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The others were already at the gate when Maisie found it, and she knew every one of them before she was close enough to see a face.

It was the way they held themselves. Gate 31 at Helsinki on a Sunday morning held perhaps sixty people — Finnish families with ski bags, a school group in matching hats, two men asleep upright with their arms folded — and seven of the sixty were sitting and standing as if somebody might be filming them. Nobody was. That wasn't the point. You did it long enough and your body stopped checking.

She had been doing it for eleven months and hers still checked. She stopped by the window with her rucksack on both shoulders and pretended to look at the planes.

The tall one in the T-shirt was Bram de Vries. Four million followers, a book called Cold Is Medicine, and arms bare to the shoulder in an airport where the windows had frost in the inside corners. He was talking to a woman Maisie didn't know, and the woman was laughing at whatever he'd said, and Bram wasn't, because he never laughed at his own lines. His comments section had a whole running joke about it.

The couple on the bench were the Linds. Maisie had watched them get married. She had been fourteen, at the kitchen table in Kirkcaldy with a bowl of soup going cold, and Gran had leaned over the iPad and said, Is that a real wedding or an advert? and Maisie had said, Both, and Gran had thought about it for a while and said that was probably true of most of them. Amara Lind had her head on Theo's shoulder now and her eyes shut. Theo was answering emails with one thumb.

The boy in the orange parka was Tanner Koss. He was holding his phone over a bin and explaining to it, in a voice built to carry across a stadium, that Finland had the cleanest bins on planet Earth and he was going to prove it. The Finnish families were moving their children away from him about a metre at a time, the way you'd move away from a wasp.

Céline Arnaud sat apart in sunglasses and a camel coat, and she was not on her phone. That was how you knew she was the most famous person at the gate.

A man with a beard and a microphone clipped to his collar was recording a voice note in the low, close register of someone telling his phone a secret. Graham Hale. Dead of Winter. Maisie had listened to all forty-one episodes on night buses between Kirkcaldy and Edinburgh, and she knew his voice better than she knew some of her cousins'.

And on the carpet by the charging point, cross-legged, with a paper cup held in both hands, there was a woman in oatmeal-coloured wool who looked up as Maisie looked at her and smiled as if they'd arranged to meet.

"You're Maisie," she said. "Aren't you? Maisie Kerr."

Maisie said yes, she was.

"Oh, thank God. I've been sitting here thinking, what if she's missed it." She got up off the floor in one movement, without using her hands, and the cup stayed level the whole way. "I'm Juniper."

"I know," said Maisie, and went red, and Juniper laughed. It wasn't at her. It was the kind of laugh that put an arm round you.

"Well, I know who you are too, so we're even."

She did not look like her videos. In the videos she was lit by a window and slowed to half speed, kneading dough in a Cotswold kitchen with rain on the glass, and her voice came so close to the microphone that you could hear her swallow, and two point one million people went to sleep to it. In person she was smaller than Maisie, and quicker, and she had a tiny chip in one front tooth that nobody on the internet had ever seen, because in the videos she never opened her mouth that wide.

"Is that your coat?" said Juniper.

Maisie looked down at it. It was her good coat. She had bought it for this, in the Next sale, and taken it back once and bought it again.

"It's lovely," said Juniper. "It's going to be minus twenty-seven when we land."

She was already unwinding her scarf, a long grey one, so soft it seemed to lose its shape in the air between them.

Maisie started to say she couldn't. "No — honestly, I've got three. Take it. I'll feel better."

The scarf smelled of lavender and of something warmer underneath, like the inside of a jumper. Maisie wound it twice round her neck, and it was the warmest thing that had ever been on her body.

"There," said Juniper. "Now you look like you were invited."

It was a kind thing to say. It was only at boarding that Maisie noticed it also meant she hadn't looked invited before.

❄

The others were in the first four rows. Maisie was in nineteen.

She didn't mind. She told herself that twice, and the second time it was mostly true. The email had come in October with the subject line A private invitation — Lapland, December, and she had marked it as spam, and then taken it out of spam, and then read it eleven times in the toilets at work with the door locked. Rising voices, it said. We are inviting a small number of creators whose work we believe in. Flights, five nights, everything included. Eight guests. She had looked up the other seven and sat on the closed lid of the toilet for a long time.

She had forty-one thousand followers. The smallest of the others had two million.

What she did was simple, and she had never been able to explain it to anybody who didn't already understand it. Gran didn't go out any more — not since the hip, and then not since the second hip — and Gran had never been anywhere much even before that. So Maisie went places and filmed them for her. A beach in Fife. The inside of a cathedral. A chippy in Anstruther, with the queue and the gulls and the man behind the counter who called everybody pal. She held the phone where Gran's eyes would be and said Gran, look, and showed her.

It turned out a lot of people wanted to be somebody's gran. Forty-one thousand of them, last time she checked. They left comments like I'm crying in a Tesco car park and my nana passed in March, thank you for this, and Maisie answered every single one, which nobody in rows one to four would have understood as a business model.

The woman next to her was about seventy and knitting something large and red. She smelled faintly of coffee. When the plane levelled out she said something in Finnish, and Maisie said sorry, she only had English, and the woman nodded as if that was a common misfortune and went back to her needles.

They had taken off into ordinary grey daylight. Maisie watched it change.

It didn't get darker, exactly. It got lower. Every few minutes the light outside seemed to have slipped another few degrees down the sky, as if the whole day were sliding off the edge of a table. Somewhere over the middle of Finland the sun was a smear of orange on the horizon, flat and wide and without any heat in it, and then it wasn't anything at all, and the sky above the wing went a deep, clean blue that Maisie had only ever seen at about half past four on a winter afternoon in Scotland, for perhaps ten minutes, before it turned to night.

The clock on her phone said 12:41.

She held the phone to the window.

"Gran, look," she said, quietly, so the knitting woman wouldn't hear. "It's lunchtime."

The knitting woman heard anyway. She leaned over and looked out of the window with Maisie, at the blue, and the snow below it going on for ever, unbroken, with the dark threads of rivers drawn through it.

"Kaamos," she said, and then, because Maisie looked blank, she searched for it. "The sun. It does not come. Not until January."

"Not at all?"

The woman shook her head, and smiled, as if this were a piece of good news she had been keeping for somebody.

"It is very beautiful," she said. "You will see."

❄

Ivalo airport was one room and a baggage belt and a stuffed brown bear in a glass case, which Tanner was filming before the doors had finished opening.

The cold met them on the steps of the plane. Maisie had been warned about it, by the email and by Juniper and by a forty-minute video she'd watched twice, and none of it was any use, because nobody had told her what it would actually do. The first breath froze the inside of her nose. She felt the hairs in her nostrils go stiff and stick together, and she laughed out loud in shock, and the laugh came out of her as a cloud and hung in front of her face and didn't go anywhere.

Behind her, Bram de Vries walked down the steps in his T-shirt with his arms held out from his sides, and Tanner walked backwards in front of him, filming, saying Bro. Bro. Bro, and the ground crew in their padded suits watched Bram go past with the faces of people who had seen this before and did not think much of it.

At the bottom of the steps Juniper had stopped. She stood quite still on the tarmac with her eyes closed and her face tipped up to the blue.

"Listen," she said to nobody in particular.

Maisie listened. There was the whine of the engines winding down. There was Tanner. And under them, around them, going away in every direction for what felt like a thousand miles, there was nothing — not quiet, but an actual absence, as if the air had been taken out of the world and only the cold had been left.

"Isn't it extraordinary," said Juniper, with her eyes still closed. "No one's here."

The bags came out on the belt one at a time, slowly, between long gaps. Maisie's came last, because it always did. When she turned round with it, Graham Hale was standing beside her, holding a hard-shell case with the microphone still clipped to his collar.

"You're the one with the gran," he said.

She said she was.

"My mum watches you. She sends me your videos. With notes."

"What sort of notes?"

"Why can't you do something nice like this." He smiled. It was a better smile in person than his voice had led her to expect, crooked and a bit tired. "Do you know what tomorrow night is?"

Maisie thought. "Monday?"

"The longest night of the year," said Graham. "Winter solstice." He looked out through the glass doors at the blue, which had deepened, even in the few minutes since they'd landed, by a shade she couldn't have named. "Up here, that's saying something."

He didn't say anything else. He picked up his case and went to stand with the others, and Maisie stood with her bag and her borrowed scarf and felt, for no reason she could put a name to, as if she had been told the first line of a story and then left to wonder about the rest.

❄

The man from the resort was waiting outside, under the one lamp.

He was big in the way that people who work outdoors are big, not from a gym, and he wore a dark blue snowsuit with a logo on the chest that Maisie couldn't read, and frost had formed in his eyebrows while he waited. He had a clipboard. He did not have a sign with their names on it, because there was no one else there to confuse them with.

"Mikko," he said. He counted them with his pen, the way a teacher counts children on a school trip. When he got to Maisie he looked at the scarf, and then at her coat, and then at her face, and made a small mark on the clipboard that she would have given a great deal to read.

"Eight," he said. "Good."

Behind him, in the car park, two vans were running with their headlights on and their exhausts making tall white columns in the still air.

"One hour to the end of the road," said Mikko. "Then snowmobiles. One more hour." He looked round at them all, at Tanner's parka and Céline's coat and Bram's bare arms. "You will want to take photographs. Take them now. Soon it is dark."

"It's already dark," said Tanner.

Mikko turned and looked at the sky. Maisie looked with him. It was the colour of ink in water, still lit faintly from somewhere far below the horizon, and the first stars had come through it, and the snow on the roof of the airport had gone a soft electric blue, as if it were being lit from inside.

"No," said Mikko. "This is the day."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

TWO

[image: ]


The road ended at a wooden hut with a light over the door, and there was nothing after it but forest.

Amara had known this. It had been in the itinerary, in bold, with a little snowflake beside it — Final 40 km by snowmobile convoy — and Theo had read it out to her in the kitchen in Lisbon in November and said, That's the reel. That's the whole reel, right there. And she had agreed, because it was, and because by November she had stopped being able to tell the difference between the things she wanted and the things that would make a good reel, and had begun to suspect there wasn't one.

The snowmobiles were lined up under the hut's light in a row of eight, with a ninth at the front hitched to a sled for the bags, and they were the colour of wet slate and ticking quietly in the cold. Mikko went down the line handing out helmets. Each helmet had a name on a strip of tape across the back. Hers said AMARA L. Theo's said THEO L. They were the only two with the same surname, and somebody had put them side by side.

"One each," said Mikko. "Follow the light in front. Not too fast. Not too slow. If you stop, I stop."

"What if we fall off?" said Tanner.

Mikko considered him. "Then you are in the snow," he said, "and I come back."

Theo was already filming. He had the small camera on the chest mount, the one that made everything look like a car advert, and he got her climbing on, and her gloves on the handlebars, and her face turned to him in the helmet with the visor up, laughing. She had made the face before she knew she was making it. That was the thing that frightened her lately — not that she performed, which everybody did, but that she couldn't find the seam any more. She went looking for it sometimes, at night, the way you feel with your tongue for a tooth that's gone.

Then the engines started, all nine together, and the noise was so loud in that silence that it felt like a kind of violence, and she stopped thinking about anything at all.

❄

It was, she thought, the most beautiful hour of her life.

The track went into the trees almost at once. They were pines, mostly, and the snow lay on every branch in a thick, exact layer, as if somebody had iced them one at a time, and the weight had bent the smaller trees into shapes — arches, hunched figures, people bowing. The headlights caught them and let them go. Beyond the reach of the lights the forest was blue, and then dark blue, and then something that wasn't a colour at all.

The cold came through everything. It came through the snowsuit they'd been given at the hut and the thermals under it and found her knees and her wrists and the strip of skin between her glove and her sleeve. After twenty minutes she couldn't feel her face. After thirty she stopped caring. The convoy strung out in a long line of red tail-lights winding through the trees in front of her, nine small fires moving through an enormous dark, and somewhere in the middle of it she realised she was crying inside the helmet, and that nobody could see, and that she wasn't doing it for anybody.

She didn't know what it was about. She let it happen. It froze on her eyelashes.

They crossed a lake. She only knew it was a lake because the trees stopped all at once and the ground went perfectly flat and white, and Mikko's light ahead of her swung out across it in a long straight line. Halfway across he raised one arm without slowing, and pointed, and she looked up, and the sky above the lake was full of stars — not the stars she knew, a few dozen pricked into city orange, but a dense, granular spill of them, so many that the gaps between them seemed to have stars in them too.

She thought: I could stop. I could just stop.

She didn't know whether she meant the snowmobile.

❄

The resort was in the trees on the far side, and they saw it from a long way off.

At first it was just a glow, low down among the trunks, warm and yellow against all that blue. Then the track curved


































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
NOBODY " SHFA S EVER SURVIVED HIM.





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





