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For George











How shall the heart be reconciled to its feast of losses?


—STANLEY KUNITZ


In ice is the memory of the world.


—JAMES BALOG













one


Seeing the name “Wyatt Speeks” in my inbox hit me like a physical blow. Everything rushed back: the devastating phone call, the disbelief, the image of my brother’s frozen body in the Arctic wasteland.


I shut my laptop, pasted a weak smile on my face. There would be no bursting into tears at school. Grief was for after hours, for the nightly bottle of merlot, for my dark apartment, for waking on the couch at dawn, the blue light of the TV caressing my aching flesh.


No, at the moment my job was to focus on the fresh, eager face of my graduate student as she petitioned for a semester in Tibet, a project in a tiny village deep in the Himalayas accessible only via treacherous mountain passes on foot and maybe yak, all to decipher a newly discovered language. As I listened to her impassioned plea—trying to harness my racing heart—an old shame suffused me.


The truth was, I’d never embarked into the field anyplace more frightening than a local graveyard to suss out a bit of Old English carved into a crumbling stone marker. And even then I made sure to go in broad daylight, because dead people—even underground—frightened me too. Never had my curiosity about a place or a language and its people overridden my just say no reflex. Citing schedule conflicts, I’d declined a plum semester-long gig in the Andean mountains of Peru to study quipu, or “talking knots”—cotton strings of differing lengths tied to a cord carried from village to village by runners, each variation in the string signaling municipal facts: taxes paid or owed; births and deaths; notices of famine, drought, crop failure, plague, and so on. I’d even passed on the once-in-a-lifetime chance to deconstruct a language carved into the two-thousand-year-old Longyou caves in Quzhou, China.


Why?


Anxiety: the crippling kind. I’m tethered to the familiar, the safe, or what I perceive as safe. I function normally in only a handful of locations: my apartment, most places on campus—excluding the football stadium, too much open space—the grocery store, my father’s nursing home. During my inaugural trip to the new, huge, and sparkly Whole Foods—chilled out on a double dose of meds—a bird flew overhead in the rafters. All I could think was, When is it going to swoop down and peck my eyes out? I never went back.


Ironically, I was the one with the power to give or withhold the stamp of approval for my students’ research trips, as if I were any judge of risk and character. Watching the glistening eyes of the young woman before me, one of my favorite students, I stalled a few moments—tossing out a couple of insipid questions about her goals—an attempt to soak up her magic normalcy. No such luck. I signed off on her trip to Tibet wondering, How does she see me, really? I knew she was fond of me, but—that casual wave of her silver-braceleted hand as she turned to leave, that look in her eye! I swear I caught a glint of pity, of disdain. It was like she knew my secret. Her teacher was a fraud.





I’M A LINGUIST. I can get by in German and most Romance tongues, and I’ve got a soft spot for dead languages: Latin, Sanskrit, ancient Greek. But it’s the extinct tongues—Old Norse and Old Danish—that enrapture me.


Languages reveal what it is to be human. This desire to make ourselves understood is primal. We make marks on paper, babble snippets of sound—then agree, by way of miracle—that these scribblings or syllables actually mean something, all so we can touch each other in some precise way. Sanskrit has ninety-six words for love, from the particular love of a new mother for her baby to one for unrequited romantic love, but it has twice as many for grief. My favorite is sokaparayana, which means “wholly given up to sorrow.” A strange balm of a word, gentle coming off my tongue.


Though words came easily for me, I tended to miss the patterns that were staring me in the face. The fact that my ex genuinely wanted out didn’t hit me until divorce papers were served. The fact of my father passing from just old to genuinely ill with lung cancer and not-here-for-much-longer didn’t sink in until I was packing up the family home and found myself on my knees in tears, taken down by dolor repentino, a fit of sudden pain. The stark realization that my twin brother, Andy—the closest person in the world to me—had been pulling away for months came to me only after his death and at the very worst times: lecturing in an auditorium packed with students, conversing with the dean in the hallway. When it happened, these vicious, sudden, psychic stabs, I’d briefly close my eyes or turn away to cough, repeating to myself: sokaparayana, sokaparayana, until I could speak again.


I felt safest in my office, alone with my books, charts, runic symbols, and scraps of old text; and when I deciphered a chunk of language—even a word!—a thrill of understanding juddered up my spine. The distance between me and another human being, just for that moment, was erased. It was as if someone were speaking to me, and me alone.


For two decades, these glimmers of connection had been enough to sustain me, but over time, they began to lose their shine. These private revelations no longer fed me, warmed me like they had. I yearned to be drawn closer to the human heart. Not through words—however telling or ingenious—but in the living world.





AT PRECISELY EIGHT o’clock that night—the end of office hours—I got up and locked the door. Squared my shoulders, smoothed my skirt, and sat back down. Outside my window, remorseless late-August sun cast long shadows across the drought-singed grass of the quad.


I clicked open my email. The subject line was blank, but then, Wyatt had never bothered with niceties. My head pounded with end-of-summer-session exhaustion. I was in no mood to hear from Professor Speeks about my brother, his fond recollections of mentoring Andy through the rigors of grad school, or even some funny thing Andy had said or done during their year together on the ice.


I considered deleting the message without reading it, but a tingling buzzed my fingers. Something said: Don’t. Still, I resisted until some darker knowledge swarmed up from the base of my spine, warning me it would be a terrible mistake not to open it.




From: Wyatt.Speeks@ArcticGreenlandScience.org


To: VChesterfield@Brookview.edu


Hey Val, hope you’re doing well, all things considered. Something’s happened out here. We found a body in the ice out on Glacier 35A. A young girl. We were able to cut through the ice and bring her back to the compound. Val, she thawed out alive. Don’t ask me to explain it, I can’t. She’s eight, nine years old, I’m guessing. And she’s talking pretty much nonstop, but in a language I’ve never heard before. Even Pitak, our supply runner from Qaanaaq, had no idea, and he speaks Inuktun. Jeanne’s stumped, too, so we’re both just keeping the girl fed and nodding our heads a lot and trying to figure out what to do next.


I’ve pasted here one of her vocalizations. Maybe you can figure out what she’s saying? You’re the expert. Give it a try, then call me as soon as you can. And please don’t tell anyone about this.


Wyatt





The MP3 stuttered across my screen like a city skyline. The girl thawed out alive?


Sweat bloomed on my brow, even though the air conditioner was blasting. I got up, walked to my window, sat back down. Checked the time: too early for a pill. I knocked back the remaining swallow of stale coffee in my mug, rattled open my file drawer, extracted a bottle of Amaretto, and filled the cup halfway. The sweet, warm alcohol hit my empty stomach fast. Smoothed away the sharp edges.


I thought about all the times I’d let Andy’s voice play in my head these past five months, how he was still so alive for me in this way. Memories of us as kids chasing each other through the lake house in upstate New York, T-shirts still damp from swimming. Or cozied up with our beloved mutt Frida, playing go fish and Monopoly while our parents got tight and happy on cocktails: a rare glimmer of joy during their disintegrating marriage. And so we were comforted, sharing the delusion that if we were just good enough, they would stay together.


Little by little I’d pored over the photos, letting myself “feel everything,” as my shrink instructed. Mourning every shirt and shoe, I gave away or got rid of his clothes and belongings; though, there were a few I couldn’t part with, his drawings especially. The only other place he lived on was in my phone: a dozen saved messages remained.


Now, on my screen, the forward arrow on the voice clip throbbed red. My finger trembled as it hovered over the play button. I steadied it, pushing down.


The first slam to my gut was the panic in this high, sweet girl voice that—even if you didn’t understand a word she said—made you want to reach out and wrap her in a hug. The tremulous ache in her utterly foreign words only intensified in the twenty-eight-second clip, as if she was pleading for something. I tried to picture this child trapped in the ice, to imagine what horrors had brought her there.


I played it again.


What language is this?


Of course, West Greenlandic was my first guess, but I heard no correlation. It wasn’t Danish, either—Greenland had been settled by Danes—but no, this was Danish put through a blender and mixed with what, Finnish? Not quite that, either. The vowels were too long, the accent on the last syllable. It wasn’t Norwegian, clearly, and it was too clipped and choppy to be Swedish. I pulled up some Old Norse, the language of the Vikings, and listened alongside the girl’s quavering voice. The cadences were similar in places, but I couldn’t match up a single word. This language was completely new to me.


I was lost.


I listened again.


And again.


My face grew hot. Breath clouding the screen, I leaned in close, as if proximity might help.


Nothing—all I understood was raw emotion.


I sat back. Tried to recall all I knew linguistically about where Wyatt was—where Andy had died.


Three main dialects of Greenlandic were spoken in Greenland: West Greenlandic, East Greenlandic, and Inuktun, which had only about a thousand native speakers. In grad school, I’d been fascinated by this culture built from animal skin, sinew, bone, stone, snow, and ice, but in the end, I became more of a generalist. I deciphered languages quickly—given enough context and clues.


I got up and paced, holding my drink. The reality was, I didn’t have to do anything. I could pretend I never opened the email. Ignore Wyatt’s calls. All I wanted was to crawl back home and hide with my booze and my misery and never come out.


If only I hadn’t heard her voice! I could have forgotten the whole thing. But even after the clip stopped playing I could still hear her, feel the sound, a high thrum in my jaw. Talking to Wyatt—even emailing him—brought back all the horror with Andy, but who was this girl? And why no picture or video—was there something he didn’t want me to see? I turned, taking stock of the four walls of my tiny world. My achingly familiar posters, bookshelves, knickknacks—even my framed honors and awards—both comforted and repulsed me. It’s just a phone call, Val, I thought. For the love of God, you can do this.


I knocked back the rest of my Amaretto and picked up the landline to dial Wyatt halfway around the world at his climate research station on Taararmiut Island, translated “land of shadows,” off Greenland’s northwest coast. Already my palm was slick with sweat as I listened to the odd dud-dud-dud of the international call. If it wasn’t too cloudy, and the antennae hadn’t been ripped away by the near constant fifty-mile-per-hour winds, the satellite call would go through, and there would be simply no going back.
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I pushed through the doors of my father’s nursing home, wondering how many more Saturday mornings I would spend with him—out of a sense of obligation, an old, warped love, or some fantasy that one day he might actually like me. Or, more practically, how many more Saturday mornings he would be here on earth.


Head down, I signed in on a clipboard at the nursing station counter.


“Hey, Val,” said Carla, the head nurse, sliding the window open and peering out at me. “How’s it going?”


She knew about Andy and was a good person, but I plastered on a fake smile as an answer because I just didn’t feel like sharing for one second how it was actually going. “How’s my dad today?” I asked.


“He’s good,” she said, moving on briskly to business—with relief, it seemed. “Hates the new activity schedule. Then again, he hated the old one, too. Skipped breakfast again.” She glanced over a form she’d been filling out when I walked in, before looking back up at me. “He’s in the lounge.”


“Thanks,” I said, now fully anticipating a dad storm cloud and suddenly glad to be sneaking in a box of caramels, which were his favorite, though forbidden on his diabetic diet.


A rehabbed hotel built in the twenties, the home retained the tang of disinfectant, air barely cooler than the heat-blasted day. Sad zebra fish mouthed dully against the glass of an aquarium as they swam in a fog of their own excrement, exquisite combs fluttering.


As if he’d become part of the furniture, my ninety-one-year-old dad, Dr. Joseph Chesterfield, climate scientist, once a strapping six-foot-four hard charger with a fierce intellect and fiercer temper, the terror of climate research stations around the world, sat motionless, sunk deep in the belly of his favorite wingback chair, knobby knees jutting up higher than its arms, several inches of hairless shin on display between pant cuff and fraying polyester sock. He’d dragged the chair to the window for a view of the outside world, a place I knew he missed desperately.


He was fast asleep. I considered my options. I could catch up on some grading back at the office, Marie Kondo my spice cabinet, ride the stationary bike in my bedroom for precisely three miles—


He opened one aquamarine eye. “You said ten o’clock.”


“I lost track of—”


“It’s ten past eleven,” he stated firmly, with no watch, clock, or phone in sight. I glanced up at the wall clock behind him. Exactly ten past eleven. He hitched himself up to a slightly more organized position, swept back cottony wisps of hair, and gestured to a matching chair. “Sit,” he said. “Contemplate the universe with me.”


My escape plans flying away in sad little thought bubbles, I dutifully lugged the chair toward where he sat in full blazing summer sun.


“So, why aren’t you eating, Dad?” As if I ate like a normal human being anymore, either.


“I don’t eat when I’m not hungry.”


I handed over the caramels. Side-eyeing the staff, he scratched at the cruel cellophane wrapping.


“Hang on, Dad, let me get some scissors or something.”


“Never mind,” he said, gnawing at one end of the box. “I got this.” Inordinately pleased with himself, he tricked open the flap at one end with an eyetooth and tore off a clear strip of plastic. He popped a piece of candy in his mouth, almost reluctantly holding out the box in my direction.


“No, thanks.”


“Watching your figure?” His eyebrows waved, as if he thought this might be a good idea.


“They’re for you, Dad.”


He chewed aggressively, jaw muscles flexing and dancing. “What’s new, kiddo?”


A petite, nearly toothless elderly woman, as tall as he was sitting, and wearing an apron with little yellow ducks on it, walked over and gave him a tennis ball.


“Not now, Marie,” he said, handing the ball back to her, but she thrust it back at him, her face fixed in a fragile smile.


“Maybe just take it, Dad, if it makes her happy,” I said in low tones. Marie had Alzheimer’s but was clearly in love with my dad. Back when her mind was clearer, they’d discussed playing tennis on their respective high school teams. Some part of her mind had hung on to this fact.


“Thanks for the ball, but I’m visiting with my daughter now,” he said loudly, as if her problem were her hearing. He took the ball and wedged it next to his bony hip. Marie nodded eagerly and hurried away. He shook his head, muttered, “Christ, to think of the women who used to follow me around. World-class beauties. Now I’ve got Marie. It all comes to this. Complete and utter shit. Take note, okay? Take note.” He blew his nose into a soggy handkerchief, took me in with watery eyes. “What have you got to say for yourself?”


“I talked to Wyatt last night.”


His eyes widened, then dimmed with pain as he squinted into the sunshine. “Some kind of what…” His voice quavered; he cleared his throat. “New information?”


“Not… about Andy.” I sat straighter, considered not telling him a thing. “Dad, have you ever heard of someone thawing out alive after being frozen?”


He glared at me, blurted, “Is this a joke?” Several nurses and residents glanced over at us.


“No,” I said softly, hoping he would mimic my tone. “Why would I joke about something like—”


“Is Wyatt losing his mind out there? God knows I would, after what happened with Andy and wintering over the year before. Asshole didn’t even come home for the funeral.”


“He couldn’t leave… the research, remember?”


He glared at me as if I were too stupid to guess some obvious truth. “I never liked him.” He tossed the box of caramels on a nearby table. “Who called who? He called you?”


“I called him, because he sent me an email about finding a girl frozen in the ice.” I leaned a little closer to him. “She woke up alive, Dad. She’s speaking, talking all the time, but Wyatt can’t understand what she’s saying, neither can Jeanne—”


“Jeanne? That tough old bird’s still out there?”


“Dad, listen. He sent me an audio clip. I can’t understand a word of it.”


“Even you can’t sort it out?”


“It’s like nothing I’ve ever heard before.”


“First of all, I don’t buy this horseshit about thawing out alive, so let’s put that aside for now. Where did he say he found this girl?”


“Glacier 35A—”


“He’s hundreds of miles from anything. There is no indigenous population there. Never has been.”


I stared through the picture window at a little girl half pulling her elderly grandmother along the sidewalk; the girl looked about seven years old. She looked so small. “Dad, Wyatt’s not crazy. He’s a lot of things, but he’s not that.”


My father leaned forward in his chair. I glimpsed the old fire in him. “We only had his story, Val, you know? Anything could have happened out there.”


“He wants me to come up. Try to talk to the girl. He’ll pay my expenses, any loss of income. He wants me to come right away.”


“Greenland? The Arctic Circle? You?” he snorted. “You’ve never been out of Massachusetts.”


My voice got small. “I went on that trip to DC. In high school.”


“Oh, yes. DC. When you refused to get on the plane home? I had to leave work, drive down to pick you up, then drive you all the way back.”


I felt helpless and sad. What good did it do to tell him I’d been on a plane a few times since then—miserable and zonked out—but showing up for exactly one wedding and one funeral before scuttling back home like a hermit crab to its shell? No one had to remind me of my shortcomings, especially my father. I knew which twin had been the favorite, the most charismatic, charming, funny, brave.


But I was the one left alive.


“Dad, I’m just telling you what he said. Of course I can’t go. I’ve got school, and I’ve got…” I trailed off pitifully. What did I have? No husband, no children, just my father, and my rage-aholic ex, Matt. After our breakup and a few months of reveling in my conviction that I’d done the right thing, I’d begun to miss him and come frighteningly close to drunk dialing. But thanks to Facebook, a few taps of my wine-sodden fingers and there he was, hooked up with some hard-looking blonde with an endless forehead. Work was weird, too—a sabbatical freed me from upcoming fall and spring semesters to work on a project I had, over time, grown to care less and less about. Translating a series of books of Aramaic poetry had lit me up when I applied for the gig months before Andy’s death; now, the idea of spending six months dragging meaning from the texts—which tilted a bit heavy on love poems—felt tedious. I had a great sucking nothing keeping me here, except visits with my father, or coffees with Andy’s bereaved fiancée, Sasha, but I felt her pulling away too. Each time she saw me, she saw Andy, which only cut her to ribbons.


Dad sank deeper in his chair, his long-fingered hands forming a steeple against his forehead. “Something’s going on.”


“Yeah, well, clearly—”


“No, Val, listen to me.” His voice grew deep and gravelly. “Wyatt is up to something, and it has to do with your brother. I know it. I’m sure of it. He’s a wily son of a bitch.” He levered himself to his feet, his reedy length swaying back and forth until he grabbed his walker.


This resentment over Wyatt’s closeness with Andy was not a new theme with my dad. Sure, he’d been grateful when Andy’s prof had helped him navigate graduate school, keeping on him to finish assignments on time (Andy couldn’t have cared less what day it was), relentlessly mentoring him until, one fine day, Andy earned a doctorate in climate science. Everyone in the restaurant at his graduation dinner could feel their affection for each other. Teacher and student acted like father and son.


Which was the problem.


“Come on.” My father’s face grew rigid with determination. “We’re going for a walk.”


Hunched over his walker, he clomped his boxy orthotic shoes down the brightly lit hallway, his sharp shoulder blades slicing at his thin summer shirt like the wings of an extinct bird. I grabbed my purse and followed. At the door, he turned to me and—even though I wanted to—I couldn’t look away. For just a moment, all the rage, grief, and despair I couldn’t bear to feel was etched into his once-handsome face. His son, his heart—the boy who melted him in ways I never could—had taken his own life, and only I was left.


I matched his halting pace out the double doors into the brutal heat, where we made our way along a manicured sidewalk under drooping elms, their slender leaves curled with thirst. Summer on the North Shore of Boston, unrelieved by any trace of rain or sea breeze.


“You know, Val, that I don’t believe your brother killed himself.”


“Yes, Dad. But what are you saying?”


The lines of his face drew tight with rage.


“Dad, it’s too hot for this—”


He banged his walker on the concrete, devolving into a coughing fit. “Your brother,” he said, pausing to catch his breath, “was not depressed. He was not the type—”


“How can you say that, Dad? Of course he was depressed. He’d been depressed for years. You didn’t know him—”


“I knew him!” he shouted, blinking, spitting droplets in the sizzling air. His eyes grew wet. The little girl visiting her grandma looked up in alarm. “Andy was my son, and I knew him, and I loved him.”


I rested my hand on his heartbreakingly thin forearm. “I know, Dad. I know.”


He pulled his arm free and ran a shaking hand over his skull, patting down wayward tufts. “And he would never, ever, do something like that.”


“Dad.” My voice verged on a whisper. “Maybe we don’t talk about this now.” Sometimes I thought his grief would strike him down, take his last strength, kill him, and I wouldn’t be able to survive it.


“Let me talk, for Christ’s sake.” He leaned heavily on his walker, which, even with its legs fully extended, wasn’t tall enough for him. “Your brother loved this world too much…. Yes, he was sad about what we’re doing to the planet, but he loved it. He—he would never…”


He wobbled, the walker’s rubber tips catching here and there on the pavement as he tendered small steps forward. I caught his arm. “Dad, take a second. Sit.”


I held him gently by his narrow torso, torqued him a bit, and he let gravity sink him onto a bench, which was, according to its inscription, dedicated to a Mr. and Mrs. Gerald K. Waterston.


“Listen, kiddo, if I wasn’t such a decaying old heap of garbage, I’d be on that plane today to pay Dr. Speeks a little visit. Right this second, do you hear me? And goddammit if I wouldn’t get the truth,” he said, searching for his handkerchief in all the wrong pockets.


His paranoia about Wyatt’s role in Andy’s death made no sense to me, but he had always tended toward the suspicious. For years, he’d harangued Mom, convinced she was running around on him while he was on assignment in Antarctica. But she was crazy about him, always had been. So what good would it have done to remind him that, after what was described as a normal March evening at the Tarrarmiut Arctic Science Station, where the temperature hovered at twenty below with fifty-five-below-zero wind gusts, Andy was found outside at dawn, curled up on his side, barefoot, wearing only boxer shorts. Frozen to death. No signs of a struggle.


“It’s hard to accept, Dad, but—”


“But you, Val. You’re young. You’re strong, even though you’re wasting your life pretending you’re not. And you’ve got that break coming up at school. Whatever you call it.”


“Sabbatical—”


“You go, understand? He’s even gonna pay your way. And you know why? Because he knows you’ll be able to figure out what that girl—wherever he found her—is trying to say, because that’s what you do.” His voice caught, but he continued. “That’s what you’ve spent twenty years of your life getting good at.”


Sweating in my too-heavy cotton shirt and skirt, staring at the heat-stroked roses and clipped-too-short browning grass, I realized that the reason I’d even told him about the call was because I wanted him to change my mind, to push back at my obstinate, stuck self. Talk some smack to the person who ate the same damned dinner every night—Caesar salad with grilled chicken, no croutons—because new foods frightened her, who joylessly counted her steps on the StairMaster as she watched the women in Zumba swivel and shake their hips with incomprehensible abandon. The person who clung to her routine of rigid control: up at six, never in bed later than ten after a Columbo rerun, only to stare into the dark wondering, Why am I always so afraid, and what, exactly, am I afraid of?


I could feel my dad watching me, waiting for an answer, while I indulged in my age-old disappointment that his fondest wishes had nothing to do with me. On top of that, he wasn’t concerned about my safety or happiness. I was an implement of justice, only.


“Go, Val,” my father said, gripping, then releasing the handles of his walker, veins bulging. “Or don’t bother coming to see me anymore.”





THAT NIGHT I lost count of how many times I played the twenty-eight-second clip. Slowing the girl’s voice down, speeding it up, trying to sync it with every known language in the world, or at least the ones in the northern hemisphere. No matches, no overlap, nothing. What is she saying, what does she want, what has happened to her?


As I got drunker and more exhausted, the lines blurred, and she became me as a little girl, hidden behind a brother I adored and resented in equal measure, giving inchoate voice to my own anguish. I got so drunk I finally played Andy’s voice mails. I may as well have stabbed myself with a pair of scissors.


But the next morning I woke sober and clear. Over coffee, I played each voice mail again, erasing them as I went. I would never see or speak with Andy again. But this girl—no matter where Wyatt had found her—was alive. The pleading in her voice unmistakable, her suffering clear. And Wyatt had a temper—a couple of hair-raising stories Andy had shared jumped to mind. How was he with little kids? Jittery, I opened my bottle of pills and dumped them on the counter. Two weeks’ worth. I’d need enough for a month, maybe more. Double doses for the plane. It could be done.


I pulled down the thick notebook of Aramaic poetry I’d committed to translating over the next six months. Opening to the first page, my eyes glazed over even as I translated the first line—something about a sunset, the ache of unrequited love. I pictured the ancient crypt where the original text had been found, the bones of the poet lying nearby ground to dust by time, his passions, musings, longings now my task to reveal. It would be impossible to devote myself to this. Almost irrational. How could I stay here, knowing I might hold the key to unlocking a living human child’s desperate needs, tragedies, secrets?


I showered, dressed, and just before leaving for class, wrote to Wyatt to ask about arrangements to get to Greenland.


He booked me on the next plane.


It left in eight days.
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After a ridiculous series of security checks, I stood swaying under the harsh lighting of the military waiting area of the airport, a bleary, semi-destroyed version of myself. It was just past four in the morning, a barbaric, unreal hour. All night I’d packed and repacked my bag, trying to cap it at forty-three pounds—my limit, I was told—and still bring all I needed. Smacked down by Ativan, I reminded myself over and over that I only had to do one thing: Get on the plane. I rubbed salve on my hands—my skin always a bellwether of my sanity—though no amount of lotion seemed to touch this eczema.


A monstrous cargo plane the near black of a wet gravestone brooded on the rain-slick runway, red and orange lights blinking along its wings. No windows except those for the pilot. Maybe that would be a good thing. Workers loaded crate after shrink-wrapped crate of machinery and supplies into its low-to-the-ground belly through a two-story-high cargo door. How will this beast lift itself from the earth?


The flight to Thule, Greenland, the US Air Force’s northernmost base, was only the first leg of the trip to Wyatt’s frozen island eight hundred miles north of the Arctic Circle. I’d scrolled up and down Wyatt’s email that spelled out flight details; no return trip was scheduled. In our call, he mentioned wanting to be off island by the last week of October, when the sun set and didn’t rise again until February of the following year. I shot off a panicky text. He assured me that the local flights—the ones from Thule to various villages or research stations—were arranged more casually and according to need, so there were no strict schedules per se. As to getting home, we were at the mercy of these military flights.


The day after I agreed to come, my government-issued polar gear arrived in the mail: quilted overalls, high-tech leggings and long-sleeved shirts, an orange parka, vest, and hat. Immense Gore-Tex gloves came most of the way to my elbows, and giant orange boots looked like ones Goofy might wear. I shivered to think I would need all of it just to survive.


“Hey,” came a lilting female voice behind me.


I whipped around, nearly smacking my knapsack into a young woman.


“Are you by any chance Valerie Chesterfield?” she asked in a British accent so sparkling I thought of champagne freshly poured in fluted crystal.


“Yes,” I said, reaching out to shake the hand she offered me.


“I’m Nora, and this is Raj.” A slight, handsome man with a ropy sort of strength under his Polartec sweater held out his hand with a bright smile. He wore round gold-wire spectacles that emphasized the intelligence in his deep-set brown eyes.


Nora was slender and hazel-eyed, with a wide, somewhat crooked smile and beautiful teeth under a slightly hooked nose. Shining black hair fell past her shoulders in natural waves—a real beauty in a charmingly imperfect way.


In a last-minute email, Wyatt had informed me I’d be meeting married polar marine scientists Nora and Rajeev Chandra-Revard at the gate before our flight. This news helped normalize the situation slightly: it wouldn’t just be me, Wyatt, the girl, and Jeanne—the mechanic—with whom I’d be living for seven weeks out in the middle of nowhere.


“So, this is all quite thrilling, isn’t it?” Nora said, hiking her daypack higher over one shoulder. She fizzed with energy and excitement; I did my best to mirror back something like it.


“A little, yeah.” A fresh influx of military men and women queued up for the flight, sniffer dogs weaving among them.


She laughed, eyebrows knitting slightly. “Just a little?”


“Won’t this be an incredible opportunity for you?” Raj said in an equally charming British cadence. “To decipher some unknown language? Wyatt told us you were quite the expert.”


Nora cast him a sidelong look. “Come on, darling, best not to discuss that here, remember?”


Maybe they’d signed the same government contract I had: it stipulated keeping mum about the girl anywhere except on-site.


“What about you? Are you excited?” I asked.


“Well, of course we are!” Nora said.


Her shiny, non-Ativan’d self nearly knocked me over.


“This is huge for us. Competition is brutal for any assignment in the Arctic. We’re all killing ourselves to be chosen, you know? We’ve been in Antarctica once but never Greenland, and even better, it’s such a remote island, never really explored before.”


“Being in the lab all the time gets tiresome,” Raj said. “I’m jumping out of my skin half the time.”


“Same for you, right?” she asked brightly. “Don’t you leap on the chance to study languages in the field?”


“Absolutely.”


“Boarding for Group A,” an exhausted-sounding voice droned over the loudspeaker. I looked at my ticket: Group A. My last chance to run. To escape back to life as I knew it: circumscribed, safe, terrifying. As Nora and Raj turned toward the gate, I told myself, Take deep breaths so you don’t vomit. Keep your eyes on the floor. Just follow Nora and Raj—along with dozens of others who are clearly not the least bit afraid to board this plane.


Don’t think.


Just walk.


Our footsteps echoed on the corrugated metal floor of a long, gray umbilical passageway into the plane. The small digital recorder where I had downloaded the girl’s twenty-eight-second vocalization rested in my jacket pocket. I reached in to hold it, the heat from my hand warming the narrow plastic cylinder. With every step, I told myself, This is why you’re going to keep on walking: this girl needs your help.


Steep, narrow stairs led to a vast, poorly lit space, like a hollow whale made of steel. A domed ceiling soared far above. Chained-down parts of polar stations, machinery, stacks of cut wood, even snowmobiles, jammed the center aisle. Berths fitted out with army cots bolted to the floor flanked the mountains of gear, a sleeping bag rolled tight at the base of each, but no seats. Passengers—either in military gear or suited up for polar conditions—mulled around, trying to get comfortable. Those used to this arrangement promptly claimed their spots and laid out their belongings. Nora and Raj grabbed a berth; I snagged the one next to them. A few people immediately got down to the business of sleeping, some women but mostly burly, suspendered men in skullcaps bundled in their sleeping bags, faces wind-bitten and red, arms folded against remembered cold. Others lay with their heads propped up on one elbow, reading, or: headphones on, iPads out. I wondered what they were reading, or dreaming about, or working on; what were their reasons for traveling halfway around the earth?


We blasted off into the night. Without windows, it felt surreal, as if we were in a rocket ship hurtling to Mars. I bit an Ativan in half and chewed it like candy. Marveled at everyone around me who appeared to be in a state of utter indifference to the fact that we were shooting off into the sky carrying enough equipment to birth a new world on another planet. Again I wondered why I hadn’t told anyone except my father where I was going; again concluded that it seemed impossible to say I was headed to Greenland and not talk about the girl who had thawed from the ice.


Nora and Raj curled up together on their cot under a sleeping bag, every now and then whispering to each other as they read by headlamp. An hour later, Nora was asleep on Raj’s chest, her paperback spread-eagled on the sleeping bag, his arm around her, the other cradling his head. He gave me a little smile as he glanced over, eyeglasses glinting in the dim light, then went back to his book. They seemed altogether smitten with each other, and I envied their intimacy.


Shivering, I curled up on my cot, searching for comfort in the drafty space that smelled of crankcase oil, bad breath, and warmed-over chicken noodle casserole—supper served in a TV dinner–style tray distributed to us by pimpled recruits who looked barely high school age. I freed my cartoon-orange government-issued parka from my pack, balled it up, and stuffed it under my head for a pillow. A symphony of snorers held sleep at bay, as did the grinding roar of the engine that kept hundreds of tons aloft.


Hot in my hand: a quarter-sized, heart-shaped piece of lead, formed in the gizzard of a loon in the lake where Andy and I spent our childhood summers. Loons ate fishing sinkers thinking they were fish, dying as a result. He’d found this one in the skeletal remains of a loon along the shore. He gave it to me for my birthday—our birthday, really—when we were ten. At the time I said it was a weird, sad present, but he told me that everyone loved loons and that the heart shape was a sign that it was time for us to love them back.


I’ve carried it with me ever since.





AS I BEGAN to pore over my language books, I was reminded of the complexity of West Greenlandic. Most words in this language are composed of multiple elements called “morphemes,” word parts that often create “sentence-words”; the longest stretches to over 200 letters. Nouns are inflected for one of eight cases and for possession. Eight moods as well as the number and gender of both the sentence’s subject and object inflect every verb. Subdialects spring like weeds. Translation? Sure, I had all my downloaded dictionaries and American movies with Greenlandic subtitles, but in all honesty, I felt screwed. The learning curve seemed impossibly steep.


Fresh cracks on my fingers throbbed. The thin red lines looked like nothing much in the dim light, but often woke me at night with pain. I rummaged for my salve, which gave me a few moments of relief.


To distract myself, I scrolled through images of tiny West Greenland coastal towns––many with fewer than three hundred souls—barren, rocky hillsides dotted with small, brightly painted wooden houses, the great Greenland ice sheet in the distance. In the past, delicacies included fermented meat or fish and fermented seal oil, which apparently tasted like blue cheese. Seal eyes were a treat, as were the half-digested stomach contents of walrus, and fully formed chicks in their shells. I reminded myself of the reason Greenland was called Greenland. One theory held that when the Vikings discovered Iceland, they fell so in love with it they wanted to keep it a secret, so they gave Greenland its attractive name, hoping to lure explorers away from Iceland and to this nearly seven-hundred-thousand-square-mile block of ice—two miles deep at its center—ringed by black, craggy mountains that shot straight up out of the sea.


People still hunted and fished to survive: caribou, musk ox, seal, polar bear, and narwhal. These hunters were so skilled they could read the attributes of polar bears, or “ice bears,” by their footprints: not only their age—but whether they were starving. The culture teemed with myths, but as usual, the language told me more than any single fact. It even betrayed a wry sense of humor: the island with a name that meant “not enough moss to wipe your ass with”; the first known term for missionaries: “he who talks too much.” Taimagiakaman referred to the “great necessity”: that of having to take the lives of animals to feed people and their dogs. The word in Inuktun for climate change translates to “a friend acting strangely”—what a personal and beautiful way of describing a relationship to the natural world.


The legendary plethora of words for snow is no myth, but the number of words for ice—topping 170—taught me more. There were words for dense, old ice: ice that was safe for a hunter and his sled and dogs to cross; words for grease ice, water in its earliest stage of freezing, which won’t support a person but will allow seals to break through and breathe. Dozens of other terms specified various ice floes by shape and size, even by movement: were they rolling, swept along by the current, or stuck among their brethren? There was even a word for a crack in the ice opening and closing due to ocean movement beneath. Perhaps inspired by the necessity of knowing what kind of ice you were dealing with, there were a dozen words for fear, because the reality was that even seasoned hunters could die in a flash if the ice gave way and were often found frozen clinging to the edge of a floe. Among these flavors of fear were words for being at sea in a puny sealskin kayak as a storm barrels down, the fear of calamitous violence as when facing death, a fear so powerful one cannot move to defend oneself, and a fear of someone who must be avoided at all costs. I could certainly have added a few varieties of my own.


The words that stopped me cold, though, were nuna unganartoq, which meant “an overwhelming affection and spiritual attachment to the land and nature.” Something as simple as the warm feel of a rock face baking in the sun, to an emotion as ineffable as the sense of infinity when witnessing a heart-stoppingly beautiful vista. A sensation of being no less a part of the land than a stone, a sprig of moss, or driftwood plying the waves. Nuna unganartoq was something I had never experienced, but I knew where I’d seen those words before.


It was how Andy had signed all his letters.


When we were eight or so, we had a fight and I ran to our mother to tell her how much I hated my brother. She said, Well, he doesn’t hate you. She pulled a box of photos down from a high closet shelf, dug around until she found what she was looking for: an in vitro scan of the two of us curled up against each other. I was busy saying, Yeah, so what, until she pointed out that, even in the womb, his arm was draped protectively around my shoulders.


But in life—in grown-up, real life—who protected whom?





THE LAST TIME I’d seen him, just over a year ago, I’d been working late correcting summer-session papers in my office, my green banker’s lamp the lone light on campus at nine at night. In a swirl of whiskey-smelling air—no knock—Andy barreled in, plopping down across from me in the chair my students used to dispute their grades or garner advice, usually some thinly veiled version of I want to change majors.


Even drunk and distraught, Andy was so much more handsome than I would ever be beautiful. Burly and strong, but with an athlete’s grace. A solid six-footer, he had hair that grew wavy and thick, a rich auburn; mine was thin and fine like wispy smoke. His features were well defined, expressive: full lips, aquiline nose, deep-set, haunted eyes; without makeup I was washed-out, thin-lipped, snub-nosed, and tiny-eyed. So why did I feel like I was looking at myself when I looked at him? Why, after spending the day together, was some part of me taken aback to glance in the mirror and see myself? At the time, I didn’t understand it. The sensation felt oddly out-of-body, disturbing and sad at the same time. Was it because he—at his best—possessed so many of the qualities I could only dream of?


That evening he wore baggy khaki shorts I recognized from high school days and a filthy cotton madras shirt, one sleeve partially torn off. His skin glistened, as if he’d been running. The tang of Andy sweat, Andy panic, filled the tight space. Eyes red-rimmed and wild, he perched on the edge of the seat, leaning so far toward me he had to rest his elbows on my desk for balance. No air remained in the room.


He said, “Am I interrupting anything?”


It was the manic Andy who’d come to see me that night; it put me on guard and exhausted me. “What’s up?”


“You know it’s over, right?”


I exhaled and began to pack up my papers for the night.


“We’ve passed the tipping point. It’s already too late.”


“Please, Andy—” It’s not that I wasn’t freaked out about what was happening to the planet—I was—but I’d heard this rant countless times, and there was no stopping him once he started.


“It doesn’t matter anymore, Val. How much I talk about it, how much I lecture to my students, how much research I do, how many papers I write, presentations I give, how much I yammer on social media. It doesn’t matter how much anyone talks about it. Game over. It’s useless. This world, this beautiful world…” He dropped his head as if its weight was too much to bear. Stared at the rug, until he lifted his gaze, refocusing his unblinking eyes on mine. “Millions upon millions of animals are going to die, understand? Are dying. Each of them, big and small, in agony. Slow deaths. Starvation, thirst, disease, heat stroke. It’s happening now. Musk oxen breaking their legs crashing through melting permafrost. Polar bears drowning as they swim for sea ice that’s no longer there. Already ptarmigan eggshells are so thin they burst before the chick is ready to be born. Countless sea creatures—whales, shark, dolphins, octopuses, turtles, fish by the billions, Val—they’ll wash up on beaches, dead. Thousand-year floods will be yearly, catastrophic. Hurricanes like no one’s ever seen before, can even comprehend. And for us?” He shook his head. “Climate refugees in the millions, maybe billions. Water wars. Worldwide crop failure, starvation, more pandemics. Oceans will be acidic cesspools….” He looked up at me imploringly, as if there were anything his one-minute-older sister could conjure to comfort him. Finding nothing, he leaned back in the chair and gazed out my window with an expression of vague disgust. Slipped a can of Red Bull from his roomy shorts pocket and gunned it down with a shaky hand, forehead awash in sweat. “You want to know the real reason it’s hopeless?”


“Sure.”


“Because even if we got rid of fossil fuels tomorrow, which we won’t, fix everything that’s broken, which we can’t, the problem is, no one can fix human nature. We’re greedy, selfish, stupid, so, so fucking stupid, and shortsighted by nature. And that’s what’s going to kill us all. Hopefully.”


I stood and zipped my briefcase shut, snapped off my lamp. The lights from the soccer field filled the room with an eerie yellow glow.


“What do you want me to do about it?”


He chewed on a fingernail, assessed me. Scratched a bug bite on his leg; a constellation of red marks covered one thigh. Has he been sleeping outside? Eyes on the soccer field, he asked, “Can I stay with you tonight?”


I sagged a bit, leaning on the back of my chair, feet aching in my pumps. “Well—why? Can’t you go home?”


Andy’s eye twitched. “Sasha kicked me out.” He swirled the dregs of Red Bull and sucked it down.


“For Christ’s sake—”


He jumped to his feet. “You know what, Val? I will not bring children into this world.” He jabbed his finger in my direction as if I’d been badgering him about this. “I will not do it. Sasha’s been riding me on this for months, and it all came to a head, and so, fuck it.” He plopped back down in his seat, crossed an ankle over a knee, waggling his big Teva’d foot crazily. “I’ve got a better plan anyway.”


I sat back down; my overstuffed leather chair giving a little poof of defeat beneath me. This was bad. Andy plus “a better plan” always equaled sirens and flashing red lights. We both drank too much; the difference was he did it in public.


“You’re tapping my last nerve, Andy.”


“Come on, Val. Hear me out.”


I propped my chin in my hands. “What’s the plan?”


Frenzied hope took over, animating his face. “It’s about Wyatt.”


I raised an eyebrow: Go on.


“He’s stationed in Tarrarmiut. It’s an uninhabited island off the northwest coast of Greenland. He’s still doing his climate change study, getting some of the oldest ice core samples of anybody up there, but he’s discovered something amazing. Totally by accident. Something to do with his pet mouse, honest to God. I wish I could tell you more, but I can’t. Val, this is going to change everything. You’ve heard about the ice winds, haven’t you? It’s been in the news. Those three hikers in the White Mountains in New Hampshire who froze to death instantly? One minute it was forty degrees near the top of Mount Washington, the next it was thirty-five below zero, and that was it. They didn’t have a chance. Didn’t know what hit them. Died instantly. Midsentence. Midthought.”


I pictured the press photo of the hikers. It was taken from the back, shadowy and dark. Two men and a woman frozen to death in the act of climbing, the woman with her arm midreach, about to grasp at a tree branch along the trail. Beyond the three figures, Mount Washington’s snowy peak loomed, a destination they would never reach.


“That was some kind of freak thing.”


“It was not a freak thing, Val. I wish it was, but it’s starting to happen all over. Look, katabatic winds are a temperature gradient thing. In Greenland, they’re called piteraqs. They come down off the glaciers, hurricane strength, unbelievably cold, but no one lives on the glaciers, so not a lot of people know about them. Now, with climate change, they’re starting to happen all over the world—”


“I haven’t heard—”


“They’re covering it up because they don’t know how to stop it and they don’t want people to panic!”


“ ‘They’?”


“I’m not paranoid, Val.” He ran a trembling hand through untamed hair. “I may be a fucking nut, but I’m not—”


“What does Wyatt want from you?”


“Another scientist in the room. Someone to verify his findings. Someone to bounce ideas off of.”


“He has Jeanne. Isn’t she a researcher too?”


“Jeanne’s a grunt. She keeps the snowcat going, the pipes from freezing. She’s not a scientist,” he added with a touch of Chesterfield arrogance.


“How long will you be there?”


“As long as it takes.”


“As long as it takes for what, exactly?”


“To verify his findings. To get the proof we need.”


I started to feel queasy. “But, Andy, in a few weeks, it’s going to be nearly impossible to get out of there. Remember when that happened to Dad when we were kids? He went to Antarctica and the weather turned and—”


“This is the Arctic, it’s different.”


“He had to winter over. Eighty degrees below zero and dark for six months. Mom almost left him.” I fingered the soft leather of my briefcase, itching to leave.


“Be serious. Mom would never have—”


“Come on, Andy, don’t do this.”


“Dad wants me to go.”


“Fine. Did you tell him what this is really about? You know, everything you’re not telling me?”


Andy shrugged, picked at a scab on his arm, then lifted and let drop his torn sleeve as if just noticing it. “He trusts me when I say this is going to make a difference for mankind.”


Of course Dad approved of the trip. Some groundbreaking scientific discovery might make the Chesterfield name go down in history after all. Old, babyish sibling rivalry leered at me from the usual painful places. “I gotta go home,” I said, getting to my feet again.


He looked up at me hopefully, almost puppyish, like I’d changed my mind about him crashing on my couch.


“Go home,” I said. “Apologize to Sasha. Get a grip.”


He pushed himself from the chair, his face blank. “Cool. I get it. I’ll figure something out.”


Before I could stop him, he was out the door and down the stairs, banging through the swinging doors of the lobby to the quad. I watched him from my window, his hair scorched-looking under the sodium lights, ripped sleeve flapping. He crossed the soccer field at a clip, almost running, as if attempting to escape some inner beast while trying to stay calm at the same time. I stepped outside my office into the hallway; the place was deserted.


In my current fantasy, the one where I let him stay with me—just a small, sisterly act of kindness—everything would have turned out differently, but that night a horrible emptiness echoed in the shadowy corridors and cold marble floors. My heart was lodged in my throat with dread, and it was all I could do to take a full breath.
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