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1
Of all the places in the world, why had his father brought him 

to this desolate place? Olly stared glumly out of the window at the 
lumpen grey lava fields below, snow trapped in deep crevices, puffs 
of steam exhaling here and there. For a few seconds before they made 
abrupt contact with dark tarmac, Olly felt like the plane was a stone 
skimming over slowly undulating waves. In the long braking roar that 
followed, Olly took a deep breath and sighed. Then he felt the landing 
gear touch down on the runway and the captain’s gravelly voice 
announced, ‘Welcome to Iceland’. 

Olly thought about all the places his father had been sent over the 
years to photograph aberrations in the earth’s crust: the Rift Valley in 
Tanzania, Iguazu Falls in South America, twisted rock formations off 
the coast of Papua New Guinea. When he was little, Olly had been 
in awe of these tours of duty to exotic places, always eager to hear his 
father’s crazy stories when he returned home to their flat in Kilburn. 
But now that he was finally accompanying his father on a work trip, 
it already seemed dull and disappointing. Not that he’d had much 
choice in the matter; it was a blatant act of parental coercion: You’re 
coming with me and that’s final. He had no idea how he was going to 
survive the next two weeks.

Sean leaned across the empty seat between them and nudged his 
son’s elbow. 

‘Right Mr Midas, get your skates on. And let’s not forget anything.’
Sean watched as his son, moving at a glacial pace, unbuckled himself 

and rooted around in the seat pocket to retrieve his headphones and 
a packet of gum. Locks of greasy black hair obscured most of his face 
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except his set jawline, where Olly sported a crop of acne and a sparse 
adolescent beard. With great reluctance Olly dragged on his parka 
and Sean inwardly rolled his eyes when he caught sight of the red 
target sprayed on the back of the coat and was reminded of all the 
hoo-ha it had caused. 

Feeling tetchy and already in need of a stiff drink, Sean stood up, 
stretched, zipped up his thick thermal coat, and opened the overhead 
locker. Olly’s scruffy backpack, studded with button badges from all 
the gigs he’d been to, promptly tumbled down and landed on the 
empty seat between them. 

‘Lucky that wasn’t my camera bag!’ Sean muttered through gritted 
teeth. His son just shrugged and hoisted the backpack over his 
shoulder.

As if responding to the turbulence on the approach to Keflavik 
airport, Olly’s stomach did a belated lurch, which he realised 
was actually hunger. He’d refused his mother’s offer to make him 
scrambled eggs before they left the flat, protesting that it was ‘far too 
early’ to eat, and had made do later with a bag of crisps at the airport. 
Contrary to expectations, instead of heading straight for the bar once 
they were through security, his dad seemed to be restricting himself to 
a coffee and nicotine combo, which had the effect of enhancing Sean’s 
frenetic work persona. Olly found this very out of character. At home, 
his dad was best known for falling asleep dead drunk on the sofa mid-
way through a movie or pushing the trolley in a leisurely daze round 
Tesco in search of the aisle selling toothpaste or painkillers. 

‘Bollocks!’ Olly muttered, as a sudden jolt of anxiety replaced his 
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hunger pangs.
‘What now?’
‘Nothing.’ 
‘Olly, what is it?’
He couldn’t read his son’s expression through the screen of hair, 

but from the way Olly was twisting his mouth and clicking out his 
finger joints, Sean knew something was up. He put a hand on Olly’s 
shoulder and forced his torso round to face him, raising his eyebrows 
in a way that demanded a response.

‘My meds. I left them on the kitchen table.’
‘Shit. We’ll get Mum to post them. They’ll be here in a couple of 

days and…’
‘But Dad…’
‘What?’ Sean barked, aware his voice had a steely edge that only 

happened when he was stone cold sober.
Other passengers were trying to edge past them, their polar 

outerwear chafing as they shepherded their carry-on cases towards 
the exit. 

‘Mum said… never mind, I’ll tell you later.’
 


