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snowflake

1 – A flake of snow, especially a feathery ice crystal, typically displaying delicate sixfold symmetry.

 

2 – derogatory, informal An overly sensitive or easily offended person, or one who believes they are entitled to special treatment on account of their supposedly unique characteristics.

 

Oxford English Dictionary




Chapter One

Hannah

As soon as the plane lands I take out my mobile. There’s a message from Daisy.

 

Miss you already!

 

There’s also one from Dad.

 

Got held up at work, will be around twenty minutes late.

 

Of course he will.

Dad had insisted on picking me up from the airport. I’d said I was fine with taking the bus. I always take the bus. But this time isn’t like all the other times.

The plane is taxiing slowly on the icy tarmac towards the terminal. It skids a little. No one seems bothered. Compared to the violent turbulence during landing, caused by gusts of wind pounding the plane like the invisible fists of a giant boxer, this is a breeze.

The woman in the seat next to me keeps glancing at me and smiling. She’s trying to engage me in conversation; I know she is. I stare down at my phone. I don’t want to talk. I should have it printed as a slogan on a T-shirt, I’ve been saying it so frequently for the past three weeks, two days and six hours.

Notifications from different applications pop up all across my screen, numbers inside red bubbles, like traffic lights giving me an order: Stop whatever you’re doing and click on me. I get a familiar rush of emotions; an addictive mix of expectation, excitement, dread and validation. I know I shouldn’t feel those things. I know I’m being taken advantage of by greedy corporations out to improve their click-through rate and their bank balance. But under the circumstances it’s a welcome relief from wanting to lie down and wait for the force of time to wipe me out like chalk from a blackboard.

I scan the numbers inside the bubbles, the never-ending appraisals that ebb and flow, as indifferent to our existence as the sea is to the shore: How valued are you today? How loved, how sought after? Does anyone like you? Got any new friends? How about followers?

I start by clicking on Gmail. Excluding promotions and notifications from various social media applications I’ve got two new emails. One is from someone called Stacey Callaghan. I’ve no idea who that is but I’ve got a pretty good idea what the email is about. The subject is ‘Condolences’. I move it to the ‘Read Later’ folder with the rest of them. The other is from Granny Jo. She refuses to learn how to use messaging services and keeps sending me short messages in the subject line: ‘Pick up milk on way home’; ‘Working late, order pizza’. This time it’s ‘Call me when you’ve reached your dad’s house’. I click on it expecting the body to be empty as usual. But it isn’t.

 

My darling girl. I hope you’ve landed safely. I just want to ask you – beg you – not to ignore what I said to you this morning. You’re not responsible for anyone but yourself now. Let yourself be free. Please, Hannah, I can’t take another life wasted.

 

Love,

Granny

 

I try not to burst into tears.

It’s less than five hours since I said goodbye to Granny Jo. Somehow it feels like an eternity.

I’d expected a talk from her before I left. But I wasn’t prepared for what she had to say. She was asking too much of me. I’d told her I couldn’t just start over as if my life was a story written in Word and all I needed to do was delete the old document and create a new one. Of all people, she should know that.

I press the home button on my mobile and Granny’s message disappears. I’m digitally burying my head in the sand. I can’t think about this right now.

As a distraction, I open Facebook. The only thing there for me is a single friend request from someone I’m pretty sure isn’t a real person but a bot. Desperate for a fix of some digital love, I switch to Instagram.

That’s better. The photo of my suitcase has thirty-eight likes and one comment. The comment is from Daisy: ‘What gorgeous luggage!’

I get a slight buzz. Thirty-eight is good. Better than average.

The woman next to me is leaning into my line of vision. She’s radiating a desperate need to talk; like a balloon that will burst if she doesn’t let some air out. I pretend not to notice her. But some people just can’t take a hint.

‘I’m here to see my grandkids,’ the woman chirps. She’s so close I can feel her breath on my cheek. It smells of garlic and menthol.

I try to devise an answer that is just polite enough to keep her from thinking I’m an anti-social psychopath but curt enough to make it clear that I’m not interested in having a chat. ‘That’s nice.’

Either the woman is socially tone deaf or she simply decides to ignore my signalling. She offers me a Strepsil. ‘Want one?’

I shake my head.

She puts the cough sweets into a weathered backpack along with her glasses and the book she’s been reading. It’s one of those Nordic noir crime novels, the latest accessory you have to have in your handbag to be considered on trend. It has the mandatory snowy landscape on the cover, tastefully peppered with drops of blood. It’s murder, minimalistic chic style. Why do people like reading about fictional horror in their spare time? Isn’t there enough awfulness in the world as it is?

The woman puts the backpack on the floor, straightens in her seat and flashes me a set of yellowing teeth, a threat of more small talk to come.

‘Is it your first time here?’

I put my phone back in my pocket. It has failed to provide me with the solitude I crave. ‘No.’

‘Are you here on a holiday?’

A slight snort escapes my nostrils. I don’t understand why anyone would come here on a holiday. Why would you travel willingly to the freezing cold end of the earth? I should say, No, I’m not here for a holiday. I should say, I’m here as a punishment; I’m here as a prisoner of my own crappy fate. But I simply say, ‘Sure.’ No one wants to hear the truth – even if they say they do. The truth makes even the so-called professionals uncomfortable – I found that out almost immediately.

 

The day after Mum died, the vicar from the church up the street came knocking on our door. I don’t know why – one of our neighbours must have told him about us. We’d never been to church and neither I nor Granny Jo had ever before seen this man standing on the cracked pavement outside our house.

‘Are you from Ocado?’ Granny Jo asked, looking the man up and down. He looked young-ish, despite a receding hairline, and wore jeans and a big down coat to ward off a sudden burst of September cold. He could easily have been one of the delivery men who brought us our weekly groceries.

‘I’m Dominic Johnson,’ the man said, managing the perfect balance of not smiling while still giving off the vibe that he came in peace. ‘I’m from Christ Church. Can I come in for a little chat with you and your granddaughter?’

Granny gave a loud, purposeful sigh. Saying that she was not a fan of all things God related would have been an understatement.

I followed as Granny took the poor man through to the living room, feeling curious as well as apprehensive. It was no coincidence that she had him sit down on her reading chair by the bay window. On the bookshelf right above the man’s head was one of Granny Jo’s favourite books – her Bible, you could say if you wanted to annoy her – grandly displayed in hardback, with the commanding title: The God Delusion.

Granny glanced down at the grey sweatpants she only wore around the house. She ran a hand over her shoulder-length hair, smoothing it out. It was grey with auburn strands – it used to be the other way around not that long ago.

It wasn’t only the God thing that was irritating Granny, she also didn’t like surprise visitors. With the exception of Daisy, she wanted to know in advance if we were having company. When people came over she always made an effort; ditching the sweatpants for suit trousers and a shirt, or even a dress, and making sure we had nice biscuits in the house. The other reason used to be Mum. Granny wanted us to appear normal, like any other family; mother, daughter and grandmother living happily under one roof. Mum, however, was to normalcy what an airport runway was to a quiet cup of tea. You never knew what state she’d be in if the doorbell rang at random.

Granny sat down on the sofa opposite the vicar. ‘Hannah,’ she barked at me. ‘Get the man some tea.’

‘There’s no need,’ the vicar said, still wearing his down coat. ‘I don’t want to intrude …’

‘Well, you already have.’

I disappeared into the kitchen, happy to escape the awkwardness. But to my surprise, when I returned, the two of them were discussing the proposed redevelopment of the north-east corner of Highbury Fields, our local park, and they were in full agreement: the council’s plans were the usual pandering to developers who thought of nothing but concrete and money, and the park should be left as it was.

I sat down next to Granny.

‘So, how are you, Hannah?’ the vicar said after his first sip of the tea.

Granny straightened, turning up her nose, alert but wary like a hyena that had just got a whiff of a carcass.

I shrugged. I didn’t want to talk.

The vicar leaned forward in his chair, exposing a bald patch on the crown of his head. ‘Even though she’s gone, she will always be with you—’

‘I’m sorry,’ Granny Jo interjected. ‘I hate to be rude.’ (That was a lie; she loved putting people off their footing with her brusque manner and tell-it-like-it-is philosophy). ‘But I’m afraid I can’t allow such talk in my house.’

The vicar shifted his eyes from me to Granny, raising his eyebrows. He didn’t appear at all fazed. ‘And what kind of talk is that?’

‘Talk of things, destinations, that don’t exist.’ Granny Jo’s face turned hard. ‘Look, Reverend—’

‘Call me Dom.’

‘Dom. Here we don’t trivialise death by pretending it’s anything but a final parting. Death serves a purpose; “it is the dark backing that a mirror needs if we are to see anything”, a wise man once said.’

I’d heard her say this more times than I could count – and I knew what was coming next.

‘The finality of life is what makes it precious,’ Granny continued. ‘It puts things into focus and gives you the urgency you need to live life to the fullest. Why go on an adventure today, why go on a holiday, why learn a new language, read a book, fall in love today if you’re going to live for ever? In endless time, all things can be accomplished. Thus, all things can wait.’ Granny Jo sucked in her cheeks, suppressing a smirk. She was clearly pleased with herself. ‘So, I will not have you belittle death in my house.’

The vicar smiled. ‘That was a good speech. I bet you read it in a book somewhere.’

Granny’s lips parted with an indignant gush of air. She looked as if she’d just been slapped. Granny Jo had worked as a librarian at Islington Central Library for thirty-two years. If I’d had to venture a guess, I’d have said around seventy per cent of our conversations were about something she’d read in a book.

The vicar struggled to raise himself up in the cushy reading chair. He took one more sip of his tea, then placed his cup and saucer on the coffee table. ‘Let me tell you this, and I speak from experience: Death is so much more complicated in practice than in theory.’

Granny pouted her lips. She was a notoriously sore loser. ‘Yes, well. I’m sure we’ll figure it out. It’s not like we have a choice.’

The vicar bowed his head; he was bowing out.

He got up. ‘I’ll leave you ladies in peace.’ He reached into his pocket, took out his card and placed it on the coffee table next to his hardly touched tea cup, looking in my direction. ‘Some of your neighbours were wondering if you’d be interested in having a little remembrance service for Ellen up in Christ Church. Feel free to get in touch if that’s something you’d want. I’m just around the corner.’

Granny got up from the sofa to show him out. But she wasn’t rid of him yet. Her back curled in disappointment when the vicar stopped in the living room doorway.

‘Hannah,’ he said and turned to me. ‘Your mum sometimes stopped by at the church for a chat. I know she battled her demons, but on a good day she could really light up a room.’

A familiar feeling of mortifying embarrassment took over my entire being and I wished with all my heart that I would be swallowed up by the sofa cushion. To the outside world Mum’s highs were endearing. Only to Granny and me, they served as a flashing siren in the darkness of her messed-up reality. Ecstasy/ agony: with Mum they were two sides of the same coin.

‘I’m sorry for your loss, child. May God be with you.’

That last thing was what tipped Granny over the edge. If he’d only skipped that last bit, he would have got out unscathed.

‘Let me tell you what God is. God is a meme – you know, like those silly pictures you see on the internet – with highly infective power. God is a cultural virus that is hard to eradicate. I prefer Darwin to your virulent meme, thank you very much.’ Then she literally pushed the vicar out the door.

 

The plane stops in front of the terminal building. The woman next to me is banging on about taking her grandchildren to the pond to feed the ducks. I can’t listen to her any more. It’s nothing personal. It’s just that hearing about other people’s glorious mundanity makes it hard for me to breathe. It’s the grief, I guess; grief for what I’ve lost, but even more for what never was. My greatest aspiration in life is normalcy. I can only hope for the mind-numbingly mundane. To me, boring is perfection.

I reach for my phone again to try to shield myself from the woman’s chatter. I don’t care if she thinks I’m rude.

Looking at my Instagram account, people might assume the following things about me:

 

I’ve got shiny, straight red hair and perfect skin.

I like cooking.

I’m into nature.

I love going out with my fun-loving girlfriends.

I’m normal.

 

They’d be wrong on all counts.



FIVE WEEKS EARLIER IN LONDON
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Photo: A girl with long dark hair, sporting a pink floral dress and a beaming smile stands in a grey London street, like a sole ray of sunshine on a rainy day.

Filter: Rise.

 

Caption: Summer is a state of mind.
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What the caption should have been …

 

Option one: What do you see when you look at this photo? #happiness #glamour #lovelife #instagood

Option two: Appearances can be deceptive #fake

Option three: I got paid two thousand pounds for posting this picture on Instagram #ad

Option four: This photo bears no relation to reality #instalie



Chapter Two

Imogen

Imogen Collins looks at herself in the mirror. Her skin looks really good today. Such a big change from a year ago when she spent every morning covering up spots and blemishes with a foundation so rich it felt like putting on wall paint. Maybe it’s the anti-blemish night cream the people at L’Oréal sent her that did the trick. Or maybe it has more to do with stress hormones and distance in time and space between her and the Beast.

Shit. There he is again. The Beast. Always creeping up on her, cropping up in her thoughts, uninvited and unwelcome. It’s been a year but the shadow is still there, even on a sunny morning like this one. Maybe she should see someone about this. Get some pills or something.

There is a creaking of floorboards. Imogen can hear footsteps on the other side of her closed bedroom door; they’re light and considered. It’s definitely Anna – Steph and Josh never bother to think whether the others are asleep when they get up early. That means there will be coffee ready in five minutes. Anna always makes extra for Imogen. Imogen loves Anna. If Anna were a man she would date her – hell, she’d marry her. Anna is the perfect person to live with. She’s quiet, she cooks and she makes a mean mojito. What more do you need in a partner?

Imogen can think of three things: eyes, brown and penetrating; cheeky grin vibrant enough to single-handedly sustain a whole night of slightly embarrassing erotic dreams; and abs hard as rock (she’d touched them by accident when they both went for the pulldown station at the gym).

Her date with Callum is tonight. It had been Imogen who asked him out. She doesn’t really know him. They’ve chatted a few times at the gym and Imogen is pretty sure they have nothing in common. He works as a bartender in the evenings and as a freelance tattoo artist during the day. But she is moving on, getting out from under the shadow, stepping into the light—

Stop it, Imogen. Why does everything always have to be about him? Why does everything have to be tainted? Why can’t a date just be a date and not an attempt to move on, forget, start over, find a new path or some other shit like that? She should be fine. She should be happy. People keep telling her how fantastic her life is. ‘I wish I could do what you do,’ people say and tilt their head to one side, smiling as if they’re just so happy for her without realising that their resentment is reflected in their stone-cold eyes.

Only yesterday an admiring girl stopped her in the street in Covent Garden.

‘Are you Imogen Collins?’ she asked. The girl couldn’t have been more than ten, standing next to a woman who was probably her mum.

‘Yeah that’s me,’ Imogen answered, giving the girl a well-honed professional smile that was meant to: a) look inviting (when it came to followers, retention was as important as gaining new ones); b) convey surprise (to make the girl feel special in thinking that she was the first person in the world to recognise Imogen in the street); and c) portray kindness (because no one wanted to follow the perfect life of a stuck-up bitch).

‘Can I have a selfie with you?’ the girl asked.

Imogen was running late on her way back to the office after her extended lunch break. ‘Of course you can, sweetie.’

As Imogen walked down King Street afterwards, she heard the mum say, ‘Who was that?’

Imogen rests her open palms on the dressing table and takes a deep breath. It’s a trick she saw on YouTube to reduce anxiety. Sometimes it works. Sometimes it doesn’t. The wood feels nice and cool against her damp skin. She loves that dressing table. It’s made from walnut but has a contemporary feel to it; the mirror doesn’t have a frame and the drawers don’t have handles. She told her housemates that she got it at a thrift shop. She actually got it at Heal’s and paid £3,299 for it. That’s more than her housemates earn in two months. But Imogen can afford it. She could almost afford to live by herself in the four-bedroom house the four of them share in Bloomsbury. But she likes the company. She needs the company. Solitude doesn’t agree with her any more. When she’s alone the shadow grows bigger, darker—

Stop, just stop.

Imogen opens a drawer in her dressing table and takes out a jar of loose powder, a brush and mascara. People think she spends hours in the morning getting ready, putting on make-up and picking out clothes. But she doesn’t. She’s not even that interested in make-up and clothes – well, no more than the next person. Like so many things in her life, her social media career is something that she started on a whim and then spiralled out of control. When it comes to Imogen things always seem to spiral.

A high-pitched beep reverberates from the kitchen. One, two, three. The coffee is ready. Imogen quickly slathers on the mascara. It’s lumpy. Whatever. She’s taken all the Instagram photos she needs for the week.

She grabs her bottle of Coco Mademoiselle and sprays on a generous amount – the only fixture of her beauty regime; she never leaves the house without it. Then she opens up her laptop, resting on top of the dressing table.

Imogen tries to post twice a day – once before work and once in the afternoon. Before going to bed last night, she picked out this morning’s photo and wrote a caption. It’s a sponsored post. The photo is of her standing in a busy London street on a grey, rainy day wearing a beautiful pink summer dress from Topshop. The caption reads: ‘Summer is a state of mind.’

It was taken last weekend. In the photo Imogen is smiling. It looks like she’s having a fabulous day, but she remembers feeling miserable. She was cold and she had a massive hangover from too many of Anna’s mojitos. In the photo Imogen is shielding herself from the bulging raindrops with a copy of the Guardian – when she got home it had turned into an unreadable paste-like lump. She always buys the Guardian on Saturdays. It reminds her of home. It reminds her of her mum and dad fighting over the Review section. She hasn’t spoken with her parents in … what? Now it’s August. They had their epic Skype fight in March. So: March, April, May, June, July … She hasn’t spoken to her parents in five months. Blimey. She didn’t realise it had been that long.

That’s another thing the Beast took from her. Her parents didn’t understand her decision. She didn’t want to explain. So: They’d come to a stalemate.

Whatever. Her life is fabulous. Everyone wants to be her. Everyone wants to do what she does. She’s lucky. She’s strong. She’s not broken.

But she will be fired if she doesn’t hurry. She’s going to be late for work if she doesn’t leave the house within eight minutes. The walk to work takes her seventeen minutes; twenty in rush hour, when the streets are exceptionally busy.

Imogen gets up from her chair – a matching walnut stool, also from Heal’s. She doesn’t need to work. The revenue from her Instagram account alone is twice as much as her salary at London Analytica. But being a social media influencer isn’t a career – at least not for life. It’s like being a footballer. You’ve got a few good years in you and then you’re out. One day you’re a star, the next no one even remembers your name. But she’ll be ready. That means she’s in control – at least it makes her feel like she’s in control.

The doors to her closet are ajar; it’s so full of stuff they don’t close properly any more. Ever since she reached the million followers mark she’s been getting so many clothes sent from various retailers that she will probably never have to do laundry again.

Imogen picks out a top at random. A white pussy-bow blouse with red flowers. She rips off the tag, puts it on and grabs her jeans from the floor.

She’s looking forward to that coffee. She might have to get it to go. A month ago, she posted a photo of her old travel mug on Instagram, a chrome-coloured cup from Bodum her mum had given her before her A-levels and Imogen had decorated it with stickers that revealed some of the embarrassments of what was now her past; things such as undying love of One Direction, Hello Kitty and Taylor Swift. Ever since the post she’s been sent travel mugs from various companies around the world.

She buttons up her jeans. A slight buzzing sound breaks the morning silence. She leaves her mobile on low vibrate during the night. She’s got fans all over the world, many in Australia and the United States, and sometimes she gets more than a thousand notifications in one night.

Imogen scrolls through the notifications. She once read a newspaper article about how the number of likes a person gets on social media affects their sense of self-worth. She totally buys it. The photo she posted last night, of the book she is reading before bed, has been a success. She feels her mood lift, the shadow grow lighter.

The best thing about her accidental social media success isn’t the free stuff. It’s not even the money. It’s the buzz she gets when she wakes up in the morning and sees that she is seen, she is heard, she is loved. The feeling is more invigorating than coffee. And just as addictive.

The first thing she thinks when she sees a notification from Gmail, a single blip in an endless stream of Instagram, Snapchat and WhatsApp messages running across her home screen like a river of love and appreciation, is: How quaint. No one really contacts her through email any more except work, and this isn’t her work email, this is her personal account. It must be from someone old. Only old people use email. People who are thirty-five and over.

Then she notices the name of the sender. Her excitement over this digital equivalent of a message in a bottle quickly turns into a tsunami of darkness. For a moment she believes there’s a chance she has conjured up this ghost by thinking about him. She knows she’s not being rational. But that’s what he does to her.

What does he want? And why now? It’s been over a year. Hasn’t he taken enough from her?

She can’t open this email. She won’t.

She can see the subject in the notification.

 

Youth + Insecurities = A Shitload of Money

 

What does that mean? It doesn’t make any sense. Is he taunting her?

Stop, Imogen, stop. She’s not going to fall apart. He has taken everything from her. The fact that she’s still standing is the only thing she really has. It’s the only thing she really takes pride in. Everything else, all the free clothing, the fancy furniture, her bulging bank account, the admiring strangers, all the pretty photos – she’d give it all up for things to go back to how they used to be when her parents allotted her a meagre sum of pocket money every week, for things to go back to how they were two years ago. Before she went to uni. Before she encountered him – the one she calls the Beast.
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Photo: Three police cars with blinking lights are parked at the side of a snowy road. Beyond them lies a vast lava field.

Filter: No filter needed.

 

Possible captions …

 

Option one: I have arrived to serve my sentence – kidding, they’re not here for me. Or at least I don’t think they are.

Option two: A part of me wishes they were here for me – prison seems preferable to the place I’m going to.

Option three: Why am I so obsessed with knowing what crime has happened here?

 

Actual caption …

 

A real-life Nordic noir.
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Chapter Three

Hannah

The wet flakes of snow hit the car window like balls of spit. Welcome to Iceland, Hannah, I mouth and pinch myself on the thigh to stop myself screaming – or worse, crying.

It’s freezing outside. Still, the car feels like a sauna. I’ve never understood people who like saunas – a lot of people around here do (although thankfully they don’t roll around naked in the snow afterwards like some of the Scandinavians). The dry and hot air of a sauna makes you feel like you’re being suffocated with an invisible pillow. Exactly like how it feels being inside this car.

I glance at the man sitting next to me clutching the leather-clad steering wheel – this man I call Dad. I don’t feel like I can look directly at him, like it would be rude somehow, like staring at a stranger. I guess in a way that isn’t a metaphor (or am I thinking of a simile? I always get the two mixed up). Although I see myself in parts of his face – in his narrow grey eyes, which have an unsettling piercing quality that make you feel like he’s either looking into your soul, reading your innermost thoughts, or simply looking right through you; in his dimples, two cheeky paradoxes defying the permanent seriousness of his expression; in his wild, dark-blond eyebrows – he’s pretty much a stranger to me.

We’ve been on the road for ten minutes without saying a word to each other. The journey from Keflavík Airport to Dad’s house in Fossvogur, a suburban-looking neighbourhood of Reykjavík where all the houses are as identical as the inhabitants are conformist, should take around an hour. Under the circumstances an hour seems like an eternity.

‘How’s Rósa?’ I ask, thinking that small talk might liven the mood. I turn out to be wrong.

‘Don’t be like that, Hannah,’ Dad snaps at me, the slushy road bearing the brunt of his piercing stare.

‘Like what?’ Rósa is a sensitive subject. But I was genuinely just asking how she is doing. Or at least I think I was.

‘It’s the tone.’

Fine, silence it is then.

God, I miss London. I miss Granny Jo. I miss …

I can’t even think it. Despite everything I miss her so much.

Eventually, it wasn’t the curse that killed Mum (although we all thought it would). It was something much more mundane that got her in the end. Cancer. The most common one: breast cancer. Nothing special.

Given how many times she’d tried to leave this world, she fought death surprisingly hard. When it wasn’t on her own terms, she ‘raged against the dying of the light’, as they say. She always wanted things the way she wanted them.

My phone buzzes. I pull it out of my pocket. It’s a WhatsApp message from Daisy.

 

D: There yet?

H: Unfortunately, yes.

D: Oh, don’t say that – you’re letting negativity win. You should approach this like it’s an adventure.

 

Daisy is the type who spews positive thinking without even realising there is such a thing as positive thinking. My theory is that her mum read too many self-help books while she was pregnant. We’ve been friends since reception and most of the time I love her positive outlook on life. But occasionally, I want to throttle her.

 

H: I don’t care for adventures. Look at Alice.

D: Alice? That pimply girl with the braces who used to serve us at Nandos?

H: No, that’s Alison. I’m talking about Alice … as in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.

D: Oh, that one. She had fun, didn’t she?

H: She nearly got killed by a crazed queen and almost drowned in her own tears.

D: Oh, I see. Well, I’m sure your rabbit hole will not take you to Wonderland.

H: No, you’re right. My rabbit hole takes me to hell.

 

I’m not exaggerating. Not exactly. In the olden days people believed the door to hell was situated in Iceland.

 

D: Let’s just focus on the positives. Here’s one: it’s exactly two months till Christmas!

 

That is not Daisy being Pollyanna; that is a proper positive. It has nothing to do with Santa Claus or Jesus or three-for-two on perfume gift sets at Boots or whatever it is that floats people’s boats about Christmas. For Christmas, Daisy is going to visit me in Iceland.

Her mum got her the plane ticket the same day I was told I’d be moving here. I feel like I should burn in hell for the following admission (I can see myself to the door, since it’s probably close by), but the truth is the truth no matter how horrible: throughout my life I’ve wished Daisy’s mum, with her soft waist, home-made flapjacks, warm smiles and air of bland normalcy bordering on a cut out from a 1950s Good Housekeeping – I’ve wished she was my mum. Now that Mum is gone, admitting this feels more treacherous than ever.

The phone buzzes in my hand. I startle; I’m half expecting it to be a message from Mum telling me off for my betrayal from beyond the grave.

 

D: Can’t wait to see you in December – along with those Northern Lights of course. Got to go study. I bet you wouldn’t want to trade places with me now.

 

I still would. Daisy is studying for her A-levels at Highbury College. I was a week ago.

I miss Daisy.

I put my phone in my pocket. I wish I was back in London studying for my A-levels. The fact that I’m not is one thing I can’t blame on Mum. No, that was all me.

When I started the school paper, the Highbury Gazette, it was merely an excuse not to have to go straight home after school. But then I got really into it.

There were twenty of us writing regularly for the paper, meeting twice a week in the news room (aka the school library) to decide on the week’s content. Daisy was head of the marketing department, ringing up local businesses and charming them into advertising in the paper. People started coming up to me at school and talking to me about articles they’d liked. Then people started asking me if they could join up.

I loved it. I loved digging around, searching for newsworthy things to write about, like the nutritional deficiencies of some of the school meals, the highlights of the latest Ofsted report, the split in the drama club about the new play – half the club wanted to do a modern-day version of Hamlet, the other half wanted the production to be a traditional one. I loved conducting interviews with students who had been somewhere interesting or done something remarkable, and I got a massive kick out of doing exposés on things such as the damp problems inside some of the classrooms, which turned out to be a serious mould issue that could have had health implications for the students and the teachers.

The Highbury Gazette started out as a way to kill time but became my pride and joy. No longer was I simply Hannah, the rather plain girl who doubled as a carer for her weird mother, who sometimes showed up at the school gates wearing a nightgown with a Tesco’s bag in hand bursting with cans of lager. I had suddenly become Hannah, the editor of the school paper, the bearer of truth, badass, somebody.

It was barely a week after Mum died and I just wanted to take my mind off things. I got the idea from reading an article in the Guardian, the paper Granny Jo bought every morning, about this female BBC Radio presenter who found out her male colleagues were being paid 50 per cent more than she was for the same work.

The headmaster sometimes let Daisy use his office to make her marketing phone calls and he let me do interviews there. One of those times I broke into his computer – or that’s how he interpreted it. I wouldn’t call it a ‘break-in’; it’s not a ‘break-in’ if you simply log in to a computer; it’s not a ‘break-in’ if your password is your wife’s first name (which I managed to guess on the third try, by the way). It took me two minutes to dig up the payroll information. I opened a browser, logged in to Gmail, attached the Excel sheet and sent it to myself.

I did the calculations when I got home. The school was paying its male teachers 23 per cent more than its female staff.

I didn’t include my big exposé in the final proofs I had to show to Ms Thackeray, my English teacher, before I sent the issue off to the printers. After I got her approval, I changed the front page of the paper.

All hell broke loose. The parents went crazy. So did the board of governors. The headmaster had to apologise for the pay discrepancy and promise to fix it. The students loved the mayhem.

I was expelled.

 

Dad glances my way. ‘I’ve got a surprise for you.’

A flight back to London? I want to say, but manage to bite my tongue. He’s trying to make peace. I should go along with it.

‘I’ve organised your first assignment.’

Oh, that.

Given the reason I was expelled from school, the irony of my punishment must make my former headmaster about ready to explode with fury: I’ve been sentenced to an internship at my dad’s newspaper.

I glance at Dad. He has his eyes fixed on the road. There isn’t much traffic and he’s driving well over the speed limit.

‘What’s the assignment?’

Dad’s face softens. ‘It’s an interview.’

Okay, okay, maybe this won’t be so bad. I like doing interviews.

‘With a famous social media influencer.’

I was wrong. This is going to be awful.

‘I hate social media influencers,’ I say and throw myself back in the car seat like a petulant four-year-old who isn’t allowed a lolly. But I don’t care. ‘They’re stupid, and they portray people my age as a bunch of airheads who think pouting for selfies is a real job, posting belfies on Instagram is an important form of self-expression and photoshopping thigh gaps is something you list as a skill on your CV.’

Dad ignores my statement. ‘Her name is Imogen something or other. Ever heard of her?’

‘There are millions of people who call themselves social media stars. Why would I have heard of her?’

‘She’s like you …’

I bet she’s not.

‘She’s from the UK, but she has just moved to Iceland.’

I glance at Dad. I am starting to smell something fishy.

‘She’s taking part in Cool Britannia 2.0, a conference held by the British embassy to promote cultural relations between the UK and the rest of the world. This Imogen is giving a talk about fashion, or make-up, or self-improvement … something to that effect.’

Something to that effect?

‘In exchange for the interview she has agreed to help you out.’

There it is, that thing I’d smelled: an agenda that reeks as badly as harðfiskur, an Icelandic delicacy of dried fish which has the odour of an old garbage bag.

‘Help me out with what?’

‘Settling in. Moving to a new country.’

‘I don’t need hand-holding. I’ve been coming to Iceland every summer for my whole life.’

Dad tries to give a casual shrug but it comes out all stiff and contrived. He knows full well how lame he is being. ‘It has all been arranged. The interview is tomorrow. You might as well make use of the opportunity to speak to someone about things.’

‘I can’t believe you did that. I can’t believe you bribed some loser social media personality to talk to me.’

‘Jesus, I was trying to do a good thing here.’

‘A good thing would have been to let me do a proper interview.’

‘It is a proper interview.’

‘No, it’s not. It’s an ad. Since this Imogen is technically paying to have her event promoted in your paper – not with hard cash but with consultation – the interview isn’t real journalism but an advertisement.’

‘Why do you have to twist things?’

‘Isn’t it illegal to publish ads and pretend they are genuine journalistic content? It’s illegal in the UK.’

Dad throws himself back in his seat. ‘You always do that, Hannah.’

The sleet is turning into snow and the windscreen wipers rushing violently over the glass can hardly keep up.

‘What? What do I always do?’

Dad’s face is turning red. ‘You always manage to make everyone feel bad about themselves.’

Wow. That’s harsh – even for him. ‘Do you seriously want to go there?’ I ask as sixteen years’ worth of toxic emotional waste stored away in the back of my brain starts spilling everywhere.

‘Go where?’

I know exactly what to say; I’ve been practising this speech for years.

‘The fact that you feel bad about yourself is not my fault.’

I hesitate. Is this really how I want my so-called new life to start? The answer is no. But my words are like a boulder rolling down a hill. They’ve started their journey into the world and I’ve got no power to stop them crushing whatever happens to be in their path.

‘Even though my existence serves as a reminder to you of your inadequacies, your moral shortcomings and your selfishness, you have no right to blame that on me. It was your decision to leave Mum. It was your decision to leave me to deal with her shit. You made your bed. If you feel guilty, have a conversation with your conscience and leave me out of it.’

There. I’ve finally said it. My heart is pounding with a paradoxical mix of anger, anxiety and relief.

I wait for Dad to snap at me. But he doesn’t.

The seconds tick by. They turn into minutes. Shit. The silence in the car is making my ears ring. I start to wish he would snap at me.

Did I go too far? I replay the speech in my head. I do it again. And again. With every repeat the volume goes up and the sting of my words becomes more ferocious. I’m beginning to feel guilty – even though it doesn’t make sense. Why am I feeling guilty?

I can’t take Dad’s expressionless face any longer. That’s so him. Never facing the issues, just letting grievances build up, fester and rot until they stink up the place so badly there’s no way of clearing the air.

If that’s how he wants this: fine. I turn away from him to face the side window.

The scenery that greets me is as cold and hard as Dad’s silence. Some describe the landscape on the drive from Keflavík Airport to Reykjavík as magical, a view reminiscent of the landscape of the moon (a line probably made up by the tourist board). I only see wasteland: cold and barren lava fields formed in volcanic eruptions centuries ago.

It’s a wonder that anyone actually lives here. The island has been trying to kill off its inhabitants ever since they first got here just over a thousand years ago. Time and time again throughout history, freezing weather, burning lava, earthquakes, floods, avalanches and plagues have stopped just short of eradicating homo sapiens from this volcanic piece of rock located just outside the Arctic Circle. In the eighteenth century they actually considered moving the whole country to Denmark after a string of natural disasters wiped out a large portion of the population.

I wish they had.

Dad’s still not saying anything. Why am I here? There’s nothing for me here. No one even wants me here. Not Dad. Certainly not Rósa. The twins barely acknowledge my existence, and Grandma Erla and Grandpa Bjarni go slightly pale every time I visit. I think they see Mum when they look at me. They will always think of her as the woman who almost ruined their son’s life.

The snow is falling thick and fast now. The snow in Iceland is dangerous. People still die from exposure, even on the streets of the capital.

The traffic is slowing down. There’s a car barely a metre in front of us but I can hardly see its outlines through the fog of snow.

‘Bloody tourists,’ Dad growls. He hits the brakes. We go from eighty miles per hour to twenty miles per hour in seconds. ‘If they don’t know how to drive in snow, they should take the shuttlebus.’

I push my cheek up against the window to better inspect the row of slowly moving cars. Great. Now this awful car journey is going to take even longer.

I spot something on the side of the road a few cars down. A flash of blue light. I don’t think it’s tourists with bad driving skills who are causing our delay.

As we draw closer I can make out police cars. There are three of them, parked on the hard shoulder. The sound of a siren fills the air. An ambulance is coming towards us, approaching the scene from the opposite direction.

Crime is rare in Iceland. I grab my phone and snap a photo of the action.

Suddenly we swerve off the road. I grab the dashboard in fear of my life, thinking Dad has lost control of the car on the ice.

He stops the car suddenly and shifts it into park. Without turning off the ignition, he opens the door.

‘Where are you going?’

‘I’ll be right back,’ he says and slams the door shut.

I watch Dad run towards the police cars. The wind is heavy and he has to lean forward to push through it. He looks as if he’s breaking through a brick wall head first.

I notice four police officers and two paramedics walking across the lava field towards the road, carrying a stretcher between them. As a reflex I pull the handle on the door and jump out of the car. I’m gagged by a gust of wind. Struggling for breath, I run after Dad. His hair, neatly shaved at the sides and meticulously combed to one side at the top, is blowing in every direction despite the generous amount of hair gel I know he uses every morning.

I’m just about to catch up with him when a policewoman dressed in a black down coat with the police crest on the sleeve – a yellow star – steps out of one of the cars with the blue blinking lights.

‘Stand back,’ she says, waving her arms. Her plump face is red from the cold and her blonde hair is tied back into a ponytail that flutters in the wind.

Dad doesn’t listen – he never listens. ‘What’s going on here?’

‘Please, sir, I need you to stand back. And you too, miss.’

Dad whizzes around. ‘I told you to stay in the car,’ he shouts at me.

Why should I listen to you when you’re not listening to the policewoman? This logic makes perfect sense in my head.

I try to distract Dad by pointing out the group of officers approaching with the stretcher. ‘Look.’

It works. Dad turns back to the policewoman. ‘Has there been an accident?’

‘Please, sir. Step back.’

The officers and paramedics are clambering up a small, gravelly hill lining the road. The earth is made slippery by the falling snow. There is someone lying on the stretcher, draped under a burgundy blanket. The policewoman is busy blocking Dad’s way. I grab the chance and rush past them towards the officers, who are struggling to get up the hill.

‘Hey!’ the policewoman shouts.

I slide my hand into my pocket, pull out my phone and, as discreetly as I can, I snap a couple of photos of the officers with the stretcher.

The woman grabs my shoulder and flings me around. ‘I want the two of you out of here or I’ll have you arrested on the spot.’

Dad scowls at me, as if the fact that we’re not allowed to stay is somehow my fault. We scuttle back.

Once we’re back in the car Dad grabs his mobile from the inside pocket of his skinny, dark-blue blazer. It’s far from weather-appropriate attire. But in Iceland no one dresses according to the weather. If they did, they would wear snow jackets and ski pants all year long, and Icelanders are far too fashion conscious to stray that far away from vanity towards comfort. If you see someone wearing walking boots in Reykjavík, you know they’re a tourist. I’ve seen Rósa run on ice as smooth as glass in six-inch heels.
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