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For those who call me daughter









AUTHOR’S NOTE
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To write this book I have relied on my personal diaries, notebooks and correspondence. I have also called upon my own memories, as subjective and fallible as they may be.


I have changed the names of some individuals and places mentioned in this book. Many who retain their true names have given their consent. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people should be aware that this book contains the names of people now deceased.


I would like to acknowledge that this memoir was written on the unceded, sovereign lands of the Peramangk and Kaurna people, and pay my respects to Elders past and present. I am deeply grateful to write stories on such storied Country.
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‘To me Iceland is sacred soil. Its memory is a constant background to what I am doing. No matter that I don’t make frequent references to the country; it is an equally important part of my life for all that. I may be writing about something totally unrelated, but it is still somewhere close by. It is different from anything else. It is a permanent part of my existence, even though I am not continually harping on about it. I said it was a kind of background, that’s right. I could say that Iceland is the sun colouring the mountains without being anywhere in sight, even sunk beyond the horizon.’


~ W.H. Auden, April 1964
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A field of lava crowned with moss
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Kvöldvaka


Evening Wake


2020


I stand at a place of wild liminality, upon a shore of black sand. There is a raw and seething ocean before me and the sky is a lowered brow. Behind me is a field of lava crowned with moss and, beyond that, a scoured glacier. The wind whips my hair against my neck, my skin is tight with cold, and I am alone and waiting. My waiting is of the enduring, desperate kind; something is going to happen and it shall be momentous. Something is coming and I must meet it.


The sky threatens blizzard – I recognise the heavy, yellowing pall of the clouds – and I turn away from the rage of the sea and walk towards the lava, stopping before a crevasse. Somewhere, deep within the dark rock, I know a river runs.


When I wake, it is to the warm glow of a salt lamp and the sound of a newborn inhaling as he prepares to cry. My body, dislocated from my mind, is already pulling itself up against the wooden bedhead and reaching into the bassinet at my side. As the baby latches, my thoughts orientate themselves. There is no ocean here. There is no cragged lava. I touch my cheek, and it is soft and creased and bears no mark of cold or salted air. I am in my bedroom, my sleeping wife radiating warmth at my side, and this tiny creature, hand splayed on my breast, intent and quiet again, is our son.


Again, I think. Again and again, in one form or another, I am returning to Iceland.


At three o’clock in the morning, our house is a womb. The bedroom is suffused with the lamp’s pink glow, smelling of sleep and milk. Tender things. I can hear a smattering of rain upon leaf litter as it drips from the trees outside, the hissing of possums in the feijoa.


I am in Australia, I tell myself. I am beneath the canopies of my childhood.


Closing my eyes, I summon back the feeling of my dream. It felt premonitory. I come from a line of women who sometimes do dream things that are other and strange and not quite dreams at all, and there have been times in my life when my sister and my mother and I have known things, avoided things, warned of things dreamed. We don’t usually speak of it outside of our tight trinity. It spooks people. But we three know the feeling of these not-dreams and I recognise it in that northern sea, in the boom of its crashing waves and their spray against my face, and the hidden river running to meet it. I lick my lips and anticipate salt. I wait for a greater understanding.


But it is gone.


I open my eyes to switch the baby to my other breast and the fugue that might have offered meaning dissolves in the realities of the t-shirt stretched down my front, the horror-novelty of veins across my chest, the mug lipped with stains on the bedside table. I stare at the unread books stacked precariously beside it and feel dumb with fatigue. I am supposed to be writing my third novel. In a recent mood of forced optimism, I brought in a pile of titles for research I should, by now, have already read. I have not read them. I have not been reading anything. These past two years of unremitting exhaustion have acted like a riptide on my mind. I have been dragged beyond language.


I notice that my son is finished, his mouth finally slack on my nipple, a thread of milk running down his cheek. I place him on my chest and feel his entire weight balanced over my heart. The wound on my abdomen twinges as his eyelashes flutter against my neck. He is more than what I may hold. He is dreaming of his own strange landscapes.


[image: Chapter divider.]


I have been existing in a state of unknowing for some time now.


Outside, things I did not believe would happen have happened. Rory was born fourteen days ago. Australia has been in lockdown for sixteen. I feel alone and lost as all parents of newborns sometimes feel alone and lost, but I also feel utterly unmoored from myself in a way that feels unusual. The claustrophobia and disconnection that can come from being homebound and endlessly occupied with tiny, urgent tasks – feed, soothe, change, clean – has compacted into something harder, something not so easily dissipated, by mandated confinement. My usual worries have seeped wider and deeper to combine with the dread and restlessness rising like a flood line in the world. I am worried all the time for my parents and their vulnerability to this virus. My sister is six months pregnant. Heidi’s parents, who live in another state, will not be able to meet our son. I am aware that our problems are not as bad as others’ and I am grateful that we are safe. But I prickle with unease. I am unsure if I will recognise the world my children will come to know, and in my many unsleeping hours I reach tentatively into catastrophe so that I will not be caught unawares. I wonder what will fall apart and how, and do not recognise these new routes of thought.


The sleeplessness is not helping. I have not slept for much longer than four hours at a time since Anouk was born, and at two years old she is still a poor sleeper and not easily returned to rest. Rory wakes every few hours for feeding. They take it in turns to fracture the night. Sometimes Heidi and I do not sleep at all. We refer to these nights as ‘Night Xs’ and joke of being tortured. Sometimes one of us will retreat to the bedroom to cry out our overwhelm into a pillow.


I am so tired that I feel as though I am hallucinating most of the time. The floor tugs to the side. The walls warp and ripple. I walk into furniture constantly. I am covered in bruises, pitted with fatigue and anxiety.


Adding to this dissociation is the unfamiliarity of my body. In acquiescing to the creation of others it has transformed into another self entirely. Beginning with the discovery of my first grey hair the morning after I gave birth to my daughter – a harrowing emergency of a birth that left me with knuckles bloodied from punching the hospital bed – my body has shifted and ebbed and changed so rapidly I simply do not know it as my own. There are mornings when I startle at my reflection in the mirror. I do not recognise my own breasts nor the way they now lie upon my chest. My skin, once smooth, is now puckered with scars and bears the punctuation of gestational diabetes’ ritual of needles. I am not so much saddened by this metamorphosis as I am bewildered.


And the changes extend beyond the physical. I hardly know who I am when I am not writing. Not reading. All my life, words are where I’ve found my handholds. Now I feel as though I am scrabbling for purchase on a sheer wall. Language has left me in devastating, funny ways and it feels like an undoing. Last week, when I broke a bone in my foot, I tried to tell Heidi what had happened but realised I had forgotten the word ‘toes’. As Heidi had raised her eyebrows, waiting for me to get to the point, I snapped in pain and frustration, ‘Like teeth for your feet!’ She laughed at me. I laughed too. It is funny, my searching for simple nouns, my reliance on hand gestures and miming to communicate the most basic information. But beneath the laughter, I feel uneasy.


I am supposed to be writing a novel.


I am not writing a novel. I cannot even remember the word for toes.


I do not know how to write as a parent. Everything I have ever written came from practices that can no longer be accommodated. As a child, I wrote alone, mostly outside in nature. Now I am tethered to the house. In my twenties my mind was reliably keen in the morning. I could move into a creative space with ease, shutting myself off from others and the world to give myself over to thought and imagination. Perhaps I always knew this freedom was a privilege, but since my daughter was born I have appreciated it as such on a much deeper level. I can no longer close myself away. I must be helplessly open all the time. My body has sharpened itself into something ever attuned to my children; worn down by demand into nervous response. I am ever coiled.


I tell myself, in the middle of these wakeful nights, that an incomplete novel does not matter; it is certainly wildly insignificant compared to the suffering in the world. But it is hard to contextualise my greater fears about what might happen if I remain distanced from language. It’s not that my identity rests on ‘being a writer’. I am worried that the bright wick illuminating my way has burned out.
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It begins raining again at five o’clock in the morning. Rory is grizzling, spine arching, mouth tremulous, and I pick him up before Anouk wakes at the sound. He settles but it is too late. I hear the thump of her feet hitting the floor as she slides off her bed, her patter down the hall.


The door creaks open and our eldest, bundle of brown curls and quilted pyjamas, pads in on her customary tiptoes. She does not like to let her heels touch the floor.


‘Mama.’


Heidi stirs, looks to me bleary-eyed and smiles. Lifts her head to kiss me. ‘Happy birthday,’ she says. She gets up to change Anouk’s nappy and the morning begins. I hear the cupboard open and shut as clothes are fetched, a mild protest when a head is presumably stuck in a jumper. The hallway light comes on, the coffee machine is whirring. Outside, it is still dark, but the birds are singing. The birds are always singing here. Even in the wet.


As I feed Rory, I reach for my phone and look up death tolls. They are rising. I know my constant monitoring of the pandemic is unwise, but there is a hunger for knowledge that overrides my better sense. If I can control so little, I can at least learn the nature of what is controlling us.


Heidi brings me in a mug. I drop the phone into the blankets and sip the coffee carefully over the tender whorl of Rory’s ear.


‘How did you sleep?’ she asks.


‘I dreamed of Iceland again.’


Heidi gives me some painkillers, a glass of water.


‘It’s strange,’ I continue. ‘In these dreams I am always on the precipice of something.’


While we can’t have a party, Heidi has gone to a lot of trouble to make my birthday feel cheerful and celebratory. By the time Rory and I make it out to the kitchen, she has put up bunting, set the table with candles and flowers and started cooking waffles. Anouk dances around our feet to PJ Harvey’s ‘Good Fortune’, and then the morning passes with breakfast and the opening of presents and video calls from friends and their kids.


Just when I think the celebrations are done, Heidi tells me to go sit down in the lounge room. She then screens a twenty-minute video full of birthday messages secretly collected from friends and relatives. I hold it together until I am surprised by the faces of Pétur and Regína. The realisation that Heidi has gone to the trouble of contacting them, and the sound of their voices wishing me a happy birthday in Icelandic, make me sob.


‘Hæ elsku Hannah, innilega til hamingju með daginn.’


‘Hannah mín, hey, it’s been eighteen years since you came to live with us. It was wonderful. Have a great birthday, hugs from us to you and Heidi and the kids.’


The video goes on and I am completely undone. There is my dear friend Hera and her husband, Donni. My host brothers Gunnar Stefán and Óli Björn, Gunnar holding his newborn daughter, Óli kitted out in protective headwear at work. Pétur and Regína’s other four children (Birgitta still in bed, good-naturedly mumbling, ‘Til hamingju með afmælið,’ with her eyes half-closed), my old boss from Kaffi Krókur, relatives and their children.


‘How did you get in touch with them all?’ I ask Heidi afterwards. I am exhausted from the unexpected emotion. ‘How did you even know who to contact?’


‘Well, I messaged Pétur and I asked if he could send a video,’ Heidi says. ‘I thought you might like that. He sent me one from him and Regína, and then a few seconds later he messaged to say that he was getting on his bike and would be in touch. A few hours later he sent all the others.’


There were videos sent from neighbours’ houses, the local cheese factory, construction sites, even the ski field.


‘He must have gone around the whole of Sauðárkrókur calling in on people,’ I say.


‘I think that’s exactly what he did.’


The video messages from my friends in Iceland, together with my dream, put me in a quiet mood for the rest of the day. I am happy but my heart is aching.


I leave Heidi playing with the children to have a moment alone in the room I have claimed as my study. I shut the door behind me and sink into my chair. My desk is in a state of neglect. The keyboard is uncharged, left on a pile of unread books. Three glasses with various amounts of water in them, all filmed with dust, sit next to opened mail, crochet hooks, notebooks. Several yellow post-its have fallen from my computer screen and are now curled amid the detritus like fallen leaves.


Adding to the general mood of disorganisation and abandonment is a cardboard box that my mum dropped off shortly before Rory was born. She’d gone through her filing cabinets, she told me, and this was my ‘stuff’.


‘What stuff?’ I asked.


‘You know, school stuff. Things we kept from your childhood. Certificates.’


‘I thought you kept them because you wanted them.’


Mum laughed as though I’d made a good joke. ‘Anyway, you might want to show your kids one day,’ she said.


Heavily pregnant, I had dragged the box into my study and left it on the floor, wondering when I’d get the chance to go through twenty kilograms of paper considering I struggled to shower myself regularly.


Now I slide off my chair and sit cross-legged by the box. I pull out a page at random. A school report.


Hannah is anxious about doing the right thing, I read, then flip the paper over to see the date: 1990. I was five.


Next is a photo of me at around four years old, scribbling in a notebook while sitting on the toilet with my socked feet dangling. I remember this, remember pretending to write before I had learned how, remember the privacy of the bathroom and my indignation at being interrupted by the click of a camera and my parents’ laughter.


I take out a milk carton, folded flat. The expiry date reads 4 January 2004. The carton shows an illustration of one of the Icelandic jólasveinar, or yule lads. The picture is of Kertasníkir, the Candle Beggar, who steals children’s candles of tallow to eat. I don’t remember bringing this random milk carton home with me, but now I am glad I did.


I realise then, that the ache and dread and dissociation I have been feeling is homesickness.


I am homesick for Iceland.


I am homesick for my body.


I am homesick for writing, and the understanding that writing brings me.


That night I clear my desk and wipe it down. I place my books in neat piles and stick the photo of myself on the toilet onto the wall above my computer. This funny little four-year-old will be my talisman, the photo a reminder that I was writing before I knew what to say and how to say it; that I must have faith in the act of writing itself.


I have decided that, tonight, I will keep a kvöldvaka. An evening wake.


Kvöldvaka is one of my favourite Icelandic words. It does not translate easily. Kvöldvaka describes the time when Icelanders, confined in their turf houses by the winter dark, would gather in the baðstofa, the communal living room where everyone slept, to listen to the recitation of stories or poetry or scripture while knitting or mending in the evening. It is a word born out of a culture that has long used storytelling to alleviate the oppression of the dark.


I am between bodies. I am outside of language, a writer outside of practice. The world beyond our home holds no reassuring stability. Everything is in flux. I am waiting for something to fix in permanency so that I may find my bearings. So, I do as Icelanders used to do when in the confinement of their winters, and I stay awake into the dark evening to forget the gloom outside through storytelling.


This night, I begin my novel.


It makes sense, I think, in this great in-betweenness, that my sleeping self is reaching for Iceland. A stone-cairned country, mindful of journeys. My original land of redirection.












PART I
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Heimþrá


A Longing for Home


1989–2003
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When I swing, I dream










CHAPTER ONE
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Sensitive


1989–1993


My kindergarten is a small place in the Adelaide Hills where the children wear skivvies in primary colours and the radiata pines pierce the sky. I do not have any close friends, but I am not unhappy. I am too young to understand that friends are an expectation, or that solitude is so often conflated with loneliness by those looking on. I am never lonely: I like to give myself over to play without the interference of others. Already, at four, I have discovered the secret of utter absorption. I have learned that if I surrender to my imagination, I am able to leave my own body. I can be anywhere. I can be any age. In solitude, with the wide invitation of my own mind, I disappear out of time. I am elsewhere, unencumbered by an awareness of myself among others.


I very often do not hear my own name being called. In those moments when I am elsewhere, I am not Hannah. I am not anything.


‘Hannah. Hannah!’


I must be summoned back with repetition. A voice laced with enough frustration to inspire a flicker of worry in my stomach, which reminds me that I have a body situated in time and place. At four, I do not think that what I do is forbidden, but I am embarrassed to be caught outside of myself. To be so suddenly returned to the kindergarten yard and its masses of damp woodchips knocks the breath out of me. To realise I am being stared at, that I am amusing my teachers or, worse, annoying them, or to suddenly have the dreadful awareness that I have missed some vital instruction, makes me want to cry.


My favourite part of kindergarten is the single swing in the yard, because to go on this swing is to escape into the sky. When I swing, I dream. I don’t hear the squeak of the metal chain. I am soaring. I am a bird. I hear feathers holding air and below me is the world. Everything is small, and the smaller it becomes the more I feel joy and love for it all. I lift, and lift, and lift.


But I am not alone in my love of the swing, and when I am in my body I do not feel brave enough to speak out when children who do not notice that it is now my turn clamber on ahead of me. I would never push in front of anyone. How do other children not notice me? Why don’t the teachers see? I don’t understand why I am overlooked when it comes to turn-taking. Sometimes my throat screams at the unfairness of it, but I know that I am not making a sound.


One day, I wait in what seems like an endless line for the swing. Two other children have taken longer than is right, and already a bell has been rung to warn that outside play is ending. There are more children waiting before me and I am very anxious that I will miss out when, in spectacular and startling fashion, the sky turns to water. The other kids shriek and flee for cover, and suddenly the swing is empty. My moment has come. I climb onto the seat and thrust my feet skywards. The rain on my face is like a blessing. The sky is limitless, and I am filled with happiness to be flying, to be feeling so free, to be weightless and alone, my skin tingling with cold and water. I love the cold. I want to be cold forever. I am flying higher and higher, and I am nothing but a spirit above the world. I am so happy.


‘Hannah!’


I plummet. I am returned. I search for the source of the voice and see my teacher sheltering with the kindy kids, her hands raised in exasperation.


‘What are you doing? Come inside, please.’


I put my sneaker down and feel the toe drag in the dirt. I come to a stop. Slipping off the swing, I make my way to the teacher.


‘You’re soaked,’ she says.


I like this teacher. She has kind eyes, but sometimes she laughs at me and not with me. Once I drew a purple tree and she told me that trees were green, which I knew was not always true. Another time she pointed out that my Father Christmas was hovering in the air and not standing on the ground. ‘He’s jumping for joy,’ I replied, but it was a lie, and I felt ashamed of my mistake and betrayed by her implication that art was right or wrong.


As I take my place on the carpet inside with my wet bum and hair tangled down my back, I realise that I should not have wanted to swing in the rain, that it was the wrong thing to do and I should have known that, as I should have known to make my trees green. It doesn’t matter that rain feels nice and the plum by our letterbox is a deep and velvet purple in leaf and fruit. All the other children ran. All the other children knew what to do. And suddenly I feel that I do not quite belong like other children belong, and that being weird is not simply something others call me, but something others wish I wasn’t. Suddenly, I feel illiterate in a common tongue of childhood.
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I have been born into story, as the luckiest of children are.


Mum is a primary school principal. When I was three, I asked her to read me ‘Goldilocks and the Three Bears’ every single night for a year, and she did so. Perhaps she knew that I was teaching myself how to read through memorisation or recognised that I was learning the shape of crisis and resolution.


Dad is a man of great imagination. At home he allows himself the creativity he is not permitted at his job in the city and he tells me and my little sister Briony stories of his own invention after he tucks us into bed. He calls them dreaming stories. Each night he stops short of their ending and gives us the responsibility of finishing the narrative in our dreams.


Both Mum and Dad see that words are something that make sense to me.


Not everyone does. My reception teacher does not believe that I am able to silent read. She makes me sit on the mat with the rest of the class and chant aloud as she slaps a ruler against words in a ‘big book’. The slow wait for the turning page is so excruciating that sometimes I lie down on the carpet and scrunch my eyes shut. I hold out for my family’s trips to the library, Dad’s stories. I know every book we have by heart. But I yearn for more. I am word hungry.


One day I am sheltering from the rain in the shed of Kay, the woman who takes care of me and my sister after school. Kay is one of the first truly mean people I have ever met, loathsome in her open contempt for children and her refusal to allow us the sanctuary of her warm living room when it is raining.


On this cold afternoon, I find a large cardboard box of books. They are more grown up than the ones I have at home and have few pictures, but I discover I can read them. I sit down on the concrete floor and read, and suddenly I am not stuck in this horrible woman’s backyard, I am in an enchanted forest. I am elsewhere. When Kay’s voice suddenly announces that my mum is here, I am surprised to find that I am still somehow in her shed. I ask her if I can borrow the book to finish it.


‘Take the whole box,’ Kay tells me. ‘I was going to dump them.’


I come home with thirty hardback books, my glee all the more pronounced for having recognised treasure where the woman who afflicts my afternoons saw only rubbish.
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At six, I am officially ‘very sensitive’. It is what all the grown-ups in my life say. Sometimes I know that this word means they are curious about me, that they think I am different but in a way that is interesting. An aunt, when I tell her I can see colours around people’s heads, or my parents, when I am moved into reveries by music. Often, though, ‘sensitive’ is offered as a criticism, such as when I fly into rages at my sister’s teasing, kicking her in bursts of violence that horrify me and everyone else, or when I run away in frustration when I am unable to do something on a first attempt, or when I cannot stop sobbing after I read a book in which no one comes to a girl’s birthday party. It is true that I feel everything, all the time, and it is so much. And when it is too much, I nest in language. I make a home in stories and let them hold me. Words become the bird wing that enfolds me and hides me from the world. I feel safe among them. I forget the plummet that surrounds me.


Around this time, I tell my parents I want to be a writer. It makes sense: if books are magic, then there must be those who wield it. I long to be able to summon such magic. I feel it running in the world like groundwater. I know that there are times and places where it breaches into the open air, where it might converge with my life. This magic is wild and abundant and precious, and I want to learn how to divine it, like my uncle who can make dowsing rods swing. I want to learn how to draw it from the source.


My parents are supportive and unsurprised. I take a book with me everywhere. I beg for five more minutes in the library. I get the ‘Stationery’ show bag at the Royal Adelaide Show, one of the few completely bereft of lollies, much to Briony’s confusion. I read when we are driving at night, stealing a sentence each time we pass under a streetlight. When I tell my parents I want to be a writer, I have just finished my first short story. A fish discovers his family has been killed by a fish-and-chip shop, so he seeks to destroy the business by placing sea junk on every hook thrown in from the jetty. He succeeds, although his family are gone forever.


If my parents find my story of murder and revenge a little dramatic, they hide it well. ‘The first of many,’ Dad says, smiling, and I light up inside, as though a match has been struck in the cavity of my chest. I ask for a desk in my room to write at, and Mum says she’ll see what she can do. A few days later she brings home a tiny wooden desk procured out of a storage shed from her primary school.


With the desk comes a talk. My parents want to encourage me in my writing and say that if I want to be a writer then I should absolutely do that, but they ask me to keep in mind that writers also do other things. I might like to be a writer ‘and something else’.


I nod. It makes sense. Why be one thing when you can be many?


From that point on, whenever someone asks me what I want to do when I grow up, I reply, ‘A writer and a teacher,’ or, ‘A writer and a doctor.’ The something else changes. The writer does not.
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For my seventh birthday my parents give me a diary with a lock. I recognise the gift as a sacred thing. It is entirely mine.


In my best handwriting I commit myself to the diary’s unfilled pages.


I will be writing lots of storys in this book.


It is a bright and secret feeling. If reading is a portal, then, I am discovering, so is writing. A place where I may go for relief from the burden of being. A place where I may become other people.
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In 1993 we move to a house on seven acres. We have sheep, chickens and a dam. There is an enormous oak tree and a little forest of steepling pine, and a pond whose banks are pocked with fox holes. I see the foxes sometimes when I wake early, peering out of my bedroom window to see the grass silvered in frost and a lithe rust-red body streaking across it. Sometimes I hear the foxes kill the wood ducks at night, and in the morning I count the remaining ducks as they waddle from the dam to the oak tree. Sometimes families disappear overnight. Sometimes they are only docked a duckling or two.


Mum has told me many stories of the ‘dreaming spots’ she had growing up in her country town, places where she would go to be alone with her thoughts. Now that I am almost eight, I find my own. There is a stile separating the paddocks and I like to stand at its summit, looking out over the stringybarks sloughing off their skin and the soggy run of water leading in and out of the dam. I also like to scramble up onto the roof of the rainwater tank by the stand of alder trees, where I can lie back against the heat of the concrete to cloud-watch and dream. There is also the dam overflow, the grass streaked with duck poo, the water host to frog call and the shush of reeds. I sit there and watch the rippling of every movement. But my favourite dreaming spot is under the oak tree. The trunk is patched with lichen in summer and moss in the winter. The canopy is so big that the branches touch the ground, and to stand under it is to stand in a room of leaves, the light soft and green. I often wrap my arms around the oak’s trunk and press my forehead against the bark. Sometimes I whisper things to it. The tree feels very alive and I feel very alive when I am with it. When Dad loops a swing over one of its lower branches, the oak becomes a refuge where my happiness reaches its zenith. I lean back and feel the generosity of the tree as it holds my weight, feel its bark brush against the tips of my toes as I swing, and am tranced into that divine elsewhere.


It is here, under this oak tree, that I find it easiest to tap into the witcheries of the world.


It is here that I begin to write in earnest.


Words pour from me like water.
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What then, would be wondrous to you?










CHAPTER TWO
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The Decision


2002


When I am sixteen, one month into my first term of year twelve, my grandfather dies.


I am at home, unwell and snotty, watching Dancer in the Dark and crying my eyes out as Björk’s character, Selma, stands singing on the gallows before her execution. When the phone rings, I assume it is Mum calling to see how I am feeling and don’t bother to disguise my tears.


‘Hello?’


‘Hannah? It’s Christopher.’ One of my uncles. Hearing my voice already thick with tears he says, ‘Oh. You already know.’


So many people come to my papa’s funeral that the little country church cannot hold them all. A crowd gathers outside in the red dirt. Someone props open the door.


During the service people speak of my grandfather’s many kindnesses. Already there is talk in the community of putting a plaque up in his honour.


They speak too of Papa’s great love of life, his capacity for pleasure. He was tall and robust, with a loud, contagious laugh and a childlike delight in toys and novelty, always carrying a bouncing ball in his pocket, always filled with music. His life had not necessarily been an easy one. He had experienced war, had lost a daughter when she was twenty-one. But as one of his beloved grandchildren, I knew Papa only within the prism of his extraordinary positivity.


At the reception following the funeral Dad tells me a story I have not heard before. Once, on a camping trip in the Riverland with his father-in-law, Dad had got up in the middle of the night to have a piss. As he stuck his head out of the tent, he had noticed someone standing on the riverbank. It was Papa.


‘He was standing there with his face lifted to the night sky, which was filled with stars. You know what it’s like out in that country. The sky was full of them. There was a full moon and a pelican throwing a wake on the river. And Papa was standing there with his arms extended out wide, looking up, smiling. Embracing all that beauty.’
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When I return to school, I find it hard to engage with my teachers’ definition of success. Every time they emphasise the importance of getting a good Tertiary Admission Rank, something in me revolts. I keep thinking of death and what it means to live and how nothing is certain. I keep thinking of Papa with his arms thrown wide to the night sky.


Many of my peers have selected subjects that will allow them to get into specific degrees at university, but I am studying biology, English, art, drama and history, the five-fingered handprint of an adolescent yearning for culture over career. I have no idea what I want to study at university. I have safe-harboured the desires of my six-year-old self – I hold the yearning to write at the heart of me – but it is the ‘something else’ I must inevitably do that preoccupies everyone around me. They read careers into my year twelve subjects as if they were tarot cards.


A family friend advises that if I enjoy writing I should be a journalist.


‘I don’t want to be a journalist,’ I tell him. ‘I want to make up stories.’


‘Some would argue that that is journalism,’ he says, chortling.


Relatives (all teachers) recommend teaching. A regular at the cafe where I work part-time tells me I should apply for medicine because I get good grades. My biology teacher hands me a pamphlet about additional science courses I can do to meet university prerequisites.


Everyone is kind. Everyone is encouraging. But the pressure to plan out a career is paralysing. I think of Papa’s love of the transcendent, his ecstatic praise of the vast and exquisite beauty of the world, and an appetite for freedom rises in me until I feel I might levitate in my desire to notice life. I want to be wide awake to the divine mystery of the world in the same way my papa was, to keep my face and heart turned to wonder. This, I think, is success. This is what I want for myself.


One morning in March we are sitting, cramped and cross-legged, on the concrete floor of the main hall for an assembly. There is a routine roll call of announcements, sports results, reminders about the chocolate frog fundraising drive. Then the counsellor, a woman who earned begrudging respect for her stony-faced insistence on ‘sexual intercourse’ as the only permissible term to be used in health classes, gets up to run through some work experience opportunities. I am zoned out, poking the plastic tip of my shoelace into the holes of my sneaker, when something she says captures my attention.


‘The Stirling Rotary Club are currently accepting applications for their overseas student exchange program. Anyone under eighteen who might be interested in living abroad for twelve months, come see me for forms after assembly.’


In that moment I know that this is for me.


I know it.


I know it in my bones, with a surety that runs through my body and makes me sit up as though I have been prodded in the back by life itself. This is what I need to do. This is the thing that will lead me further into life, that will allow me to breathe lung-deep of it. My certitude feels miraculous.


My parents meet my declared intention to live overseas with their characteristic support. If they have any qualms about their sixteen-year-old being suddenly set on a year abroad, they don’t show it. There is a moment as they absorb the information, a slight glitch in their responsiveness, but they listen patiently as I describe my yearning for travel, how I want to throw myself into living. Thinking fast, I tell them that the year away will also give me time to think about what I want to study when I get back.


As a family we have hosted several exchange students over the years, although the Thai and Taiwanese students who stayed in our home were part of larger exchange groups, not solo students, and their visits only lasted for a few weeks. The friendships born of these programs, though, alongside my parents’ familiarity with Rotary, bodes well for me.


‘Papa was a Rotarian,’ Mum says. ‘He tried to get me to go on exchange when I was your age, but I didn’t want to leave the horses.’


‘What do you think he would say about my going?’ I ask.


‘He mentioned it once, actually,’ Dad says. ‘I don’t know how it came up, but I do remember what he said.’


‘What was that?’


‘“She’d shit it in.”’


After submitting an expression of interest, my parents and I are interviewed by the local District Youth Committee. I am terribly nervous, but I have worked casual jobs since I was thirteen and have been interviewed before. After this initial assessment, I am asked to provide considerable information about my personal particulars, an overview of my interests and abilities, my school activities, a report from my principal, doctor and dentist, and an endorsement from my local Rotary Club.


I am also asked to nominate five countries I would like to be considered for.


It is here that I am a little stumped. I know from the exchange program pamphlet that priority for certain countries is given to applicants who have studied those languages at school. France, Germany and most South American nations will be out for me. It is also stressed that there are no guarantees applicants will be sent to any of the countries they nominate.


As I read through the list of places available, I realise that I haven’t given any thought to where I would like to go. It was enough to simply have the offer of travel. Now that I must consider actual destinations, I find that I don’t have one in mind.


I go down to the oak tree to think it through.


Why are you doing this? The question comes from the tree.


I want wonder, I think.


What then, would be wondrous to you?


The answer comes to me swiftly. Snow.


I am delighted by the simplicity of my desire. If I don’t include the few flakes that fell during an English class in year ten (leading to five minutes of whole-class hysteria), I have never seen snow before. Snow feels otherworldly to me. It has only existed within story.


I give the oak tree a pat of thanks and walk back up to the house. I find the forms and tick Sweden, Norway, Finland, Switzerland and Canada, and hope the committee gets the gist.


My final interview is in front of a panel of four rather serious-looking Rotarians. I am dressed in clothes that make me feel like an accountant, sitting on a hard-backed chair, trying to make sure my knees stay pressed together.


This interview, it has been stressed to me, is crucial. It is when applicants must articulate how they will meet the challenges of a year away from home and family in an unfamiliar country. It is an opportunity for us to pre-emptively problem-solve the possibility of excruciating homesickness, language barriers, logistical challenges, and social and cultural integration.


The man on the far right adjusts his glasses. ‘Hannah, in your application you speak a lot of your family and their support. How will you cope without them in close proximity?’


I nod. I’ve rehearsed this answer. ‘It’s true that I’m close to my family and it’s inevitable that I will miss them. I think that I will be homesick for them. However, it is my family’s support that has given me the confidence to apply for this kind of experience. I plan to make the most of it and to do everything in my power to engage in the culture, to make friends, to learn the language. I know that this will help the homesickness pass.’


I’m pleased with myself, but the panel gives me nothing.


‘How would you cope if you were sent to a place where it is dark a great deal in winter?’


I am not expecting this question. Honestly, I haven’t anticipated darkness might be something I’d have to problem-solve. I have always lived in a place of abundant light.


‘I’d love to experience that,’ I say quickly. ‘Coming from Australia, I’d love to experience such difference.’


The Rotarian studies me for a moment then picks up his pen. I am certain he inscribes a mark next to my name.


The voice on the phone a few weeks later is formal, male. ‘Hannah, I have some good news.’


I press the receiver to my ear, walk into the lounge room as far as the telephone cord will allow me, and make wild movements with my arms to get the attention of my parents and sister. ‘It’s Rotary,’ I mouth.


‘You’ve been selected for our exchange program. Congratulations.’


‘Thank you,’ I squeak. ‘That’s wonderful news.’


I make a gleeful face to Mum, Dad and Briony. They return my grin and offer enthusiastic thumbs up.


‘I bet you’re wondering where you’ll be going.’


There’s a long silence. I get the impression that the Rotarian is enjoying himself, holding back the news like the host of a television game show. I can hear him smiling.


Finally he says, ‘You’re going to Iceland, Hannah.’


‘Sorry, where?’


‘Iceland.’


‘Oh, wow,’ I say. I look over to my expectant family. ‘Iceland!’


I see them all glance at one another, eyebrows raised.


I thank the Rotarian for calling, say my goodbyes and hang up. My family rushes forward. We’re all staring at each other, slightly dumbfounded. Then, without quite knowing why, we start to dance around the living room, laughing.


News spreads fast and I become the recipient of odds and ends of information about Iceland which, after a wide sweep of family and friends, I realise no one knows much about. No one has been there. A schoolteacher quotes a Mighty Ducks film at me. An aunt sends me five torn-out sheets about fish from an issue of Gourmet Traveller. A drama friend recites every fact he knows about Björk. At lunchtimes I go to the school library and hunt for information online. Resources in English are scant, and what I turn up is either cold statistical fact (population of 250,000, land area of 103,000 square kilometres, primary industry is fishing), or suspect descriptions of a ‘strange’ population that believes in elves and defends the purity of its language with perplexing bureaucratic ferocity.


Of all that I read, it is the prospect of encountering Icelandic which makes me most nervous. I have been raised in a monolingual, English-speaking home. Neither of my parents speak another language and neither do my grandparents. Another generation back and there are some German-speaking Lutherans on Dad’s side, but there has been no cultural or linguistic inheritance other than something my family refers to as our ‘Protestant work ethic’, which is only ever mentioned to explain our collective inability to relax and do nothing. When pressed I can offer a handful of Bahasa Indonesia, but an apathetic teacher whose pedagogical approach was to give us Indonesian Kopiko lollies and let us play congklak while she napped failed to awaken in me any great love for the study of languages. I have no idea how to go about it.


That the tongue I will have to learn is old and insular, most frequently described as ‘difficult’ and ‘inflected’, makes the prospect even more daunting. One friend, who speaks several languages and studies several more, says it’s a shame I won’t have much use for it. When would Icelandic come in handy, living in Australia?


There is a moment when I mourn the impracticality of learning a localised language, but as the weeks pass, I realise that I like the idea of Icelandic’s exclusivity. I want to be someone who speaks an uncommon tongue. Why must everything be utilitarian and outwardly useful? I tell my friend that at least I will be able to swear profusely in public without recrimination. Privately, I wonder what strange roads Icelandic might lead me down. Who knows what gifts it might bring?
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In April, the Rotary Exchange Committee hold an information day for all outbound students. Of the twenty-three successful applicants, only five of us will be going alone to our country. I am one of these five. In 2003, Iceland will receive the smallest contingent of exchange students from Australia. It will just be me and a boy from New South Wales.


Mid-morning, we are asked to divide into our destination countries to meet previous exchange students and learn about what to expect from them. The past exchanges seem worldly and wise, and as I wait for my own ex-student to find me, I listen to their exuberant recollections. Many tell the new applicants about opportunities to travel around Europe on special Rotary trips, of the social events for exchange students arranged by district clubs. Over the course of a twelve-month exchange, we will stay with two or three families, and many alumni speak of this as a good thing, an opportunity for different experiences. One boy who travelled to the USA talks of how his first host family took him to the Grand Canyon, the second around the Bahamas on a yacht. The likelihood of my yachting around Iceland seems small, but it’s hard not to get excited listening to his adventures.


After ten minutes I am still on my own. An apologetic committee member comes up to me and explains that no one has been to Iceland for quite a few years, so I’m welcome to have a break. I make a cup of coffee and sit apart, swinging my legs, while everyone else interrogates the past students about cultural faux pas to be mindful of, useful phrases to learn. Another committee member pauses by my chair to tell me they’re going to try to track down someone who has been to Iceland from Australia before, so that I can get a sense of what to expect.


My apprehension about learning Icelandic mounts as the year passes and I am unable to find any examples of what it sounds like. There are no teach-yourself resources readily available. The only extended title on Iceland I have found is a single Discovery Channel travel guide, last updated in 2000. I pore over it, contemplating its sweeping cultural observations such as: ‘Anyone would be a little bit crazy after centuries of long cold winters and a struggle for survival against a hostile environment.’ It does include two pages of suggested vocabulary, but the list is restricted to nouns one might use in a restaurant and random geographical terms. The section concludes with the dismissive reassurance that ‘most Icelanders, particularly the young, speak English fluently’.


I begin to listen to Björk’s albums Post and Homogenic on repeat, and her voice becomes the soundtrack to my year twelve studies. Amid the rising pressure of exams and academic expectation, I take comfort in the wildness of Björk’s music. Her artistry and originality become a bolster against my own tendencies towards perfectionism. A promise, too, of something greater awaiting me beyond the pedestrian anxieties of Australian Tertiary Admission Ranks.


In October I finally receive a brief email from another Australian who went to Iceland as a Rotary exchange student. She tells me she is now living there.


The people are fantastic and the landscape amazing, she writes. Things are so different from what we are used to in Australia. But it is all an experience.


She invites me to respond to her with questions. I am filled with them.


In what way is it so different?


How many families did you stay with? 


What are the people like?


Are there any customs I should know about? 


Is the food very different?


Can you tell me about the language? What words do I need to know? It would be so helpful as there is very little information I can find.


What are the high schools like?


I also ask her if there is any way I can find out where in the country I am going, as Rotary have not yet provided the name of my host club.


A few weeks later she writes to me again, saying that she’ll get in touch with the exchange committee in Iceland and see what they know. She tells me to pack a scarf, gloves, warm hat and some slippers, as shoes are never worn inside.




Clothes are very expensive here, even when on sale. The Australian dollar is about 48 Icelandic krona, and you can get nothing for that, not even candy. Just to give you an idea, something you could buy for $5 in Australia will be $15 here. Rotary will give you a monthly allowance, but in summer school is off for about three months, so you will be helped to find work.
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