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Iris’s whole life revolves around 
Instagram. She’s constantly thinking 
about how to take photos that will keep 
her followers’ attention, because if she 
gives them their next dose of content, 
they’ll give her hearts in return. And 
hearts equal attention, approval, 
and love. It’s the feeling that she’s 
important, that she’s noticed, that she 
matters. But when she randomly meets 
a boy named Joonas in the woods, 
she starts to realize that despite her 
incredible number of followers, she 
doesn’t really know who she actually is 
or what she actually likes. Iris isn’t even 
sure if she should try to find out… And 
if she does, then how? If she ends up 
discovering the truth, then what’s she 
supposed to do with that knowledge? 

All of us seem to be tangled in one way or another. Sometimes 
the tangle grows overwhelming, while other times it unravels 

into something more manageable. This book might help some 
young people to loosen up their own tangle or notice a friend’s 

tangle and help them with it.

- A dust of the Feather, reading blog
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[pp. 15–16]

	 After entering her bedroom, Iris closed the door and sat down at her 
laptop. She uploaded the pictures she’d taken in the woods from her phone to 
her computer and started looking through them. Her favorite was one where 
she was standing with her back against a tree and her face was a little blurry. 
For some reason, the camera had focused on the woods behind her, and that’s 
exactly what made the picture so cool. She selected it and another in which 
she was looking up and the branches cast shadows over her face, neck, and 
low-cut dress. Iris made both a little darker so that the colors’ contrast had a 
slightly unearthly and mysterious effect. And she quickly thought up a string of 
hashtags: #forest #naturalbeauty #forestfairy #totalfreedom #portrait.

	 Then, she posted the pictures to her Instagram account. The first hearts 
came just moments later. Iris took a sip of juice, which she’d totally forgotten 
while wrapped up editing, and smiled in satisfaction.

	 Iris Ingrid had given her followers their next dose of content. And they 
were giving her hearts in turn. Attention. Approval. Love. The feeling that she’s 
important, that she’s noticed, that she matters.

	 Content, Iris watched the cascade of incoming hearts for a while longer, 
then clicked on the next account.

	 Roman’s.
	 Roman Roomets was the most popular guy on Instagram at that moment. 

In Estonia, of course. But his followers were from all across the globe, because 
each and every one of his posts was in English.

	 Iris scrolled through his photos. They were all perfect. The colors were 
right. The lighting was right. And the boy looked flawless when he smiled his 
slightly shy grin. Maybe that was the reason for Roman’s popularity: he didn’t 
come off as conceited or provocative, but sincere and even a little modest. He 
didn’t need much apart from his boy-next-door looks and superstar smile. And 
Iris was 100% sure that Roman was perfectly aware of it. That’s precisely what 
sells. Simplicity. And it sells well.

Excerpts
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[pp. 20–33]

4. 

No two types of beauty are alike, but they always touch me in some way 
or another regardless. Beauty touches any observer, no matter where they may 
presently be. No matter the place, the time or space, the country, the culture, 
or the nation. 

	 The Mayans bound babies’ skulls between boards to shape them. In 
Ancient Greece, female unibrows were a sign of intelligence and purity. If your 
eyebrows didn’t connect naturally, then pigment was used to correct it. China 
had a tradition of growing long fingernails, up to 20–25 centimeters for men 
and women alike. Fingernails demonstrated wealth, showing the person didn’t 
have to trouble themselves with labor and had servants to do it for them. For 
thousands of years, women in Japan painted their teeth black after marriage. 
It was still practiced in the 19th century: a sign that you were married, and you 
were beautiful. 

	 Pale skin was once prized, as it separated the nobles from peasants 
who spent all day out in the sun. People took milk baths or used leeches that 
sucked them nearly bloodless to lighten their skin. Women drew veins on their 
bosoms with blue ink and powdered themselves incessantly. They plucked hair 
from their foreheads to push their hairline back. Sometimes, they even plucked 
out their eyebrows, which society once looked down on as a symbol of excess 
sexuality. 

	 During the Renaissance, the ideal of feminine beauty was a plumper-
than-average woman with sturdy legs, wide hips, and a potbelly. Women wore 
corsets strung so tight that fainting from asphyxiation was rather common, and 
ribs might even be broken when tying them. Even so, having an hourglass figure 
mattered more than bones or staying conscious. 

	 There are African tribes in which women stretch out their lower lip or add 
a metal ring around their neck every year to lengthen it as much as possible; 
others use heavy earrings to pull down their earlobes. Women of the Himba 
people in Namibia dye both their hair and skin red. In Mauritania, girls are sent 
to special “farms” where they’re fed a calorie-rich diet, because it’s believed 
that a fat woman is beautiful and will have better chances of finding a husband. 
In Iran, nose operations are performed on both women, who can only show 
their faces in public, and men, who believe that a “perfect” nose structure is 
a sign of high social standing. The Māori women of New Zealand tattoo their 
chins.

	 In Estonia, broad hips and thick ankles used to be evidence that a woman 
could bear many children and manage farmwork. She shouldn’t have been ugly, 
of course, but thin and pretty women were good for nothing.

	 That is, until they were once again at some point. Until at some point, 
everything was flipped upside-down.

	 Only the word remained the same: beauty.
	 And the quest to achieve it.
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5.

The first thing Iris reached for that morning was her phone. Just like every 
morning. Though she felt this morning wouldn’t be ordinary. She had high 
hopes. And that made it all the more painful when they fell. Roman hadn’t sent 
any replies or liked Iris’s pictures. It was possible he’d been away from Insta 
since last night, as he was nearly inactive compared to earlier.

	 Grudgingly, Iris pushed herself up out of bed.
	 “You in a bad mood today?” Iti asked her at the breakfast table twenty 

minutes later.
	 “Huh?”
	 “You’re not really talking.”
	 Iti, Iris’s eight-year-old sister, stared at her with innocent childlike eyes. 

The stupid expression, which Iris had heard somewhere before, fit perfectly for 
that moment. Iti’s eyes were as sincere as could be and she probably hadn’t 
intended to be mean with the question. Iris’s older sister Inger, on the other 
hand, contributed a slightly superior smirk to the situation.

	 Inger was in high school and thought she knew how life really worked. 
Everything that Iris did was, in Inger’s opinion, stupid and childish, even though 
Iris was sure that much of her sister’s disapproval was actually textbook 
jealousy. Inger wasn’t the most popular girl in her class, much less in the entire 
school. And as she’d caught on to the fact rather quickly, she’d focused on 
sports instead. It was probably the right choice, as Inger had quickly gotten a leg 
in through the door of the youth hurdling team.

	 “I’m not in a bad mood,” Iris mumbled, knowing there was no way that 
Inger would believe her.

	 It had been a mistake to leave her bedroom in the first place.  
	 “So, what happened?” Inger asked with seemingly innocent interest. 

“Some guy didn’t like your photo fast enough?”
	 “Real funny!”
	 “It was just a guess,” Inger sighed, rolling her eyes in annoyance.
	 “Why do you care if I’m in a bad mood?”
	 Iris finished her juice, left her half-eaten sandwich on the plate, and 

marched out of the kitchen. She slid her sandals on in the entryway and went 
out. Although she didn’t know where she was going yet, she couldn’t stand to 
spend one more second in a house where stupid sisters kept prodding her with 
dumb questions.

	 Still, she was mad at Roman most! For the boy not replying, not liking 
her photo. And she was mad at herself—for having commented on his photo 
at all, for being so sure that he’d reply. For being almost one hundred percent 
convinced that no boy, including Roman, would ever turn her down. She’d been 
too arrogant. And too naïve. 

	 Even so, Iris hadn’t lost all hope. Or what else could it have been that 
made her pull out her phone every couple of minutes and check to see if 
Roman replied? Nothing else concerned her.

	 The phone was also why she failed to notice the boy again.
	 Out of nowhere, Jonas was suddenly standing in the middle of the 

sidewalk and smiling when Iris, who had her nose buried in the screen, looked 
up at the last second.

	 “What are you doing here?”
	 She hadn’t hoped to run into him. He hadn’t even crossed her mind, 

though she now recalled him saying that his grandparents lived somewhere 
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nearby, and he was currently looking after their dog while they were on 
vacation.

	 “Walking. You?”
	 Jonas was still smiling and Iris’s bad mood dissolved instantly. He was just 

so goofily cute with his good mood and big grin.
	 “Guess I’m walking, too,” she mumbled.
	 “Well, then let’s walk together if you don’t mind,” Jonas suggested, and 

Iris nodded. Maybe it was a good thing to be with someone else right now and 
not have to constantly think about that stupid Roman.

	 They walked for a while in near silence. Jonas tried to strike up a 
conversation, but forgetting turned out to be harder than Iris thought. It was 
like the phone was burning a hole in her pocket and she just had to pull it out 
every few minutes and check her account. And Roman’s, too.

	 “Put that away!” Jonas suddenly snapped.
	 “My phone? Why?”
	 “It’s irritating.”
	 “Why?”
	 “Because it’s impolite!”
	 Iris sighed.
	 “Okay. If I put my phone away, then what?”
	 “I guess you’ll see!”
	 “For real?”
	 “Mm-hmm.”
	 “There, I put my phone away.”
	 “And you’re not going to just take it out again two minutes from now?”
	 “I’m not!”
	 Iris gave Jonas an alluring smile.
	 Jonas smiled back. 
	 “Great job!”
	 “So, what are we doing now?”
	 “We could go into town and do something there. What do you think?”
	 “I’d rather not.”
	 “Why? I thought we could…”
	 “I can’t!”
	 “Why can’t you?”
	 “My dad might see us.”
	 “And your dad’s some…”
	 “Yeah, he’s conservative. It’s better if we don’t hang around in town 

much.”
	 “He’s at work, not driving around the streets all day,” the boy argued. “As 

long as he’s not a bus driver, that is.”
	 “He’s not.”
	 “Then the probability that nobody will notice us is even greater.”
	 “Believe me, going into town would only mean trouble.”
	 “Are you trying to tell me that you’re not even allowed to… I don’t know… 

go on a walk with a boy? Are you allowed to be standing here and talking to 
me? Or what century’s your dad from?”

	 “I know a place,” she replied. “One where we can be alone.”
	 Iris didn’t wait for Jonas’s reaction. She grabbed his hand and pulled him 

along. A strange tingling shot through her body when the boy’s fingers touched 
hers.

	 Half an hour later, the two stood before a spring in the woods. A spring-
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fed pool, to be exact. For the spring itself was gigantic, almost the size of a small 
pond.

	 To Iris’s delight, Jonas smiled.
	 “You like it here?” she asked.
	 “No… I don’t know. It’s an interesting choice.”
	 “What do you mean, interesting?”
	 “Don’t you feel it’s a little spooky here?”
	 Iris shrugged.
	 “Not really, I suppose. You do?”
	 “No! I just know all kinds of old tales that people tell about this spring. 

And even though they’re imaginary, I’m still kind of thinking about them.”
	 “What tales?”
	 “Like that this spring is connected to other springs in the area and they’re 

inhabited by water spirits or fairies or other beings who occasionally try to coax 
people into the water. My grandpa said that his grandpa told him one time 
about how he heard two women following him when he walked past here. But 
just as he stopped to see who they were, the women ran away and disappeared 
into the spring.”

	 “What do you mean, ‘disappeared into the spring’?”
	 “Like, they weren’t actually human.”
	 “So, they were fairies?”
	 Jonas shrugged.
	 “Either fairies or the souls of women fairies coaxed into the spring.”
	 “I think it’s nice and peaceful here,” Iris said. “What you’re saying is just 

old folks blabbering.”
	 She truly did feel a strange sort of peace settle over her, though she 

couldn’t be sure whether it came from the spring and that place, from the old 
spruce they leaned against as they sat, or from the boy being so close that their 
shoulders and arms occasionally brushed. Jonas made her feel so calm and safe, 
somehow. 

	 “People talk even more about how the spring has a miraculous power 
and say it’s never dried up, not even in a drought,” the boy continued.

	 “How do you know these things?”
	 “Everybody around here knows the legends. Even if they’re just made up. 

But your dad’s a control freak then, yeah?”
	 “Something like that,” Iris lied.
	 Being there next to Jonas, there in the forest, felt so nice, tranquil, and 

secure. She didn’t want to lie anymore. Or say anything at all anymore. Not 
even think about anything.

	 She simply wanted to be. 

Iris didn’t get home till that evening. It was only after she got to her 
bedroom that she looked at her phone for the first time in basically forever.

	 And she nearly dropped it.
	 Roman had commented “really pretty” on her photo. And on his own, 

he’d replied to her comment with: “how’d you know?”
	 “I analyzed your shirt,” Iris replied. 
	 Her dad had visited the world-famous Sigmund Freud Museum in Vienna 

the year before and bought himself the exact same t-shirt, though she naturally 
didn’t intend to reveal that to the boy.

	 Iris then got lost in thought while gazing at a photo of Roman bare-
chested on a beach, carrying a surfboard under his arm. 
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	 Lying in bed, she stared at the picture, waiting to fall asleep. She stared 
and, for some inexplicable reason, found herself wondering what Jonas would 
look like shirtless, too.

	 It was still on her mind as she fell asleep.

6.

Real-life Roman looked exactly as good as he did in his photos. He wore 
dark-blue jeans and a black t-shirt. His dark hair cascaded so carelessly across 
his forehead that Iris could tell he’d apparently spent some time and effort to 
achieve the look. The boy could have just stepped off a fashion runway. 

	 They sat down at a café for a milkshake before taking a stroll down the 
beach.

	 And it was all so terribly boring from the very start. At first, Iris couldn’t 
figure out why. Did the excitement not exist for her anymore? Roman had asked 
her out without much ado, and as it’d proven once again that she could get any 
guy she wanted, then the case could be successfully closed.

	 Closed, and Roman dumped. Even without waiting for the first kiss. 
What’s more, Iris wasn’t even sure she really wanted to kiss Roman at all. Not 
that there was anything wrong with him. Roman had the ideal look, was polite, 
and even the topics he chose for conversation were so far both sufficiently 
interesting and sufficiently neutral. Maybe that was the problem: Roman was 
too handsome and too ideal. Too sterile and artificial. 

	 So far, Iris had always been the one to dump boys. She allowed them to 
ask her out, spent time with them in one place or another, depending on what 
they offered as entertainment, and then grew bored with them already.

	 Bored or scared. She couldn’t really say. The early efforts and fun 
activities together quickly turned into just holding hands, after which those 
hands tried to wander elsewhere. Then, Iris’s relationships ended before they’d 
really began. Fear was definitely the cause.

	 Fear of another body, a stranger’s. Fear of a stranger touching her. And 
she wasn’t sure if she wanted it, if she was ready. Might she just be doing it 
because everybody else was? At least that’s what other people were saying. 
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Fear that the guy she does it with isn’t the right one. Fear that maybe the right 
one was the guy she dumped the week or the month before. Fear that the 
reason she’s afraid isn’t even worth the feeling. 

	 She had no idea if virginity was over- or underrated. Nor was there 
anybody she could ask. Definitely not Inger, in any case. 

	 While she was pondering fear and virginity, Roman was going on about 
how he’d tried windsurfing for the first time last weekend and how cool it was.

	 Iris was suddenly tired. She wanted to leave. To go home. To her 
bedroom. Into bed. She couldn’t understand how Roman could be so cool and 
so boring at the same time. She’d nabbed him without much effort and now… 
Now she had to bear it. All to be cool, too. Even cooler. Because now, she was 
out with a guy whom all the other girls wanted and who had over fifty-thousand 
followers on Insta. 

	 Unlike all the others, Roman was still important right now. Iris needed a 
boyfriend to boost her followers. She couldn’t let him go. It was the chance of a 
lifetime. Of course, it was likely that she’d also gain a bunch of haters. Girls who 
lacked any degree of self-criticism and were confident that they and Roman 
would be a perfect match. The fact that it hadn’t happened yet all boiled down 
to stupid coincidence. But it would happen! It was just a matter of time!

	 Keep dreaming… Iris was placing her bets on Roman’s other followers 
having good sense. The boy was such a big leaguer that most of the girls pining 
for him had to acknowledge it when they looked into a mirror. 

	 In any case, she needed to smile and pretend despite the whole stupid 
game to achieve her goal. And that’s exactly what she planned to do. Even if she 
had to lie herself senseless just to keep the house of cards standing. Like right 
now.

	 Iris pulled out her phone and gasped audibly.
	 “Oh, crap… I’ve got an interview in forty-five minutes. I’ve got to hurry 

home.”
	 “What interview?”
	 “Some Scandinavian teen magazine. I honestly can’t remember what it’s 

called. But I’m going to have to get a taxi.”
	 “Talk to you tomorrow, then!” Roman said, taking a step closer.
	 Iris closed her eyes. She would have given anything to be anywhere 

else right then. A second later, the boy’s moist lips softly brushed her cheek. 
Surprised, she opened her eyes and almost grinned, realizing that was it.

	 Roman grinned, too.
	 “Have a nice evening, Iris,” the boy whispered. “I hope your interview 

goes well!”

Iris really had ordered a taxi. Firstly, Roman would have waited with her 
until it arrived, anyway, and secondly, the bus connections there were pretty 
spotty at that time of the evening. Now, she was in the car and staring out the 
window. She congratulated herself for successfully slipping away so early with a 
flawless lie. 

	 For some reason, a question that Jonas had asked recently popped into 
her head.

	 “What do you like, then?” 
	 Exactly! What did she like? “Superficial and egotistical” is what Inger had 

called her. Though it was said in the heat of an argument, Iris sensed her sister 
was actually right. There was really nothing that she enjoyed. Not counting 
how she liked taking pictures of herself and later processing, sharing, and 



For more information or copyrights, please 
contact: ulla.saar@elk.ee

9

Re
el

i R
ei

na
us

. I
iri

s,
 B

ea
ut

y 
an

d 
th

e 
In

st
ag

ra
m

 P
ho

to
s.

  T
ra

ns
la

te
d 

by
 A

da
m

 C
ul

le
n

commenting. Waiting for likes, hearts, and praise. Admiring herself and the 
comments left by her admirers.

	 Was that superficiality? How all she thought about was herself? And the 
way others thought about her? What they thought about her?

	 Iris certainly didn’t enjoy thinking about herself much right now. About 
what she was thinking, and why. It was hard and troubling. She didn’t enjoy 
doubting or regretting, though she reckoned that’s just what she was doing. 
There were too many thoughts crowding her head all of a sudden and she really 
didn’t like some of them. A few were downright attacking her.

	 Iris closed her eyes and pressed her fingers against her temples. She tried 
to force the troubling thoughts out of her head. What she liked or didn’t like 
was nobody else’s business. This was her own life!
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