
   [image: Cover: Melt by Ele Fountain]


   
      
         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            For Mum and Dad

         

      

   


   
      
         9

         
            We borrow the earth

from our children

            chief si’ahl

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	Epigraph

                  	 

                  	Storm 

                  	Yutu 1 

                  	Bea 1 

                  	Yutu 2 

                  	Bea 2 

                  	Yutu 3 

                  	Bea 3 

                  	Yutu 4 

                  	Bea 4 

                  	Yutu 5 

                  	Bea 5 

                  	Ambush 

                  	Surprise 

                  	Flight 

                  	Lost 

                  	Kit 

                  	Search 

                  	Race 

                  	Tired 

                  	Home 

                  	Soup 

                  	Share 

                  	Fear 

                  	Brave 

                  	Freeze 

                  	Prey 

                  	Dawn 

                  	Melt 

                  	Near 

                  	Parting 

                  	Home 

                  	Midnight 

                  	Puzzle 

                  	AFTER 

                  	AW1 

                  	Summer 

                  	 

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
            Storm

         

         A low sound hums across the frozen air. In the distance, four dark shapes glide through the white, like ghosts in negative. Their headlights cast a yellow glow. The only colour in a land of white and grey. When the snow is deep, the humming sound is lower. When there are ridges to cross, it is more like an angry wasp. On each snowmobile sits a figure, dressed in layers of leather and fur. A man leads the group, followed by a woman, then a woman, followed by a man.

         They have been travelling since first light. Soon they must find a sheltered place to spend the night. This far north the sun barely rises above the horizon before sinking once more to slumber. They know where they are going. These trails were used by their parents; by their grandparents; by generations before them all.

         Wind whistles over the tundra. Everything in its path must bow down or drift. Nothing is foolish enough to challenge the wind, not this far north. The place where 12 they are heading is protected from its relentless power. A small wooden hut nestled in a hollow. Normally they would be there by now. Lighting the fat-lamp to dry their sealskin mittens. But the weather has surprised them. At this time of year it is very cold but calm. A good time to hunt caribou. The weather was calm and still when they left, now it is the opposite. A gale is blowing in from the sea.

         The two shapes at the back begin to fall behind. The man’s snowmobile is losing power. The woman slows down to wait for him. He needs to check the cylinders but it’s not possible here. When they reach shelter he will check. For now, they will just have to keep going, however slowly.

         The wind is getting stronger by the minute. A flurry of snow whips past. More snow falls, and the wind blows it into smoky swirls. The two lead vehicles fade to pale grey, then seconds later disappear from view. They will arrive at the shelter first and get things ready for the others.

         The man’s snowmobile slows and then stops. He tries to restart it but the engine is dead. He will have to leave it here. It is a hard decision. They will fix it or drag it home on their return journey. The woman motions to the man. He climbs on the back of her snowmobile. The fur around the edge of their hoods captures flakes of snow 13 for a split second before the wind blasts it away. The pair start moving, but the blizzard is becoming a white-out. 

         After five minutes they are forced to stop again, disorientated. There is no faint glow from the sun to show them which way to head. The landmarks they have memorized, which their ancestors memorized, have disappeared. They cannot get off the snowmobile. The wind would be too strong for them to stand up. The man leans forwards and hugs the woman. His arms barely reach round the many layers she is wearing.

         Darkness is falling. They cannot stay here. They will certainly freeze to death. They must keep going. This land is part of them, they breathe its rhythms, but those rhythms are becoming unpredictable. There shouldn’t be a storm now. It shouldn’t blow in this suddenly, and with such force. The weather is changing, and centuries of knowledge cannot keep up. The bonds which connect people and nature are beginning to fray. Something precious beyond imagining, is coming apart.

      

   


   
      
         
            Yutu 1

         

         Someone shoves me hard from behind. I stumble to my knees and my school bag flies a few metres to the right. A strong hand grips my shoulder and tries to roll me over. I look up. Sami stares down at me. I grab his coat and pull him into the snow next to me. We roll over like seals. Four or five kids stand and watch, shouting for Sami to get me, hold me down. After one final twist I roll him onto his side and sit on him. He can’t move. The snow in my ear melts and runs inside my hood and down my neck. I stand up and brush the snow from my legs and arms, then offer Sami my hand.

         ‘Nice try,’ I say.

         ‘Nearly had you,’ he grins back. ‘So nearly.’

         I collect my bag from the snowy edge of the path and give it a shake.

         ‘Come round tomorrow? Gaming?’ he asks.

         ‘I have to check first. Grandma might need something doing.’ 16

         ‘You’re going to start your assignment, aren’t you?’ Sami says. ‘You’re such a nerd.’

         I smile. We both know he’s right.

         Sami and the others head off down the path towards a cluster of small houses. ‘See ya!’ they call without turning round. Sami waves a hand in the air.

         I walk slowly in the opposite direction, towards a low hill, dyed orange by the setting sun. At the foot of the hill is a building unlike any others in our village. The other houses have smooth dark-red walls and look as if they are floating. They need to be raised up on pillars, or else the heat from inside would melt the solid permafrost foundations, and the buildings would sink. This house looks as if it has already sunk beneath the earth and then risen up to breathe, like some kind of rocky whale. Its walls are made of rough stones the size of someone’s head. They pile up to join a wooden roof which looks like it was made from driftwood. Because it was.

         This is my house. I live here with my anaanatsiaq—my grandma. She’s always lived here. People keep trying to move her into what she calls modern houses, even though families have been living in these modern houses since well before I was born. They worry our house isn’t warm enough, that 17 without pillars it might begin to sink. I could tell them it never gets warm enough in our house to melt any kind of frost, let alone permafrost. Often I can see my own breath. I’m used to it though. The raised sleeping area at the back is always cosy, which helps.

         I bend down to open the front door—also made from driftwood. The doorway is Hobbit-height, which was fine until recently. Now I am officially the tallest boy in my class, possibly in my school. I bang my head on the doorway at least once a day.

         Inside, Grandma is sitting in her chair, sewing. A piece of sealskin is draped across her knees, colourful stiches blooming along one edge. She looks up and gives me a smile.

         ‘Welcome home,’ she says, as if I’ve been away for days.

         I dump my bag on the floor and sit in the chair next to her. I don’t know how she can see well enough to sew. Weak sunlight filters through the window behind her. I switch on the light and she makes a soft sighing sound. She doesn’t like the light. She only stopped using her seal-fat lamp a few years ago. I had a cough which wouldn’t get better. In the end the doctor said the lamp had to go. It kept turning the walls black anyway. 18

         ‘How was school?’ She speaks to me in the language of our ancestors. She knows English words, but it tires her out to make the strange noises English requires. The old language starts at the back of the throat. The sounds are shorter and more precise. Very different to English sounds. I love the rhythm of her words, calm and steady.

         ‘School was OK. I have homework and a science assignment to finish over the holidays. I don’t know if anyone else will bother doing them.’

         Grandma is silent. She looks at me, her hands resting on the sealskin. Grandma speaks when she has thought things through. Never in anger, or impulsively. That means conversations often move quite slowly. On a few occasions I’ve begun to wonder whether she’s fallen asleep, then quietly and carefully she will begin to talk.

         ‘What will you do to have fun, this holiday?’ she asks, finally.

         ‘I don’t know. I’ll think about that when I’ve done the assignment. Maybe play table tennis with Sami. Or some ball hockey.’

         She looks at me. She looks past the words and studies my face. I swear she can see right inside my head.

         Perhaps it’s time to tell her what I really want. I have a feeling she already knows. The idea has been 19 floating round my brain for months. The more I think about it, the faster my words evaporate. The opposite of Grandma, I guess.

         ‘If the weather is good, maybe I could go north to the cabin for a few days.’

         Grandma makes another soft sighing sound.

         I can’t stop now.

         ‘I want to take the sledge. Petur has said he’ll let me borrow two dogs. You’re always telling me it’s important to keep the old ways alive.’

         ‘Learning the old ways is one thing. Taking the sledge because we don’t have a snowmobile is a different thing. You’re too young to go off on your own. Especially with someone else’s dogs.’

         I feel my shoulders sink. Grandma has a way of saying things which makes it hard to argue. I try a different tack.

         ‘I want to bring back some seal meat. I want to contribute to the communal food store. I know the store is running low.’

         After a few minutes she says, ‘When I was young, boys would go out to watch seal hunts as soon as they could walk on the sea ice. They would learn how to find a lair, how to find a blowhole. How to throw a harpoon. It would take years to learn everything. Then they would be ready to hunt for themselves.’20

         ‘But I’ve been out with Petur loads of times. He’s been teaching me for years. He says I have a gift for hunting.’

         Grandma stares at me for a long time. ‘You cannot go alone,’ she says. End of story. She doesn’t say that, but it’s clear.

         I pick up my school bag and head to the back of the house. ‘I’m going to read for a bit,’ I call.

         I lie on my bed and stare at the ceiling, made up of close-fitting wooden panels. The walls are clad in the same honey-coloured wood. Each piece is different. Some have swirling knots, or wavy lines. I know them all. Beneath me, the bedcover is made of caribou skin. Sewn together by Grandma. People come from other villages to buy things she has made. People respect her because she is a village elder, but also because she makes beautiful things, using techniques which are slowly being forgotten. They also respect her because she looks after me.

         For seven years Grandma has taken care of me, even though she barely makes enough money to pay for the oil which lights the stove. Maybe that’s why I find it so hard when we disagree. But I don’t think she’s realized that I’m not a little boy any more. I’m fourteen. I can’t stay in this frozen village for ever. She wants me to learn the old ways, but she won’t let 21 me go and try them out for real. She doesn’t like using the food store, but she won’t let me go and hunt. We seem to be pulling in opposite directions more and more, and I don’t know how to fix it.

         I guess there’s one thing I can rely on. It’s Friday and that means trout for dinner. Again.

      

   


   
      
         
            Bea 1

         

         I walk through the school gates. My stomach gives a little flutter. I so thought I was over caring about new schools. This is my fifth in five years. New school, new town, new country. Same me. I keep my head down and walk to the main entrance. Mum asked if she should come with me, but then everyone in the whole school knows you’re the new kid on your first day. Not just everyone in your class. I push past the entrance door and walk up to reception. A lady with straight brown hair and glasses glances up from whatever she is doing. The faintest look of surprise flits across her face, then she takes in my brand-new uniform and probably nervous expression and says, ‘Is today your first day?’

         She’s good.

         ‘Yes. I’m supposed to be in Miss Stewart’s form group. Ninth grade.’

         She smiles brightly. ‘Well, at least you’ve come 24 prepared. Wait here,’ she says, like there’s somewhere else I might be rushing off to.

         There are three grey seats pushed against the wall. I sit in the one furthest from the door. Never sit in the middle seat and risk being sandwiched between two people you don’t want to talk to. The end seat at least limits it to one.

         A bell sounds. Seconds later the entrance door slams open and kids pour in, talking and laughing. Some of them stare at me. Mostly girls. No one smiles.

         Five minutes later, someone comes to fetch me. My ‘buddy’. My buddy has a pixie haircut, only advisable for those with exceptional cheekbone structure, which she has. She speaks to the receptionist, then turns to look at me. I can tell one thing instantly. She doesn’t want to be my buddy.

         ‘I’m Stella,’ she says, walking briskly down the corridors so that I have no hope of remembering my way. ‘It means star in Italian.’

         ‘Da quale galassia sei?’

         ‘What?’ she snaps.

         ‘I was just saying “that’s nice”. In Italian.’

         She gives me a look which means I should not speak until spoken to, and then definitely not in Italian.

         ‘My name’s Bea,’ I say. ‘It means happiness in Latin.’ 25

         ‘I’m a prefect, and class representative,’ she says, as if that settles everything. ‘If you have any questions during your first week, you’re to ask me.’

         She stops abruptly halfway down a corridor, and knocks on a classroom door, then pushes me in front of her so that I receive the full laser-beam treatment from thirty pairs of curious eyes.

         ‘Welcome, Beatrice,’ the teacher says, smiling warmly. ‘I’m Miss Stewart. Please take any free seat and I’ll come round with your timetable in a minute.’

         I look around for a free seat. There’s one at the back, and one at the front. I choose the one in the front row, next to a girl with long brown hair.

         As soon as I’m settled, the girl whispers, ‘That’s Jessica’s seat.’ I turn my head to look at her, confused. ‘She’s sick today. You’ll have to sit somewhere else tomorrow.’

         ‘I’m Bea,’ I say. ‘Are you feeling OK? You look a little pale. Maybe you’ve caught what Jessica has.’

         The girl with long brown hair frowns at me. She opens her pencil case and turns it gently from side to side. Light flashes off a small mirror which she is peering into while pretending to look for a pen.

         I follow the ‘star’ to my first two lessons. She shows me where the toilets and lockers are.

         At lunchtime, she reluctantly escorts me to the 26 cafeteria. I am starving. My stomach’s getting used to a new time zone. Normally I’d have had lunch six hours ago. I choose the biggest-looking option and scan the dining hall for an empty table. Scanning for empty chairs and tables is one of my special skills. I spot one right at the back.

         ‘This way,’ Stella instructs, before I can make a break for freedom. She chooses the table where brown-hair girl, whom I now know is called Becky, is sitting. Three more girls join us. They alternate between whispering to each other and staring at me. I start to eat my food. Someone giggles, then stops abruptly, like they’re trying to exercise self-control in difficult circumstances.

         The tall blonde girl sitting opposite me clears her throat dramatically and says, ‘You’re Bea, right?’

         ‘Yes,’ I reply through a mouthful of food. I’m glad we’re starting with the easy questions.

         ‘And Bea means… a type of insect?’ There are more stifled giggles. The Star remains silent.

         ‘It means joy, in Latin,’ I say, keeping eye-contact with the tall blonde girl. I also keep shovelling food into my mouth. There’s no need for this to last any longer than absolutely necessary.

         ‘Oh,’ she says, in a pretend-interested voice, ‘and where do you come from to speak Latin?’ 27

         ‘It’s a dead language,’ I say. ‘No one speaks it.’

         Blonde-girl is out of her depth.

         ‘That’s so sad,’ she says, making a pretend-sad face. ‘Well, at least you have us to talk to now. You won’t be on your own.’

         I finish my last mouthful. ‘Thank you,’ I say, pushing my chair back. ‘One good turn deserves another. I think I saw someone sneeze all over the salad.’

         Blonde girl looks down at the lettuce she has just started to eat.

         As I walk away a soft buzzing noise comes from their table, getting louder quickly so that people turn to look. Followed by more giggling.

         
             

         

         After period four I’m exhausted. I can’t face trying to make more polite conversation about why I’ve started school halfway through the term. I make a bold decision to flee the Star and leave unaccompanied. I somehow remember the way to the lockers. Mine is at the bottom, which is annoying because people bump into you when you’re crouching down to open the door. I give up trying to fit my key in the lock and join the flow of people heading for the exit.

         I pass through the open doors and shiver. Even though it’s spring the weather is freezing. Just when 28 the day can’t get much worse, I see that Mum is waiting for me in the car, almost directly outside the school gates. She winds down the window and waves a hand. Her nails are bright red. Whichever country we move to, Mum finds the manicurist before she’s even worked out where to buy food.

         ‘Hello, Bea, darling,’ she calls through the open window.

         By some miracle no one from my class is around to witness this spectacle. I climb into the passenger seat and dump my bag on the floor.

         ‘Good day?’ asks Mum, pulling away from the curb.

         ‘Not bad,’ I lie.

         ‘I knew you’d like this school. It has an excellent reputation,’ she says. When I don’t say anything, she adds, ‘Did you make any new friends today?’

         ‘Not really.’

         ‘You know you have to make an effort if you’re going to make new friends. It doesn’t happen without a bit of work.’

         I don’t have the energy to say, ‘And then when I have made new friends, we move countries again.’

         ‘Yes, Mum, you’re right.’

         ‘Don’t just agree with me, Beatrice, I want to know that you’ve listened. This is to make things easier for you not me.’ 29

         ‘I have some reading to do for school,’ I say, reaching in my bag for a book.

         ‘There are some really nice shops in town. Perhaps we could go there together at the weekend. I saw a lovely little café, too.’

         ‘Sounds good,’ I say, opening my Spanish book. ‘Sorry, Mum. I’ve got loads to catch up on.’

         ‘OK, darling.’ Schoolwork is pretty much the only sanctioned excuse for silence, with Mum.

         
             

         

         I hear a key in the door and shove Hester off my lap. She gives a high-pitched miaow of annoyance.

         ‘Hello,’ Dad calls. ‘Anyone alive?’

         I run down the stairs to give him a hug.

         ‘How was your day?’ he asks.

         I look at the floor and am horrified to realize my eyes are filling with tears. ‘It was OK,’ I say, wiping my eyes while he takes off his coat.

         ‘Well,’ he says, ‘I just can’t compete with that.’

         I laugh and then sniff. Mum clatters about in the kitchen with dinner things.

         He sits on the stairs to take off his shoes. ‘The company says my reconnaissance plane is ready. I can go down to the airport any time to give it a test flight.’ He looks up. ‘Shall we go this weekend? I think maybe we’ll both need a little time in the clouds.’ 30

         ‘Yes!’ I smile for the first time today. ‘What about Mum?’

         ‘I’m sure she won’t want me to take my first flight in a new plane unaccompanied,’ he says. He knows I don’t mean, ‘Would she like to come?’, rather, ‘Will she let me go?’

         Dad is a model of calm logic with Mum. I can manage the logic. I’m not so good at the calm. Especially when Mum starts talking about unnecessary risk and suitable pastimes.

         He removes his other shoe then sits up straight. ‘You know, after this job, we won’t have to move around any more. They’re paying me so much money that I’ll just be able to eat chips and read crime novels for the rest of my life. You can choose where.’

         ‘Do you mean chips or crisps? You know they call crisps chips here?’

         ‘Nobody tells me anything. I mean the hot ones that you sometimes eat with fish. Anyway, I know it’s been hard for you, moving around so much. This is it. I promise you.’ He holds out his little finger.

         ‘No one does that any more,’ I laugh, but I hold out my little finger anyway.

         You can’t break a pinkie promise.

      

   


   
      
         
            Yutu 2

         

         The next morning, I am up early. Grandma is busy by the stove, heating her favourite brew. The bittersweet smell of cloudberry-leaf tea drifts around the room. Our kitchen is also our sitting room. Like everything in our house, it’s mostly covered in wood panelling or caribou skin.

         ‘Breakfast,’ Grandma announces, smiling. She passes me a plate with a thick chunk of bannock bread and a spoonful of berries mixed in fat—sweet and creamy.

         ‘Today I will go to the food store. See what they have,’ she says.

         ‘Want me to come?’ I ask, my mouth half-filled with bread.

         Grandma smiles. ‘You’re good. Always helping. No need today, though. It’s the first day of your holiday.’

         What she means is, don’t study today.

         ‘Petur is waiting to teach you bone carving. It’s a good way to make money,’ she says. Grandma is always 32 trying to make me learn bone carving. Bone carving or drumming. I’m quite interested in the drumming, but I know that it wouldn’t end there. Next Grandma will want me to dress up in traditional costume and drum whenever there’s some kind of ceremony. Even bone carving would be better than that.

         ‘I have plans today,’ I say.

         Grandma makes her soft sighing sound.

         I head to my room and grab my school stuff, then a chunk of bannock bread from the stove.

         ‘See you later, Grandma,’ I say, remembering to duck under the doorframe as I leave. There are times when Grandma being slow to answer works in my favour.

         I walk down the hill past scattered houses, perched above the snow. The sky is blue with only a few thin clouds on the horizon. Sunlight sparkles on the sea ice. I head towards a large grey building in the centre of the village. The community library. It’s always warm in there and I can use community electricity to power my laptop. None of my friends will be up for hours. I open the laptop which took Grandma a year to save up for and try to focus on why I’m doing this, instead of lying in my warm bed. I have to get good grades for university. Better than good. Then I can study in a city somewhere. Somewhere far away, 33 with stuff to do and jobs which don’t involve bone carving. I want a different future to the one Grandma has in mind.

         Three hours later I have finished the bannock bread and am staring out of the window when a snowball thuds against the glass, quickly followed by another. I stand up and look down to the courtyard. Sami is outside with Jack and Adam. He raises his hands and shrugs—I think in disgust. It seems no one in this place wants me to study. I’ve had enough anyway. I stuff everything in my bag and head out to join them.

         ‘Come on, nerd. Time to go,’ he calls as I walk down the steps.

         ‘Whose house?’ I call back.

         ‘Mine,’ says Jack. ‘I have a new game. Arrived yesterday and I already made it to level three. Beyond level three is impossible.’

         ‘I bet Adam can do it,’ says Sami.

         ‘Adam had better not get to level four before I have,’ says Jack, as if they’re not walking alongside each other.

         
             

         

         When I finally go home, the sun has set.

         Grandma looks up from the pair of mittens she’s sewing. While I take off my boots, she carries on looking, deciding what kind of day I have had. 34

         ‘Only fish at the store,’ she says, ‘no caribou. Not much seal either.’ She closes her eyes for a second. When she opens them again, she looks sad. ‘Every year there are fewer caribou to hunt. We’ve never run out before.’

         ‘Petur says the seals go to the bay further north,’ I say.

         ‘Maybe the Sea Mother is angry. Perhaps we need to make her happy again.’

         ‘Petur says it’s because it’s too warm in our bay now. Climate change is why they go to the one further up.’

         Grandma shakes her head. ‘There have always been seals in this bay. Our ancestors hunted seals in this bay. They hunted caribou from the land. Now they are both disappearing. Soon we will have only fish. What if the snow and ice disappear too? Then what are we? Everything that made us who we are, will be gone.’

         I’ve never seen Grandma upset like this before. Then I remember. It’s early spring. A good time to track caribou. The days are calm and cold. Like the weekend my parents went hunting with friends. A freak storm blew in. The friends made it back to the village a few days later when it had passed. My parents never came back. That was seven years ago. 35

         I remember being told they had gone. Sometimes, when I’ve had a bad day, there is an echo of that feeling, deep inside me. A loneliness which won’t go away. An ache. I can’t really remember life before Grandma though. It feels like a separate place and time. A separate me.

         I don’t think that’s how Grandma sees it. She lost her daughter. Now that I’m older I think she is worried about losing me. Every time there is unseasonal weather, or the hunting is poor she sees it as a sign. A sign to keep me closer. The weather is more frequently weird, and the hunting poor, so perhaps she will never allow me to leave this village. Unless I show her that I can look after myself, that nothing bad is going to happen.

         ‘I’ll make some tea,’ I say. While I wait for the kettle to whistle, I think about the cabin. I’ve been there with Petur. I’m ready to go on my own. I think about arriving at Grandma’s house dragging two fat seals behind me. I picture her face. At first she will give me one of her ‘you should have known better’ looks. Then she will smile. A broad smile which makes little creases around her eyes and cheeks.

         I pass Grandma her cup, then sit next to her while she picks up another pair of mittens to sew. We often 36 sit this way, in silence. I like it. Inside, though, my thoughts are fizzing like water in a frying pan.

         I’ve made up my mind. I am going to the cabin. Just me.
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