
[image: Cover: The Dream of a Tree, by Maja Lunde. From the bestselling author of The History of Bees. Translated by Diane Oatley.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: The Dream of a Tree, by Maja Lunde. Translated by Diane Oatley. Scribner. London | New York | Sydney | Toronto | New Delhi.]







Longyearbyen, Svalbard 2097


On the day after the year’s final night of midnight sun, a tree washed ashore on the beach of Longyearbyen. Tommy was five years old and alone in the former container harbour. He had been wandering around between the rusting metal walls for some time, and after sounding out the words Tollpost Globe on the side of a container, he sat down with his back against it to warm himself beneath the rays of the low-lying sun.

It was while he was sitting there and digging in the sandy soil with a stick that he noticed the leaves. They were sticking up out of the ground a short distance away, the green colour wholly out of place on the rocky, black shoreline of the fjord.

He got to his feet, gripping the stick tightly, one of the best sticks he had found in a long time – straight, long and difficult to break – and trotted down to the shore. A tree was lying there on the dark ground, parallel with the water line, the crown facing the river delta of the Advent Valley in the east and the roots pointing west, towards the blackness of Isfjorden.

‘A tree!’ Tommy shouted, as if saying it aloud made it more true.

Trees washed ashore in Svalbard all the time, large logs of larch, spruce and pine, propelled by the wind and ocean currents, travelling here all the way from Siberia. Bleached white by the sea and the ocean, stripped of bark, waterlogged and infested by hosts of small marine creatures from all the years spent in the ocean, they were no longer proper trees; they were mere shadows of what they had once been.

But this tree was different, because it was not a shadow – it resembled a living tree. The crown was large and bushy. The leaves were curled up and wilting, but many of them still clung to the branches, and even though the colour was sort of washed out and faded, they retained yet a decidedly green hue. Tommy took one carefully between his fingers. At the same time, he released his grasp on the long stick to which just a moment ago he had been so attached, because now, faced with the enormity of a tree that was replete with live branches, the stick seemed dry and dead.

The leaf came loose right away. He stroked the green surface with his fingertip and turned the leaf upside-down. He could see how it clearly had a back and a front, and how the green colour on the front was brighter than on the back. Pinching the leaf between his thumb and index finger in a tweezer-like grip, he held it up to the sun, closed one eye and saw with the other how the light filtered through the green surface, which resembled a thin fabric. The leaves grew in clusters on long stems, like small families. He broke off an entire stem and counted them. Nine leaves in all.

Then he walked down along the shore and squatted beside the trunk. He rested his hand against the greyish bark. It was gnarled and hard. He stroked it carefully, back and forth.

‘Nice tree,’ he said.

Afterwards he pressed his nose cautiously against the trunk, inhaling the scent.

‘Bark,’ he said to himself. ‘That’s how bark smells.’

Again, he got to his feet and took a step away from the tree to get a better look at the whole of it. He had seen pictures of trees and forests many times and he knew that trees came in all sizes. His grandmother had told him that the largest trees in the world had once grown in a place called California, mammoth trees that could live for more than four thousand years and grow to more than 100 metres tall.

Tommy knew that two of his steps combined made up a metre, so he hurried all the way to the top of the tree and started measuring.

It was difficult. He struggled to remember that each step was a half metre, rather than a full one. He counted aloud to keep it straight but got the numbers mixed up and had to start over again several times. But finally, he thought he knew how tall the tree was.

‘Twenty-three metres,’ he said. ‘A tree has come to Svalbard that is twenty-three metres long.’

His head was buzzing from all the counting. He thought he should find Grandmother, because when something important happened in Svalbard, Grandmother was the one who knew best what to do. But first he needed to rest, so he lay down beside the tree, putting his left arm around the trunk. He found a relatively comfortable spot on the stony ground; he could feel the pressure of the trunk against the inside of his upper arm. He had no plan for how long he would lie this way, since he didn’t know how to tell the time and there was nobody waiting for him – at least, nobody he could think of. And his relationship to time was still pretty abstract. Time was something that passed when he did something. And now he wasn’t doing anything. He just lay there, while the sun shone as strongly as it always did this time of year, and he thought about the tree, about the trunk, about the leaves and about how tired he was.

And then he fell asleep.

The frail body of a child with his arms around a tree, on a black, rocky beach. There was a faint breeze and the wind whipped the water into small, steep waves topped with a delicate lace of white bubbles. Dark water broke against tall rock walls where recent landslides had created gashes in thin layers of vegetation. Small bushes grew on the lowlands, along with grass and hay, and pink and yellow veils of tiny flowers draped the slopes facing south. Seagulls soared above him, flying from the valley towards the fjord, and disappearing into the distance, in the direction of the bird cliffs. But the child saw none of this; he was fast asleep.



He was woken with a start by the sound of a girl’s voice calling loudly.

‘Tommy?’ The voice sounded anxious, at its wits’ end. ‘Hello? Are you sleeping?’

He sat up and at first he didn’t understand where he was. Then he turned his head and saw the chaos of branches around him. His body felt stiff and his arm was sore from embracing the trunk.

‘Tommy, what are you doing?’

He turned around and stared straight at Rakel. She was standing a short distance away, with her hands on her hips, her head tilted and an expression of astonishment on her face. They were the same age but she was a head taller than him. She was thin and erect, with bony shoulders and hair that often looked greasy, at least since both her parents had been killed by a landslide not long ago. Now she came running towards him. Charcoal-coloured sediment and stones shifted beneath her feet, but Rakel didn’t notice, because she moved lithely, almost silently, as if she weren’t really in contact with the ground.

She stopped and stared. ‘Did we get a tree? It’s huge!’

Tommy climbed to his feet and stood protectively in front of the tree. ‘I found it.’

‘Yes, but it’s not yours!’

She gave him a little shove. He could feel the strength in her hand, but planted his feet firmly on the ground, unwilling to budge.

‘I found it,’ he repeated.

Her eyes narrowed then, the curiosity and joy vanished.

‘So, it’s your tree, all yours?’

He nodded.

‘And you hugged it,’ she said slowly and now her voice was hard and teasing.

‘I did not!’

‘Yes,’ she said more loudly. ‘Tommy hugged a tree! Tommy hugged a tree!’

She started to sing Tommy hugged a tree in a jeering tune, as if she were singing about how he had kissed someone. Or wet himself.

‘No, I didn’t hug it,’ he said. ‘That’s not what I was doing.’

But she just kept going: ‘Tommy hugged a tree! Tommy hugged a tree!’

His heart pounded angrily and the anger expanded like branches through his body.

‘No,’ he said, his voice lower now.

‘But I saw you doing it,’ Rakel said. ‘I saw you!’

‘No!’ Tommy said.

Rakel turned to face the tree, looking it over. ‘And it’s not a real tree even, it’s as dead as dust, you can see that.’

He turned to face the tree as well, and now it seemed sort of more pitiful where it lay. The green colour was pale. Many of the leaves had already fallen off the branches and blown away.

Rakel moved closer, kicked at his tree, and as it trembled even more leaves fell off. ‘You know you will never get to see a real tree, Tommy. Svalbard kid.’

She said it softly, sort of indifferently.

And then she walked all the way over to him.

‘It’s not alive,’ she said into his face, so close that he could smell her breath, which was surprisingly sweet. ‘It’s just a corpse. Your tree is every bit as dead as the people they burn up in the cremation oven!’

His feet wanted to run away, but his hands wanted something else.

He raised one and struck her.

It was not a good punch. It was more like a thump.

But he meant to hit her. And she understood that. Rakel responded to the punch, or the thump, by thumping him back.

That was all it took. He lunged at her. He put his arms around her skinny girl body, as if he were hugging her, and waved one of his hands to grab hold of her bushy, black hair, while she reached for his face with ragged fingernails. She raked them down his cheek so hard that he heard a scratching sound.

‘Stop it!’ he howled. He released her and touched his cheek with his hand.

His fingertips were red.

He lunged at her again, thrashing, dragging, tugging, railing against her.

But she was quick and strong.

Although he didn’t understand how she managed it, she knocked his legs out from under him. He fell to the ground, which was hard and stony.

‘Ouch!’

Before he knew what was happening, she was straddled on top of him, and had grabbed his hands and pressed them to the ground above his head.

‘You’re creepy, Tommy.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘No, I’m not.’

He snorted and tried to tear free of her grasp, but it was no use. She held him tightly in place and even though she was skinnier than he was, she was so heavy that he couldn’t get her off him. He flailed his arms, kicked his legs, twisted his entire upper body, threw his head back and forth and howled.

And while he was lying there like that, he realised that he was not only distressed and furious, but that it was also nice, in a way. Nice to lose control, go wild, while she had him completely under control. Something inside him wanted it to continue.

But then Rakel was pulled off him by strong arms.

‘Enough now,’ said a voice Tommy knew well. ‘That’s enough!’

It was Grandmother. He caught a glimpse of her sparkling eyes under the brim of her knitted cap, of the dark fringe over her forehead, the green jacket she always wore. She was smaller than most other adults, but still the strongest person he knew.

Grandmother took hold of Rakel under her armpits and pulled her up. Then she hauled her grandson to his feet as well.

One of Rakel’s cheeks was red; he must have hit her without noticing. He could feel blood running from both his nose and his cheek. Some of it found its way into his mouth and it tasted steely, metallic.

Grandmother glanced at Rakel first, then at Tommy. She slowly shook her head.

‘Do you see the tree, Grandmother?’ he said, and pointed behind him. ‘A whole big tree.’

‘Yes,’ Grandmother said. ‘I see it.’

But it seemed that she had not really seen it, because she took a few steps forward and her eyes widened.

‘It’s an ash tree,’ she said, and walked all the way up to the tree to pluck off a leaf.

‘It came from the ocean,’ Tommy said.

‘Yes,’ Grandmother said. ‘I assumed as much.’

She patted the tree trunk gently. ‘It’s been many years since I’ve seen something like this.’ Then she turned towards the children. ‘Was it the tree you were fighting about?’

‘Yes,’ Rakel said.

‘No,’ Tommy said.

‘Yes, ma’am and no ma’am,’ Grandmother said. ‘Then we won’t say another word about it.’

But afterwards, when they were walking home and Rakel had long since run away from grandmother and grandson, she had a few more words to say about it after all.

Grandmother’s hand was thin and sinewy, but strong. She held Tommy’s hand firmly in her own.

‘I don’t think you should fight with Rakel.’

‘She said the tree was a corpse,’ Tommy said. ‘That it should be burned up in the cremation oven.’

‘Rakel thinks about cremation ovens a lot.’

‘She’s dumb.’

‘Maybe she was being dumb, but you must put up with it. From Rakel. You’ll just have to put up with it, for now.’

‘That’s not fair.’

‘No, it’s not,’ Grandmother said. ‘But there are other things that are even more unfair.’

And then they walked on and he knew she was right. They would have to put up with a lot from Rakel right now.






Tommy 2110


‘No! Stop!’

The ship is on a steady course headed west, towards the ocean. It is in the middle of the fjord, no larger than a toy boat against the backdrop of the mountains.

‘Henry! Hilmar!’

It is moving at a solid clip. The hull covered with solar cells is pitching slightly, but it is stabilised by large, grey sails, which ensure that the boat cuts through the water on an even keel. The boat’s windows are two narrow, dark strips, and the glass is covered with soot, so he can’t see inside, can’t get a look at the passengers.

‘Come back! Turn around!’

Tommy stands on the shore, the water lapping around his feet. As he wades out, he can feel it seeping into his shoes, but pays it no mind and waves his arms.

‘Please! Henry! Hilmar!’

But the ship moves steadily onwards and he would be but a tiny speck against the black beach. Even if he waves, jumps and screams, they will never notice him.

The waves of Isfjorden turn white, spreading across the dark blue floor of water. The waves break against the cliffs in rhythmic collisions of water with land.

‘Come back with my brothers!’

His voice is swallowed by the wind, but he keeps on calling all the same.

‘Please, turn around, now, right now!’

The fog is rolling down from the mountain, misting over the fjord before him, and is about to engulf the ship. Soon the ship will disappear altogether and his brothers will be gone.

SvalSat, he thinks, turns around, tilts back his head and stares up at Platåberget Mountain. Up there, almost 500 metres above sea level, is the satellite station.

He starts to run, losing sight of the ship, and follows the road back along the fjord, passing the ruins of the Vestpynten lighthouse. He continues inland along Adventfjorden by Hotellneset peninsula. His heart is thudding in his ears, sweat is running down his back and his throat is burning. They left without me, they left without me.

Just after the disused airport, he finally reaches the fork in the road. One road leads towards Longyearbyen, the other towards the mountain.

The uphill route is agony. Every single stone is situated to work against him. Ten metres at a time, he thinks, just ten metres, while fixing his gaze on something directly in front of him to avoid looking at the top, which seems endlessly far away.

When he has finally scaled the summit, he stands doubled over, gasping for breath while keeping his eyes on the fjord. The fog has receded, but the ship is even smaller, no more than a white spot against the darkness of the fjord. It advances doggedly towards open sea.

Tommy turns towards the satellite station SvalSat. Ten large antennas have been installed, scattered across a huge area on the mountain. The antennas are mounted on concrete bases and some of them are covered with tarps that gleam in white contrast to the brown and grey stone. They resemble enormous mushrooms in the landscape, alien elements that have pressed their way up through the ground, from spores spread by a UFO.

Many of the structures have been long since destroyed by the wind and weather, the tarps torn away or flapping in the wind. The remains resemble semi-mangled skeletons surrounding huge antenna discs.

He remembers how curious they were about the satellite station as children. Nobody was allowed to go up there, nobody was allowed to use the station. They told one another that the antennas on the mountain were magic mushrooms, and if you ate them, you would come into contact with another dimension. The satellite station was the portal to other people and other places.

But the place is most beautiful from a distance. There is nothing magical about the damaged rooftops, the rusty steel structures and the crumbling concrete.

He hurries over to the main building and tries to open the door, which is stuck, so he has to force it open. Then he runs through the filthy breakroom, where dilapidated sofas are pushed up against the walls and a cutlery drawer is hanging open. He continues into the corridor, and from there, into the control room. An empty semi-circle desk occupies half the floor space and huge computer screens hang on the walls. He checks the screen for the building’s micro power plant and sees that it is on. The building has electricity. But he doesn’t take the time to turn on the lights; in two bounds he is over by the door on the far side, which leads to a smaller control room. The radio equipment is there, the only communication equipment they have that still functions.

He digs through a pile of old notebooks on the table and finds a library book about shortwave radios. Rakel must have brought it up here.

The radio seems simple to use. It has power – a tiny bulb is emitting a green light. He pushes some buttons frantically, pulls on the headset.

‘Tao!’ he screams into the microphone before he has even got around to pressing the button. ‘Tao, please, you have to turn around! You must come back!’

The only response is white noise, but he continues all the same. ‘You have to turn around; you must bring my brothers back. Hilmar? Henry? And Runa! They’re just children. You can’t just take them with you. They belong up here, you can’t just take them with you!’

He thinks he hears a sound on the other end. He clutches the microphone, notices that it is sweaty in his hand, tries to calm his voice, be an adult. ‘Tao, listen to me now. You must turn around and come back right away.’

But nobody answers.

He pulls the chair out and puts the microphone down for a second to settle himself properly in his seat.

‘Tao. The children are residents of Svalbard. They live here. With me.’

He hears nothing but a humming sound on the radio. And out there he knows that the ship is moving steadily forward, that it is headed for a completely different world, that the bow will soon meet the huge swells of the ocean.

Tommy winds the cord quickly around the index finger of one hand while clutching the microphone with the other.

‘Come back with my family!’

The only response is silence. He is alone. Like the trapper he was named after, stationed here in isolation for the winter. But the difference between him and all the trappers who came before him is that nobody will come for him in the spring, nobody will take the trouble to check on Tommy Mignotte, to see how he is doing.

He drops the microphone, pulls his feet up beneath him, and rests his head against his knees. The images of hundreds of memories of his brothers rush through his head. Finally, he finds peace in the very last one. His brothers in bed with their eyes closed; he poked his head in to check on them before he headed out to Bjørndalen. It was night-time. They were sleeping deeply. Henry on his side, curled up in a ball under the duvet, only his hair sticking out. Hilmar on his back with his arms behind his head, secure even while asleep. Tommy rests in the image: Hilmar, the calm, sleeping face of his little brother.




The first time Hilmar was placed in his arms, Tommy was so proud that he was shaking. He had yearned for a brother or sister for as long as he could remember. He knew no other only children, which made him involuntarily different, and when as an eight-year-old he learned that a brother was finally on the way, he started to cry. ‘This is the most important event of my life,’ he said gravely, and didn’t notice his father turning away with a smile, or that Grandmother, half ironically, half proudly, mumbled, ‘From what book did he pick up that phrase?’

Tommy followed his mother’s pregnancy with great enthusiasm. Nine months turned out to be an unbelievably long time. He read books about pregnancy and at all times knew the size and developmental stage of the foetus. He studied pictures of life inside the womb with fascination. The placenta, the umbilical cord, the strange creature that increasingly resembled a human being and occupied increasingly more space. And he read about childbirth with huge eyes, about everything that could go wrong.

Hilmar was small and comely, while Tommy’s hands were enormous against the tiny face, stubby and brutish, with dirty fingernails. Tommy had the feeling that his mother and father must find him repulsive. Compared to this soft, other-worldly creature, he was dirty, shabby and brutish. He started scrubbing his hands and combing his hair, but the feeling did not go away until his mother pulled him onto her lap one evening and hugged him for a long, long time without saying a word.

It also helped that after just a few days Hilmar began to demonstrate that he absolutely did not come from another planet but was decidedly of this earth. The nappies stank of sulphur. He peed uncontrollably while on the changing table. And the tiny body was capable of roaring so loudly that even Platåberget Mountain seemed at risk of tumbling down. But neither the roars, the nappies, nor the fear that his parents no longer cared for him caused Tommy to dislike his little brother. Because Tommy thought Hilmar too was worthy of love and he immediately felt a sense of ownership for the little one: the teeny-tiny fingers, the barely visible eyelashes, the wisps of hair on the nape of his neck, and the almost bald baby skull with its worrisome soft spot that at all times had to be protected from impact. And that everyone talked about how alike they were. My brother, Tommy often thought, you are like me. Yet the fact that they resembled one another did not make his love for his brother simple – it made it annoying, messy, ambivalent.

Once, when Hilmar was around one year old, Tommy was sitting in the living room waiting for his mother. It was the dark period of midwinter, and she was going to read to him. She used to read to Tommy every night after Hilmar had been put to bed, because during the winter they had plenty of time. It was their time, Mummy and Tommy’s, on the sofa, without interruptions. But on this evening, she didn’t come. At first, Tommy didn’t mind. He was busy reading a dog-eared Donald Duck comic book, carefully turning the pages so they wouldn’t be ruined.

‘Mummy,’ he called. ‘Are you coming?’

No reply.

‘Mummy!’ Finally, he got up off the sofa and went out into the hallway.

The door to Hilmar’s bedroom was ajar. The lamp on the bedside table in the room emanated a faint glow.

He pushed the door open and there he saw them. They were both asleep, lying curled up against one another. His mother lay on her side, with her face near Hilmar’s head, as if she had been snuggling with him until the moment she fell asleep.

Tommy threw open the door and marched into the room.

‘Mummy!’

He gave her a push, with all his strength, as hard as he could. ‘MUMMY!’

His mother awoke with a start. Sat up, stared at him, at first confused, then furious.

‘Tommy, hush!’ she hissed between pinched lips.

But it was too late, Hilmar’s soft, little body squirmed, he opened the two round eyes that everyone, Tommy included, found so ‘lovely’ and started to howl.

‘Tommy!’ his mother said, and she wasn’t hissing any longer, she was shouting.

And he saw right away how upset and angry and tired she was, with dark circles under her eyes, and her skin as pale as it becomes only after the sun has been away for many months.

Tommy knew that she struggled to get Hilmar to fall asleep. He knew that his little brother cried during the night. He knew that the darkness confused Hilmar, and he had seen signs that it had got worse lately because, unlike before, Mummy could only bring herself to read one chapter every night, no more.

No chapters were read on this evening. She ended up walking back and forth in the bedroom lulling Hilmar to sleep until it was too late.

Little brat, Tommy thought, while at the same time he wished he could be the one to carry him around and press his nose into his soft cheeks.

Little brat, get lost, he shouted at Hilmar every time he came to his door.

Eventually, he no longer needed to say it. Hilmar bolted away from his big brother’s bedroom as if the mere sight of the door sent him scurrying.

When Hilmar started putting words together to form sentences, some of the first words he learned were these: Get lost. He stood by the doorway to Tommy’s room and peeked in and even if Tommy wasn’t in there, Hilmar would still shake his head and say these words softly to himself: Get lost. And then he waddled away, his nappy swaying.

Hilmar loved cucumbers but hated tomatoes. He explained to Tommy once that it was the runny part in the middle that was icky, and the seeds, yuck. Had the tomato been only the flesh around the middle, he would have willingly eaten the vegetable. It’s a berry, Tommy said. What, Hilmar said. Tomatoes are not vegetables, they’re berries. Sometimes Grandmother, who did not want to waste a single ounce of the precious food from the greenhouse, scraped off the seeds for him, ate them herself, and chopped the flesh up into pieces. Then Tommy laughed at him. When Hilmar was older, he tried to eat a whole tomato. His eyes narrowed and he swallowed it down as fast as he could, his gaze at all times fixed on his big brother. Did he see what he did? Did Tommy see what a big boy he was? Yes, he’d seen, but he didn’t say anything.

Later Tommy hoped that Hilmar didn’t remember any of this, even though he eventually learned from the psychology books he read at the library that bad experiences would become engraved in a child’s mind like the grooves carved out of a hill by a landslide. Nothing would grow in these grooves, not for many years. But Tommy was just his brother. How dangerous could it be when it was a big brother who was responsible for the bad experiences?

Besides, Hilmar possessed great inner strength. He talked a great deal about their mother and Tommy thinks that he continued to carry her protectiveness within him. Everything rolled off Hilmar’s back, like the raindrops on the yellow sou’wester he wore. On the rare occasion when Tommy screamed at him, Hilmar would tilt his head to one side and simply observe his teenage brother. It was as if he understood that hormones were raging inside him and was secure in the knowledge that it would soon pass.

‘It’s puberty,’ he heard Hilmar say to Grandmother once. ‘I look forward to the day when puberty comes to an end.’

At school, his brother was level-headed, talkative, happy. Hilmar is popular, Tommy thought, and he felt a jab of envy. And then he felt ashamed because Hilmar was not just popular; he was kind to everyone.

Hilmar’s laughter, Tommy can still hear it, his lingering chuckle. He remembers Hilmar in the sou’wester on a rainy day. He had stopped on the way to school because Tommy had told him a joke. He has long since forgotten the punchline, but he remembers Hilmar’s laughter and how several passers-by had stopped and laughed along with him. The sound was a sun in the light beneath the yellow sou’wester.

The echo of his laughter reverberates inside him.



Tommy lifts his head. He doesn’t know how long he has been sitting like this in front of the shortwave radio, but he thinks it has grown darker outside. He runs out, looks towards the ocean. Fog is creeping in towards shore. The ship is gone.

Then he walks back, sits down again. Yet again he grasps the microphone, holds the button down, trying to breathe calmly.

‘Mayday, mayday,’ he says. ‘Can anyone hear me?’

No ship can refuse to respond to a distress call, he has read, everyone out there has a duty to answer. That is at least how it was in the old days. He knows that only Tao’s vessel is sailing in these waters, the sole ship in this maritime region for fifty years.

‘Mayday, mayday, mayday. My name is Tommy Mignotte, and I have been left alone on Spitsbergen. My position is…’ He gets to his feet and checks the faded coordinates posted on the wall. ‘Seventy-eight degrees north, fifteen degrees east. Mayday, mayday, mayday.’

He keeps saying the same words, over and over again.

Mayday, mayday, mayday.

Tommy Mignotte.

Alone on Spitsbergen.

And finally, he hears a crackling sound.

78° north, 15° east.

And then a click.

Mayday, mayday, mayday.

‘Tommy! We hear you.’ He leans heavily against the desk, feeling dizzy, and then collapses into the chair as waves of relief billow through his body.

He fumbles for the words. ‘Tao, do you hear me, are you there…?’

‘We can hear you just fine,’ she says, amicably, the way she always is. Always friendly, even now when she has taken his brothers with her. ‘We hear you loud and clear. I hope you haven’t been trying to contact us for a long time? We have just turned on the radio.’

He straightens up in his seat, gets control over his voice. ‘I was in Bjørndalen when I saw the ship,’ he says. ‘I didn’t think you were just going to leave. Tao, you have to turn around. Right now. Henry, Hilmar and Runa belong here on Spitsbergen, you can’t just take them with you.’

‘Is Rakel with you, Tommy? Can I talk to Rakel, too?’

His heartbeat accelerates. ‘Tao, tell the captain that she must turn the ship around right this minute!’

There is a momentary silence.

He squeezes the microphone in his hand and leans towards the radio, as if this would enable him to hear some of the conversation on the other end.

Then Tao is back. ‘Tommy, listen to me. The captain and I have talked. Mei-Ling is sitting here beside me. And, Tommy, she says it’s not possible. I am so sorry. It’s too late to turn around.’

‘What!’

‘The days are cold, the nights even worse. Even though the geographical pole has been without snow cover all summer, there is still a risk of it freezing over. We are afraid there will be ice floes in the water, Tommy. The vessel is not built to withstand hard collisions.’

‘There aren’t any ice floes so early in the year, certainly? And aren’t you headed south? Listen to me, you have plenty of time to turn around.’

He hears a muffled, intense discussion on the other end, but can’t make out the words. Finally, she is back.

‘Listen, Tommy, we’re sorry. But our departure was already delayed by many days, you know that, because we were waiting for you and Rakel. And it’s not just the Barents Sea that worries Mei-Ling. It’s the whole journey through former Russia and Kazakhstan. We spent almost a month on the trip here, the mountainous regions are hazardous. We must get home before the storms start in the mountains.’

‘But what about Henry and…?’

‘Henry, Hilmar and Runa are fine here on board. We will take good care of them.’

Tommy has got to his feet, he wants to rip the line to shreds, throw the radio onto the floor, but forces himself to keep his voice calm.

‘What are the children doing now, how are they?’

‘They’ve gone to bed. They’re asleep. I can wake them up if you want to hear their voices. But it took a long time for Henry to fall asleep. He needs a little quiet time in the evenings.’

There is something presumptuous in her tone of voice, as if she were an expert on his brother.

‘You can’t talk about Henry like that.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You don’t know anything about my brothers.’

‘Tommy…’

‘Who do you think you are, really, just showing up here and taking three children?’

‘Who do I think I am? Who are we?’ She is speaking more softly now. ‘You are the one who called us. Promised us the seed vault. We travelled halfway around the world to find you. Then you and Rakel ran away. Took off.’

‘We didn’t take off. That’s not what happened.’

‘I was left with three children. But no seeds. Four days went by, each day colder than the last. What was I supposed to do?’

‘We didn’t take off,’ he says again.

‘But where were you all that time then, Tommy, what happened?’

Her voice is gentler now, full of quasi-concern. He does not reply. She doesn’t understand anything anyway.

‘Were you at SvalSat the whole time? We went up there looking for you.’

‘No,’ he says. ‘I was here and there. Mostly in Bjørndalen. Grandmother has an old cabin out there.’

‘You and Rakel?’

‘Yes. Yes, Rakel and I. She is still in Bjørndalen.’

‘But why did you run away?’

‘We didn’t run away.’

He hasn’t thought this through, doesn’t know what to say, racks his brains for a good explanation. And finally believes that he finds one.

‘We were looking for the seeds.’

‘Oh?’ Tao says.

He wishes that he could see her, doesn’t know whether her brief reply is concealing interest or distrust.

‘Tommy,’ she says softly. ‘Since you haven’t said so yet, I assume you didn’t find them?’

Is that all it would take? If he tells her what she wants to hear, would they turn around then? Would he get Henry and Hilmar back?

He sits down again, his body heavy against the chair. ‘Would you come back? If…’ he says, ‘if we found the seeds or traces of them?’

There is silence on the other end. She clears her throat softly. ‘Do you really know anything about the seeds?’

He places his free hand against his forehead, pressing his fingers against his skull so hard that it hurts.

‘Tommy, are the seeds safe? Do you know where they are?’

I’m the thread, he thinks, the thread holding everything together.

He just has to pull himself together, the way he has always done.

He straightens up.

‘No,’ he exclaims. ‘It was just something I said. We found no sign of them. The seeds were no doubt destroyed a long time ago.’

He hears her sigh in frustration. She has no idea what he’s thinking.

He is the one in control and if he can just get his brothers back, they can go on as before, the four of them, all alone here in Longyearbyen. They don’t need anyone else.

But Tao keeps talking to him, in her warm, gentle voice. She tells him they will find a solution together, that they will help him and Rakel, in one way or another they will manage to help.

No. To hell with her. He holds the microphone up against his mouth and speaks softly but clearly. ‘We don’t need help. You’re right. It’s late. I have to go. I have to get down to Longyearbyen before dark.’

‘But, buddy, when will you be there again?’

‘I’m not your buddy.’

‘Can you contact me tomorrow again,’ she asks. ‘Tomorrow at… five o’clock?’

‘We’ll see,’ he says.

‘Tommy, I’m here,’ Tao says. ‘I’ll be waiting for your call tomorrow.’




Tao

The line goes dead. He is no longer there. Tao places the radio mike in its cradle and turns to Mei-Ling, who has been pacing the deck and listening to the entire conversation.

The first mate is waiting for them outside the wheelhouse.

‘Finished?’

Mei-Ling nods to him.

‘You can switch to manual.’

The first mate goes inside, and through the window Tao can see him switch off the autopilot and take the wheel.

Mei-Ling shudders against the cold and looks dejectedly at Tao.

‘What he said about the seeds, what do you think?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You understand that it’s just desperation over being left behind up there? We can’t turn around, no matter what he says.’

‘But they left to search for the seeds. Why would they otherwise abandon their siblings?’

‘He’s lying,’ Mei-Ling says. ‘He’s been lying all along, just like Rakel. She hadn’t even seen the seeds but promised us them all the same. Without knowing whether they existed.’

‘You’re forgetting how much they’ve been through.’

‘No. That’s exactly what I mean. They’ve experienced too much pain, too early in life. And are both equally confused.’

Mei-Ling stares vacantly out into space for a moment. Then she sighs heavily. ‘That we even started all of this –’ she waves her arms ‘–this expedition was madness. Driven by desperation. And now we are headed home from our great journey, and all we have to show for it are three orphans.’

Tao knows that Mei-Ling is right. But a strong tremor of uncertainty is buzzing inside her. She doesn’t want to believe that it will end like this. And she doesn’t understand why Tommy and Rakel ran away from them. She was never sure about what Tommy was up to but believed that Rakel at least was honest.

At the same time, there was an air of desperation about Rakel. She reminded Tao of the homeless teenagers who had attacked her once in Beijing, the teenagers who had lost everything and were willing to do anything, even commit the most inhumane acts, to survive. Tao doesn’t know if those teenagers are still alive today. But if they are alive, the seed bank would be the salvation, both for them and for all their siblings: rippling, yellow wheat fields, grain, corn, rice, soybeans.

Svalbard is no more than a faint shadow on the horizon, virtually lost in the clouds. Otherwise, the sun is shining.

The cook sticks his head through the doorway and calls for Mei-Ling. The captain disappears below deck, and left alone, Tao walks over to the railing. She turns her face towards the ball of fire in the sky, which shines without warmth.

The sun was shining on the ocean as they approached Spitsbergen, as well. That was just eleven days ago, though it seems longer.

The first sign of land was a bird, white against a blue sky, a seagull, the likes of which she had never seen before. They were standing by the railing, she and the captain. Mei-Ling lifted a finger without saying a word and gestured towards something in the sky. Tao looked where the finger was pointing, found the seagull and steadied her gaze on it. Mei-Ling, who usually chattered away loudly and at length, for once was silent.

Dense clouds hung above Spitsbergen. The ship moved into the whiteness. The bird disappeared into the distance before them, as if someone had erased it with a rubber. And then the mountains emerged through heavy layers of fog. At first Tao thought that the high cliffs were even more clouds, but then she noticed formations that could not be anything but land.

Tao had lost count of the days spent on the ship, how many days it had been since they bunkered food and water in the almost deserted harbour in Archangel. The midnight sun played tricks on her; the hours passed in fits and starts. Sometimes she would stand in front of the old-fashioned wall clock in the mess room and wonder whether it was morning or night. She slept when she was tired, ate when she was hungry. She tried to read – the ship had an abundant library – but she often sat staring into space, waiting. She tried to ignore how fervently she hoped this journey would be a success, wanted to rid herself of the heavy burden of expectations from Li Chiara, the leader of the Committee, and from all the people back home.

They had left Sichuan on a gossamer summer day. Children waved flags and gave them flowers. Li Chiara squeezed Tao’s hand in her own and tied a new, red scarf around her neck. A symbol of excellence. ‘You will earn this,’ she said softly to Tao, and then smiled brightly at all those in attendance and waved with a flat hand.

The ocean had helped Tao keep the expectations at bay. Life out there was one big nothing. The ocean and the sky, everything in movement, the clouds above them, the water beneath the keel, the ship gliding forward at all times, pounding against swells and drawn by the wind. The horizon was the only stable point, the only place to settle one’s gaze.

But now the mountains were there, a palliative for the eyes. And the first thing Tao felt was a sense of relief over the change, an end to the monotony. Then they drew closer and the brutality of the landscape frightened her. Svalbard was a wall of stone. While on the ocean the size of the ship was relative, small when the waves rose high above them, large and heavy when the ocean was flat, the mountains caused it to shrink. It was as if the vessel’s true dimensions emerged. The ship was not much larger than the toy boat Wei-Wen had once played with in the bathtub.

She lifted her head, gazed up towards the mountaintops. They had to be at least a thousand metres high.

The ship glided silently forward and a wide fjord appeared from between rock massifs. Tao turned to face the wheelhouse, where she saw the first mate change over to starboard, and soon his movement was transmitted down through the helm, which then altered the vessel’s course by many degrees.

As they moved inland on the fjord, the swells ebbed away. The wind was blowing gently, churning up the water into small, sharp waves, but the further inland they sailed, the calmer it was.

The trip took several hours and Tao remained seated on deck. She was unable to take her eyes off the landscape, as ever more details came into view. What she had initially thought was bare rock proved to be overlain with a thin layer of vegetation. Undulating textures of brown, grey and green covered the mountainsides.

The ship sailed past an iridescent green area on the port side where the steep mountain slopes were teeming with life. This must be the home of the seagulls. The birds took flight and landed according to a system only they understood. They flew towards the sea, dived for fish and surfaced anew with their beaks full. Up there, in the bird cliff, there had to be thousands of nests in which tiny beaks reached towards the sky, instinctively, because the only two movements the small, down-covered creatures had learned was to tilt back their heads and open their beaks.

Soon the ship had passed the cliff and the vegetation became less bright green. There was less that was life sustaining here than under the bird cliff. But in some areas along the shore she could still see bushes, grass and hay.

Yet again they steered starboard and now it was Adventfjorden which lay before them. Tao had been studying the map again yesterday, trying to create a mental image of their destination, but there was nothing that could have prepared her for this. She got to her feet again and went to stand by the railing.

Mei-Ling came back and stood with her legs straddled even though the water was calm. She always stood like that, with her feet solidly planted on deck, far apart.

‘Prosaic,’ she observed and studied the landscape through a pair of binoculars hanging from a strap around her neck. ‘Quite scruffy, actually.’

Tao smiled.

‘But frightening,’ Mei-Ling said, and shuddered. ‘Not a single tree. There is nowhere to hide here.’

They saw more signs of human habitation now. Small cabins along the fjord, most of them completely destroyed by the wind and weather. Subsequently, a collapsed air traffic control tower, and the remains of the tarmac that once upon a time had been an airstrip.

Suddenly Mei-Ling laughed in surprise.

She handed Tao the binoculars. The strap was so short that they had to stand with their heads close together.

‘Do you see that?’

‘Where? No?’

But then, behind the airfield, it appeared, a strange concrete structure on the hillside.

‘Yes!’

A narrow grey roof. Solid edges. A damaged ornament sparkled above the front door.

Tao had studied old photos of the vault, the facade of which had once been radiant. An artwork of glass and light had covered both the roof and the visible short wall. The building was actually just a single doorway. Behind it a long tunnel ran into the mountain and inside there were three storage rooms. Long rows of shelves, all of them full of crates. In these crates were the seeds, meticulously harvested from all over the world, dried and placed in paper bags, a crate for each country, containing its genetic materials. Seeds from plants the world had forgotten, which the Anthropocene, the epoch of human impact on the earth’s ecosystems, had long since obliterated.

In Tao’s world, only the genetically manipulated generalists remained. But the origin lay in the vault. The seeds in there would make it possible to turn back time, create the agricultural diversity the human race had once had, find specialised food plants suitable for all conditions, plants that thrived in heat, drought, cold or damp and would tolerate the current conditions of the world. It was the diversity that would save them, which would provide food for all those who were starving.

‘Imagine. It’s still standing,’ Mei-Ling said. ‘Who would have believed it.’

‘Not you, at any rate,’ Tao said and laughed with relief.

Nobody had thought that the seeds could still exist. The human race had had more than enough on its hands trying to survive all these years that had passed since the Collapse. Nobody had taken the time to check, nobody had thought it worth the trouble, since Svalbard had been out of touch with the world for so many years, in isolation. The seeds had been forgotten or written off. Until the children had contacted them.

‘You were right,’ Mei-Ling said. ‘Now we’ll find the children and empty the vault. I will give us two days up here, then we’ll set our course south so we bloody well make it home again before the winter sets in.’






Tommy

He walks inland towards the village, passing old warehouses that have been invaded by seagulls. They are perching in all the windows. The building facades are mottled with their droppings and the gulls fly back and forth bringing food for their offspring. The autumn twilight descending slowly upon the landscape still feels unfamiliar. The sudden arrival of darkness every year continues to catch him by surprise.

He is not carrying anything, is returning every bit as empty handed as when he took off in the middle of the night four days ago.

The village that greets him is also deserted.

Tommy has always had the impression that Longyearbyen offers resistance to Svalbard’s landscape. The buildings provide something upon which to train one’s gaze and the people’s movements counteract the stolidness of the rocky terrain. The buildings show signs of the battle they are waging at all times against the forces of nature. The boards are grey-washed from the wind and weather, some of the buildings in a state of collapse where the unstable foundation beneath them has crumbled. Old roads wind between the buildings, but they are all overgrown with green grass. Here and there, amidst all the buildings which nature has long since made its own, are houses that have been preserved. Damage and wear and tear have been repaired with patchworks of wooden cladding and driftwood. And everywhere traces of human life can be found. An abandoned planter crate, dried fish hanging under the eaves, a bicycle and a sled. In some places, curtains in the windows, paintings on the walls, knick-knacks and books can be seen.

But these signs of human habitation are now nothing more than artefacts. The emptiness has crept into the city to stay, the houses mere shells, abandoned snail’s houses on a huge beach that will soon be washed away by the ocean. And with every snail’s house that Tommy passes, emptiness oozes out of the shell, like invisible smoke, and penetrates his flesh, occupying his blood vessels.

Don’t think, just walk, make it home.



When he opens the door, he realises how hungry he is. Dried meat is still hanging from the ceiling in the pantry and, in a basket, he finds a lone carrot.

He eats standing up. The sound of his teeth crunching on the carrot is deafening. The morsels have a difficult time finding their way down his throat. It feels like they will get stuck there, choke him. The Heimlich manoeuvre, he thinks. But if something were to lodge in his throat, there is nobody here to put their arms around him and force it up again.

After he has finished eating, he opens the door to the bathroom. The sight of his reflection in the mirror startles him. His face is dark with filth, with dirt and congealed clay. He looks down at his hands; they are just as filthy and full of scrapes and cuts. He peels off his clothes, leaving them in a pile on the floor, but he doesn’t have the strength to wash. He drinks a glass of water and goes into his room, falls down on the bed, pulls the duvet over him and closes his eyes.

Sleep is a pit into which he disappears. Here there is not a streak of light, only the mountain’s eternal darkness and dormancy.



He is woken by a voice. It is speaking to him, loudly, a voice unfamiliar, hoarse and deep. He sits up in bed, and for a few seconds thinks there is someone in the room, but then he understands that he’s alone and it was his own voice he’d heard. But what he’d said, he can’t remember.

It is so quiet. He tries to hum a few bars, ‘Are You Sleeping, Brother John?’, the song he used to sing for Henry. But the sounds his vocal cords press out are too feeble, they don’t fill the room. He shakes his head – what are you doing, get it together. He goes into the bathroom, fills the sink with water, wrings out a washcloth and wipes off his face and body with decisive movements. He closes his eyes, wishing somebody else was holding the washcloth, that somebody else was touching him. Pull yourself together. He forces himself to open his eyes, throws the washcloth into the sink and leaves it there until it is soaked with water. He then wrings it out again so it may carry out its task. It is just a washcloth, I’m the one controlling it, it’s just a washcloth.

His mother used to bathe him. She would put the washcloth in water that was so hot it was steaming. He never understood how she could bear to stick her fingers in it, but she always waved the washcloth to cool it before wiping his face.

She knitted the washcloths herself. Every evening she sat at her end of the sofa, her fingers moving quickly back and forth while the ball of wool at her feet steadily shrank and the garment in her lap grew.

Mother with the white, toy rabbit she is knitting in her hands. Her hands work quickly, she must finish in time, because her tummy is large and the baby is coming soon. But when Tommy goes over to her, she puts her knitting aside anyway.

‘Come here,’ she says. ‘Come up on my lap.’

‘There’s no room,’ he says.

‘Yes, there is, there’s always room for Tommy-boy.’

She lied. Because the place on her lap disappeared when she did.

He has always felt that he was missing something. Ever since Mother died, he has known what longing is. But longing isn’t dangerous, he thinks, longing is just a feeling, just thoughts, electric signals in the brain.

Or a dolphin singing, vibrating notes that travel 50, 60 kilometres underwater, penetrating through everything.

No. Forget the dolphin. Tommy wrings out the washcloth, hangs it on the peg, takes out clean clothes, tugs a wool undershirt and jumper down over his head, pulls on long underwear and trousers, and walks into his brothers’ room.

Their clothes are gone. The books, Henry’s wooden horses and Hilmar’s broken Legos. He pulls off the duvets. At the foot of Hilmar’s bed, he finds one lone wool sock. That’s all.

They were so enthusiastic when they were packing. Rakel started on the very afternoon they received word the foreigners were on their way. She laid her clothes out on her bed, looked them over, assessing, lifting every single garment, sort of weighing each one. Would it be good enough for the new country?

Henry stuffed toys into his father’s old backpack. He helped himself from the neighbouring houses. Unlike Rakel, he was wholly without inhibitions. Only a few wooden toys were still whole, otherwise most of what he had found was hundred-year-old plastic.

‘Are you sure you want to bring all of that?’ Tommy asked as Henry shoved yet another broken toy car into the backpack.

‘What if they don’t have toys where we’re going?’ Henry said gravely. ‘I might run out.’

‘I don’t think that will happen for some time,’ Tommy said.

‘You never know,’ Henry said. ‘Aren’t you going to pack?’

‘There’s no rush,’ Tommy said.

‘No? Are you sure?’

His little brother peered up at him, knitting his brows.

He can see every detail in the tiny face.

Henry.

The dolphin sings, invisible in the depths below, and glides forward, casting a dark shadow across the seabed and pressing his song out with such force that it is impossible to ignore. Tommy sits on the edge of the bed, wants to sleep, but is wide awake, alert. It’s just a sense of longing, he repeats to himself. I am used to longing.



When his mother was still alive, family life was full of frivolous things, of dancing in the living room, of guests around the kitchen table, of his father’s nimble fingers on the guitar strings or on Tommy’s stomach when he tickled him.

His father, David, was easy-going back then, quite adventurous. He found expression for his creativity in the kitchen. He often got in over his head, making ambitious plans. He could carry on for hours, rattling the pots in frustration, but then he would beam with pride when the meal was finally on the table.

Life was full of outings, expeditions solely for pleasure. Trips out on the boat at night, in October, when the weather had become cold and dark, just to see the reflection of the moon in the water and the marine phosphorescence flickering around the oars. Trips on foot up towards the glaciers, or under the ice, to see the caves the rivers had created there. Ski trips in the bright March sunshine when the snow cover was thick, gliding calmly forward and basking in the small shock of the sun’s rays waking the body from its hibernation.

Life was filled with his mother. He remembers how she held him close under the Northern Lights. He was afraid of the green waves in the sky above him. They produce so much light, he said to his mother, how can they be so silent when they are making so much light?

Once upon a time, the Northern Lights, aurora borealis, had been feared. The light was the souls of the dead, it was said, and should not be spoken about. If one sang beneath the Northern Lights, they would see you, reach down, twine their shimmering arms around you and pull you up into the sky. Don’t whistle, Tommy whispered. We must remember to be completely silent. Yes, we must, his mother whispered back, and remember I will always take care of you.

Some memories shine with a particularly strong light. Father waking him, late at night. Tommy was in a daze, and tired in the way one is after having just slipped into a deep slumber, but his father tousled his hair gently until he awoke.

‘There’s something I want to show you,’ Father said.

For weeks there had been heavy rain and fog, but in the past few days the temperature had dropped below freezing and they had had clear days of sun and frost. Ice formed on the mud puddles, thin frozen water paintings, which the children made sure to stomp to pieces as soon as they discovered them, for the sheer joy of hearing the sound of the ice crunching under their feet.

Tommy sat up in bed.

‘I was about to turn in,’ Father said. ‘But then I discovered that it had started to snow and thought you would want to see it.’

Tommy got out of bed, went over to the window and pulled back the curtains. It was pitch dark outside, but in the light from the living room windows Tommy could see that the ground was white. The family lived in Gruvedalen, the most landslide-safe area in Longyearbyen, in an old, terraced house with crooked walls that shifted to accommodate the unstable ground on which the house was built.

But now the ground was frozen and silent.

Tommy turned around and looked at his father, who was smiling.

‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’

‘I don’t know,’ Tommy said. ‘What are you thinking?’

‘That we should go outside,’ his father said. ‘And see whether the snow is any good?’

‘Yes,’ Tommy said. ‘I think so too.’

‘But look at you,’ Father said. ‘You’re wearing nothing but your pyjamas. Come with me.’

His father lifted him up in his arms. Tommy was actually too big to be carried, but his father carried him all the same, down the hallway and over to the hooks where they hung outdoor garments.

‘Look at this.’ He held up the old snowmobile suit he usually wore when it was really cold. It was patched, but clean and warm.

His father pulled the suit onto his body. It was so big that he was almost unable to move. Tommy sneezed.

‘Hush,’ Father said, chuckling, and held his index finger to his lips. ‘Mother’s sleeping.’

Father pulled on ski trousers and his heavy jacket. He dug out gloves and hats for them and then they opened the door carefully and went outside.

Tommy’s eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness. He stood still, trying to make out his surroundings.

Then he walked down the stairs and out into the snow, towards the yellow square of light from the living room window. His gaze came to rest on the ground, on his own footprints in the snow. The snow crystals were light and dry, the snow almost weightless. With every movement he made, small clouds rose into the air, mingling with the snowflakes falling to the ground.

‘Shall we make snow angels?’ his father asked, walking over to stand in the middle of the yellow square of light.

‘Mm-hm,’ Tommy said and dropped down into the snow.

His father lay down beside him. They flapped their arms and legs a few times and then climbed to their feet.

Tommy and his father considered the impressions in the snow. One small, and one large.

‘We managed to make them almost perfect,’ Tommy said.

‘Yes,’ his father said. ‘We didn’t trample on them at all.’

‘It looks like they are inside the house,’ Tommy said.

‘How so?’ his father asked.

‘Look.’

Tommy pointed out how each of the angels was situated in its own respective square of light on the ground.

‘They’re inside looking out at us.’

‘What do they see, then?’

‘You and me, of course.’

‘Yes. You’re right. You and me.’



This father, the one he was on this particular night, also disappeared when Mother died.

His mother passed away when Henry came into the world. The third son lay twisted in the birth canal, unwilling to emerge. His mother pushed, and Berit, who was both a midwife and a doctor and whom they all trusted, pushed. When nothing helped, she tried to perform a caesarean section.

Afterwards, nobody sat down with Tommy to talk to him about what had happened, but he understood there had been a lot of blood and that no human being could survive losing as much blood as his mother had done. She was not the first Svalbard woman whose life had ended in this way. He later came to understand that this was one of the local government’s greatest ethical challenges. Svalbard needed to increase its population, but giving birth was so dangerous that there was always a risk of the loss of human life, either the mother or the child, if not both, in the process.

There are many children’s graves in the cemetery, gravestones on which the date of birth and death are the same. The gravestones seem so dependable, appear so innocent, as they stand watch over the piles of gravel covering the urns. His mother is also buried in the cemetery. Tommy has never gone to see her grave; his memory of her has nothing to do with the moss-covered stone. The person she was remains in his hands, in his body, a warm pressure against his stomach, where she once embraced him, a sensation on his cheek from her kisses, a faint echo of her voice in his ears and a shadow of a scent in his nostrils. Her presence remains like a feeling in his heart, of security, of unconditional love, of belonging together.

More than fifty years ago, Longyearbyen had had a proper hospital, with anaesthesiology equipment, antibiotics, painkillers, blood pressure cuffs, an ultrasound, catheters, defibrillators. When Harry was born, the available equipment consisted of knives, boiled water for sterilisation and liquor to numb the pain. But most illnesses couldn’t be cured by hunting knives, melted snow and moonshine. Blood poisoning, for example, sepsis or pneumonia. Cancer. Viruses.

Perhaps mother would have died anyway. Nobody blamed Berit or the lack of equipment at any rate. Nobody blamed Henry, either, who tried to press his soft skull out of her body.

Henry, little Henry. Tommy reaches his hand towards his youngest brother’s bed and tugs the duvet into his lap. He holds it against his face, trying to recover the smell of Henry.

He looked like an old man during the first years of his life, with his bald, bulb-like skull that gleamed from Grandmother’s arms. He was sort of always small. Tommy recorded heights and ages by making pencil marks on the kitchen doorframe. Henry would never catch up with his two big brothers, never shoot up and grow taller than them.

But while Hilmar’s ambit was large – he had no fear, because he knew he had always been looked after, he didn’t stop, walked away without looking back, disappeared constantly, ran towards the ocean, towards the landslide risk area in Nybyen, had to be held firmly by the hand when they were out walking – Henry usually stayed in close proximity to the others. For while Hilmar was whole and strong, the loss of his mother was a weakness in Henry, like a clear crack in a sheet of drift ice. He started crawling at an early age, moving like lightning across the floor, and took his first steps before his first birthday. Tommy thinks he learned out of necessity. It was wholly essential for him not to lose sight of the others. Especially not Tommy.

Tommy has few memories from the period just after his mother died. But he remembers coming home and hearing Henry crying. He sees his father sitting in the living room, his face in his hands, rocking, sort of matching the rhythm of the tender sobs from the next room. Grandmother is nowhere to be found.

Tommy runs into his parents’ bedroom. Although the noises Henry is making are faint, they are still more intense than anything else he has ever heard. The baby is red in the face, forcing out the tears. He picks up his brother and can feel that his nappy is soaking wet. He holds him against his chest, rocks him, soothes him, there, there, Henry, little one. He takes him to the changing table, removes his wet nappy, dries him carefully with a washcloth, finds a clean nappy, pins it into place on his brother, lifts him up, holds him against his shoulder, are you hungry, let’s find you something to eat, there, there, it’s all right.

He sees himself standing there with his brother over his shoulder and is struck by the practised nature of his movements, by how quickly he changed the nappy, the way he picked him up, soothed him. He can’t remember all the other times, but he knows that there were many.

And he will never forget the infant’s crying, the feeling it awakened in him. I will do anything to make you stop crying, anything to get you to stop. The most frightening sound was not the crying itself, but that there was something in it that said that the baby was about to give up. That had Tommy not come to pick him up, Henry would have eventually fallen silent, turned inwards, into himself, to a darkness found only in those who are abandoned and without language.

You must trust that I will always come, Tommy would sometimes whisper in the little one’s ear, don’t give up, I will always come and pick you up in the end, I am always with you. If you just call for me long enough, Henry, I’ll be there.

His father alone in his chair in the living room, his face in his hands, rocking, that is an image that takes up a lot of space. Tommy doesn’t know for how long his father remained seated in his chair like that. But he does know that at one point he must have got to his feet, that he felt a sense of duty that kept him from giving up.
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