence.

         ‘You may think my books are bad, but I’d argue that there are many people who would disagree with you. Such as my millions of readers.’

         People clap at this, but Hannah takes no notice of them, after all, the audience is mainly Jørn’s fans. She finds peace in the knowledge that, in both national and international literary circles, she’s the queen of high-brow. Even if those circles are rather small.

         ‘The tastes of the majority are rarely a marker of quality.’

         Hannah hears the words come out of her mouth, hears that they are more vicious and personal than she had intended. In fact, Jørn isn’t the problem, it’s everything he stands for that is. And, of course, the fact that he’s up on that stage, teaching people about literature like that. No! He does deserve it. He is the problem.

         A camera from one of the TV stations has found its way over to them – who would have thought that authors were capable of creating this much drama outside of their books? Hannah notices them and wonders what the hell she’s gotten herself caught up in. But she can’t walk away now, nor can she bring herself to stop – not unlike a car skidding down an ice road: the only way to avoid disaster is to continue onward, heading in the same direction at the same speed, and hope that you come out the other end alive. Jørn follows the same strategy.

         ‘To be honest, I think it’s rather conceited to stand there and claim that you have better taste than all of the people who read my books.’

         No. He can’t be allowed to reduce this to a question of morality.

         Good taste, bad taste, that’s not what this is about.

         Hannah reaches over to an unnecessarily tall stack of Jørn’s books and holds up a copy.

         ‘This is mediocrity with page numbers. Poor taste is fair enough, but mediocrity that knows it’s mediocre and doesn’t strive to be anything more than that, or to be a little bit different – that’s the real threat to our society. This book represents all those who don’t bother to put in even the smallest amount of effort, those content to just sit on the cliché shelf. And make money out of it. Any idiot can write a book like this in a month.’

         Jørn pauses. He and the audience hold their breath.

         ‘Okay then. If any idiot can do it, that must mean that you can too?’

         Hannah stays silent. She can sense where this is going. A turn she hadn’t anticipated.

         ‘Of course she can!’

         Hannah swivels round and catches sight of Bastian, towering over the crowd – has he been there the whole time? And what the hell is he thinking, interrupting with that?

         ‘I, for one, think that’s an excellent challenge. Writing a crime novel in one month? I think there are many of us here who’ll be looking forward to reading that book.’ Jørn has managed to gain control of the conversation again with a smile, the impudence now resting just below the surface. 

         Nodding and clapping from the audience. Cameras flashing, people chatting. Is this a media stunt or a genuine conflict ending in an actual competition? Either way, the entertainment value has ramped up a notch. This moment may be one for the history books.

         All eyes turn again to Hannah, who in turn looks from Jørn to Bastian. In the space between the two men she sees that any control she had over the situation is sliding out of her hands. There’s only one way forward.

         ‘Sure, in one month, I’ll have written a work of crime fiction better than anything you’ve ever published.’ 

         Hannah has surprised the crowd – and herself, even. She turns on the spot and marches away from Jørn, the audience, the media. Bastian quickly overtakes the horde of followers. The pledge hangs in the air behind her.
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         Hannah only just has time to light a cigarette before Bastian finds her in her backroom hide-out. Judging by the silence, he’s managed to shake off the last few stalkers.

         ‘That was the best marketing trick I’ve ever seen. The book’s already sold in the hundreds of thousands before it’s even been published!’

         Hannah looks up at Bastian. ‘Bullshit!’ She stubs out the cigarette without even taking a second drag.

         Bastian takes in a deep breath. Knows her too well. ‘You mean you’re not going to write it?’

         ‘I can’t. Crime? I write introspective prose. I can’t even plot out a simple romance novel properly.’

         ‘But just think – what if you could?’

         ‘Yes, and? Then there’d just be one more god-awful crime novel in the world.’

         ‘Not awful. You don’t do awful.’

         ‘Your flattery is driven purely by the profit you think you’ll get.’

         Bastian rests a hand on Hannah’s shoulder.

         ‘You’ll write a good, different kind of crime. In a month. It’ll sell well, you’ll have proved your point to Jørn and the rest of the book world – you’ll have sparked a debate. And then you can return to your novels, which have now aroused widespread, popular interest. Everything you publish will be discussed far and wide – read far and wide. People will suddenly start reading your earlier works. I Come in Silence will have to be reprinted. You’ll make your mark on Denmark’s literary history.’

         Hannah can see it unfolding before her. Slowly starts to look at it all in a new light.

         ‘Maybe I could write a good crime novel, but not in a month. And that’s the essence of this whole thing – the fact that bad crime fiction is bad because they’re produced at such speed, and are superficial in both language and content. That, I could probably achieve in a month.’

         ‘The quality isn’t as important, so long as the book’s done. It’s not the content, but the truth behind the statement: any idiot can write a crime novel in a month. It puts the genre into perspective.’

         ‘But is it right to use all that paper to print such a bad text? It wouldn’t be worth sacrificing the rainforest for.’

         ‘In a hundred years, your novels will be mandatory reading material in all Danish schools.’

         Hannah mulls it over.

         ‘I’ve got writer’s block.’

         Bastian scrutinises her.

         ‘You need some new inspiration, new surroundings.’

         ‘I’ve just been to Berlin. And I wrote four pages in fourteen days.’

         ‘No, you need something different. Nature, silence. You need to go to Iceland.’

         Hannah stares at him.

         ‘Why Iceland?’

         ‘I know someone up there, a friend of the family. A woman you can stay with – she’s got this huge house in some rural town. You can get away from everything here, have the time and peace to write. And in a month, you’ll come back with a crime novel.’

         ‘And what if I don’t?’

         ‘Then at least you’d have made an honest attempt.’

         Bastian moves his attention to his phone, while Hannah thinks over this situation she’s got herself into. She has a feeling that she’s suddenly come to a decisive point in her life. This could be quite the opportunity. Or perhaps her biggest mistake. Bastian looks up from his phone.

         ‘Go home and pack your bags, you’re on a flight to Reykjavik in four hours.’ 

      

   


   
      
         
            5

         

         The baggage carousel kicks into motion, alerting those awaiting their suitcases with a mechanical click, promising an imminent reunion between them and their luggage. People swarm around the mouth of the belt as it spits out each bag at an unpredictable pace. Hannah waits in solitary dignity away from the epicentre – why don’t people realise the belt carries the luggage all the way round, and that it may, therefore, be beneficial to spread out a bit? For God’s sake, that’s what it’s bloody designed for. With her arms folded across her chest, she observes the other passengers: what exactly does that achieve? What are they afraid of? That someone else is going to run off with their copy-and-paste suitcases full of their dirty laundry?

         They have travelled through the morning together, flown alongside the retreating darkness, and an hour back in time. An almost poetic, collective experience, in a way. One of those rare circumstances that makes Hannah feel like part of a group: All of us together, high above the Earth, and if we were to fall out of the sky, we would die together. Hannah finds the idea of a collective death mollifying. But here they all are, her fellow passengers, alive and safe, hovering around the conveyor belt like hyenas surrounding a dead animal. The sense of community dissipates entirely as they fight for their luggage.

         She drags her black suitcase toward the exit, its one broken wheel screeching behind her as it tries to pull off to the right. She should’ve replaced the suitcase many trips ago. Hannah looks around, tries to get an impression of Iceland thus far – the airport doesn’t seem all that different to Denmark’s. Or from any other airport anywhere else, for that matter: stone, metal, glass. All neatly arranged. Perhaps that’s why all arrival gates look the same; so you can’t tell what country you’re in. Maybe it’s meant to give the impression of a smooth transition: a few hours ago, you were in another country, far away, and now you’re here, yet it looks the same. A kind of deception; the human brain couldn’t keep up with the change without it. Or maybe it’s because most travellers are xenophobic. Hannah notices, however, that the neutrality here at Keflavík, Iceland’s national airport, is offset by a few ultra-nationalist symbols in the duty-free shop: flags of Iceland, souvenirs, chocolates shaped like famous Icelandic buildings and postcards with turf cabins and waterfalls. Icelandic vodka, Icelandic sweets. Who, hand on their heart, actually has use for a cap with horns bearing the Icelandic flag? Hannah peers in as she walks by: American tourists. She feels something icy run down her side from her right armpit. Cold sweat. She can’t get out of the floodgates of Keflavík airport fast enough – with one last hard tug, she forces her suitcase back on track and hopes that her host for the month, Ella, is waiting on the other side of those doors, as Bastian has promised.

         Outside the arrivals hall, Hannah regrets, for the third time, taking on this project. She’s done two rounds of the car park with her dying suitcase in tow and smoked two slow cigarettes in front of the entrance – their meeting point. But no Ella. Hannah shuffles back, further under the roof, and looks up at the sky. Various shades of grey and about to rain. And she’s not convinced that the air is anywhere near as fresh as she was promised. Where is Ella? Hannah has a sudden, nerve-racking thought: what if there is no Ella? What if there is no writing retreat set up for her – it was all just a ruse to lure her up here, so Bastian could finally get rid of her? No, he wouldn’t do that. Ella’s probably just had a heart attack and died on her way here. She is an older woman, after all. Oh, fuck. What if she is lying lifeless in a ditch? With frozen fingers, she fumbles around with her lighter and inhales the smoke of another cigarette deep into her lungs, holds it there a moment and exhales. She contemplates a curious, colourful sculpture made of steel and glass across the car park. The artwork tilts to the side a bit, unfinished at the top, as if it’s trying to stretch up to heaven, but chooses not to at the last minute. It’s not too late to turn around. Icelandair runs a shuttle service, maybe she can hop on the same flight she arrived on? Maybe she’d even get the same seat.

         Hannah suddenly catches sight of an approaching Jeep, one that looks like it may be combing the car park for lost Danish authors. Through the filthy windscreen, Hannah believes she recognises the woman Bastian fleetingly showed her a photo of. Hannah raises her arm, waves it around a good while to get the woman’s attention – and eventually gets it. Watches as a smile breaks out on the woman’s face, the Jeep changes direction and pulls over. Out steps Ella, agile and surprisingly complex in her physical appearance: tan, reddish hair, gold jewellery, lipstick, yet wearing a grey fleece and clogs. Tucked under her arm: an old sheet of cardboard with Velkomin Hannah written on it in red marker. The sign is held up with an outstretched arm. The woman smiles with all her sixty-something years and points to herself:

         ‘Ella.’

         Hannah shakes her hand. She’s aware that Danish is semi-compulsory at school here, but also knows well enough that it’s a myth that all Icelanders speak and understand it. And, not wanting to appear like a dumb imperialist, she has planned to spend the next month speaking English. 

         ‘Hello, I’m Hannah. Thank you for letting me stay at your house.’ 

         Ella comes out with a stream of something in Icelandic, gesturing with her arms, and starts to heave Hannah’s suitcase, which is almost as big as she is, into the car. Hannah quickly interprets the situation: Ella can’t speak Danish or English! In her mind’s eye, she aggressively shakes Bastian for not having disclosed this important piece of information. Intentionally, she’s sure. Had Hannah known that to be the case, she’d never have left Denmark. But she’s here now. Hannah grabs the other end of the suitcase, moments before it is about to overpower the woman.

         ‘I’ll take it.’

         The car is a Jeep Cherokee, and going by the ratty seats and radio complete with cassette player, it hasn’t been new for many years. Tik-ke-dee-tak, clunk; tik-ke-dee-tak, clunk. The engine plays its own melody, sounding most like a farewell song. Hannah glances, a look of concern on her face, at Ella, who – now driving them out of the airport – seems completely unaware of the engine’s imminent failure. Or maybe she’s just used to it. Hannah sighs – if there’s a fatal road-traffic accident in store for them, then it’s the driver rather than the car who’ll be responsible. Her eyes jump from the embroidered sofa cushion Ella seems to be sat on, lifting her up just high enough to see over the wheel, to the pair of thick glasses balancing on the tip of her nose. The nose itself so far forward that Ella’s breath seems to dance on the windshield – settling on the glass and then disappearing. Settling, disappearing. Hannah wonders whether it’s common practice in Iceland to perform mandatory health checks before you’re allowed to renew your driving licence. But, then again, Ella’s probably not old enough for that. As they overtake a Mercedes and narrowly avoid an oncoming bus, Hannah starts to doubt whether Ella even has a driving licence. One hundred and ten kilometres an hour. On a country road. Come to think of it, maybe dying wouldn’t be that bad. It’d mean she wouldn’t have to write the book.

         The engine definitely sounds as if it’s on the verge of collapse now. Hannah points with her entire body toward the car heater, hoping that she’s signalling towards the engine. And then demonstratively covers her ears. Ella nods in a ‘yes I know’ kind of way. Says something in Icelandic. 

         Switches the radio on and then turns it up for Phil Collins’ ‘Another Day in Paradise’. She bops along happily, side to side, hands moving with the music, the steering wheel and car following after. The car ploughs forward, now zigzagging across the road. The sounds coming from the engine add to the dissonance. Wonderful. If there’s one person Hannah hates more than Jørn Jensen, it’s Phil Collins. She refuses to let him be the soundtrack to her death. She fishes out her phone, makes a call, and Bastian answers immediately. A hello would be superfluous.

         ‘I need you to book me a return flight.’

         ‘Did Ella not come and get you?’

         ‘No, she did. But she’s driven us into a ditch, we’re both sat here in the mangled car. I can’t feel my legs.’

         ‘I can tell that Iceland’s already ignited your imagination. Ella’s great, isn’t she?’

         ‘Why didn’t you tell me that she can’t speak English? Or that she drives like a lunatic and loves Phil Collins?’

         ‘Ach, come on. Phil Collins is good.’

         ‘Please. This was all a terrible decision, I don’t know whether I was having a stroke or what. But what I do know is that there’s a flight back to Copenhagen tomorrow morning. And I’ll be on it.’

         ‘What about your novel?’

         ‘It’s not a novel. It’s crime.’

         ‘Will it write itself?’

         ‘Hopefully. I’m genuinely sorry, but I can’t do this. I want to go home.’

         Hannah can hear Bastian release a sigh somewhere in Denmark.

         ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

         ‘Thanks.’

         Hannah hangs up, leans back. Defeated. Mumbles to herself:

         ‘Jesus fucking Christ, what a ball ache.’

         Ella slams on the brakes. Turns down the radio. They sit there on the side of the road.

         ‘What is it?’ 

         Hannah sits up, looks around, unsure of what she’s looking for. Senses a change of mood.

         Ella stares ahead. Eventually leans over Hannah, opens the glove compartment, finds a scrap of paper and a ballpoint pen. Then writes, with all her concentration. For an entire minute. As if the words must be extracted from somewhere deep within her. She holds the paper up in front of Hannah, who reads … something that appears to be a combination of broken Danish with Icelandic and English influences. 

         
      You use masse swearing og foul language.
    

         Hannah reads it again. As if she doesn’t recognise the words in front of her. Looks up at Ella. Not without a significant knot clenching in her stomach.

         ‘You can speak Danish?’

         Ella writes again. The words seem to come out a little easier this time.

         
      Jeg understand. Kan write a bit.
    

         The knot in her stomach tightens. She stays silent for longer than just a dramatic pause.

         ‘I actually have more beautiful words in me.’

         Ella writes.

         
      Use them.
    

         Hannah stares at her. Notices Ella’s eyes for the first time. Bright green. How could she have managed not to notice such startlingly green eyes? Hannah nods.

         Ella puts the car back into gear and her foot down on the accelerator. Hannah turns to look out of the window, at the nature surrounding them, that she also hadn’t noticed until now. The car devours the road, they drive in silence. Tik-ke-dee-tak, clunk; tik-ke-dee-tak, clunk. Almost silence.

         Six hours, Hannah had read that it takes to drive to the little fishing town of Húsafjörður, where she’ll be a resident for the next month. She could have actually taken a flight – the town seems to have a local airport that facilitates domestic travel to and from the capital, Reykjavík – but Ella insisted on picking her up in Keflavík. Hannah wonders whether Ella had a long enough break before the drive back, but she doesn’t dare ask. She glances at her out of the corner of her eye – Ella doesn’t seem tired. Hannah leans back in her seat, settling in for the several hours she’ll be spending on the somewhat hard car seat, driving further and further away from the city, deeper into the Icelandic wilderness. They’ve already passed through the flat, lava-made moon-like landscape of the west, and are now sailing toward the more lush landscapes of the south-east. Even though the brownish-yellow colours of autumn dominate the vast plains, there are still traces of green here and there, and Hannah finds herself surprised at just how green Iceland is, even now, as winter looms. But the mountains do not defy the season: with ease, they lift the snow towards the sky, and Hannah stares at them with the kind of fascination that only someone from a completely flat country can have. As a writer, she should really have some sort of inherent symbiosis with nature, it should inspire her to dig out and use sublime words. But in reality, nature frightens her, both the thought of capturing it in writing, and quite literally, which is why she’s always turned inward in her writing. Not because people are easier to describe than nature, but because it feels more authentic. 

         Even though it’s only been a few hours since she landed, twilight is already descending around them. Hannah remembers having read something about the sparse daylight the country experiences at this time of year, but she doesn’t feel fully prepared for the impending thirty days of darkness. She takes a deep breath in, and with it, feels like she’s drawing in the landscape around her too. Has a vague feeling of how nature here becomes even more beautiful at dusk.

         Neither of them speak. Ella concentrates on driving, listening to the radio, which is now broadcasting the voice of a man speaking Icelandic. Hannah picks up a few words every so often, fragments of what he’s saying, but gives up on trying to understand the context. She doesn’t take the initiative to talk to Ella either – has never been able to muster enough polite, superficial niceties to keep a conversation going, free of awkward silences. Small talk. How do people do it? Instead, she thinks of what she’s read. About Iceland. And Húsafjörður. The population of the fishing town comes to about twelve hundred of the three hundred and sixty thousand people who live in Iceland. Geothermal energy makes up most of the country’s energy, including its heating and its electricity – in other words, it’s a very sustainable country. The people of Húsafjörður once lived off fishing alone, but its tourism industry has now overtaken it as a source of income. 

         To Hannah, Iceland has always seemed to be inhabited by people with a kind of light grandeur – whether that’s because of the country’s volcanoes, its waterfalls or the sagas, she’s not sure. She was once invited to a private viewing of the work of an Icelandic artist who made miniature lithographs, and she turned out to be the only Dane present. She spent the entire afternoon at a party where the only language used was Icelandic, even though everyone was practically fluent in both English and Danish. It wasn’t hostile, the party – there were smiles and nods, acknowledging her presence, and in her silence, rare for Hannah, she had felt social for once. If she had observed her silence from the outside that evening, she would’ve leapt at the opportunity to fabricate an exciting story about who this woman was. But as she stood there, sipping her glass of red wine, observing, listening, without understanding anything being said, she could sense the pride in the room. Not like the Danish, Lilliputian pride, always begging to prove itself. But a self-assured confidence, an inherent, radiating pride. The fact that exact level of confidence had led to Iceland’s over-optimistic fiscal policies and investments of the early 2000s, which had in turn threatened to plunge the volcanic island into poverty was, of course, a downside. 

         Húsafjörður flashes at them as they fly past the road sign. In the dark, it is difficult to discern the little settlement, but Hannah can just about make out how the scattered houses separate the land from the sea, and as they approach, she notes that the town looks as if it were built during the economic boom of the 1960s, with the less-than charming concrete architecture that entails. Not exactly the idyllic writer’s retreat she’d had in mind – although she doesn’t really know what she actually had in mind. A wooden cabin with a turf roof, like the postcards in the airport? They overtake a teenager riding a bike without any lights, and drive past a closed petrol station. Everything seems to exude ‘countryside’. Her telephone rings. It’s Bastian.

         ‘Now what?’

         ‘There are no more seats on tomorrow morning’s flight, but there’s space on the SAS flight at eight pm that stops in Oslo. It’s not been easy finding you a last-minute ticket, so this trip will be coming out of your profits.’

         ‘What profits?’

         ‘Pack it in. Are you taking the ticket or what?’

         Hannah hesitates.

         The car guides them up to a house located a fair way away from all the others. A house that seems to have an entire area of the town to itself. Ella turns off the engine, and Hannah stares at the building, currently shrouded in darkness and silence. Built of wood, and clearly surpassing the age of its owner, Hannah guesses that the two-storey house must be far too large for just one person. A half-moon hangs in the sky above the house, and around it, Hannah can just about detect a whole array of constellations. It dawns on her just how many years it’s been since she last saw the stars. In the city, it’s easy to forget they’re there.

         The sound of someone clearing their throat on the other end of the line. Bastian.

         ‘I’m waiting, credit card and fingers ready. Am I confirming the reservation, yes or no?’ Bastian’s voice now impatient. 

         Hannah takes another look up at the house, at all of the possibilities she hasn’t yet considered. Another moment passes. She breathes in, feels calmer than she has in a long time.

         ‘No. Don’t book. You’ll have your novel in a month.’

         She opens the car door and steps out.
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         Ella opens the door without using a key. At first, Hannah presumes she left it unlocked as a result of the forgetfulness that comes with old age. The ease with which she is invited inside, however, suggests that Ella chose not to lock the door – and that you don’t need to lock your doors in Húsafjörður. In what Hannah would describe as one sweeping motion, Ella carelessly chucks her fleece onto the chest of drawers by the front door and makes her way through the narrow hallway into what must be the living room. Hannah struggles to haul her suitcase inside, and removes her shoes and coat, placing the former neatly on the hallway floor and hanging the latter on a peg, as if a space has always been reserved for it there. She inhales the smell of a lived-in home – and somehow finds it inexplicably reassuring. She walks along the thick, carpeted floors, heading deeper into the house, the wheels of the suitcase leaving deep tracks in her wake.

         
      ‘Þetta er mitt heimili.’ 
    

         Ella flings her arms open wide. Hannah looks around. The structure of the house is exposed, with load-bearing wooden pillars from floor to ceiling, reinforced by transverse beams. The panelled walls are painted blue, the ceiling white. Hannah imagines there must be a beautiful wooden floor hiding beneath the thick, wall-to-wall carpet, which Ella is clearly very fond of – Hannah wonders whether it’s an aesthetic choice, or a cold-feet-related one. She digs her toes into the long, yellow-brown wool and concludes that the latter is most likely. The room – a combined kitchen, living room and sewing-machine centre – is large, and probably quite bright in the daylight with its four tall sash windows. Not particularly energy efficient, and they aren’t exactly doing a great job of keeping the November chill out. Hannah shivers and spots a radiator, the dial turned up as high as its settings allow. And remembers that the country’s abundance of thermal energy makes it almost free to keep Icelandic living rooms warm. Ella lights the small fireplace anyway, fiddling about with the fire tongs, sparks flying everywhere, none of which seem to bother her. Slowly, the heat from the flames begins to spread through the room, and Hannah feels her body loosen up by a micrometre. It is then that she starts noticing the room’s details. A rocking chair so old it doesn’t look like it was made this century – or last. Antique tools of wood and metal hanging on the wall as décor. And then something that looks like a collector’s treasure trove: a display case full of elephant figurines made of porcelain, glass, wood – a collection consisting of every art style imaginable, from the abstract to the naturalistic to the caricature. Hannah steps closer to the display case; the contents look like a lifetime’s work. One figure in particular catches her eye – a particularly realistic-looking bull elephant, beautifully carved from a type of wood she doesn’t recognise. The elephant’s trunk hangs down and brushes the ground, its back right leg bent beneath it, as if it were resting. There’s something sad about it. 

         
      ‘Minn uppáhalds.’
    

         Hannah starts, turns to see Ella standing right behind her. She looks, uncomprehendingly, at her host. Ella picks up a newspaper and pen from the coffee table. She writes:

         
      Min favourite. I bought it in Indien.
    

         Hannah looks at her again, surprised.

         ‘You’ve been to India?’

         Ella writes again: I have been to many places. Love elefanter. They kan carry a whole family.

         Hannah looks around the room again, suddenly noticing something. The absence of photos.

         ‘Do you not have children?’

         Ella shakes her head, writes something: Sadly.

         Ella doesn’t look all that sad about it though – instead, she gestures for Hannah to stay put for a moment while she disappears. She comes back into the room with a portrait of a teenage boy. Hannah takes it in her hands, looks at it with sincere curiosity – normally she hates looking at other people’s family photos, but there’s something inexplicably intriguing about this boy. It’s not his appearance, though. It’s not that he’s unattractive – with his light-blond hair, dark eyebrows and those characteristically high Icelandic cheekbones, he’s good-looking enough, but nothing exceptional. No, what makes this boy so special is the way he holds himself, doesn’t shy away from the camera, but exudes a captivating confidence. And his gaze. He has the same green eyes as Ella, piercing, engaging. 
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