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			For James Ewing and Milla Riggio,

			who refused to give up on me—­

		

	
		
			

			We do not see our hand in what happens, and so we call certain events melancholy accidents . . . 

			—­Stanley Cavell

			Our responsibility is historic, for when the history of AIDS and the global response is written, our most precious contribution may well be that at the time of the plague we did not flee; we did not hide; and we did not separate.

			—­Jonathan Mann

			Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the mouth.

			—­Mike Tyson

			Gentlemen, it is the microbes who will have the last word.

			—­Louis Pasteur
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			His Father’s Expression

			It had gotten colder overnight, and the gravediggers had had to use a pneumatic drill. Aleq had had to listen to it all morning.

			The Hansenips and the Jorgensens and their cousins and some of the Geislers smoked and talked during the procession to the graveyard, and Aleq and Malik trailed along behind, Malik on his phone. They had no Wi-­Fi in Ilimanaq but he downloaded stuff when he went to Ilulissat.

			The Lange family all stood off to one side of the shallow hole with the coffin in it while their kids played around the graves. Malik asked without looking up if Aleq wanted to join the club called Everyone Hates Aleq, and Aleq watched two three-­year-­olds down the hill piss on the same spot in the snow and said he was already a member.

			Some of the grave sites had little white fences around them and some were just white crosses among the rocks. Some of the graves had seashells on them and some had plastic flowers or wreaths. While the minister talked, Aleq and Malik scrolled through pictures of other people’s pets and vacations. Aleq’s grandmother gave him a look, so he stepped away and lifted his head like he was interested in something else. By the time the minister finished it was sleeting, so when the service was over, a lot of people headed back to their houses and the family almost had to fill in the grave alone. When Aleq looked back, the wind was blowing even the frozen dirt off their shovels. When he looked back again, halfway down the hill, they’d finished with the dirt and had rolled all of the large stones on top and were posing for their photographs with their hoods up. One of the girls in the family waved—­he couldn’t even tell which twin from that far away—­but he kept his hands stuffed in his anorak.

			An older kid named Tavik was ahead of them heading down the hill. “Want to see the most stupid expression in Greenland?” Malik asked him. When the kid looked up, Malik pointed at Aleq.

			“Just West Greenland,” the kid told him. “I have a cousin in Tasiilaq who’s worse than that.”

			The kid went on ahead and left them behind. Malik had his phone to his ear, and even with the wind you could hear a little music. “Is that Baba Saad?” Aleq asked. They liked German gangsta rap and Malik liked to sing it, though nobody liked to listen. Sometimes he lost interest in the middle of a question, and if you asked the same question twice, he paced, like it had taken you too long to figure out what you needed to know.

			The sleet stopped, and down by the water they found a patch free of bottles and feathers and sat on a rock, so close to the water’s edge they had to lift their feet every so often for the choppy little waves. It didn’t get fully dark, but on cloudy days the brightest glow in the sky was to the north, and to the west the moon was so low it was sitting on Disko Island. Out past the cement wharf old man Rosbach bobbed around in an open boat filled with a new tied-­down ATV. Eventually the crane operators winched it up. They had also just hauled up a mini-­fridge that one of the Villadsens was dragging over to his own ATV on a sheet of cardboard to keep it from being scratched on the cement.

			Two of the chained dogs closest to Aleq and Malik ignored them, and two howled. Aleq threw some pebbles at the howlers, and then at Malik, and then they tried hitting each other’s legs by skipping flat rocks off the rock they were sitting on. It was the kind of stupid game that left them nicked up and bloody under their pant legs and made Aleq’s grandmother mad, like when they played You’re It on the steep slopes above open water. Or the way they were always running around after dark and looking in people’s windows. Though whatever they were doing was usually Aleq’s idea, they got in equal trouble, and he felt bad about that, but it was like his heart was always the happiest when they were up to something they weren’t supposed to be doing.

			Be Good or the Qivitoq Will Get You

			When they got back to his grandmother’s house they stood outside in the wind while Malik finished looking at something on his phone, and finally Aleq went inside. His grandmother was cleaning, and when he asked why, she told him that after the Hansenips and Geislers called on the family, they were going to come by for coffee and cake. “Where’s your friend with the answers?” she asked. She’d started calling Malik that after he’d started saying “I don’t know” whenever she asked him a question. While she was talking Malik came through the door fussing with finding a pocket for his phone. “Now look what they’ve done,” he said when he saw the table set up with all the food and wine and coffee, like it was his house.

			Aleq hung their coats on nails and to help out lined up their black rubber boots beside the plastic buckets along the entry room wall. So many people came in behind them that they were pushed all the way over to the open wooden chest his grandparents used to keep everything in. They sat on its edge, and Malik in his boredom pulled out a piece of hide, a harpoon head, a pad of paper, and a set of earphones. The front door kept banging open and then someone would shut it again. More people squeezed in and moved around the house. Almost everyone was smoking, and there was one bad smell after another depending on who was standing nearby. Aleq’s grandmother saw him moving away from people and gave him another look. She told everyone he had a sensitive nose. Where’d he get a nose like that? she wanted to know. No one else in the settlement had one.

			His grandfather’s rule was that in his own house he got to be comfortable, so he was in his long underwear and slippers. The elastic had worn out in the sleeves and ankles. Malik called him Mr. Wolf after the Danish fashion magazine. Malik never asked what it was like to have been adopted by your grandparents because your father and mother hadn’t been married or had a house of their own. They finally had gotten married when Aleq was eight, and now they had three other kids. He visited sometimes and had slept there once when his grandmother had had her sister’s family over. Malik’s family was related to everybody, but it seemed like Aleq’s family wasn’t related to anybody. It didn’t matter, though, because in a year he’d have to leave for middle school in Ilulissat anyway.

			Malik came back from the table with a cup of the wine Aleq’s grandmother called Three Seals because of the shape on the label, and she was right behind him and took it out of his hand. “Be good or the qivitoq will get you,” she said over the noise. Malik said a qivitoq was way too busy to worry about someone like them, but it scared them anyway and his grandmother knew it. His grandfather had seen one that had killed three dogs and was always stealing char from the drying racks at his fishing camp. He said the best way to spot them was on the ridgelines against the sky. They’d been men or women who’d had problems with other people or been unlucky in love and had gone off to live in the mountains and after they’d died had stayed as ghosts. His grandfather said the one he saw had white and mottled skin that was horribly loose and long hair and even longer nails. In the winter they scared you by looking in your windows. There were whole areas in the mountains where no one went because of them. The new mine was in the mountains, and Malik had brought that up when Aleq had told him about where they could sneak under the fence, but when Aleq had shamed him about being afraid, Malik hadn’t mentioned it again.

			Spring, Except Not Really

			For two days it was even colder and then for a week it was so warm everyone went out in shirtsleeves. The ice in the corners of the entryway in his grandmother’s house melted from the sunshine through the windows. They rode their bikes through slush rivers in the streets so deep their pedals were underwater. All the rocks were slippery with meltwater and the air had that smell of the beginning of summer and everything thawing out.

			Malik wanted to see what was so cool about the mine before they went back there at night. There was supposed to be a bigger mine on Disko Island but one had also been started past the lake and up in the hills way to the east. The road past the cemetery went all the way south to Qasigiannguit and the track for the mining company went off it up and over the ridge. There was a No Trespassing sign on a sawhorse where the track left the road. The sand turned to mud as you went past the cemetery and down the hill, but you could bike around it.

			It was far enough even on the bikes that they had to take a break, and looked back toward the town. Up higher even in the sun there was just enough cold in the air. Back below the cemetery, some women carried full plastic bags up the hill and an ATV roared past them and some teenagers drinking on the picnic tables.

			“This better be good,” Malik said, making a face at all the climbing they still had to do.

			The Green Economy

			Some fifteen years earlier the government of Greenland had announced that it had approved four times the number of mining exploration licenses granted in the previous decade. An Australian company had already begun zinc and lead mines on the northern coast, and fifty-­six other active licenses were granted for gold, rubies, nickel, copper, and rare earth minerals, including neodymium, praseodymium, dysprosium, and terbium. The mines were promoted as contributing to the green economy, since 80 percent of the rare earth deposits would be used in wind turbines, hybrid cars, and lasers, so the pitch became “Global Warming and Greenland: We’re Part of the Solution.” Instead of publicizing a lot of moping and moaning Inuits trooping off to international conferences to lament the destruction of their fishing grounds, why not focus on the resources that native geologists were discovering every day under the vanishing ice sheets? Either you sat and just reacted to what was hurtling toward you, or you worked to get ahold of whatever opportunity brought along. Every settlement council had its visionaries who could anticipate hundreds of generated jobs and new airports and roads and hotels. When it was pointed out that 90 percent of the world’s rare earth minerals came from China and that the environmental degradation those mines had left behind was stunning, the glass-­half-­empty types were refuted with the reminder that the goal of self-­sufficiency had to trump the notion of a continent changed beyond recognition, and were further chided that they couldn’t live in a museum, and that the country was so huge, how could a few mines make a difference?

			With that door now wide open, Bluejay Mining, based in London and Frankfurt, had announced that it was initiating a nickel-­copper-­platinum-­cobalt-­sulfide project in the Disko Bay area, which had already been the subject of more than three decades of mining exploration, and that it was confident of proving up the region’s resource potential.

			The environmental and social impact assessments had been completed with the help of independent consultants from Denmark who, it turned out, had entered into discreet but fruitful partnerships with the mining companies. Greenlanders had been informed that they had been walking on billions of dollars all their lives and had never known it. What was a country to do when the traditional way of life no longer paid the bills? As Aleq’s grandfather sometimes complained, many were unemployed. Families were moving away. It would be nice to see citizens doing something other than drinking wine and walking around in circles.

			This Thing of Darkness

			Malik had liked what he’d seen of the new mining camp, three cargo containers with doors that he and Aleq guessed were offices and two tents on the bare rock around a big hole dug in the permafrost, with one of those sectional chain link fences that anyone could slide under. He especially liked the drill rig, which had been floated in on a barge with its own crane while the whole settlement had watched, and which almost hadn’t made it over the ridge despite being pulled by a giant thing with tracks like their snowmobiles, which had also had to come in on a barge.

			The drill rig had been taller than the top of their church steeple, but they hadn’t gotten very close before they’d been shooed away by a foreman in a green hard hat who’d headed toward them flapping his hand, so they’d waited a few nights before going back. Then Aleq left his grandparents snoring into each other’s faces and met Malik in front of the cemetery and they rode all the way back out to the mine. Once they were well into the hills, he could see Malik keeping an eye out for the qivitoq, which his grandfather had also for their benefit called the “taaqtoq,” or “This Thing of Darkness,” to make it even scarier.

			“Do you think the mining company has cameras?” Malik asked once they got there. They were still sweating from all the hills. They laid their bikes down and crouched, and Aleq asked himself what they were crouching for. He led Malik up to the fence, watching for anything that looked like a camera. The fence was held in place by cement blocks piled with big rocks, so it was easy to move and slide under.

			They could smell rain, but it wasn’t raining yet. The wind picked up and his nose ran. The plastic sheets that weren’t tied down over the equipment whipped and snapped and the tent walls bowed in. There was a big toolbox near the tents, but it was locked with a padlock. Malik spent a lot of time by the drill rig, but Aleq went over to the pit. He got on his belly and put his chin on the edge and the cold air coming up from the blackness below rolled over him like water. Down that low, besides the dirt and broken stone, he could smell the crowberry stalks and bunting scat. He climbed the giant pile of excavated permafrost, and when Malik saw him making landslides by jumping downward he came running over. They slogged up to the very top and sat. Malik burrowed his butt in and stuck his legs out, recognizing the silence of someone else’s happiness. Then he pushed Aleq a little ways down the pile and Aleq stayed where he stopped, his face in the dirt.

			This Thing of Darkness

			They visited the camp the next three nights, and on that fourth night, back on the dirt pile, Aleq showed Malik a rock he’d unearthed with some digging that was glassy smooth on one side from the polish Ice Age glaciers had given it eleven thousand years earlier. But what had also caught Aleq’s attention was a cavity where the surface had been spalled off, a scar of fractured crystals of feldspar and hornblende and ancient ice. Aleq had been taken with the contrasting textures and had brought his friend’s palm over to experience the difference between polish and edge. Two days earlier, the drill bit’s relentless pounding on the rock had finally broken the chemical bonds holding it to its ledge, and when that seam had cracked and the stress boundaries had separated, a cluster of molecules that had previously thrived in the respiratory tract of an early variant of the Bering goose and that had been trapped with some throat tissue in the crystalline framework during the Holocene glaciation had been reintroduced to the air and the warming sun. Even lying there in the darkness and dirt, Aleq could smell them, like heated metal. He had Malik smell, too, those molecules that were now released to become a part of something new.

			Buttonholes

			The next day they both had sore throats and made fun of how much their noses were running. It rained so much you could hear the runoff on the road from inside the house. It was the weekend, so Aleq headed over to Malik’s without waiting for breakfast. When he got there the rain had let up and Malik’s mother was out front plucking ptarmigan, and the wind was so strong the feathers she released just disappeared. Malik’s father was replacing some rotten duckboards leading up to the house. When you stood on them they teetered on the cottongrass that was humped from the snowmelt. The ones leading into the house were more of a mess than most.

			They lived out by the rubbish dump for everything that wouldn’t burn, and their chimney didn’t draw very well no matter how many times Malik’s father cleaned it, and the smoke always blew in your face. Inside Malik was watching a movie with his brothers and didn’t look up. Even with his boots off Aleq didn’t know where to step. The parents slept on a mattress on the floor with the baby, and the boys were in bunk beds in the bedroom three to a bunk, but everyone’s stuff was everywhere. The clothes box was on its side and pants and mittens and sealskin gloves had been kicked all around. The baby was playing in a pile of old clothes. She had knitted booties and wet black bangs and tipped over and pawed the air.

			Malik’s older brother came out of the bedroom and left. He worked the shit truck emptying house buckets and liked the job because it was good money and finished early so he could go hunting. Something weird was happening in the movie so Aleq crossed the mattresses and sat down and Malik’s little brothers looked him over. One was short and easy to scare and the other was mean with sharp little teeth. Malik was wearing the short one’s favorite hat. A while ago he’d started what he called doing business with them, and always ended up with most of their things. Aleq said hello, and Malik said hello back after his dad came in singing. He sang songs about summer arriving or people doing themselves in. He finished one song and asked Malik what he was doing, and Malik said that to make his shirt fit better he was cutting new buttonholes with his knife. His father asked if he wanted help, and when Malik didn’t answer he said in an old-­fashioned way that he didn’t appreciate Malik’s attitude. Malik said that he didn’t like the sounds his father and mother had made the night before, and his father explained that those were the sounds of an expert at work. Malik just kept watching the movie, and his father finally added that it was only when you were really depressed that you learned how to be a Greenlander.

			“That kid from the cemetery ran into me on his bike,” Aleq told Malik.

			“You never use people’s names,” Malik complained. “You’re the only person in the settlement that doesn’t. You just say ‘that guy,’ or ‘that kid.’ It’s weird.”

			“I’m weird,” Aleq reminded him. Malik gave him a look.

			When Malik’s father finished what he was doing, he went back outside, and Malik’s brothers got bored and followed, so then it was just the two of them, and the baby in the clothes. “You’re the best friend I ever had,” Aleq said, surprising himself, and Malik smiled at him with his runny nose, like he knew everyone was sad, or had been, or soon would be, and that that had made him grateful that Aleq was around. Later that night his look came back to Aleq when Aleq was helping haul the outboard motor out of storage. “What’re you smiling at?” his grandfather asked.

			International Relations

			Sunday morning they went down to the water near the old halibut factory and sat in their favorite spot on one of the cement wharves built into the rock. Near where the cable for the hand winch for dragging boats or whales up onto the ramp ran into the water, a dead dog floated under the ice. Aleq wiped his nose with his sleeve and then wiped Malik’s. Around lunchtime they walked back to the supermarket in the middle of the settlement and sat on the big flat rocks where the brook became a waterfall into the harbor, and some of the mine workers showed up and sat next to them and started eating and drinking.

			Other kids had followed the mine workers there, but kept their distance. Visitors usually had one or two kids behind them, since if you hung out near them they sometimes gave you their weird candy or food.

			The wind off the water helped with the mosquitoes. Three of the mine workers were white and one was dark skinned. The foreman recognized Aleq and nodded at him and Aleq and Malik were close enough to hear their talk. Some were speaking Danish and some something else. Aleq’s Danish was better than his grandparents’, since they figured that only teachers and midwives and young people needed to make themselves understood in that language, and maybe mechanics, since they were always ordering parts. The foreman seemed interested in teasing them and kept running his hands through his own hair, so Malik pretended to be thrilled and told him, “You’re so tall and handsome,” and then was happy when the foreman and two of the men laughed. Then the dark-­skinned worker showed them a funny video he’d taken of one of his drunk white friends falling down a flight of stairs, and the mine workers talked about getting to go home the next day. They were happy about it. Then the dark-­skinned worker and Malik showed each other their phones. And the mine workers shared some Danish bread they had bought at the supermarket and some snow crab they had gotten at the tourist restaurant. Everyone loved the snow crab and there was a lot of it so it was passed around. And in that way their shared fork became a fomite, from the Latin fomites, for tinder, or fire starter: an object that when contaminated with an infectious agent will transfer that agent to the new host.

			Nobody Feels Very Good Today

			In the morning, all of the dogs were howling but there was nothing out on the water and Aleq couldn’t see anything up in the hills. No one was awake except some smaller kids who were jumping on a discarded oil tank by the lake and trying to get it to rock. He walked over to Malik’s and everyone there was up though no one was outside. Malik’s mother was making something on the stove and told Aleq that Malik couldn’t see anybody today and that he’d been shaking so much his brothers had let him have the bed. Malik shouted from the bedroom to let Aleq in, and his mother shrugged, and went back to the stove.

			The bedroom had the shades down and had a different smell and one of Malik’s little brothers looked sick, too. “You okay?” Aleq asked, and sat near Malik’s head. The little brother was lying on the floor and Malik was so sweaty his hair was soaked. He was scrolling through his phone without really looking at it: some selfies, a skate park. He gave Aleq a look like they had nothing to worry about. There was white stuff around his mouth. His other little brother was out in the kitchen, and they heard his mother tell him that if he did that again she would bite him to death. On the wall under the bunk Malik had pasted up photos from magazines: basketball players and swimsuit models.

			He was shaking like something cold was coming from inside him. “I’m glad I didn’t make you sick,” he said, looking at Aleq. His father heard him and stuck his head in the room. “You need the bucket?” he asked. He looked terrible himself. He saw Aleq notice, and said, “It’s like what the starving seal says after the hunter misses him: ‘Well, nobody feels very good today.’ ”

			Malik’s mother said from the kitchen that his father should try some of the medicine she was making, and he called, “How about I go my way and you go yours?” and that shut her up.

			Aleq found a T-­shirt and helped Malik wipe his face and stayed with him until it was clear that his friend felt bad enough that he was better off at least trying to sleep. Malik tried to get him to stay, and wanted to tell him something, but he ended up coughing so much that he finally couldn’t. Aleq told him he’d come back after lunch. By the time Aleq was telling him that, Malik couldn’t even hold his phone, and his little brother was off playing with it. When Aleq waved from the doorway, Malik gave him a thumbs-­up, but had his lower lip stuck out the way it did when something had him confused.

			Big Boy Sickness

			When Aleq got back home, his grandfather was bent over outside on the road with a jar of mustard in one hand and a can of motor oil in the other. When he saw Aleq, he complained that the store was out of potatoes and margarine but you could always buy a CD player. In the kitchen he bent over again, and said that this was no weakling sickness that was going from house to house. This was a big boy sickness. His grandmother went straight to their bed and pulled out the trunk from underneath and handed him her mother’s big red scarf that she said was guaranteed to get rid of sickness. Her family was hardier than his and they knew what was what, she reminded him. He said that his family was as hardy as anybody’s and she reminded him that her people came from so far north that their word for winter was also the word for a year. She sat him down and tied the scarf around his neck, and then after a while he said he felt worse, so she went back to the supermarket herself to get some stuff for soup. While she was gone he climbed into bed. Aleq asked if his grandfather wanted him to hang around, and his grandfather said, “Who am I, your father? Have I ever told you how to spend your time?” His grandmother came back with beer, canned meat, and teabags, and by the time Aleq was leaving she was starting a stock with the canned meat.

			Miss Paarma in over Her Head

			It rained so hard three days later the puddles looked like they were boiling. Aleq stood under an overhang and watched the Hansenips’ dogs burrow under each other for shelter. When the rain let up and he went back to Malik’s, only Malik’s mother was there, worrying about the baby. She said that Malik and his father and brothers were at Miss Paarma’s.

			Miss Paarma was the health service nurse who had a few beds and a medicine box in her back room and was supposed to phone the hospital to figure out what to do for sick people who weren’t going to be moved to Ilulissat, or sometimes even to decide when to call for the helicopter. When Aleq got to her house she didn’t answer the door, but the key was always on a hook in the shed so he let himself in. People were piled on the blue sofas in her waiting room and filled the rooms next door as well. The back room was packed beside the beds and he had to step over three kids and an old person lying in the entryway. Miss Paarma stuck her head out of the room in the way back to see what was going on. She usually had her hair in the traditional style though she also wore lipstick and Ray-­Bans even in the house, but it looked like someone had gotten her up in the middle of the night. She was on the phone and wasn’t happy about it. She told him he should leave and then seemed to forget when he didn’t listen. Everyone there was shaking and soaked and coughing and having trouble breathing, except one woman who, when he looked at her, said that she’d been bitten in the face by her husband. She had a herder’s smell—­smoke, meat, and mildew—­but everyone else smelled of something else. It was stronger than the seaweed and boiled meat broth on the stove.

			Miss Paarma was talking to herself about a number she couldn’t find and stuck her face next to her computer screen and then dumped out her purse on her desk, and he noticed how worn her wallet was at the corners while she fished through a roll of mints and some pens. In the back room Malik was shoulder to shoulder against the wall with his father and one of his little brothers. His other little brother was flat on the floor on his face.

			“What do they have?” Aleq asked her. “Is this like that thing from China?” He’d been little when that thing had gone around the world, but he’d been told about it.

			She said it seemed different. She knelt next to Malik’s little brother on the floor and felt his neck with two fingers and told Aleq if he wanted to help he should get out of here because it was probably catching, and he could take her cell phone and keep trying to get through to the hospital in Ilulissat because her Wi-­Fi was coming and going. She pointed to the phone on the desk. She said she’d keep trying on email and when he did get through he should tell them she had thirteen cases too serious to deal with here that had to go to Ilulissat if not Nuuk or Copenhagen. He asked if Malik was okay and she told him that none of them were okay, and then when he stayed near her she yelled at him to go.

			He climbed to higher ground and stood out in the wind calling but he didn’t get through. While he called he watched people come and go outside the nurse’s house, most of them in a panic about their friends and relatives.

			So That Was No Help at All

			By the time he got cold enough to get tired of calling and brought the phone back and made his way through the people waiting outside the nurse’s house, one of Malik’s little brothers had stopped breathing and so had his father and so had two of the kids on the floor of the entryway. The nurse had one of them on his back on her lap and was crying and breathing into his mouth and thumping his chest. Aleq worked his way through the rooms to Malik, who still seemed the same as before. The people outside were alarmed and upset and some were ducking inside in pairs and hoisting up their relatives and carrying them out and home.

			Because Microbes Run the World

			What health professionals label as pathogens are just microbes exploiting a new resource but otherwise doing what they’ve been doing for three billion years: feeding, growing, and spreading. Under optimal conditions they can double their numbers every half hour. They don’t die until something kills them, and they thrive everywhere and have been brought up alive from the bottom of the Marianas Trench, from beneath ice a mile thick in Antarctica, and from strata 140 million years old in a drill core two miles deep. Left to their own devices, most reside unnoticed in biological balance with their ecosystems. But what location on earth remains left to its own devices? In an estuary, Vibrio cholerae is a blandly productive member of its community, but scooped up into the body in a drink of water, it can empty a human being of thirty liters of fluid a day.

			The Worst Thing Ever

			Aleq’s grandparents blamed themselves for getting sick and argued about having chosen the wrong medicines to keep the sickness away. They were shaking and sweating and wrapped together in their biggest blanket, his grandmother holding it closed with her fist. Aleq asked if he could get them anything and his grandmother coughed so much she couldn’t answer but his grandfather asked for one of his little beers. He liked them because he could finish them before they got warm. Before Aleq left he put a video on for them, and his grandmother remembered the way movies used to be shown in the community hall without subtitles and someone would just explain what was going on.

			When he got back to Miss Paarma’s, Malik’s mother and older brother had taken Malik home. Miss Paarma was still on the computer, and it looked like a lot of the people on the floor in the back room had been dragged together and covered with sheets and blankets. Back at Malik’s he let himself in and the older brother was gone and it was just Malik’s mother going back and forth trying to help Malik.

			Aleq sat with him, but Malik didn’t seem to see him. Food appeared on his lap and then was taken away. Aleq reminded him of the way, on bad-­weather days, they used to tell each other that if they closed their eyes and opened them again, the sun would be back out.

			Finally Malik moved his arms and opened his eyes. His head swayed like they were on a boat.

			“How’re you feeling?” Aleq asked.

			Malik smiled a little. He nodded, and then seemed to realize that that wasn’t an answer. “Better,” he whispered. “Better already.”

			He seemed to want to lie back, and Aleq helped him. There wasn’t a good enough place for his head. Aleq asked if he wanted water and Malik blinked like he did when he was surprised by something. The bedroom floor was wet, and Aleq could feel it seeping into his pants. He found Malik’s phone and they looked at animal pictures while his mother came and went, crying.

			“Fix your face,” Malik whispered to him. “It’s all scrunched up.” He was shaking so hard Aleq didn’t know where he got the strength. He put his face against Malik’s cheek. It was so hot that he could feel the heat before he even got close.

			After a while Malik’s mother came back in and moved Aleq aside, and grabbed Malik and put her head to his chest and started wailing. Aleq knelt next to them, shocked, and then said, “He’s okay,” though he knew it was like Malik’s body had been trying and trying to get stronger and then had just stopped. He stood and circled the rooms and found himself in the bathroom. In the mirror he was open mouthed and teary.

			He could hear Malik’s mother outside. It sounded like she was headed away from the house. He went back to where Malik was lying and slid his friend’s phone under an arm, and then sat on the lower bunk like he was waiting for something else. He could hear more crying coming from other parts of the settlement.

			He’d taken off his boots at the door and his socks were as wet as his knees, so he pulled Malik’s beat-­up summer Nikes out of the clothes box at the foot of the bed and held them in front of him, and then pulled them on. And then he decided that his feet felt better anyway.

			Aveda Grooming Clay

			Three days before that, on the morning all the sled dogs spent howling, the foreman for Bluejay Mining’s Rare Earth Elements Disko Bay II Mine, Christian Leine, and five of his crew were the last ones aboard an Air Greenland flight that after two stops dropped them exhausted at Keflavík International Airport in Reykjavík. They were each becoming histological messes. They had completed the verification drilling on schedule and had weathered their double shifts with the union’s blessing and had earned their paychecks and their two weeks home. It wasn’t clear yet whether the higher-­ups were going to settle on ion exchange or multi-­stage solvent extraction or what, but there’d be multiple steps in the separation process, and that wasn’t their worry, anyway, being a concern way above their pay grade, though it sounded like they would be doing some of that work onsite in order to save transportation costs on so many tons of permafrost.

			Christian was so overheated that he was sweating on the plane, especially before they got moving, and the air nozzle above his seat didn’t seem to be working at all, and when he wiped himself down with the little napkins the stewardesses handed out, he apologized to the old lady sitting next to him. She seemed unwilling to accept his apology. He tried to read but he was having trouble concentrating, and his breath smelled unpleasant and odd even with the throat lozenges on which he’d been bingeing.

			In Reykjavík their group stuck together for a little while before heading to their various gates, and at a pop-­up hair products store, Global Grooming, outside Blue Lagoon “Icelandic Skin Care Products from the Depths of the Earth,” he bought some texturing wax while his buddies teased him about his relentlessness with the hair gel. The one he ended up with smelled mintier than he would have preferred and was expensive besides, but he bought it anyway. He tried seven different samples before he made his choice, and dropped each back into its rack. His friend Tom told him that this was the worst headache he had ever had, and Jussi kept coughing like a seal and wiping his face and dropping his handkerchief, grossing everyone out. They went into ELKO and horsed around hanging wireless Beats on each other’s ears, and then settled on sandwiches and sushi at Mathús, appreciating the no-­fuss self-­service after having handled and rejected packaged pastas and curries and salads and two different cold soups. Jussi’s connection was first, to Copenhagen, and Tom was off to London, and Willi to Frankfurt. Willem was staying in town overnight to meet some friends and then heading to Brussels, and Douglas was also going to London, and from there on to Bath.

			All six, as they dawdled from one end of the Keflavík airport to the other, generated, with their sneezing and coughing and throat clearing, particle mists so fine that the microbe-­laden aerosols could sail many hundreds of meters on the tiny air currents generated by the airport’s air-­conditioning system until they settled and stuck. Then they hitched rides on the next hands to come along and encounter those surfaces, as part of a microbial passenger list so teeming that the bacteria along for those rides outnumbered in each individual their total sum of human cells.

			The Worst Thing Ever

			A bunch of people had piled down the stairs of the cement wharf into a boat, but it looked like they were having trouble starting the outboard. They were pushing and shoving and arguing about it. One of the Villadsens went running past Aleq toward them. Out past the offshore rocks he could see tracks on some of the sea ice, bluer in the afternoon light.

			Back at his grandparents’ house, Hansenip from the next house over was standing at the foot of their bed. Aleq’s grandmother when she saw him closed her eyes and warned him not to come too close. Under the covers she was wearing her blue sweater with the white stars. Mosquitoes lifted off and settled near her head. Hansenip told them that his wife had gotten sick two days earlier and this morning had sat down in their doorway and died. He’d gone to tell his in-­laws and had found them dead in bed. He said that some of the sickest people were wandering the streets like they owned them, and that the Rosbachs were dead on two benches outside their house. His grandfather said to calm down, and that everyone should stay inside, and Hansenip answered that the one time you went out for what you needed, medicine or water or whatever, the sickness came back with you. His grandmother said they didn’t want to give him their sickness, and he waved his hand in front of his face and told them he thought he already had it. He was crying and smoking, and they were crying along with him. Finally he said he should go check on his cousins, and they agreed with him.

			Once he was gone they told Aleq again to keep back, but he sat as close as he could and got cold wet towels for their foreheads. It wasn’t that he thought he could help, but he did think it’d be better to die before everyone else he cared about did. After he’d been there a while, his grandmother asked if he thought this was that COVID thing, and he told her what Miss Paarma had told him. She said she was thirsty and asked for some of her special water. She was talking about an iceberg stuck in the sea ice that they’d raided for freshwater all winter. She preferred tea made with it because she said the minty flavor brought out the taste of the tea. He asked his grandfather if he wanted another beer and his grandfather didn’t answer, and his grandmother said no more beers for him because he’d thrown up the last one. She said what she always said about alcohol being most people’s way of spoiling the occasion for others. Aleq could smell the throw-­up on the other side of the bed once she’d mentioned it.

			He sat there until it got dark. His grandmother was awake for stretches, but he didn’t tell her about Malik. The cold towels he used on their foreheads felt a few minutes later like they’d come out of the oven. His grandmother pulled a hand out from under the blanket and felt his grandfather’s forehead herself. They both shook the way dogs who’d been run too hard trembled in their sleep. His grandfather turned and hung over the side of the bed, and it reminded Aleq of a day they’d spent waiting out a seal’s breathing hole, his grandfather bent over off to the side of the hole for an hour or more and not moving. His trick had been to rest a gull feather over the opening, and when the seal breathed out, the feather moved, and he had his shot.

			There and Not There

			During the night Aleq lay on top of the bed next to them because they were so hot under the covers. His grandmother called the name of the minister but she didn’t say whether to try to get him. She told her relatives who were not in the settlement that she went to church but she usually didn’t.

			When he woke up again in the middle of the night he couldn’t hear his grandfather breathing. His grandmother was breathing through her mouth like she kept being shocked by something. He turned on the light to see better, but he could barely look at her because he couldn’t stand to see her in such pain. Her face was working at something, like she was trying to push her way through a crowd. She grabbed his hand, and squeezed it, and he told her that she’d done a good job of teaching him, and that he hadn’t learned everything but he’d learned enough, and that she didn’t need to worry.

			“Why do you make that face?” his grandmother wanted to know.

			“I smelled something,” he said.

			“What’s the matter with you?” she asked.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. His eyes swam with tears. Why was he like this?

			There was more wailing outside, out of nowhere, off in the distance. Lights were on all over the village, even as late as it was.

			“What is that?” his grandmother asked, about the noise.

			“Just some people,” he told her.

			“Tell them to shut up,” she told him. “I’m tired of them.” And she dropped her head back against her husband’s, and breathed in three more times, and then stopped. Aleq waited, and then shook her hand where he was holding it. He shook it again. The noises outside stopped, too. He got up and turned off the light and sat back down with his grandmother and took her hand again. Now he was shaking, at being so alone.

			Both their mouths were open. He let go of her hand, and lay on top of them, and kept them as warm as he could, and he finally fell asleep after it started to get lighter.

			Wood

			He spent the next day in the house with his grandparents, mostly on the bed. Outside there was shouting, and calling, and the sound of more boats leaving, and then it was quiet.

			The morning after that it was sunny. He went outside again. Old man Geisler was near his house and his son was facedown on top of the rocks. The Joelsens’ mother was on her knees in a meltwater ditch with her hands out in front of her. Most of the dogs were tied up but a few had gotten loose and were trotting here and there and enraging the rest. One was digging holes and one kept rattling its long chains over the duckboards and rocks. In some places two or three people were piled together, and near Miss Paarma’s house a gang of ravens had staked out one of the piles. Near the front door, ATVs and handcarts were parked at all angles.

			He walked to his mother and father’s house. They were on top of their bed together and he draped their blanket over their heads. Their feet stuck out. Their kids were all in their own beds.

			At Malik’s house Malik’s mother was on her side in the kitchen. The baby was where she always was, on the mattress on the floor.

			Down by the water a boy named Daavi he knew from school was shirtless and walking from house to house saying Oh God Oh God Oh God. Aleq headed down to the house he thought the boy had gone into, but he couldn’t find him.

			It was the older Villadsen’s house. He used the bathroom and looked through the drawers and found pills and a jar of cream and a little pillow. In the kitchen there was a six-­pack in the refrigerator and an egg and three blocks of cheese. When he came back outside, Villadsen’s dog chained up across the way looked at him as though nothing interesting ever happened as far as it was concerned.

			He was still wearing Malik’s Nikes. He heard himself say, “I don’t have any water.” He didn’t know who he was talking to.

			He checked some other houses for Daavi and found him wedged into a corner of the Rosbachs’ storage shed, panting and frantic. He shied away when Aleq leaned over him, and Aleq sat with him until he died. Then Aleq climbed up onto the shed roof, and from there onto the house roof, and sat with his elbows on his knees.

			He felt like he hadn’t slept in days, though he knew that wasn’t true. After a while he got himself moving again, and climbed down, and walked over to Miss Paarma’s house, and looked inside. She was on one of her beds beside two of her patients. She’d written names on pieces of paper and stapled them to people’s shirts, but some weren’t stapled right and when he opened the door they blew off the bodies.

			At some houses there were notes on the front doors telling relatives to stay away. In some, people were wrapped in sheets, and, in one, a rug.

			By the time the wind picked up even the dogs were getting quieter. In a lot of the houses the doors were open. Shirts and sheets flapped on the clotheslines. Miss Paarma’s shed door kept squeaking and banging. He stepped where someone had burned some garbage near her water tank and it reminded him of his grandmother’s saying that even if your yesterday was ashes, your tomorrow is still just more wood.

			He slapped his face to stop staring at stuff and do something. It didn’t feel like he’d live much longer but he also didn’t feel sick. He started putting food he found outside where the dogs could get it. Some of the chained-­up dogs were mean enough that he just threw what he had where they could reach it. He was dragging out a big bag of dog food and the Johansens’ dogs were going crazy seeing it when he first heard the helicopter.

			Countertops and Pump Bottles and Door Handles

			And credit cards and credit card readers and escalator railings and elevator buttons and phones and pens and water bottles and zippers and wineglasses and coffee cups. Yusef Zaki’s nephew was getting married in Iceland and he wanted to be there and he’d convinced his girlfriend from Marseille to come along as well, and he stopped by Global Grooming out of boredom. Three American boys, Kenny Lee, Aaron Friedman, and Ben Stahl, heading home for spring break, considered upgrading their headphones before reminding themselves that there were no bargains at airports. A Chinese-­Canadian family on their way to visit their son on his year abroad passed Jussi coughing and the father scolded him in Mandarin to cover his mouth. Five Scottish girls commandeered the miners’ table at Mathús and one cleared away the unbussed trays and dishes before eating her carrots and hummus with her hands. A Swiss couple with a baby took the table after that. Two Austrian lawyers whose connecting flights had been delayed used the men’s-­room stalls after Christian and Willem. Anything the miners touched any number of people touched after them, and anything those people touched was available to any number of hands after that.

			Old Relations Not Seen in Years

			Well before COVID-­19, a survey in Global Public Health in 2006 had caused a stir in the international medical community by revealing that 90 percent of the epidemiologists polled predicted a major pandemic—­one that would kill more than 150 million people—­in one of the next two generations, because of the rapidly increasing number of candidate pathogens, the unaddressed shortcomings in global public health infrastructure and modes of cooperation, and the ongoing explosion of global travel, to name just three contributing factors. And perhaps under the heading of piling on was the discovery that the pathogen-­recognition genes in our genomes are in some cases thirty million years old, which means those pathogens have survived among us long before we even evolved into the recognizably human, and so as our companions have been reliably causing cataclysmic epidemics not only for centuries, but for eons.
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