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The City





PART ONE



1

It’s freezing—an extraordinary 0° Fahrenheit—and it’s snowing, and in the language that is no longer mine, the snow is qanik—big, almost weightless crystals falling in clumps and covering the ground with a layer of pulverized white frost.

December darkness rises up from the grave, seeming as limitless as the sky above us. In this darkness our faces are merely pale, shining orbs, but even so I can sense the disapproval of the pastor and the verger directed at my black net stockings and at Juliane’s whimpering, made worse by the fact that she took disulfiram this morning and is now confronting her grief almost sober. They think that she and I have no respect for either the weather or the tragic circumstances. But the truth is that both the stockings and the pills are each in their own way a tribute to the cold and to Isaiah.

The pastor and the verger and the women surrounding Juliane are all Greenlanders, and when we sing “Guutiga, illimi,” “Thou, My Lord,” and when Juliane’s legs buckle under her and she starts to sob, the volume slowly increasing, and when the pastor speaks in West Greenlandic, taking his point of departure in the Moravians’ favorite passage from Ephesians about redemption through His blood, then with only a tiny lapse of concentration
you might feel yourself transported to Upernavik or Holsteinsborg or Qaanaaq in Greenland.

But out in the darkness, like the bow of a ship, the walls of Vestre Prison loom; we are in Copenhagen.



 The Greenlanders’ cemetery is part of Vestre Cemetery. A procession follows Isaiah in his coffin—Juliane’s friends, who are now holding her upright, the pastor and the verger, the mechanic, and a small group of Danes, among whom I recognize only the social worker and the investigator.

The pastor is now saying something that makes me think he must have actually met Isaiah, even though, as far as I know, Juliane has never gone to church.

Then his voice disappears, because now the other women are weeping along with Juliane.

Many have come, perhaps twenty, and now they let their sorrow wash over them like a black flood, into which they dive and let themselves be carried along in a way that no outsider could understand, no one who has not grown up in Greenland. And even that might not be enough. Because I can’t follow them, either.

For the first time I look closely at the coffin. It’s hexagonal. At a certain point ice crystals take the same form.

Now they are lowering him into the ground. The coffin is made of dark wood, it looks so small, and there is already a layer of snow on it. The flakes are the size of tiny feathers, and that’s the way snow is, it’s not necessarily cold. What is happening at this moment is that the heavens are weeping for Isaiah, and the tears are turning into frosty down that is covering him up. In this way the universe is pulling a comforter over him, so that he will never be cold again.



 The moment the pastor throws earth on the coffin and we are supposed to turn around and leave, a silence falls that seems to last for a long time. The women are quiet, no one moves, it’s the sort of silence that is waiting for something to burst. From where I’m standing, two things happen.


First, Juliane falls to her knees and puts her face to the ground, and the other women leave her alone.

The second event is internal, inside of me, and what bursts through is an insight.

All along I must have had a comprehensive pact with Isaiah not to leave him in the lurch, never, not even now.
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We live in the White Palace.

On a piece of donated land the Housing Authority has put up a row of prefabricated white concrete boxes, for which it received an award from the Association for the Beautification of the Capital.

The whole thing, including the prize, makes a cheap and flimsy impression, but there’s nothing trivial about the rent, which is so high that the only ones who can afford to live here are people like Juliane, whom the state is supporting; the mechanic, who had to take what he could get; and those living on the edge, like myself.

So the nickname, the White Palace, is something of an insult to those of us who live here, but still basically appropriate.



 There are reasons for moving in and reasons for staying here. With time, the water has become important to me. The White Palace is located right on Copenhagen Harbor. This winter I have been able to watch the ice forming.

In November the frost set in. I have respect for the Danish winter. The cold—not what is measured on a thermometer, but what you can actually feel—depends more on the strength of the wind and the relative humidity than on the actual temperature. I have been colder in Denmark than I ever was in Thule in Greenland.
When the first clammy rain showers of November slap me in the face with a wet towel, I meet them with fur-lined capucines, black alpaca leggings, a long Scottish skirt, a sweater, and a cape of black Gore-Tex.

Then the temperature starts to drop. At a certain point the surface of the sea reaches 29° F, and the first ice crystals form, a temporary membrane that the wind and waves break up into frazil ice. This is kneaded together into a soapy mash called grease ice and gradually forms free-floating plates, pancake ice, which, on a cold day at noon, on a Sunday, freezes into one solid sheet.

And it gets colder, and I’m happy because I know that now the frost has gained momentum; now the ice will stay, now the crystals have formed bridges and enclosed the salt water in pockets that have a structure like the veins of a tree through which the liquid slowly seeps; not many who look over toward Holmen think about this, but it’s one reason for believing that ice and life are related in many ways.

The ice is normally what I look for first when I come up onto Knippels Bridge. But on this December day I see something else. I see a light.

It’s yellow, the way most lights are in a city in the winter; and it has been snowing, so even though it’s a faint light, it produces a strong reflection. It’s shining at the base of one of the warehouses, which in a moment of weakness they decided to let stand when they built our apartment blocks. At the end of the building, toward Strand Street and Christianshavn the blue light of a patrol car is revolving. I can see a police officer. An area temporarily cordoned off with red-and-white tape. Up against the building I can make out what has been blocked off: a small, dark shadow in the snow.

Because I’m running and because it’s just barely five o’clock and the evening traffic hasn’t tapered off, I get there several minutes ahead of the ambulance.

Isaiah is lying with his legs tucked up under him, with his face in the snow and his hands around his head, as if he were shielding himself from the little spotlight shining on him, as if the snow were a window through which he has caught sight of something deep inside the earth.


Surely the police officer ought to ask me who I am and take down my name and address, and in general prepare things for those of his colleagues who will shortly have to start ringing doorbells. But he’s a young man with a queasy expression on his face. He avoids looking directly at Isaiah. After assuring himself that I won’t step inside his tape, he lets me stand there.

He could have cordoned off a larger area. But it wouldn’t have made any difference. The warehouses are in the process of being partially renovated. People and machines have packed down the snow as hard as a terrazzo floor.

Even in death Isaiah seems to have turned his face away, as if he wants no part of anyone’s sympathy.

High overhead, outside the spotlight, a rooftop is barely discernable. The warehouse is tall, probably just as tall as a seven- or eight-story apartment complex. The adjoining building is under renovation. It has scaffolding along the end facing Strand Street. I head over there as the ambulance works its way across the bridge, and then moves in between the buildings.

The scaffolding covers the wall all the way up to the roof. The last ladder is down. The structure seems shakier the higher you go.

They’re in the process of putting on a new roof. Above me loom the triangular rafters, covered with tarpaulins. They stretch for half the length of the building. The other half of the roof, facing the harbor, is a snow-covered flat surface. That’s where Isaiah’s tracks are.

At the edge of the snow a man is huddled with his arms around his knees, rocking back and forth.

Even hunched up, the mechanic gives the impression of being big. And even in this position of complete surrender he seems to be holding back.

It’s so bright. Some years ago they measured the light at Siorapaluk in Greenland. From December to February, when the sun is gone. People imagine eternal night. But there are stars and the moon, and now and then the northern lights. And the snow. They registered the same amount of lumens as outside a medium-sized provincial town in Denmark. That’s how I remember my childhood,
too—that we always played outside, and that it was always light. In those days we took the light for granted. A child takes so many things for granted. With time, you start to ask questions.

In any case, it strikes me how bright the roof is in front of me. As if it has always been the snow, in a layer maybe four inches thick, which has created the light on this winter day, and which still shines with a diffuse glitter like brilliant little gray beads.

On the ground the snow melts slightly, even in hard frost, because of the heat of the city. But up here it lies loosely, the way it fell. Only Isaiah has walked on it.

Even when there’s no heat, no new snow, no wind, even then the snow changes. As if it were breathing, as if it condenses and rises and sinks and disintegrates.

He wore sneakers, even in winter, and those are his footprints, the worn-down sole of his basketball shoes with the barely visible outline of concentric circles in front of the arch on which the player is supposed to pivot.

He stepped out into the snow from where we’re standing. The footprints head diagonally toward the edge and continue along the roof for maybe thirty feet. There they stop. And then continue toward the corner and end of the building. They follow the edge at a distance of about two and a half feet, up to the corner facing the other warehouse. From there he turned approximately nine feet in toward the center to get a running start. Then the tracks go straight for the edge where he jumped off.

The other roof consists of glazed black tiles that come to such a steep angle at the gutter that the snow has slid off. There wasn’t anything to hold on to. He might just as well have jumped straight out into thin air.

There are no other footprints besides Isaiah’s. No one has been across the surface of the snow except him.

“I found him,” says the mechanic.

It will never be easy for me to watch men cry. Maybe because I know how fatal crying is to their self-respect. Maybe because it’s so unusual for them that it always carries them back to their childhood. The mechanic has reached the stage where he has given up wiping his eyes; his face is a mask of mucus.


“Strangers are coming,” I say.

The two men who approach along the roof are not happy to see us.

One of them is lugging photographic equipment and is out of breath. The other reminds me a little of an ingrown toenail. Flat and hard and full of impatient irritation.

“Who are you?”

“I live upstairs from the boy,” I say. “And this gentleman lives on the same floor as he does.”

“Would you please leave.”

Then he notices the footprints and forgets about us.

The photographer takes the first pictures with a flash and a big Polaroid camera.

“Only the deceased’s footprints,” says the Toenail. He talks as if he were filling out his report in his mind. “The mother is a drunk. So he was playing up here.”

He catches sight of us again.

“Time to go downstairs.”

At that moment I am clear about nothing, only confused. But I have so much confusion to spare that I could give some of it away. So I don’t budge.

“Strange way to play, don’t you think?” I ask him.

Some people might say that I’m vain. And I wouldn’t exactly contradict them. I may have my reasons for it. At any rate, my clothes are what makes him listen to me now. The cashmere sweater, the fur hat, the gloves. He certainly would like to send me downstairs. But he can see that I look like an elegant lady. And he doesn’t meet very many elegant ladies on the rooftops of Copenhagen. So he hesitates for a moment.

“What do you mean?”

“When you were that age,” I say, “and your father and mother hadn’t come home from the salt mines yet, and you were playing alone up on the roof of the barracks for the homeless, did you run in a straight line along the edge?”

He chews on that.

“I grew up in Jutland,” he says. But he doesn’t take his eyes off me as he speaks.


Then he turns to his colleague. “Let’s get some lights up here. And would you mind accompanying the lady and the gentleman downstairs.”



 I feel the same way about solitude as some people feel about the blessing of the church. It’s the light of grace for me. I never close my door behind me without the awareness that I am carrying out an act of mercy toward myself. Cantor illustrated the concept of infinity for his students by telling them that there was once a man who had a hotel with an infinite number of rooms, and the hotel was fully occupied. Then one more guest arrived. So the owner moved the guest in room number 1 into room number 2; the guest in room number 2 into number 3; the guest in 3 into room 4, and so on. In that way room number 1 became vacant for the new guest.

What delights me about this story is that everyone involved, the guests and the owner, accept it as perfectly natural to carry out an infinite number of operations so that one guest can have peace and quiet in a room of his own. That is a great tribute to solitude.

I realize, as well, that I have furnished my apartment like a hotel room—without overcoming the impression that the person living here is in transit. Whenever I feel a need to explain it to myself, I think about the fact that my mother’s family, and she herself, were more or less nomads. In terms of an excuse it’s a weak explanation.

But I have two big windows facing the water. I can see Holmens Church and the Marine Insurance building and the National Bank, whose marble façade is the same color tonight as the ice in the harbor.

I thought that I would grieve. I spoke to the police officers and offered Juliane a shoulder to lean on and took her over to a friend’s place and came back, and the whole time I held my grief at bay with my left hand. Now it should be my turn to give in to sorrow.

But it’s not yet time. Grief is a gift, something you have to earn. I make myself a cup of peppermint tea and go over to stand by the window. But nothing happens. Maybe because there’s still one
little thing I have to do, a single thing unfinished, the kind that can block a flood of emotions.

So I drink my tea while the traffic on Knippels Bridge thins out, becoming separate red stripes of light in the night. Gradually a kind of peace comes over me. Finally it’s enough that I can fall asleep.
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On an August day a year and a half earlier I met Isaiah for the first time. A humid, leaden heat had transformed Copenhagen into an incubator for imminent madness. I came home on a bus with that special pressure-cooker atmosphere, wearing a new dress of white linen, cut low in the back, trimmed with Valencia ruffles that took a long time to steam-press so they’d stand up properly, and they had already wilted in the general depression.

There are those who head south this time of year. South to the heat. Personally, I’ve never been farther than Køge, thirty miles south of Copenhagen. And don’t plan to go either, until the nuclear winter has cooled down the continent.

It’s the kind of day that might make you wonder about the meaning of life, and discover that there is none. And there’s something rooting around on the stairway, on the landing below my apartment.

When the first large shipments of Greenlanders began arriving in Denmark in the 1930s, one of the first things they wrote home was that Danes are such pigs: they keep dogs in their houses. For a moment I think it’s a dog lying on the stairs. Then I see that it’s a child, and on this particular day that is not much better.

“Beat it, you little shit,” I say.


Isaiah looks up.

“Peerit,” he says. Beat it yourself.

There aren’t many Danes who can tell by looking at me. They think there’s a trace of something Asian, especially when I put a shadow under my cheekbones. But the boy on the stairs looks right at me with a gaze that cuts straight through to what he and I have in common. It’s the kind of look you see in newborns. Later it vanishes, sometimes reappearing in extremely old people. This could be one reason I’ve never burdened my life with children—I’ve thought too much about why people lose the courage to look each other in the eye.

“Will you read me a story?”

I have a book in my hand. That’s what prompted his question.

You might say that he looks like a forest elf. But since he is filthy, dressed only in underpants, and glistening with sweat, you might also say he looks like a seal pup.

“Piss off,” I say.

“Don’t you like kids?”

“I eat kids.”

He steps aside.

“Salluvutit, you’re lying,” he says as I go past.

At that moment I see two things in him that somehow link us together. I see that he is alone. The way someone in exile will always be. And I see that he is not afraid of solitude.

“What’s the book?” he shouts after me.

“Euclid’s Elements,” I say, slamming the door.



 It turned out to be Euclid’s Elements, after all.

That’s the one I take out that very evening when the doorbell rings and he’s standing outside, still in his underpants, staring straight at me; and I step aside and he walks into my apartment and into my life, never really to leave it again; then I take Euclid’s Elements down from the bookshelf. As if to chase him away. As if to establish from the start that I have no books that would interest a child, that he and I cannot meet over a book, or in any other way. As if to avoid something.

We sit down on the sofa. He sits on the very edge, with both legs crossed, the way kids from Thule used to sit at Inglefield in
the summertime, on the edge of the dogsled used as a bed inside the tent.

“A point is that which cannot be divided. A line is a length without breadth.”

This book turns out to be the one he never comments on, and the one we keep returning to. Occasionally I try others. One time I borrow the children’s book Rasmus Klump on the Ice Cap. In all serenity he listens to the description of the first pictures. Then he points a finger at the toylike bear Rasmus Klump.

“What does that one taste like?” he asks.

“A semicircle is a figure contained within a diameter … and the circumference intersected by the diameter.”

For me, the reading goes through three phases on that first evening in August.

First there is simply irritation at the whole impractical situation. Then there is the feeling that always comes over me at the mere thought of that book: veneration. The knowledge that it is the foundation, the boundary. That if you work your way backwards, past Lobachevsky and Newton and as far back as you can go, you end up at Euclid.

“On the greater of two given unequal straight lines …”

Then at some point I no longer see what I’m reading. At some point there is only my voice in the living room and the light of the sunset from the South Harbor. And then my voice isn’t even there; it’s just me and the boy. At some point I stop. And we simply sit there, gazing straight ahead, as if I were fifteen and he were sixteen, and we have reached “the point of no return.” Some time later he gets up very quietly and leaves. I watch the sunset, which lasts three hours at this time of year. As if the sun, on the verge of leaving, had discovered qualities in the world that are now making its departure a reluctant one.



 Of course Euclid didn’t scare him off. Of course it made no difference what I read. For that matter, I could have read aloud from the telephone book. Or from Lewis and Carrisa’s Detection and Classification of Ice. He would have come anyway, to sit with me on the sofa.

During some periods he would come every day. And then a
couple of weeks might pass when I would see him only once, and from a distance. But when he did come, it was usually just starting to get dark, when the day was over and Juliane was out cold.

Once in a while I would give him a bath. He didn’t like hot water, but it was impossible to get him clean in cold. I would put him in the bathtub and turn on the hand-held shower. He wouldn’t complain. Long ago he had learned to put up with adversity. But not for one moment did he take his reproachful eyes off my face.
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There have been quite a few boarding schools in my life. I regularly work at suppressing the memory of them, and for long periods of time I succeed. It’s only in glimpses that a single memory sometimes manages to work its way into the light. The way the particular feeling of a dormitory does at this moment. At Stenhøj School, near Humlebæk, we slept in dorms. One for girls and one for boys. They opened all the windows at night. And our blankets were too thin.

In the Copenhagen county morgue in the basement of the Institute of Forensic Medicine at the University Hospital, the dead sleep their last, cold sleep in dormitories cooled to just above freezing. Everything is clean, modern, and final. Even in the examination room, which is painted like a living room; they’ve brought in a couple of floor lamps, and a green plant is trying to keep up its courage.

There’s a white sheet over Isaiah. Someone has placed a little bunch of flowers on top of it, as if in an attempt to give the potted plant support. He is completely covered, but from the small body and large head, you can tell it’s him. The French cranium measurers ran into serious problems in Greenland. They were working from the theory that there was a linear relation between a person’s intelligence
and the size of his skull. They discovered that the Green-landers, whom they regarded as a transitional form of ape, had the largest skulls in the world.

A man in a white lab coat lifts the sheet away from Isaiah’s face. He looks so intact, as if he had been carefully drained of all blood and color and then put to bed.

Juliane is standing next to me. She’s dressed in black, and she is sober for the second day in a row.

As we walk down the hallway, the white coat goes with us.

“You’re a relative?” he suggests. “A sister?”

He’s no taller than me, but broad and with a stance like a ram about to butt someone.

“Doctor,” he says. He points to the breast pocket of his lab coat and discovers that there is no name tag to identify him. “Damn it to hell.”

I continue down the hallway. He’s right behind me.

“I have children myself,” he says. “Do you know whether it was a doctor who found him?”

“A mechanic,” I say.

He takes the elevator up with us. I suddenly feel a need to know who has touched Isaiah.

“Did you examine him?”

He doesn’t answer. Maybe he didn’t hear me. He strides on ahead of us. At the glass door he suddenly whips out a card, the way a flasher tears aside his coat.

“My card. Jean Pierre, like the flute player. Lagermann, like the licorice.”



 Juliane and I haven’t said a word to each other. But as she gets into the taxi and I’m just about to close the door, she grabs hold of my hand.

“That Smilla is a damn great lady,” she says, as if she were talking about someone who’s not there. “One hundred percent.”

The cab drives off, and I straighten up. It’s almost noon. I have an appointment.



 It says “State Autopsy Center for Greenland” on the glass door I come to after I walk back along Frederik V’s Street, past the Teilum
building and the Institute of Forensic Medicine over to the new annex of the University Hospital; I take the elevator up past floors marked on the button panel as the Greenland Medical Association, the Arctic Center, and the Institute for Arctic Medicine, on up to the sixth floor, which is a penthouse suite.

That morning I had called police headquarters and they transferred me to Division A, who put the Toenail on the line.

“You can see him in the morgue,” he says.

“I also want to talk to the doctor.”

“Loyen,” he says. “You can talk to Loyen.”

Beyond the glass door there is a short passageway leading to a sign on which it says PROFESSOR and, in smaller letters, J. LOYEN. Below the sign there is a doorway, and beyond the door a cloakroom, and beyond that a chilly office with two secretaries sitting under photostats of icebergs on blue water in brilliant sunlight, and beyond that the real office begins.

They haven’t put in a tennis court here. But not for lack of space. It’s probably because Loyen has a couple of them in his back yard in Hellerup, and two more at his summer home on Dune Road in Skagen. And because tennis courts would have ruined the weighty solemnity of the room.

There’s a thick carpet on the floor, two walls covered with books, picture windows looking out over the city and Fælled Park, a safe built into the wall, paintings in gold frames, a microscope on a light table, a glass case with a gilded mask that appears to be from an Egyptian sarcophagus, two sofa groups, two monitors on pedestals that have been turned off, and there’s still enough floor space to go for a jog should you get tired of sitting behind a desk.

The desk is a vast mahogany ellipse from which he rises and comes forward to greet me. He is six foot seven and about seventy years old, straight-backed, and tan as a desert sheik in his white lab coat. He has a kind expression on his face, like someone who sits up on a camel benevolently gazing down on the rest of the world crawling past in the sand.

“Loyen.”

Even though he omits his title, it’s still understood. Along with the fact that we must not forget that the rest of the world’s population is at least a head shorter than him, and here, under his feet,
he has legions of other doctors who have not succeeded in becoming professors, and above him is only the white ceiling, the blue sky, and Our Lord—and maybe not even that.

“Please sit down, my dear.”

He radiates courtesy and dominance, and I ought to be happy. Other women before me have been happy, and there will be many more. What could be better at life’s difficult moments than having six feet seven inches of polished medical self-confidence to lean on? And in such reassuring surroundings as these?

On his desk are framed photographs of the doctor’s wife and the Airedale and Daddy’s three big boys, who are bound to study medicine and get top grades in all their exams, including clinical sexology.

I’ve never claimed that I was perfect. Confronted with people who have power, and who enjoy using it, I turn into a different person, a baser and meaner one.

But I don’t show it. I sit down on the very edge of the chair, and I place my dark gloves and the hat with the dark veil on the very edge of the mahogany surface. Facing Professor Loyen, like so many times before, there is a black-clad, grieving, inquiring, uncertain woman.

“You’re a Greenlander?”

It’s because of his professional experience that he can see it.

“My mother was from Thule. You were the one who … examined Isaiah?”

He gestures affirmatively.

“What I’d like to know is: what did he die of?”

The question catches him a little off guard.

“From the fall.”

“But what does that mean, physiologically?”

He thinks it over for a moment, not used to having to explain the obvious.

“He fell from a height of seven stories. The organism as a whole quite simply collapses.”

“But somehow he looked so unscathed.”

“That’s normal with accidental falls, my dear. But …”

I know what he’s going to say: Until we open them up, that is. Then it’s nothing but splinters of bone and internal bleeding.


“But he wasn’t,” he finishes his sentence.

He straightens up. He has other things to do. The conversation is drawing to a close without ever getting started. Like so many conversations before and after this one.

“Was there any trace of violence?”

This doesn’t surprise him. At his age and in his business he is not easily surprised.

“None at all,” he says.

I sit there in total silence. It’s always interesting to leave Europeans in silence. For them it’s a vacuum in which the tension grows and converges toward the intolerable.

“What gave you that idea?”

He has now dropped the “my dear.” I ignore his question.

“Why is it that this office and this department are not located in Greenland?” I ask.

“The institute is only three years old. Previously there was no autopsy center for Greenland. The district attorney in Godthåb would send word to the Institute of Forensic Medicine in Copenhagen whenever it was necessary. This department is new and temporary. The whole thing is going to be moved to Godthåb sometime next year.”

“And you?” I ask.

He’s not used to being interrogated, and any moment now he’s going to stop answering. “I’m head of the Institute for Arctic Medicine. But originally I was a forensic pathologist. During this initial phase I am the acting director of the autopsy center.”

“Do you perform all of the forensic autopsies on Greenlanders?”

It’s a shot in the dark. But it must have been a hard, flat shot all the same, because it makes him blink.

“No,” he says, speaking slowly now, “but I sometimes assist the Danish autopsy center. They have thousands of cases every year, from all over the country.”

I think about Jean Pierre Lagermann.

“Did you perform the autopsy alone?”

“We have a set routine that is followed except in extraordinary cases. There is one doctor, with a lab technician or sometimes a nurse to assist him.”

“Is it possible to see the autopsy report?”


“You wouldn’t be able to understand it, anyway. And you wouldn’t like what you did understand!”

For a brief moment he has lost his self-control. But it’s instantly restored. “These reports are the property of the police, who formally request the autopsies. And who decide, by the way, when the burial can take place after they sign the death certificate. Public access to administrative details applies to civil matters, not criminal ones.”

He’s into the game and approaching the net. His voice takes on a soothing tone. “You must understand, in a case like this, if there is even the slightest doubt about the circumstances of the accident, both we and the police are interested in the most thorough investigation possible. We look for everything. And we find everything. In a case of molestation it’s virtually impossible to avoid leaving marks. There are fingerprints, torn clothing; the child defends himself and gets skin cells under his fingernails. There was nothing like that. Nothing.”

So that was the set and match. I get up and put on my gloves. He leans back.

“We looked at the police report, of course,” he says. “It was quite clear from the footprints that he was alone on the roof when it happened.”

I start the long walk to the middle of the room, and from there I look back at him. I’m on to something but I don’t know what it is. But now he’s back up on his camel.

“You’re welcome to phone again, my dear.”

It takes a moment before the dizziness subsides.

“We all have our phobias,” I say. “Something that we’re truly terrified of. I have mine. You probably have yours, when you take off that bulletproof white coat. Do you know what Isaiah’s was? It was heights. He would race up to the second floor. But from there he crawled, with his eyes closed and both hands on the banister. Picture that—every day, on the stairway, inside the building, with sweat on his forehead and his knees buckling, five minutes to get from the second to the fourth floor. His mother had tried to get a ground-floor apartment before they moved in. But you know how it is—when you’re a Greenlander and on welfare …”


There’s a good long pause before he replies. “Nevertheless, he was up there.”

“Yes,” I say, “he was. But you could have tried a hydraulic lift. You could have tried a Hercules crane and you still wouldn’t have budged him even a foot up that scaffolding. What puzzles me, what keeps me awake at night, is wondering what made him go up there at all.”

I can still see Isaiah’s tiny figure before me, lying down there in the basement morgue. I don’t even look at Loyen. I simply walk out the door.
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Juliane Christiansen, Isaiah’s mother, is a strong endorsement for the curative powers of alcohol. When she’s sober, she is stiff, silent, and inhibited. When she’s drunk, she is lively and happy as a clam. Because she took the disulfiram this morning and has been drinking on top of the pills, so to speak, since she returned from the hospital this beautiful transformation naturally appears through a veil of the overall poisoning of the organism. And yet she is feeling markedly better.

“Smilla,” she says, “I love you.”

They say that people drink a lot in Greenland. That is a totally absurd understatement. People drink a colossal amount. That’s why my relationship to alcohol is the way it is. Whenever I feel the urge for something stronger than herbal tea, I always remember what went on before the voluntary liquor rationing in Thule.

I’ve been in Juliane’s apartment before, but we always sat in the kitchen and drank coffee. You have to respect people’s privacy. Especially when their lives are otherwise exposed like an open wound. But now I feel driven by an urgent sense of responsibility; someone has overlooked something.

So I rummage around, and Juliane lets me do as I please. Partly because she bought some apple wine at the supermarket, partly
because she’s been on welfare and under the electron microscope of the authorities for so long that she has stopped imagining that anything could be kept private.

The apartment is full of that domestic coziness that comes from walking too often across polished hardwood floors with wooden-soled boots, and from forgetting burning cigarettes on the tabletop, and from sleeping off plenty of hangovers on the sofa; the only thing that’s new and works properly is the TV, which is big and black, like a grand piano.

There is one more room than in my apartment: Isaiah’s room. A bed, a low table, and a wardrobe. On the floor a cardboard box. On the table two sticks, a hopscotch marker, a kind of suction cup, a model car. Colorless as beach pebbles in a drawer.

In the wardrobe a raincoat, rubber boots, clogs, sweaters, undershirts, socks, all stuffed in every which way. I run my fingers through the piles of clothes and over the top of the wardrobe. There is nothing but the dust that fell last year.

On the bed are his things from the hospital in a clear plastic bag. Rain pants, sneakers, sweatshirt, underwear, and socks. From his pocket a soft white stone that he used for chalk.

Juliane is standing in the doorway, crying. “The diapers were the only thing I threw out.”

Once a month, when his fear of heights grew worse, Isaiah would wear diapers for a couple of days. One time I bought them for him myself.

“Where’s his knife?”

She doesn’t know.

On the windowsill there is a model ship, like an expensive shout into the soft-spokenness of the room. On the pedestal it says: “S.S. Johannes Thomsen of the Cryolite Corporation of Denmark.”

I have never before attempted to pry into how she keeps her head above water.

I put my arm around her shoulders.

“Juliane,” I say, “would you please show me your papers?”



 The rest of us have a drawer, a notebook, a file folder. Juliane has seven greasy envelopes for the safekeeping of the printed testimony
of her existence. For many Greenlanders, the most difficult thing about Denmark is the paperwork. The state bureaucracy’s front line of paper: application forms, documents, and official correspondence with the proper public authorities. There is a certain elegant and delicate irony in the fact that even a practically illiterate life like Juliane’s has sloughed off this mountain of paper.

The little appointment slips from the alcoholism clinic on Sundholm, her birth certificate, fifty coupons from the bakery on Christianshavns Square (when they add up to 500 kroner you get a free pastry). Old tax deduction cards, statements from Bikuben Savings & Loan, and a card from Rudolph Bergh, a clinic for sexually transmitted diseases. A photograph of Juliane in the King’s Garden in the sunshine. Public Health insurance certificates, a passport, receipts from the electric company. Letters from Riber Credit Bureau. A bundle of thin slips of paper, like check stubs, from which it’s apparent that Juliane receives a pension of 9,400 kroner a month. At the bottom of the stack there is a bunch of letters. I have never been able to read people’s letters, so I skip the private ones. The ones at the bottom are official, typewritten. I’m about to put them all away when I see it.

A peculiar letter. “We hereby wish to inform you that the directors of the Cryolite Corporation of Denmark, at their most recent meeting, have decided to grant you a widow’s pension following the death of Norsaq Christiansen. The monthly pension awarded to you is in the amount of 9,000 kroner, to be adjusted according to the current cost-of-living index.” The letter is signed, on behalf of the board of directors, by “E. Lübing, Chief Accountant.”

There’s nothing very odd about that. But after the letter was typed up, someone turned it 90 degrees. And with a fountain pen that person wrote diagonally in the margin: “I am so sorry. Elsa Lübing.”

You can learn something about your fellow human beings from what they write in the margin. People have speculated a great deal about Fermat’s vanished proof. In a book concerning the never-proven postulate that whereas it is frequently possible to divide the square of a number into the sum of two other squares, this is
not possible with powers higher than two, Fermat wrote in the margin: “I’ve discovered a truly wonderful proof for this argument. Unfortunately, this margin is too narrow to contain it.”

Two years ago some woman sat in the office of the Cryolite Corporation of Denmark and dictated this utterly proper letter. It adheres to all formalities, it has no typing mistakes, it is as it should be. Then she received it for approval and read it over and signed it. She sat there for a moment. And then she turned the paper around and wrote, “I am so sorry.”

“What did he die of?”

“Norsaq? He was on an expedition to the west coast of Greenland. There was an accident.”

“What kind of accident?”

“He ate something that made him sick. I think.”

She gazes at me helplessly. People die. You won’t get anywhere by wondering how or why.



 “We consider the case closed.”

I have the Toenail on the phone. I’ve left Juliane to her own thoughts, which are now moving like plankton in a sea of sweet wine. Maybe I should have stayed with her. But I’m no angel of mercy. I can hardly take care of my own soul. And besides, I have my own hangups. That’s what made me call police headquarters. They connect me with Division A, and they tell me that the detective is still in his office. Judging by his voice, he’s been there far too long.

“The death certificate was signed today at four o’clock.”

“What about the footprints?” I ask.

“If you’d seen what I’ve seen, or if you had children of your own, you’d know how completely irresponsible and unpredictable they are.”

His voice shifts into a growl at the thought of all the grief his own brats have caused him.

“Of course, it’s only a matter of a shitty Greenlander,” I say.

There’s silence in the receiver. He is a man who, even after a long workday, has reserves for adjusting his thermostat to quick frost.


“Now I’m damned well going to tell you one thing. We do not discriminate. Whether it’s a pygmy that fell, or a serial killer and sex offender, we go all the way. All the way. Do you understand? I picked up the forensics report myself. There is no indication that this was anything but an accident. It’s tragic, but we have 175 of them a year.”

“I’m thinking of filing a complaint.”

“By all means, file a complaint.”

Then we hang up. In reality, I hadn’t thought about complaining. But I’ve had a hard day, too.

I realize the police have a lot to do. I understand him quite well. I understood everything he said.

Except for one thing. When I gave my statement the day before yesterday, I answered a lot of questions. But some of them I didn’t answer. One of them had to do with “marital status.” “That’s none of your business,” I told the officer. “Unless you’re interested in a date.”

Why would the police know anything about my private life? I ask myself: How did the Toenail know that I don’t have any children? I can’t answer that question.

It’s just a little question. But the world is always so busy wondering why a single, defenseless woman, if she’s in my age group, doesn’t have a husband and a couple of charming little toddlers. Over time you develop an allergic reaction to the question.

I get out a few sheets of unlined paper and an envelope and sit down at the kitchen table. At the top I write: “Copenhagen, December 19, 1993. To the Attorney General. My name is Smilla Jaspersen, and with this letter I would like to file a complaint.”
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He looks as if he’s in his late forties, but he’s twenty years older. He’s wearing a black thermal jogging suit, cleated shoes, an American baseball cap, and fingerless leather gloves. He takes a little brown medicine bottle out of his breast pocket and empties it into his mouth with a practiced, almost discreet movement. It’s propranolol, a beta blocker that slows his heartbeat. He opens one of his hands and looks at it. It’s big and white and manicured and quite steady. He selects a number-one club, a driver, Taylormade, with a polished bell-shaped head of Brazilian rosewood. He places it beside the ball, then takes his backswing. When he strikes, he has all of his strength, all of his 190 pounds, focused on a point as big as a postage stamp, and the little yellow ball seems to dissolve and vanish. It comes into view again only when it lands on the green, all the way at the edge of the yard, where it obediently drops close to the flag.

“Cayman balls,” he says. “From McGregor. I always had trouble with the neighbors before. These only go half as far.”

He is my father. This show has been for my benefit, and I see right through it to what it really is. A little boy’s plea for love. Which I have absolutely no intention of giving him.

Seen from my perspective, Denmark’s entire population is
middle-class. The truly poor and the truly rich are so few as to be almost exotic.

I have been fortunate enough to know quite a few of the poor, since many of them are Greenlanders.

My father belongs to the truly wealthy.

He has a 67-foot Swan at Rungsted Marina with a full-time three-man crew. He has his own little island at the mouth of Ise Fjord where he can retreat to his Norwegian log cabin, and he can tell any uninvited tourists to beat it, fuck off. He is one of the few people in Denmark to own a Bugatti and have a man employed to polish it and warm up the grease in the axle box with a Bunsen burner on the two occasions a year when he puts in an appearance at the Bugatti Club vintage-car race. The rest of the time he makes do with playing the phonograph record sent out by the club, on which you can hear someone cranking up one of these wonderful vehicles, fine-tuning the choke, and giving it the gas.

He owns this house, white as snow and decorated with whitewashed cement seashells, with a roof of natural shale and with a winding stairway up to the entrance. With rosebeds in a front yard that drops steeply down to Strand Drive, and a back yard that’s big enough for a nine-hole practice course, which is just right, now that he’s gotten the new balls.

He earned his money giving injections.

He has never been one to leak information about himself, but whoever is interested can look him up in Who’s Who and discover that he became a chief of staff when he was thirty, that he held Denmark’s first chair in anesthesiology when it was established, and that five years later he left the hospital system to devote himself—as it’s so nicely put—to private practice. Later his fame took him out traveling. Not as a vagabond, but in private jets. He has given injections to the famous. He was in charge of the anesthesia at the first pioneering heart transplants in South Africa. He was with the American delegation of doctors in the Soviet Union when Brezhnev died. I’ve heard it said that my father was the one who delayed death during the last weeks of Brezhnev’s life, wielding his long syringes.

He resembles a longshoreman and discreetly cultivates this look
by letting his beard grow out now and then. A beard that is now gray but which was once blue-black and still requires two shaves a day with a straight razor for him to look presentable.

His hands are unfailingly steady. With those hands he can push a 150-mm syringe through the flank, retroperitoneally, through the deep back muscles, into the aorta. Then he taps the tip of the needle lightly against the large artery, to be sure that he has gone far enough, and then goes behind it to leave a deposit of lidocaine up at the large nerve plexus. The central nervous system controls the tone of the arteries. He has a theory that by using this blockade, he can help the poor circulation in the legs of overweight wealthy people.

While he’s giving an injection he is as focused as any human being could be. He thinks of nothing else, not even the bill for ten thousand kroner that his secretary is typing up, and which will fall due before the first of January. Merry Christmas and Happy New Year—next, please.

During the past twenty-five years he has been among the two hundred golf players fighting for the last fifty Eurocards. He lives with a ballet dancer who is thirteen years younger than me and who walks around looking at him as if the only thing she lives for is the hope that he will strip the tulle tutu and toe shoes off her.

So my father is a man who possesses everything he can get his hands on. And that’s what he thinks he’s showing me here on the golf course. That he has everything his heart could desire. Even the beta-blockers, which he’s been taking for the past ten years to steady his hands, are largely without side effects.

We walk around the house, along the raked gravel paths; in the summer Sørensen, the gardener, takes a pair of shears to the edges, so you could cut your feet on them if you don’t watch out. I’m wearing a sealskin coat over a jumpsuit of embroidered wool with a zipper. Seen from a distance, we are a father and daughter with a plethora of wealth and vitality. On closer examination, we are simply a banal tragedy spread over two generations.



 The living room has a floor of bog oak and borders of stainless steel around a wall of glass facing the birdbath and rosebushes and
the drop in social status toward Strand Drive. Benja is standing at the fireplace wearing a leotard and woolen socks, stretching the muscles in her feet and ignoring me. She looks pale and lovely and naughty, like an elf maiden turned stripper.

“Brentan,” I say.

“I beg your pardon?”

She enunciates every syllable, the way she learned at the Royal Theater school.

“For bad feet, dear. Brentan for fungus between your toes. You can get it without a prescription now.”

“It’s not fungus,” she says coldly. “I don’t think people get that until they reach your age.”

“Juveniles do too, dear. Especially people who work out a lot. And it spreads to the crotch quite easily.”

Snarling, Benja retreats backward into the adjoining chambers. She has an abundance of raw energy, but she had a protected childhood and a skyrocketing career. She hasn’t yet experienced the adversity necessary to develop a psyche that can keep fighting back.

Señora Gonzales arranges the tea things on the coffee table, which is a three-inch-thick glass plate on top of a polished marble block.

“It’s been a long time, Smilla.”

He talks about his new paintings for a while, about the memoirs he’s writing, and about what he’s practicing on the piano. He’s stalling. Preparing himself for the impact from the blow that will come when I state my business, which has nothing to do with him. He’s grateful that I let him talk. But in reality neither of us has any illusions.

“Tell me about Johannes Loyen,” I say.



 My father was in his early thirties when he came to Greenland and met my mother.

The Inuit Aisivak told Knud Rasmussen that in the beginning the world was inhabited only by two men, who were both great sorcerers. Since they wanted to multiply, one of them transformed his body in such a way that he could give birth; and then the two of them created many children.


In the 1860s the Greenland catechist Hanseeraq recorded in the diary of the Brethren Congregation, Diarium Friedrichstal, many examples of women who hunted as men did. There are examples in Rink’s collection of legends, and in Reports from Greenland. It has certainly never been commonplace, but it has happened. Caused by the excessive number of women, by death and necessity, and by the natural acceptance in Greenland that each of the sexes contains the potential to become its opposite.

As a rule, however, women have then had to dress like men, and they have had to renounce any sort of family life. The collective could tolerate a change in sex, but not a fluid transition state.

It was different with my mother. She laughed and gave birth to her children and gossiped about her friends and cleaned skins like a woman. But she shot and paddled a kayak and dragged meat home like a man.

When she was about twelve years old, she went out on the ice with her father in April, and there he shot at an uuttoq, a seal sunning itself on the ice. He missed. For other men there might be various reasons why they would miss. For my grandfather there was only one. Something irreversible was about to happen. Calcification of the optic nerve. A year later he was totally blind.

On that day in April my mother stayed behind while her father walked on to check a long line. There she had time to ponder the various possibilities for her future. Such as the welfare assistance which even today is below subsistence level in Greenland and at that time was a kind of unintentional joke. Or death by starvation, which was not uncommon, or a life of depending on kinfolk who didn’t even have enough for themselves.

When the seal popped up again, she shot it.

Before, she had jigged for sea scorpions and Greenland halibut, and hunted for grouse. With this seal she became a hunter.

I think it was rare for her to step outside herself and take an objective look at her role. But it happened once when we were living in tents at the summer encampment near Atikerluk, a mountain that is invaded by auks in the summertime, by so many black, white-breasted birds that only someone who has seen it can fully grasp the vast numbers. They defy measurement.


We had come from the north, where we were fishing for narwhals from small, diesel-powered cutters. One day we caught eight animals. Partly because the ice had trapped them in a restricted area, partly because the three boats lost contact with each other. Eight narwhals are far too much meat, even for dog food. Far too much meat.

One of them was a pregnant female. The nipple is located right above the genital opening. When my mother opened the abdominal cavity with a single cut to remove the intestines, an angel-white, perfectly formed pup two and a half feet long slid out onto the ice.

For close to four hours the hunters stood around in virtual silence, gazing out at the midnight sun, which at that time of year brings perpetual light, and ate mattak, narwhal skin. I couldn’t eat a single bite.

One week later we are camping out near the bird mountain, and we haven’t eaten for twenty-four hours. The technique is to melt into the landscape, waiting, and take the bird with a large net. On the second try I get three.

They were females, on their way to their young. They nest on ledges on the steep slopes, where the young make an infernal racket. The mothers hide the worms they find in a kind of pouch in their beaks. You kill them by pressing on their heart. I had three birds.

There had been so many before these. So many birds killed, cooked in clay, and eaten; so many that I couldn’t remember them all. And yet I suddenly see their eyes as tunnels, at the end of which their young are waiting, and the babies’ eyes are in turn tunnels, at the end of which is the narwhal pup, whose gaze in turn leads inward and away. Ever so slowly I turn over the net, and with a great explosion of sound, the birds rise into the air.

My mother is sitting next to me, quite still. And she looks at me as if seeing something for the first time.

I don’t know what it was that stopped me. Compassion is not a virtue in the Arctic. It amounts to a kind of insensitivity: a lack of feeling for the animals, the environment, and the nature of necessity.


“Smilla,” she says, “I have carried you in amaat.”

It’s the month of May, and her skin has a deep brown sheen, like a dozen layers of varnish. She is wearing gold earrings and a chain with two crosses and an anchor around her neck. Her hair is pulled into a bun at the nape of her neck, and she is big and beautiful. Even now, when I think of her, she is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.

I must have been around five years old. I don’t know exactly what she means, but this is the first time I understand that we are of the same sex.

“And yet,” she says, “I am as strong as a man.”

She has on a red-and-black-checked cotton shirt. Now she rolls up one sleeve and shows me her lower arm, which is as broad and hard as a paddle. Then she slowly unbuttons her shirt. “Come, Smilla,” she says quietly. She never kisses me, and she seldom touches me. But at moments of great intimacy, she lets me drink from the milk that is always there, beneath her skin, just as her blood is. She spreads her legs so I can come between them. Like the other hunters, she wears pants made of bearskin given only a rudimentary tanning. She loves ashes, sometimes eating them straight from the fire, and she has smeared some underneath her eyes. In this aroma of burned coal and bearskin, I go to her breast, which is brilliantly white, with a big, delicate rose aureole. There I drink immuk, my mother’s milk.

Later she once tried to explain to me why one month there are 3,000 narwhals gathered in a single fjord seething with life. The next month the ice traps them and they freeze to death. Why there are so many auks in May and June that they color the cliffs black. The next month half a million birds are dead of starvation. In her own way she wanted to point out that behind the life of the Arctic animals there has always been this extreme fluctuation in population. And that in these fluctuations, the number we take means less than nothing.

I understood her, understood every word. Then and later on. But that didn’t change a thing. The year after—the year before she disappeared—I began to feel nauseated when I went fishing. I was then about six years old. Not old enough to speculate about the
reason. But old enough to understand that it was a feeling of alienation toward nature. That some part of it was no longer accessible to me in the natural way that it had been before. Perhaps I had even then begun to want to understand the ice. To want to understand is an attempt to recapture something we have lost.



 “Professor Loyen …”

My father pronounces the name with the interest and armed respect with which one brontosaurus has always regarded another. “A very talented man.”

The white palm of his hand moves over his cheek and chin. It’s a carefully studied gesture which makes a sound like the rasp of a coarse file on a piece of driftwood. “The Institute for Arctic Medicine—he created it.”

“What’s his interest in forensic medicine? He’s let himself be appointed pathologist for Greenland.”

“He was originally a forensic pathologist. But he accepts anything that brings merit. He must think it’s a good career move.”

“What drives him?”

There is a pause. My father has moved through most of his life with his head under his arm. In old age he has become acutely interested in people’s motives.

“In my generation there are three kinds of doctors. There are those who get stuck as assistant hospital physicians or end up in private practice. There are many fine people among them. Then there are those who finish writing their dissertation, which is—as you know, Smilla—the arbitrary and ludicrous and inadequate prerequisite for upward mobility in the system. They end up as chiefs of staff. They are minor monarchs in the local society of medicine. Then there are the third kind. Those of us who rose up and have come out on top.”

This is said without any hint of self-irony. You could get my father to state, in all seriousness, that one of his problems is that he isn’t half as pleased with himself as he has every reason to be.

“To take those last swimming strokes demands a particular strength. A strong desire or ambition. For money. Or power. Or perhaps insight. In the history of medicine this struggle has always
been symbolized by fire. The eternal flame of the alchemist beneath the retort.”

He gazes straight ahead, as if he had a syringe in his hand, as if the needle were about to reach its goal.

“Loyen,” he says, “from the time of his school days, has wanted only one thing. Next to that, everything else is trivial. He has wanted to be recognized as the best in his field. Not the best in Denmark, among all the peasants. The best in the universe. His professional ambition is the perpetual flame inside him. And it’s not a gas jet. It’s a Midsummer bonfire.”

I don’t know how my mother and father met. I do know that he came to Greenland because this hospitable land has always been the site of scientific experiments. He was in the process of developing a new technique for the treatment of trigeminal neuralgia, an inflammation of the facial sensory nerve. Previously, this condition was assuaged by killing the nerve with injections of alcohol, which led to partial facial paralysis and loss of sensation on one side of the musculature of the mouth, the so-called drooping lip. This can afflict even the best and richest of families, which is why my father had become interested in it. There were many incidences of that illness in North Greenland. He had come to treat them with his new technique—a partial heat-denaturing of the affected nerve.

There are photographs of him. Wearing his Kastinger boots and his down clothing, with ice ax and glacier goggles, in front of the house they put at his disposal on the American base. With his hands on the shoulders of the two short, dark men who are to interpret for him.

For him, North Greenland was truly the outermost Thule. Not for a minute did he imagine that he would stay more than the one required month in a windblown ice desert, where there wasn’t even a golf course.

You might have some clue to the white-hot energy between him and my mother if you consider the fact that he stayed there four years. He tried to get her to move onto the base, but she refused. For my mother, just like everyone born in North Greenland, any suggestion of being cooped up was intolerable. Instead, he followed
her out to one of the barracks made of plywood and corrugated tin that were put up when the Americans drove the Inuits out of the area where the base was built. Even today I still ask myself how he managed it. The answer, of course, is that as long as she was alive, he would have left his golf bag and clubs behind at a moment’s notice to follow her, even right into the searing center of black hell.

“They had a child,” people say. In this case that wouldn’t be correct. I would say that my mother had my little brother and me. Outside of this scenario was my father, present without being able to take any real part, dangerous as a polar bear, imprisoned in a land that he hated by a love that he did not understand and that held him captive, over which he seemed to have not even the slightest influence. The man with the syringes and the steady hands, the golf player Moritz Jaspersen.

When I was three years old, he left. Or rather, his own character drove him away. Deep within every blind, absolute love grows a hatred toward the beloved, who now holds the only existing key to happiness. I was, as I said, only three years old, but I remember how he left. He left in a state of seething, pent-up, livid, profane rage. As a form of energy this was surpassed only by the longing that flung him back again. He was stuck to my mother with a rubber band that was invisible to the rest of the world but which had the effect and physical reality of a drive belt.

He didn’t have much to do with us children when he was there. From my first six years I remember only traces of him. The smell of the Latakia tobacco he smoked. The autoclave in which he sterilized his instruments. The interest he aroused whenever he would occasionally put on his cleats, take up a stance, and shoot a bucket of balls across the new ice. And the mood he brought with him, which was the sum of the feelings he had for my mother. The same kind of soothing warmth that you might expect to find in a nuclear reactor.

What was my mother’s role in this? I don’t know, and I will never find out. Those who understand such things say that the two spouses must always assist each other if a relationship is truly to founder and turn to flotsam. That’s possible. Like everybody else, from the age of seven I have painted my childhood with lots of
false colors, and some of this may have rubbed off on my mother as well. But in any case, she was the one who stayed where she was, and set out her nets and braided my hair. She was there, a huge presence, while Moritz with his golf clubs and beard stubble and syringes oscillated between the two extremes of his love: either a total merging or putting the entire North Atlantic between him and his beloved.



 No one who falls into the water in Greenland comes up again. The sea is less than 39° F, and at that temperature all the processes of decomposition stop. That’s why fermentation of the stomach contents does not occur here; in Denmark, however, it gives suicides renewed buoyancy and brings them to the surface, to wash up on shore.

But they found the remains of her kayak, which led them to conclude that it must have been a walrus. Walruses are unpredictable. They can be hypersensitive and shy. But if they come a little farther south, and if it’s autumn, when there are few fish, they can be transformed into some of the swiftest and most meticulous killers in the great ocean. With their two tusks they can stave in the side of a ship made of ferrocement. I once saw hunters holding a cod up to a walrus that they had captured alive. The walrus puckered up his lips as for a kiss and then sucked the meat right off the bones of the fish.



 “It would be nice if you came out here for Christmas, Smilla.”

“Christmas doesn’t mean anything to me.”

“Are you planning to let your father sit here all alone?”

This is one of the annoying tendencies that Moritz has developed with age—this mixture of perfidy and sentimentality.

“Couldn’t you try the Old Men’s Home?”

I have stood up, and now he comes over to me. “You’re damned heartless, Smilla. And that’s why you’ve never been able to hold on to a man.”

He’s as close to tears as he can get.

“Father,” I say, “write me a prescription.”

He switches immediately, fast as lightning, from complaint to concern, just as he did with my mother.


“Are you ill, Smilla?”

“Very. But with this piece of paper you can save my life and keep your Hippocratic oath. It has to be five figures.”

He winces; it’s a matter of his life’s blood. We’re talking about his vital organs: his wallet and his checkbook.

I put on my fur. Benja does not come out to say goodbye. At the door he hands me the check. He knows that this pipeline is his only connection to my life. Even this he is afraid of losing.

“Don’t you want Fernando to drive you home?”

Then something dawns on him. “Smilla,” he shouts, “you’re not going away, are you?”

There is a snow-covered lawn between us. It might just as well have been the ice cap.

“There’s something weighing on my conscience,” I say. “It’ll take money to do something about it.”

“In that case,” he says, half to himself, “I’m afraid that check isn’t nearly enough.”

In this way he has the last word. You can’t win every time.
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Maybe it’s a coincidence, maybe it’s not a coincidence, that he arrives when the workers are at lunch, so that the roof is deserted.

There is bright sunshine with a hint of warmth, blue sky, white seagulls, a view of the shipyard at Limhamn in Sweden across the Sound, and not a trace of the snow that was the reason for us standing here: me and Mr. Ravn, the investigator for the district attorney.

He’s short, no taller than I am, but he’s wearing a very large gray coat with so much padding in the shoulders that he looks like a ten-year-old boy acting in a musical about Prohibition. His face is dark and burned-out like lava, and so gaunt that his skin is stretched across his skull like a mummy. But his eyes are alert and observant.

“I thought I’d just stop by,” he says.

“You’re much too kind. Do you always stop by regarding complaints?”

“Only rarely. Normally the case goes to the local board. Let’s just say it’s because of the nature of this case and because of your thought-provoking letter of complaint.”

I say nothing. I let the silence work on the investigator a little. It has no visible effect. His sand-colored eyes rest on me without
flinching and without embarrassment. He will stand here as long as it takes. This alone makes him an unusual man.

“I spoke to Professor Loyen. He told me that you came in to see him. That you thought the boy was afraid of heights.”

His position in the world makes it impossible for me to have any real trust in him. But I feel an urge to reveal part of what is bothering me.

“There were the tracks in the snow.”

Very few people know how to listen. Their haste pulls them out of the conversation, or they try internally to improve the situation, or they’re preparing what their entrance will be when you shut up and it’s their turn to step on stage.

It’s different with the man standing in front of me. When I talk, he listens without distraction to what I say, and only to what I say.

“I read the report and looked at the pictures …”

“There was something else, something more.”

Now we’re on our way into something that has to be said but can’t be explained.

“They were acceleration tracks. When you take off from snow or ice, a pronation occurs in the ankle joint. Like when you walk barefoot in the sand.”

I try to demonstrate the slight outward rotation with my wrist.

“If the movement is too fast, not firm enough, there will be a little slip backward.”

“As with every child who is playing …”

“When you’re used to playing in snow, you don’t leave that kind of track because that movement is not efficient, like faulty distribution of your weight going uphill on cross-country skis.”

Even I can hear how unconvincing it must sound. I wait for a scornful remark. But it doesn’t come.

He looks out across the roof. He has no nervous tics, no habit of touching his hat or lighting his pipe or shifting his weight from one foot to another. He has no notebook that he pulls out. He is simply a very small man who listens and thinks things over carefully.

“Interesting,” he says at last. “But also rather … insubstantial.
It would be difficult to present this to a layman. Difficult to base anything on it.”

He was right. Reading snow is like listening to music. To describe what you’ve read is like explaining music in writing.



 When it happens for the first time, it’s like discovering that you’re awake while everyone else is sleeping. Equal parts loneliness and omnipotence. We’re on our way from Qinnissut to the mouth of Inglefield Bay. It’s winter, the wind is blowing, and it’s terrifyingly cold. When the women need to pee, they have to light a Primus stove under a blanket in order to pull down their pants without getting frostbite instantly.

For some time we’ve noticed that fog is on the way, but when it comes, it comes suddenly, like a collective blindness. Even the dogs huddle together. But for me there really isn’t any fog. There is a wild, bright feeling of elation, because I know with absolute certainty which way we should go.

My mother listens to me, and the others listen to her. I am placed on the front sled and I can remember feeling that we were driving along a string of silver, stretched between me and the house in Qaanaaq. The instant before the corner appears out of the night, I know that it’s there.

Maybe it wasn’t the first time. But that’s how I remember it. Maybe it’s wrong when we remember breakthroughs to our own being as something that occurs in discrete, extraordinary moments. Maybe falling in love, the piercing knowledge that we ourselves will someday die, and the love of snow are in reality not some sudden events; maybe they are always present. Maybe they never completely vanish, either.

There is another image of fog, possibly from that same summer. I have never sailed much. I’m not familiar with the landscape underwater. It’s unclear why they’ve taken me along. But I always know where we are in relation to landmarks on shore.

From then on they start taking me along almost every time.

At the American military Coldwater Laboratory on Pylot Island they had people on staff to research the “sense of orientation” phenomenon. There I saw thick books and long lists of articles
about the fact that directionally constant winds blow along the ground, giving ice crystals a particular angle, so that even in bad visibility you should be able to determine the points of the compass. That another, barely noticeable breeze a little higher up causes a definite cooling of one side of the face in fog. That the subconscious subliminally registers even the light not normally noticed. There is a theory that in the Arctic regions the human brain is able to register the powerful electromagnetic turbulence from the magnetic North Pole in the vicinity of Bucha Felix.

Verbal lectures on the experience of music.

My only spiritual brother is Newton. I was moved when, at the university, they introduced us to the passage in Principia Mathematica, Book One, where he tips a bucket full of water and uses the tilted surface of the water to argue that there is Absolute Space inside and surrounding the rotating earth and the turning sun and the tumbling stars, which makes it impossible to find any constant starting point or initial system or fixed point in life. Absolute Space—that which stands still, that which we can cling to.

I could have kissed Newton. Later I despaired over Ernst Mach’s criticism of the bucket experiment, the criticism which formed the basis for Einstein’s work. I was younger then and more easily moved. Today I know that all we did was prove that Newton’s arguments were inadequate. Every theoretical explanation is a reduction of intuition. No one has budged my or Newton’s certainty about Absolute Space. No one is going to find his way home to Qaanaaq with his nose stuck in Einstein’s writings.



 “So what do you think happened?”

There is nothing as disarming as a sympathetic response.

“I don’t know,” I say. That’s very close to being the truth.

“What do you want us to do?”

My objections suddenly seem so transparent here in the daylight, where the snow has melted, and across Knippels Bridge life is going on, and a courteous person is speaking to me. I have no reply.

“I’ll review the case again,” he says, “from beginning to end, and look at it in light of what you have told me.”


We climb down, and it’s also a descent into the depression waiting for me down there.

“I’m parked at the corner,” he says.

And then he makes his big mistake.

“I would suggest that while we review the case, you withdraw your complaint. So that we can work undisturbed. And for the same reason, if the newspapers should contact you, I think you ought to refuse to comment on the case. And don’t mention what you’ve told me, either. Refer them to the police; tell them we’re still working on the case.”

I can feel myself blushing. But it’s not from embarrassment. It’s from anger.

I’m not perfect. I think more highly of snow and ice than love. It’s easier for me to be interested in mathematics than to have affection for my fellow human beings. But I am anchored to something in life that is constant. You can call it a sense of orientation; you can call it woman’s intuition; you can call it whatever you like. I’m standing on a foundation and have no farther to fall. It could be that I haven’t managed to organize my life very well. But I always have a grip—with at least one finger at a time—on Absolute Space.

That’s why there’s a limit to how far the world can twist out of joint, and to how badly things can go before I find out. I now know, without a shadow of a doubt, that something is wrong.



 I don’t have a driver’s license. If I’m dressed up, there are too many parameters to keep in check if I have to steer a bicycle, survey the traffic, maintain my dignity, and hold on to a little hunter’s hat I bought at Vagn’s on ∅ster Street. So I usually either walk or take a bus.

Today I decide to walk. It’s Tuesday, December 21, and it’s cold and clear. First I stroll to the library of the Geological Institute on ∅ster Vold Street.

One sentence that I’m quite fond of is Dedekind’s postulate about linear compression. It says—more or less—that anywhere in a series of numbers, within any infinitesimally small interval, you can find infinity. When I look for the Cryolite Corporation of
Denmark in the library’s computer, I find enough material for a year’s worth of reading.

I select White Gold. It turns out to be a book with sparkles. The workers at the cryolite quarry have a sparkle in their eyes, the industrial tycoons that earn the dough have a sparkle in their eyes, the Greenlandic clean-up staff have a sparkle in their eyes, and the blue fjords of Greenland are full of reflections and flashes of sunshine.

Then I stroll past ∅sterport station and down along Strand Boulevard. To number 72B, where the Cryolite Corporation of Denmark—next to its competitor, the ∅resund Cryolite Corporation —had 500 employees and two laboratory buildings and a raw cryolite hall and a sorting hall and a canteen and workshops. Now all that’s left is railroad tracks, the demolished plant, some sheds and shacks, and a single red brick building. From my reading I know that the two big cryolite deposits at Saqqaq in Greenland were finally depleted in the sixties and that during the seventies the company switched over to other activities.

Now there is only a barricaded area, a driveway, and a group of workmen wearing white coveralls enjoying a quiet Christmas beer, getting ready for the approaching holiday.

A bold and enterprising girl would go right up to them and salute like a Girl Scout and talk their lingo and pump them for information about who Mrs. Lübing was and what happened to her.

I don’t have that kind of directness. I don’t like talking to strangers. I don’t like Danish workmen in groups. Actually, I don’t like any men at all in groups.

While I’ve been thinking, I’ve walked all the way around the block, and the workmen have caught sight of me and wave me closer, and they turn out to be courteous gentlemen who have been employed there for thirty years, and who have the melancholy task of closing down the place, and who know that Mrs. Lübing is still alive and that she lives in the Frederiksberg district and is listed in the phone book, and why do I want to know?

“She did me a favor once,” I tell them. “Now I want to ask her about something.”


They nod and say that Mrs. Lübing did a lot of favors for people, and they have daughters of their own my age, and they tell me to stop by again.

On my way back toward the city along Strand Boulevard I think that inside even the most paranoid suspicion there is a sense of humanity and the desire for contact waiting to emerge.



 No one who has lived side by side with animals that have plenty of room can ever visit the zoo. But one time I take Isaiah along to the Natural History Museum to show him the room with the seals.

He thinks they look sickly. But he’s fascinated with the model of the aurochs. On the way home we walk through Fælled Park.

“How old did it say it was?” he asks.

“Forty thousand years old.”

“Then it’s going to die soon.”

“You’re probably right.”

“When you die, Smilla, can I have your hide?”

“All right,” I say.

We walk across the Triangle. It’s a warm autumn day, the air is misty.

“Smilla, can we go to Greenland?”

I see no reason to spare children from unavoidable truths. They have to grow up to bear the same burdens as the rest of us.

“No,” I say.

“All right.”

I’ve never promised him anything. I can’t promise him anything. Nobody can promise anyone anything.

“But we can read about Greenland.”

He says “we” about our reading aloud, aware that he contributes just as much by his presence as I do.

“In what book?”

“In Euclid’s Elements.”



 It’s dark by the time I get home. The mechanic is pushing his bicycle down into the basement.

He is very wide, like a bear, and if he straightened up his head
he would be quite imposing. But he keeps his head down, maybe to apologize for his height, maybe to avoid the doorframes of this world.

I like him. I have a weakness for losers. Invalids, foreigners, the fat boy of the class, the ones nobody ever wants to dance with. My heart beats for them. Maybe because I’ve always known that in some way I will forever be one of them.

Isaiah and the mechanic had been friends from the time before Isaiah learned to speak Danish. They probably didn’t need many words. One craftsman recognizing another. Two males who were alone in the world, each in his own way.

I follow along as he pushes the bike downstairs. I have an idea about the basement.

He has gotten a double room for a workshop. It has a cement floor, warm, dry air, and a bright yellow electric light. The limited space is packed full. There’s a workbench running along two walls. Bicycle wheels and inner tubes on hooks. A milk crate full of defective potentiometers. A plastic panel with nails and screws on it. A board with small insulated pliers for working with electronics. A board full of hooks. Ten square yards of plywood with what looks like all the tools in the world. A row of soldering irons. Four shelves of plumbing supplies, paint cans, dismantled stereos, sets of socket wrenches, welding electrodes, and an entire set of Metabo electrical tools. Against the wall two large canisters for a CO2 welder, and two small ones for a blowtorch. There is also a washing machine in pieces. Buckets full of a solution to fight dry rot. A bicycle stand. A foot pump.

There are so many things gathered here that they seem to be waiting for the slightest excuse to create chaos. On a purely personal level, I think all you’d have to do is send me in here alone to turn on the light, and that would trigger such a state of confusion that you wouldn’t even be able to find the light switch afterward. But as it is now, everything is kept in its place by the thoroughly pragmatic sense of order of a person who wants to make sure he can always find whatever he needs.

The place is a double world. Above is the workbench, the tools, the tall office chair. Below, under the table, the universe is duplicated
half-size. A little masonite table with a coping saw, screwdriver, chisel. A little stool. A workbench. A little vise. A beer crate. A cigar box with maybe thirty cans of Humbrol. Isaiah’s things. I’ve been in here once before when they were sitting and working. The mechanic on the chair, bent over a magnifying glass on a stand; Isaiah on the floor, in his underpants, lost to the world. There was the smell of burning solder and epoxy hardener in the air. And something else, something stronger: total, all-consuming concentration. I stood there for maybe ten minutes. They didn’t look up once.

Isaiah wasn’t equipped for the Danish winter. Only occasionally would Juliane manage to dress him adequately. After I had known him for six months, he contracted his fourth severe middle ear infection in eight weeks. When he came out of the penicillin daze, he was hard-of-hearing. After that I would sit in front of him when I read so that he could follow the movement of my lips. In the mechanic he found someone with whom he could communicate in other ways than through language.

For several days I’ve been walking around with something in my pocket because I’ve been expecting this meeting. I show it to him now.

“What’s this?”

It’s the suction cup that I took from Isaiah’s room.

“A ‘cup.’ Glaziers use them to carry large pieces of glass.”

I take the things out of the beer crate. There are several pieces of carved wood. A harpoon, an ax. A boat carved from a dense, rather speckled kind of wood, maybe pear. An umiaq. It’s rubbed smooth on the outside and hollowed out with a gouge. A slow, meticulous, carefully executed job. There is also a car made of bent and glued aluminum strips cut from an almost paper-thin sheet. Pieces of rough colored glass that have been melted and stretched over a Bunsen burner. Several pairs of glasses. A Walkman. The cover is gone but it has been ingeniously repaired with a Plexiglas plate and tiny hinges screwed on. It’s lying in a hand-sewn vinyl case. The whole thing bears the mark of a joint project for a child and an adult. There is also a stack of cassette tapes.

“Where’s his knife?”


The mechanic shrugs. After a moment he plods off. He’s the whole world’s 200-pound friend, and buddy-buddy with the custodian, too. He has keys to all the basement rooms and can come and go as he pleases.

I pick up the little stool and sit down on it by the door, so I can see the whole room.

At boarding school we each had a cupboard 12 by 20 inches. It had a lock. The owner had a key for it. Everyone else could open it with a steel comb.

There’s a widespread notion that children are open, that the truth about their inner selves just seeps out of them. That’s all wrong. No one is more covert than a child, and no one has a greater need to be that way. It’s a response to a world that’s always using a can opener to open them up to see what’s inside, wondering whether it ought to be replaced with a more useful sort of preserves.

The first need that developed at boarding school—aside from the perpetual, never truly satisfied hunger—was the need for peace. There is no peace in a dormitory. So the need is suppressed. It turns into a need for a hiding place, for a secret room.

I try to imagine Isaiah’s situation, the places he went. The apartment, the housing block, the kindergarten, the embankment. Places that could never be thoroughly searched. So I stick to the place at hand.

I look around the room. Very carefully. Without finding anything. Other than the memory of Isaiah. Then I call up the image of the way it looked the two times I was here before, a long time ago.

I must have been sitting there half an hour when it came to me. Six months ago the building was inspected for dry rot. The insurance company brought over a dog that was trained to sniff it out. It found two smaller patches. They knocked them down and then swabbed the area. One of the places where they worked was in this room. They opened the wall three feet off the floor. They bricked it up again, but it still hasn’t been covered with plaster like the rest of the wall. Underneath the workbench, in the shadows, there is still a rectangle of 6 by 6-inch bricks.

And yet I almost didn’t find it. He must have waited while the
workers were finishing up. Then he went in while the mortar was still damp and pushed one brick slightly inward. He waited for a moment and then pulled it back into place. He kept at it until the mortar was dry. Quietly and calmly, the whole evening, at fifteen-minute intervals, he drifted down to the basement to move the brick an inch. That’s what I imagine. You couldn’t fit the blade of a knife in between the brick and the mortar. But when I press on it, it slides right in. At first I can’t understand how he got it out, because there’s nothing to grab hold of. Then I pick up the suction cup and stare at it. I can’t shove the brick inward because it would simply fall into the wall cavity. But when I put the black rubber disk against the brick and use the little handle to create suction, the brick comes out toward me with a great deal of resistance. When I have it out, I understand why. A little blue nail has been pounded into the back. Twisted around it is a thin nylon cord. A big drop of epoxy, now hard as stone, had been applied to the nail and cord. The cord runs down into the wall cavity. On the end hangs a flat cigar box with two thick rubber bands around it. The whole thing is a dream of technical ingenuity.

I put the box in my coat pocket. Then I tuck the brick back in place.



 Chivalry is an archetype. When I came to Denmark, Copenhagen County gathered a class of children at Rugmarken’s School to learn Danish, near the welfare barracks for emigrants in Sundby on Amager. I sat next to a boy named Baral. I was seven and had short hair. During recess I played ball with the boys. After about three months there was a lesson in which we were supposed to say each other’s names.

“And next to you, Baral, what is her name?”

“His name is Smilla.”

“Her name is Smilla. Smilla is a girl.”

He looked at me in mute astonishment. After the first shock had receded, and for the rest of the school year, there was only one real difference in his behavior toward me. It was now augmented by a pleasant, courteous helpfulness.

I found the same thing in Isaiah. He might suddenly switch over
to Danish in order to use De, the polite form of address, with me after he came to understand the inherent respect contained in that expression. Over the last three months, when Juliane’s self destruction was greater and more directed than ever, he sometimes didn’t want to go home at night.

“Do you think,” he said, addressing me formally in Danish, “that I could sleep here?”

After I had given him a bath I would put him up on the toilet seat while I rubbed him with lotion. From there he could see his own face in the mirror, sniffing suspiciously at the rose scent of Elizabeth Arden’s night cream.

He has never, while awake, touched me. He never took my hand, he never gave any caresses, and he never asked for any. But during the night, he would sometimes roll over toward me, sound asleep, and lie there for several minutes. Against my skin he would get a diminutive erection that came and went, came and went, like Punch in a puppet show.

On those nights I wouldn’t sleep much. At the slightest change in his rapid breathing, I woke up. Often I would simply lie awake, thinking that the air I was breathing was the air he had just exhaled.
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Bertrand Russell wrote that pure mathematics is the field in which we don’t know what we’re talking about or to what extent what we say is true or false.

That’s the way I feel about cooking.

I eat mostly meat. Fatty meat. I can’t keep warm on vegetables and bread. I’ve never managed to acquire an understanding of my kitchen, of raw ingredients, or of the basic chemistry of cooking. I have only one simple work principle: I always make hot food. That’s important when you live alone. It serves a mental hygienic purpose. It keeps you going.

Today it serves another purpose as well. It puts off two telephone calls. I don’t like talking on the phone. I want to see whom I’m talking to.

I put Isaiah’s cigar box on the table. Then I make the first call.

I’m actually hoping that it’s too late; it’ll be Christmas soon, and people should be leaving work early.

I call the Cryolite Corporation. The director is still in his office. He doesn’t introduce himself; he is merely a voice, dry, implacable, and unsympathetic, like sand running through an hourglass. He informs me that the government was represented on the board, and since the company was now in the process of closing down, and the foundation was being reorganized, it had been decided to
transfer all papers to the national archives, which houses documents dealing with decisions made by public authorities. Some of the papers—he was not able to tell me which ones—would fall into the category of “general resolutions,” which remain confidential for fifty years, while others—again he could not, as I must understand, tell me which ones—would be regarded as personal files, which enjoy eighty years of protection.

I try asking him where the papers are, the papers in general.

All information is still physically under the safekeeping of the corporation, but formally the documents have already been accepted into the national archives, which is where I would have to inquire, and is there anything else he could do for me?

“Yes,” I say, “drop dead.”

I take the rubber bands off Isaiah’s box.

The knives in my apartment are only sharp enough to open envelopes with. Cutting a slice of coarse bread is on the borderline of their ability. I don’t need anything sharper. Otherwise, on bad days, it might easily occur to me that I could always go stand in the bathroom in front of the mirror and slit my throat. On such occasions it’s nice to have the added security of needing to go downstairs and borrow a decent knife from a neighbor.

But I understand the love for a shiny blade. One day I bought a Puma skinner for Isaiah. He didn’t thank me. His face showed no surprise. He lifted the short, wide-bladed knife out of the green felt box, carefully, and five minutes later he left. He knew, and I knew, and he knew that I knew, that he left to go down to the basement under the mechanic’s workbench to curl up with his new possession, and that it would take months for him to comprehend that it was actually his.

Now it’s lying in front of me, in its sheath, in his cigar box. With a wide, meticulously polished hilt of antler. There are four other things in the box. A harpoon point of the type children in Greenland find at abandoned encampments and which they know they’re supposed to leave for the archaeologists but which they pick up and lug around anyway. A bear claw, and as usual I’m amazed at the hardness, weight, and sharpness of this one nail. A cassette tape, without a box but wrapped in a sheet of faded green
graph paper covered with figures. At the top it says in capital letters: NIFLHEIM.

And there is a plastic bus pass holder. The pass itself has been removed, so the holder now serves as a sleeve for a photograph. A color photo, probably taken with an Instamatic. In the summer, and it must be in North Greenland, because the man has his jeans stuffed into a pair of kamiks. He’s sitting on a rock in the sunshine. He’s bare-chested and has a big black diver’s watch on his left wrist. He’s laughing at the photographer, and at that moment, with every tooth and every wrinkle enhanced by his laughter, he is Isaiah’s father.



 It’s late. But it seems to be a time when those of us who keep the machinery of society going give it one last kick before Christmas in order to earn our bonuses—this year it’s a frozen duck and a little kiss behind the ear from the director.

So I open the phone book. The Copenhagen district attorney has offices on Jens Kofods Street.

I don’t know exactly what I’m going to say to Ravn. Maybe I just need to tell him that I haven’t been duped, that I haven’t given up. I need to tell him, “You know what, you little fart? I just want you to know I’m keeping an eye on you.”

I’m prepared for any sort of reply.

Except for the one I get.

“There is no one by that name working here,” says a cold woman’s voice.

I sit down. There’s nothing to do but breathe gently into the receiver to stall for time.

“To whom am I speaking?” she asks.

I almost hang up the phone. But there’s something in her voice that makes me stay on the line. There’s something parochial about her. Narrow-minded and nosy. I’m suddenly inspired by that nosiness.

“This is Smilla,” I whisper, trying to put cotton candy between me and the mouthpiece. “From Smilla’s Sauna Parlor. Mr. Ravn had an appointment for a massage that he wanted to change …”

“This Ravn, is he short and thin?”


“Like a toothpick, honey.”

“Wears big coats?”

“Like huge tents.”

I can hear her breathing harder. I’m positive her eyes are shining.

“It’s the guy in the fraud division.”

Now she’s happy. In her own way. I’ve given her this year’s Christmas story to tell her bosom buddies over coffee and pastry the next morning.

“You have simply saved my day,” I say. “If you ever need a massage …”

She hangs up.

I take my tea over to the window. Denmark is a lovely country. And the police are particularly lovely. And surprising. They accompany the Royal Guard to Amalienborg Palace. They help lost ducklings cross the street. And when a little boy falls off a rooftop, first the uniformed police show up. And then the detectives. And finally the assistant district attorney for special economic crimes sends his representatives. How reassuring:



 I pull out the jack. I’ve talked enough on the phone today. I’ve had the mechanic rig up something so I can turn off the doorbell, too.

I sit down on the sofa. First come the images from the day. I let them pass. Then come memories from when I was a child, vacillating between slight depression and mild elation; I let them go, too. Then comes peace. That’s when I put on a record. Then I sit down and cry. I’m not crying about anything or anyone specific. The life I live I created for myself, and I wouldn’t want it any different. I cry because in the universe there is something as beautiful as Kremer playing the Brahms violin concerto.
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According to a certain scientific theory you can only be sure of the existence of what you yourself have experienced. So there must be very few people who are completely convinced that Godthåbs Road exists at five o’clock in the morning. At any rate, the windows are dark and empty, the streets are bare, and bus number 2 is empty except for the driver and me.

There’s something special about five o’clock in the morning. It’s as if sleep touches bottom. The curve of the REM cycle shifts direction and begins to lift the sleeper up toward the recognition that it cannot go on like this much longer. People are as vulnerable as newborn infants at that hour. That’s when the big wild animals hunt, and when the police show up to demand payment of delinquent parking fines.

And that’s when I take bus number 2 out to Brønshøj, to Kabbeleje Road at the edge of Utterslev Marsh, to pay a visit to forensic medicine expert Lagermann.

He recognized my voice on the phone before I had time to say my name and rattled off a time. “Six-thirty,” he said. “Can you make it?”

So I arrive a little before six. People hold their lives together by means of the clock. If you make a slight change, something interesting nearly always happens.


Kabbeleje Road is dark. The houses are dark. The marsh at the end of the street is dark. It’s freezing cold, the sidewalk is light gray with frost, the parked cars are covered with a glittering white fur coat. I’ll be curious to see the sleepy face of the forensic medicine expert.

There is one house with lights on. Not merely with lights on but illuminated, and with figures moving behind the windows, as if a gala ball has been going on since last night and it’s not over yet. I ring the bell. Smilla, the good fairy, the last guest before dawn.

Five people open the door, all at once, and then wedge themselves tightly into the doorway. Five children, from very small to medium-sized. And inside there are more. They’re dressed for a raid, with ski boots and backpacks, leaving their hands free to punch somebody. They have milky-white skin, freckles, and copper-red hair under hats with earflaps, and they exude an air of hyperactive vandalism.

Right in the middle stands a woman who has the children’s skin and hair color, with the height, shoulders, and back of an American football player. Behind her the forensic medicine expert comes into view.

He’s a foot and a half shorter than his wife. He is fully dressed and inveterately red-eyed and chipper.

He doesn’t raise an eyebrow at the sight of me. He lowers his head, and we plow our way through the shouts and through some rooms that show signs of barbarian migration, as if the wild hordes had passed this way and back again on their way home; then through a kitchen where sandwiches have been prepared for an entire battalion, and out through a door. He closes the door; it’s suddenly quiet, dry, very hot, and there’s a purple glow.

We’re standing in a greenhouse built onto the house as a kind of winter garden. Except for a couple of narrow pathways, a little terrace with white wrought-iron furniture, and a table, the floor is covered with cactuses in beds and pots. Cactuses of all sizes, from a fraction of an inch up to six feet high. In all stages of prickliness. Lit by ultraviolet grow lights.

“Dallas,” he says. “Great place for putting together a collection.
Otherwise I don’t know whether I’d recommend it; hell if I know. On a Saturday night we could have up to fifty murders. We often had to work downstairs next to the emergency room. It was set up so we could do the autopsies there. It was practical. I learned a lot about gunshot wounds and stab wounds. My wife said I never saw the children. Hell, she was right, too.”

As he talks, he stares steadily at me.

“You’re early, all right. Not that it matters to us; we’re up, anyway. My wife got the kids into the nursery school in Allerød. So they could get out in the woods a little. Did you know the little boy?”

“I was a friend of the family. Especially him.”

We sit down across from each other.

“What do you want?”

“You gave me your card.”

He ignores my remark. I sense that he’s a man who has seen too much to waste time on pretenses. If he’s going to reveal anything, he expects honesty.

So I tell him about Isaiah’s fear of heights. About the tracks on the roof. About my visit with Professor Loyen. About Investigator Ravn.

He lights a cigar and looks at his cactuses. Maybe he hasn’t understood what I’ve been telling him. I’m not sure I understand it myself.

“We have the only real institute,” he says. “The others have four people fumbling around and they can’t even get money for pipettes or for the white mice they need to graft their cell tests on. We have an entire building. We have pathologists and chemists and forensic geneticists. And the whole warehouse in the basement. Teach students, too. And we’ve got two hundred fucking employees. We get three thousand cases a year. If you’re sitting in Odense you might see forty murders. I’ve had fifteen hundred here in Copenhagen. And just as many in Germany and the United States. There are only maybe three people, tops, in Denmark who can call themselves experts in forensic medicine. Loyen and I are two of them.”

Next to his chair there is a cactus that looks like a tree stump in
bloom. An explosion of purple and orange has risen out of the languid green, thorny, tree-like growth.

“The morning after the boy was brought in, we were busy. Drunk drivers and Christmas parties. Every afternoon at four o‘clock the fucking police are standing there waiting for a report. So at eight o’clock I start on the boy. You’re not squeamish, are you? We have a certain routine. First an external examination. We look for cell tissue under the fingernails, for sperm in the rectum, and then we open them up and look at the internal organs.”

“Are the police present?”

“Only under unusual circumstances, for instance if there is strong suspicion of murder. Not on this occasion. This was routine. He was wearing rain pants. I hold them up, thinking to myself that they’re not what you would wear for doing the long jump. I have a little trick. The kind of thing you invent in any profession. I hold a light bulb inside the pant legs. Helly Hansen. Sturdy stuff. I wear them myself when I work in the garden. But near the thigh there’s a perforation. I examine the boy. Purely routine. There I find a hole. I should have noticed it when I was doing the surface examination, I tell you that quite frankly, but what the hell, we’re all human. Then I start to frown. Because there wasn’t any bleeding, and the tissue hasn’t contracted. Do you know what that means?”

“No,” I say.

“It means that whatever happened at that spot occurred after his heart stopped beating. Now I take a closer look at his rain gear. There’s a little indentation around the hole, and the whole thing rings a bell. So I get out a biopsy needle. A kind of syringe, quite big, attached to a handle. You plunge it into the tissue to get a sample. The way geologists take core samples. Used a lot by sports physiologists over at the August Krogh Institute. And damn if it doesn’t fit! The circle on the rain gear could have been caused by someone who was in a hurry, who shoved it in with a good whack.”

He leans toward me. “I’ll eat my old hat if someone hasn’t taken a muscle biopsy from him.”

“The ambulance medic?”


“I thought of that, too. It doesn’t make any sense, but who the hell else could it be? So I call them up and ask them. I talk to the driver. And the medic. And to our orderlies who received the body. They all swear on a stack of Bibles that they did nothing of the kind.”

“Why didn’t Loyen tell me this?”

For an instant he seems about to explain. Then the intimacy between us is broken.

“Must be a fucking coincidence,” he mutters to himself.

He turns off the grow lights. We have been sitting surrounded by night on all sides. Now it’s becoming noticeable that, in spite of everything, there will be some sort of daylight, after all. The house is quiet. It’s sitting there gasping soundlessly, trying to catch its breath before the next Armageddon.

I take a short walk along the narrow pathways. There’s something obstinate about cactuses. The sun tries to hold them down, the desert wind wants to hold them down, and the drought, and the night frost. Yet they thrive. They bristle, they retreat behind a thick shell. And they don’t budge an inch. I regard them with sympathy.

Lagermann reminds me of his plants. Maybe that’s why he collects cactus. Without knowing his background, I can tell that he must have had several cubic yards of concrete to break through to reach the light.

We are standing next to a bed with green sea urchins that look as if they’ve been out in a storm of cotton.

“Pilocereus senilis,” he says.

Nearby there is a row of pots with smaller green and violet plants.

“Mescaline. Even the big places—the Botanical Gardens in Mexico City, say, or Cesar Mandriques’s cactus museum on Lanzarote—have no more than I do. One little sliver and you’re way out there. Or so I’ve heard. I’m a sensible man. A rationalist. We examine the brain. Slice off a piece. Afterward the assistant puts the skull back in place and pulls up the scalp. Can’t tell the difference. I’ve seen thousands of brains. There’s nothing mysterious about it. It’s chemistry—the whole works. As long as you
have enough information. Why do you think he ran up onto that roof?”

For the first time I feel like giving an honest answer. “I think someone was after him.”

He shakes his head. “It’s not like kids to run that far. Mine sit down and start howling. Or freeze.”

The mechanic once rebuilt a bicycle for Isaiah. He hadn’t learned to ride a bike in Greenland. When it was ready he took off. The mechanic found him six miles away on the Old Køge Highway, with training wheels and a lunchbox on the baggage rack. On his way to Greenland. He was headed in that direction because Juliane had been in Hvidovre Hospital once for the DTs.

From the age of seven, when I came to Denmark for the first time, until I was thirteen and gave up, I ran away more times than I can remember. Twice I made it to Greenland, and one of those times as far as Thule. It’s just a matter of attaching yourself to a family and pretending your mother is sitting five seats ahead in the plane or standing a little farther back in the line. The world is full of adventure stories about lost parrots and Persian cats and French bulldogs that miraculously find their way home to Mother and Father on Frydenholms Avenue. That’s nothing compared to the countless miles children have put behind them in search of a decent life.

This is all something I might try to explain to Lagermann. But I don’t.

We’re standing in the front hallway, among the boots, the skateblade protectors, remains of provisions, and miscellaneous items left behind by the troops.

“What now?”

“I’m looking for the logical explanation,” I say, “that you were talking about before. Until I find it, I’m not going to feel much in the Christmas spirit.”

“Don’t you have a job you have to go to?”

I don’t answer. Suddenly he lays down all his thorns. When he speaks, he has stopped swearing.

“I’ve seen hundreds of relatives who have been overwhelmed by grief. Hundreds of talented private citizens who thought they
could do it better than we and the police could. I’ve looked at their ideas and their tenacity, and I said to myself, I give them five minutes. But with you I’m not so sure …”

I attempt a smile that’s supposed to reciprocate his optimism. But it’s too early in the morning even for me.

Instead, I suddenly discover that I’ve turned toward him and blown him a kiss. From one desert plant to another.



 I’m no expert on types of cars. As far as I’m concerned, you could send all the cars in the world through a compacter and shoot them out through the stratosphere and put them in orbit around Mars. Except, of course, the taxis that have to be at my disposal when I need them.

But I do have some idea what a Volvo 840 looks like. For the past few years Volvo has sponsored the Europe Tour golf tournament, and they used my father in a series of ads about men and women who had made it on the international scene. In one photo he was in the midst of teeing off in front of the terrace at Søllerrød Golf Club, and in another he was wearing a white lab coat, sitting in front of a tray of instruments with an expression in his eyes as if to say, If you need a block inserted, bam, into the pituitary, I’m the one to do it. In both ads he had persuaded them to take the photo from the angle that makes him look like Picasso with a toupee, and the caption was something about “those who never miss.” For three months, in buses and subway stations, that ad made me think of what I might have added to the caption. And it stamped in my mind forever the angular, somewhat shrunken shape of a Volvo 840.

If the temperature goes up right before sunrise, the way it did today, the frost will retreat last from a car’s roof and above the windshield wipers. A banal fact that only the fewest people are aware of. The car on Kabbeleje Road that has no frost on it, either because it was wiped off or because it has been recently driven, is a blue Volvo 840.

There are probably plenty of reasons why someone might have parked here at twenty after six in the morning. But just at the moment I can’t think of any. So I walk to the car, bend over the
hood, and peer in through the tinted front window. In the driver’s seat sits a man, sleeping. I stand there for a few moments, but he doesn’t move. Finally I saunter off toward Brønshøj Square.

It’s important to sleep. I would have liked a couple of more hours myself that morning. But I wouldn’t have chosen to sit in a Volvo on Kabbeleje Road.



 “My name is Smilla Jaspersen.”

“Groceries from the store?”

“No, Smilla Jaspersen.”

It’s not entirely true that phone conversations are the worst communication imaginable. Security intercoms, after all, are much worse. To fit in with the rest of the building, which is tall, silvery gray, and imposing, the intercom is made of anodized aluminum and shaped like a conch shell. Unfortunately, it has also absorbed the roar of the great oceans, which now drown out the conversation.

“The cleaning lady?”

“No,” I say, “and not the pedicurist, either. I have some questions about the Cryolite Corporation.”

Elsa Lubing takes a break. You have that prerogative when you’re standing at the proper end of the intercom. Where it’s warm, and where the buzzer to open the door is.

“This is really most inconvenient. You will have to write or come back some other time.”

She hangs up.

I take a step back and look up. The building stands alone, in the Fugle section of Frederiksberg, at the end of Hejre Road. It’s unusually tall for Copenhagen. Elsa Lübing lives on the seventh floor. On the balcony beneath hers the ornate wrought iron is covered with planters. From the directory it’s apparent that these flower lovers are Mr. and Mrs. Schou. I give the doorbell a short and authoritative ring.

“Yes?” The voice is at least eighty years old.

“Delivery from the florist shop. I have a bouquet for Elsa Lübing upstairs, but she’s not home. Would you please let me in?”

“I’m sorry, we have strict instructions not to open the door for the other apartments.”


I am enchanted by people in their eighties who still obey strict instructions.

“Mrs. Schou,” I say, “they are orchids. Straight off the plane from Madeira. They’re languishing down here in the cold.”

“That’s terrible!”

“Awful,” I say. “But a tiny little push on that little buzzer will bring them into the warmth where they belong.”

She buzzes me in.

The elevator is the kind that makes you want to ride up and down seven or eight times just to enjoy the little built-in plush sofa, the polished Brazilian rosewood, the gold grating, and the sandblasted cupids on the panes of glass, through which you can see the cable and the counterbalance sink into the depths you’ve left behind.

Lubing’s door is shut. Downstairs Mrs. Schou has opened hers to hear whether the orchid story is a cover for a quick Christmas rape.

I have a piece of paper in my pocket, among the loose money and reminders from the science department of the university library. I drop the paper through the mail slot. Then Mrs. Schou and I wait.

The door has a brass mail slot, hand-painted nameplate, and panels of gray and white.

It swings inward. In the doorway stands Elsa Lübing.

She takes her time looking me over.

“Well,” she says finally, “you are certainly persistent.”

She steps aside. I walk past her into the apartment.



 She and the building share the same coloring, polished silver and fresh cream. She is quite tall, almost six feet, and she is wearing a long, simple, off-white dress. She has put up her hair, but several loose locks fall like a cascade of shiny metal over her cheeks. No makeup, no perfume, and no jewelry other than a silver cross at her throat. An angel. The kind you can trust to guard something with a flaming sword.

She looks at the letter I stuck through the door. It’s Juliane’s pension award.

“I remember this letter quite well,” she says.


There’s a painting on the wall. From the heavens, down toward the earth, flows a stream of long-bearded patriarchs, fat little children, fruit, cornucopias, hearts, anchors, royal crowns, cannons, and a text you can read if you know Latin. This picture is the only sign of luxury. Other than that, the room has bare white walls, a parquet floor with wool carpets, an oak desk, a low, round table, a pair of high-backed chairs, a sofa, a tall bookcase, and a crucifix.

Nothing else is needed. Because there is something else here. A view that only a pilot would normally see, tolerable only if you don’t suffer from vertigo. The apartment seems to consist mainly of one very large, bright room. Over by the balcony, along the entire width of the room, there is a wall of glass. From there you can see all of Frederiksberg, Bellahøj, and, in the distance, Høje Gladsaxe. The light of the winter morning comes in through the window, as white as if we were outside. On the other side there is another large window. From there you can see the spires of Copenhagen, across an endless expanse of rooftops. High above the city, Elsa Lübing and I stand as if in a bell jar, trying to size each other up.

She offers me a hanger for my coat. Spontaneously I slip off my shoes. Something about the room demands it. We sit down in two high-backed chairs.

“This time of day,” she says, “I am normally in prayer.”

She says this as naturally as if she were usually in the middle of the heart association’s exercise program at this time of day.

“So—unbeknownst to you—you have chosen an inconvenient time,” she says.

“I saw your name on the letter and looked you up in the phone book.”

She looks at the paper again. Then she takes off her thick-lensed reading glasses.

“A tragic accident. Especially for the child. A child needs both parents. That is one of the practical reasons why marriage is sacred.”

“Mr. Lübing would be pleased to hear that.”

If her husband is dead, I’m not insulting anyone. If he’s alive, it’s a tasteful compliment.


“There is no Mr. Lübing,” she says. “I am the bride of Jesus.”

She says this in a manner both serious and coquettish, as if they had been married a few years ago and the relationship is still happy and looks as if it will last.

“But that does not mean that I do not regard love between men and women as holy. It is, however, only a stage along the way. A stage that I have permitted myself to skip, so to speak.”

She gazes at me with something that looks like sly humor. “Like skipping a grade in school.”

“Or,” I say, “like going directly from bookkeeper to chief accountant at the Cryolite Corporation of Denmark.”

When she laughs, her laughter is as resonant as a man’s.

“My dear,” she says, “are you married?”

“No. Never have been.”

We move our chairs closer together. Two mature women who both know what it’s like to live without men. She seems to be managing better than I am.

“The boy is dead,” I say. “Four days ago he fell off a roof”

She gets up and goes over to the glass wall. If you could look that dignified and that good it would be a pleasure getting old. I drop the idea at the mere thought of having to grow another foot.

“I met him once,” she says. “When you met him you understood why it is written that unless you become as children, you will not enter Paradise. I hope his poor mother will find her way to Jesus.”

“Only if you can find Him at the bottom of a bottle.”

She looks at me without smiling. “He is everywhere. Even there.”

In the early sixties the Christian mission in Greenland still had some of the quivering vigor of imperialism. More recent times—especially at Thule Air Base—with their containers full of porno magazines and whiskey and the demand for semi-prostitution, have left us on the outskirts of religion in a vacuum of wonder. I have lost the sense of how to tackle a believing European.

“How did you meet Isaiah?”

“I used my modest influence within the corporation to increase the contact with Greenlanders. Our quarry in Saqqaq was a restricted area, just like the ∅resund Cryolite Corporation’s quarry
in Ivittuut was. The workers were Danish. The only Greenlanders we hired were on the cleaning staff, the kivfaks. From the day the mine opened, a strict separation had been maintained between Danes and Inuits. In this situation I tried to draw their attention to the commandment ‘Love thy neighbor.’ Every few years we would hire Inuits in connection with geological expeditions. It was on one of these that Isaiah’s father died. Even though his wife had left him and their child, he had continued to contribute to her support. When the board of directors awarded the pension, I invited her and the child to my office. That’s where I saw him.”

Something about the word “award” gives me an idea.

“Why was the pension granted? Was there a legal obligation?”

She hesitates for a moment. “There was probably no obligation. I cannot rule out that they were influenced by my advice.”

I see yet another side of Miss Lübing. Power. Maybe that’s the way it is with angels. Maybe a certain pressure was put on Our Lord in Paradise, too.

I go over to join her at the window. Frederiksberg, the neighborhood around Genforenings Square, Brønshøj—the snow makes everything look like a village. Hejre Road is short and narrow. It runs into Due Road. On Due Road there are many parked cars. One of them is a blue Volvo 840. The products of the Volvo factories do get around. They would have to, in order for the company to afford sponsoring the Europe Tour. And to pay the fee my father boasts that he demanded for his photograph.

“What did Isaiah’s father die of?”

“Food poisoning. You are interested in the past, Miss Jaspersen?”

At this point I have to decide whether I’m going to feed her some phony story or take the more difficult route with the truth. On the low table is the Bible. One of the Greenlandic catechists at the Moravian mission’s Sunday school was obsessed with the Dead Sea Scrolls. I remember his voice as he said, “And Jesus said: ‘Thou shalt not lie.’” I let that thought be a warning.

“I think something scared him, that someone was chasing him up on that roof he fell from.”

Her equanimity does not waver even for a second. The last few days I’ve been meeting people who view with the greatest calm the things that surprise me the most.


“The Devil assumes many forms.”

“It’s one of those forms that I’m searching for.”

“Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord.”

“That kind of justice is too long-term for me.”

“It was my understanding that for the short term we have the police.”

“They’ve closed the case.”

She stares at me.

“Tea,” she says. “I haven’t even offered you anything to drink.”

On her way out to the kitchen she turns around in the doorway.

“Do you know the parable of the talents? It’s about loyalty. There is a loyalty toward the worldly as well as the heavenly. I was an official of the Cryolite Corporation for forty-five years. Do you understand?”



 “Every second or third year the corporation outfitted a geological expedition to Greenland.”

We’re drinking tea. Out of Trankebar royal porcelain, from a Georg Jensen silver teapot. Elsa Lübing’s taste is, upon closer observation, more elegant than it is modest.

“The expedition in the summer of ’91 to Gela Alta on the west coast cost 1,870,747 kroner and 50 øre, half of which was paid in Danish kroner, half in ‘Cape York dollars,’ the corporation’s own monetary unit, named after Knud Rasmussen’s trading post in Thule in 1910. That’s all I can tell you.”

I am sitting there rather gingerly. I had Rohrmann on Ordrup Road sew a silk lining into my kidskin pants. She didn’t want to do it. She says that it makes the seams shred. But I insisted. My life depends on small pleasures. I wanted the combination of coolness and warmth from the silk against my thighs. But the price I pay is having to sit down cautiously. It’s the back-and-forth movement against the chair that strains the seams. That’s my minor problem during this conversation. Miss Lübing has a bigger problem. It is written, I think, that you should not make your heart a den of thieves, and she knows that there is some pressure on her right now.

“I joined the Cryolite Corporation in ’47. When manufacturer
Virl said to me on August 17, ‘You will receive 240 kroner per month, free lunch, and three weeks’ vacation,’ I didn’t say a word. But inside I was thinking that it’s true, after all. Look at the birds of the air—they neither sow nor reap. So will He not look out for you? At Grøn & Witzke on the King’s New Square, where I came from, I had been getting 187 kroner a month.”

The telephone is next to the front door. There are two things worth noting about it. The jack is pulled out, and there is no notepad, address book, or pencil. I noticed that when I came in. Now I begin to understand what she does with the stray telephone numbers that the rest of us write on the wall, on the back of our hands, or drop into oblivion. She deposits them in her tremendous memory for numbers.

“Since then, as far as I know, no one has ever had reason to complain about the corporation’s generosity or openness. And whatever complaints there were have been rectified. When I started, there were six cafeterias. A cafeteria for the workers, a lunchroom for office personnel, one for the skilled technicians, one for office supervisors and the chief accountant and the bookkeepers, one for the scientific staff over in the laboratory buildings, and one for the director and the board. But that was changed.”

“Perhaps you made your influence felt?” I suggest.

“We had several politicians on the board. At that time Steincke, the minister of social welfare, was one of them. Since what I saw went against my conscience, I went to see him—on May 17, 1957, at four o‘clock in the afternoon, on the very day I was named Chief Accountant. I said, ‘I don’t know anything about socialism, Mr. Steincke, but I do know that it has certain things in common with the conduct of the first Christian congregation. They gave what they had to the poor and lived together as brothers and sisters. How can these ideas be reconciled with six cafeterias, Mr. Steincke?’ He answered with a quote from the Bible. He said that you should render unto God what is God’s, but also render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s. But after a few years, there was only one cafeteria left.”

When she pours the tea, she uses a sieve to prevent any leaves from getting into the cup. There is a piece of cotton under the
teapot spout so it won’t drip on the table. Something similar is taking place inside her. What’s bothering her is the unaccustomed effort of filtering out what must not reach me.

“We are—were—partially state-supported. Not 50 percent like ∅resund Cryolite Corporation. But the government was represented on the board and owned 33.33 percent of the shares. There was also a great openness about the accounts. Copies were made of everything on old-fashioned photostats. Portions of the accounts were examined by the Audit Department, the institution which, as of January 1, 1976, became the National Bureau of Auditing. The problem was cooperation with the private sector. With the Swedish Diamond Drilling Corporation, Greenex, and, later, with Greenland’s Geological Survey. The half-time and quarter-time employees. This created complex situations. There was also the hierarchy. Every company has one. There were sections of the account books that even I didn’t have access to. I had my account ledgers bound in gray moleskin stamped in red. We keep them in a safe in the archives. But there was also a smaller, confidential ledger. There must have been. It had to be that way in a large corporation.”

“‘Keep them in the archives.’ That’s present tense.”

“I retired last year. Since then I’ve been associated with the corporation as an accounting consultant.”

I try one last time. “The accounts for the expedition in the summer of ’91—was there anything special about them?”

For a moment I imagine that I’m on the verge of getting through to her. Then the filter slides back into place.

“I’m not certain I remember.”

I try one last time. Which is tactless and doomed in advance. “Could I see the archive?”

She merely shakes her head.

My mother smoked a pipe made of an old shell casing. She never told a lie. But if there was some truth she wanted to conceal, she would scrape out the pipe, put the scrapings in her mouth, say Mamartoq, “Lovely,” and then pretend to be unable to speak. Keeping silent is also an art.







“Wasn’t it difficult,” I say as I put on my shoes, “for a woman to be financially responsible for a large corporation in the fifties?”

“The Lord has been merciful.”

I think to myself that in Elsa Lübing the Lord has had an effective instrument for manifesting His mercy.

“What makes you think the boy was being chased?”

“There was snow on the roof that he fell from. I saw his footprints. I have a sense of snow.”

She gazes wearily straight ahead. Suddenly her frailty is apparent.

“Snow is the symbol of inconstancy,” she says. “As in the book of Job.”

I have put on my cape. I’m not very familiar with the Bible. But odd fragments from my childhood lessons occasionally get stuck on the flypaper of my brain.

“Yes,” I say. “And a symbol of the light of truth. As in Revelation. ‘His head and his hair were white as snow.’”

She looks at me anxiously as she closes the door behind me. Smilla Jaspersen. The dear guest. Spreader of light. When she leaves there is a blue sky and good spirits.

The moment I step out onto Hejre Road, the building intercom buzzes.

“Would you please come back up for a moment?”

Her voice is hoarse. But that might be the fault of the underwater intercom.

So I ride up in the elevator again. And she receives me again in the doorway.

But nothing is as before, as Jesus says somewhere.

“I have a ritual,” she says. “I open the Bible at random when I am in doubt. To get a sign. A little game between God and me, if you like.”

With someone else this ritual might have seemed like one of the little functional tics that Europeans get when they’re alone too much. But not with her. She is never alone. She is married to Jesus.

“Just now, when you closed the door, I opened the Bible. It was the first page of Revelation. Which you mentioned. ‘I have the keys of Hades and of Death.’”

We stand there looking at each other.


“The keys of hell,” she says. “How far will you go?”

“Try me.”

For a moment something still struggles inside her.

“There’s a double archive, in the basement, in the building on Strand Boulevard. In the first one are the accounts and correspondence. The supervisors, the bookkeepers, I myself, and sometimes the department heads all have access. The other archive is behind the first one. That’s where the expedition reports are kept. Certain mineral samples. There is a whole wall full of topographical maps. A case of drilling cores, geological core samples about the size of a narwhal tusk. Technically, access is granted only with the permission of the board or the director.”

She turns her back to me.

I sense the appropriate solemnity. She is about to commit one of her life’s (without doubt very few) breaches of the regulations.

“Naturally I cannot mention that there is a passkey system. Or that the Abloy key over there on the board is for the main entrance.”

I slowly turn my head. Behind me there are three brass hooks, three keys. One of them is an Abloy.

“The building itself does not have a security system. The key to the archives in the basement is hanging in the safe in the office. An electronic safe with a six-digit code, the date on which I became the Chief Accountant: 05-17-57. The key fits both the first and second basement rooms.”

She turns around and comes over to me. It’s my guess that this proximity is the closest she ever comes to touching another human being.

“Do you believe?” she asks.

“I don’t know whether I believe in your God.”

“That doesn’t matter. You believe in a Supreme Being?”

“There are mornings when I don’t even believe in myself.”

She laughs for the second time that day. Then she turns around and walks over toward her panoramic view.

When she’s halfway across the room, I put the key in my pocket. With the tips of my fingers I make sure that Rohrmann’s silk lining hasn’t shredded, at least in that pocket.

Then I leave. I take the stairs. If there is divine providence, one
of the great questions is how directly it intervenes. Whether it is the Lord Himself who saw me at 6 Hejre Road and said, “Let there be a break,” and there was a break. In one of his own angels.



 When I turn the corner onto Due Road I have a ballpoint pen in my hand. There is a license plate I feel like jotting down on my hand. Nothing comes of it. When I reach the corner, there is no car in sight.
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From the earth have you come.

Occasionally gyrfalcons would appear when we were hunting for auks. At first they would be nothing but two tiny dots on the horizon. Then the mountain seemed to dissolve and rise up into the sky. When a million auks take off, space turns black for a moment, as if winter had returned in a flash.

My mother would shoot at the falcons. A gyrfalcon dives at a speed of 125 miles per hour. She usually hit them. She shot them with a nickel-plated, small-caliber bullet. We would pick them up for her. One time the bullet entered one eye and lodged in the other, as if the dead falcon were staring at us with a shiny, piercing gaze.

A taxidermist on the base stuffed them for her. Gyrfalcons are a protected species. On the black market in Germany or the United States you can sell a baby falcon for $50,000 to be bred for hunting. No one dared to believe that my mother had violated the ban on hunting them.

She didn’t sell them. She gave them away. To my father, to one of the ethnographers who sought her out because she was a female hunter, to one of the officers from the base.

The stuffed falcons were both a gruesome and a dazzling gift.
She would ceremoniously present them with an apparent display of absolute generosity. Then she would drop a remark about needing a pair of tailor’s shears. She hinted that she was in need of eighty yards of nylon rope. Or she let it be known that we children could certainly use two pairs of thermal underwear.

She got whatever she asked for. By wrapping her guest in a web of fierce, mutually obligating courtesy.

This made me ashamed of her, and it made me love her. It was her response to European culture. She opened herself to it with a courtesy full of pallid premeditation. And she closed around it, encapsulating what she could use. A pair of scissors, a coil of rope, the spermatozoa that brought Moritz Jaspersen into her womb.

That’s why Thule will never become a museum. The ethnographers have cast a dream of innocence over North Greenland. A dream that the Inuit will continue to be the bowlegged, drum-dancing, legend-telling, widely smiling exhibition images that the first explorers thought they were meeting south of Qaanaaq at the turn of the century. My mother gave them a dead bird. And made them buy half the store for her. She paddled a kayak that was made in the same way they were made in the seventeenth century, before the art of kayak building disappeared from North Greenland. But she used a sealed plastic container for her hunting float.

To the earth shall you return.

I can see how others are successful. But I can’t find success myself.

Isaiah was on the verge of success. He could have gotten ahead. He would have been able to absorb Denmark and transform it and become both a Dane and a Greenlander.

I had an anorak made for him out of white silk. Even the pattern had been passed down by Europeans. The painter Gitz-Johansen once gave it to my father. He had gotten it in North Greenland when he was illustrating his great reference work on the birds of Greenland. I put the anorak on Isaiah, combed his hair, and then I lifted him up onto the toilet seat. When he saw himself in the mirror, that’s when it happened. The tropical fabric, the Greenlandic respect for fine clothes, the Danish joy in luxury all merged
together. Maybe it also meant something that I had given it to him.

A second later he had to sneeze.

“Hold my nose!”

I held his nose.

“Why?” I asked. He usually blew his nose into the sink.

As soon as I opened my mouth, his eyes found my lips in the mirror. I often realized that he understood things even before they were expressed.

“When I’m wearing annoraaq qaqortoq, this fine anorak, I don’t want snot on my fingers.”

And from the earth shall you rise again.

I try scanning the women standing around Juliane to see if any of them might be pregnant. With a boy who could be given Isaiah’s name. The dead live on in their names. There were four girls who were named Ane after my mother. I’ve visited them many times and sat and talked with them, in order to find, through the woman before me, a glimpse of the one who left me.

They’re pulling the ropes out of the eyelets on the side of the coffin. For a brief moment my yearning feels like madness. If only they would open the coffin for a moment and let me lie down beside his cold little body that someone has stuck a needle into, that they have opened up and photographed and cut slices out of and closed up again; if only I could just once feel his erection against my thigh, a gesture of intimated, boundless eroticism, the beating of a moth’s wing against my skin, the dark insects of happiness.

It’s so cold that they will have to wait to fill the grave, so when we leave, it lies open behind us. The mechanic and I walk side by side.

His name is Peter. It’s less than thirteen hours since I said his name for the first time.



 Sixteen hours ago it was midnight. On Kalkbrænderi Road. I’ve bought twelve big black plastic bags, four rolls of duct tape, four tubes of super glue, and a Maglite flashlight. I have slit open the bags, doubled them up, and glued them together. Then stuffed them into my Louis Vuitton handbag.


I’m wearing a pair of high boots, a red turtleneck sweater, a sealskin coat from Groenlandia, and a skirt from Scottish Corner. I’ve learned that it’s always easier to explain things if you’re nicely dressed.

What happens next lacks a certain degree of elegance.

The entire factory area is surrounded by a fence twelve feet high, which has a single strand of barbed wire along the top. In my mind I imagine a door in the back, facing Kalkbrænderi Road and the train tracks. I’ve seen it before.

What I didn’t see was the sign saying that Danish Watchdogs are on guard here. That might not mean anything. So many signs are put up for no other reason than to maintain the proper atmosphere. So I give a trial kick at the door. Within five seconds a dog is standing at the gate. He might be a German shepherd. He looks like something that was lying in front of the door for people to wipe their feet on. That might explain the foul mood that he’s in.

There are people in Greenland who have a way with dogs. My mother did. Before nylon ropes became common in the seventies, we used harnesses made of sealskin as towlines. The other dog teams chewed through their harnesses. Our dogs didn’t touch theirs. My mother had forbidden it.

Then there are those born with a fear of dogs who never overcome it. I’m one of those people. So I walk back along Strand Boulevard and take a cab home.

I don’t go up to my apartment. I go to Juliane’s. I take a pound of cod liver out of her refrigerator. Her friend at the fish market gives her free liver if it’s split. In her bathroom I pour half a bottle of Halcion pills into my pocket. Her doctor prescribed them for her recently. She sells them. Halcion is marketable among junkies. She uses the money to buy her own medicine, the kind that customs officers charge duty on.

In Rink’s collection there is a story from West Greenland about a bogeyman who can’t fall asleep but must keep watch for all eternity. But that’s because he hasn’t tried Halcion. When you take it for the first time, half a tablet can put you into a deep coma.


Juliane lets me forage. She has given up on almost everything, including asking me questions.

“You’ve forgotten me!” she shouts after me.

I take a taxi back to Kalkbrænderi Road. The cab starts to smell like fish.

Standing beneath the streetlight under the viaduct facing the Free Harbor, I crush the pills into the liver. Now I smell like fish, too.

This time I don’t have to call the dog. He’s standing there waiting, hoping that I would come back. I toss the liver over the fence. You hear so much about dogs’ keen sense of smell, I’m afraid he might smell the pills. My worries are for naught. The dog sucks up the liver like a vacuum cleaner.

Then we wait, the dog and I. The dog is waiting for more liver. I am waiting to see what the pharmaceutical industry can do for sleepless animals.

A car pulls up. A station wagon from Danish Watchdogs. There’s no place to make yourself invisible or even discreet on Kalkbrænderi Road. So I just stand there. A man wearing a uniform gets out of the car. He looks me over but can’t come up with a satisfactory explanation. Solitary woman wearing a fur coat at one in the morning on the outskirts of the ∅sterbro district? He unlocks the gate and puts the dog on a leash. He brings him out to the sidewalk. The dog growls nastily at me. Suddenly his legs turn to rubber and he’s about to fall over. The man stares at the dog anxiously. The dog looks at him mournfully. The man opens the back of the wagon. The dog manages to get his front paws in, but the man has to shove him the rest of the way. He’s mystified. Then he drives off. Leaving me to my own thoughts about the way Danish Watchdogs works. I come to the conclusion that they put the dogs out as a kind of random sampling, every once in a while, and for only a short time at each place. Now the dog’s on his way to the next place. I hope there’s something soft for him to sleep on.

Then I stick the key in the lock. But it doesn’t open the gate. I can just picture it. Elsa Lübing has always arrived at work at a time when a guard opened the gate. That’s why she didn’t know
that the entrances on the outer periphery are on a different key system.

I’ll have to go over the fence. It takes a long time. I end up throwing my boots over first. A piece of sealskin gets caught in the process.

I only have to look at a map once and the landscape rises up from the paper. It’s not something that I learned. Although, of course, I had to acquire a nomenclature, a system of symbols. The ridged elevation peaks on the topographical maps of the Geodesic Institute. The red and green parabolas on the military maps of the ice pack. The discus-shaped, grayish-white photographs of X-band radar. The multi-spectrum scans of LANDSAT 3. The candy-colored sediment maps of the geologists. The red-and-blue thermal photographs. But in the truest sense it has been like learning a new alphabet. Which you then forget about as soon as you start reading. The text about ice.

There was a map of the Cryolite Corporation of Denmark in the book at the Geological Institute. A cadastral map, an aerial photograph, and a floor plan. Now, standing on the grounds, I know how it all once looked.

It’s a demolition site now. Dark as a cave, with white spots where the snow has been blown into drifts.

I’ve entered the grounds where the rear of the raw cryolite building once stood. The foundation is still there. An abandoned soccer field of frozen concrete. I look for the railroad tracks, and at that very moment stumble over the ties. The tracks of the train that brought the ore in from the company’s dock. Silhouetted in the darkness is the workers’ shed where the smithy, the machine shop, and the carpentry shop once were housed. A cellar full of bricks was once the basement under the cafeteria. The factory grounds are bisected by Svaneke Street. On the other side of the road is the residential district with lots of electric Christmas stars, lots of candles, and all those nuclear families. And outside their windows: the two rectangular laboratory buildings which haven’t been torn down yet. Is this a portrait of Denmark’s relationship to its former colony? Disillusionment, resignation, and retreat? While retaining the last administrative grip: control of foreign policy, mineral rights, and military interests?


In front of me, against the light from Strand Boulevard, the building looks like a small castle.

It’s an L-shaped building. The entrance is at the top of a fanshaped, granite staircase, in the wing facing Strand Boulevard. This time the key works.

The door opens onto a small square foyer with black and white marble tiles and acoustics that reverberate, no matter how quietly you move. From here one stairway leads down to the darkness and the archives below, and another goes five steps up to the floor where Elsa Lübing, for forty-five years, has exerted her influence.

The stairs lead up to some French doors. Beyond them is one large room, which must run the full length of the wing. There are eight desks, six bay windows facing the street, file cabinets, telephones, word processors, two copy machines, metal shelves with red and blue plastic file folders. On one wall a map of Greenland. On a long table a coffee machine and several mugs. In the corner a big electronic safe with a little window glowing with the word CLOSED.

One desk is set apart from the others and slightly larger. It has plate glass on top. On the glass stands a little crucifix. No private office for the Chief Accountant. Merely a desk in the regular pool. Just like in the first Christian congregation.

I sit down in her high-backed chair. In order to understand what it was like sitting here for forty-five years among the erasers and bank stationery, with part of her consciousness elevated to a spiritual dimension, where a light burns with a strength that makes her shrug cheerfully at earthly love—which for the rest of us is a mixture of the cathedral in Nuuk and the potential for a third world war.

After a moment I get up, none the wiser.

There are venetian blinds on the windows. The yellow light of Strand Boulevard is zebra-striped in the room. I punch in the date when she became Chief Accountant: 05-17-57.

The safe hums, and the door opens outward. There is no handle, only a wide ridge to take hold of and lean your weight against.

On the narrow metal shelves are the account books of the Cryolite Corporation since 1885, when it was separated from the ∅resund Corporation by government charter. About six ledgers
for each year. Hundreds of volumes in gray moleskin with red stamping. A piece of history. About the politically and economically most profitable and most important investments in Greenland.

I take out a book marked 1991 and page through it at random. It says: salary, pension, harbor fees, labor costs, room and board, tonnage charges, laundry and dry cleaning, travel expenses, shareholders’ dividends, paid to Struer Chemical Laboratory.

Rows of keys are hanging to the right, on the wall of the safe. I find the one marked ARCHIVES.

When I push the door of the safe closed, the numbers disappear one by one, and when I leave the room and go downstairs in the dark, it once again says CLOSED.

The first room in the archives is the entire basement under one wing of the building. A low-ceilinged room with countless wooden shelves, countless quantities of ledger paper wrapped in brown paper, and filled with the air that always hovers over vast paper deserts, enervating and drained of all moisture.

The second room is perpendicular to the first. It has the same kind of shelving. But it also contains archive cabinets with flat drawers for topographical maps. A hanging file with hundreds of maps, some of them clamped onto brass rods. A locked wooden cabinet, like a coffin ten yards long. That must be where the drilling cores sleep.

The room has two windows high on the wall facing Strand Boulevard, and four toward the factory grounds. This is where my preparations with the plastic bags come in. I thought I would cover the windows so I can turn on a light.

There are women who paint their own attractive attic apartments themselves. Reupholster the furniture. Sandblast the façade. I have always called on a professional. Or let it wait until next year.

These windows are large, with iron bars on the inside. It takes me forty-five minutes to drape all six.

When I’m finished I don’t dare turn on the overhead lights, after all, but make do with my flashlight.

Merciless order ought to prevail in archives. They are quite simply the crystallization of a wish to put the past in order. So
that busy, energetic young people can come waltzing in, select a specific case, a specific core sample, and waltz out again with precisely that segment of the past.

These archives, on the other hand, leave something to be desired. There are no signs on the shelves. There are no numbers, dates, or letters on the spines of the filed material. And when I select a couple at random, I get: Coal petrographic analyses on seams from Atâ (low group profiles), Nûgssuaq, West Greenland, and On the use of processed raw cryolite in the production of electric light bulbs, and Demarcation of borders at the land parceling of 1862.

I go upstairs and make a phone call. It always feels wrong to call someone on the phone. It feels especially wrong to call from the scene of the crime. As if I had gotten a direct line to police headquarters to turn myself in.

“This is Elsa Lübing.”

“I’m standing here amid mountains of papers trying to remember where it says something about the fact that even the chosen ones risk being led astray.”

First she hesitates, then she laughs.

“In Matthew. But perhaps more appropriate on this occasion would be Mark, where Jesus says: ‘Are you not therefore mistaken, because you do not know the Scriptures nor the power of God?’”

We giggle together on the phone.

“I disavow any responsibility,” she says. “I’ve asked for a cleanup and cataloging for forty-five years.”

“I’m so glad there’s something you didn’t manage to get done.”

She’s silent on the phone.

“Where?” I ask.

“There are two shelves above the bench—the long wooden case. That’s where the expedition reports are. Arranged alphabetically according to the minerals they were looking for. The volumes closest to the window are the trips that had both a geological and a historical purpose. The one you’re looking for should be one of the last ones.”

She’s about to hang up.

“Miss Lübing,” I say.

“Yes?”


“Did you ever take a sick day?”

“The Lord has watched over me.”

“I thought so,” I say. “I could sort of tell.”

Then we hang up.

It takes me less than two minutes to find the report. It’s in a black ring binder. There are forty pages, numbered in the lower-right-hand corner.

It’s just the right size to stuff into my handbag. Afterward I have to remove the plastic blackout curtains, and I’ll disappear down Kalkbrænderi Road without a trace, just the way I arrived.

I can’t restrain my curiosity. I take the report over to the far corner of the room and sit down on the floor, leaning against a bookcase. It gives under my weight. It’s a flimsy, wooden bookcase. They never thought that the archives would get so big. That Greenland would be so surprisingly inexhaustible. They’ve simply filled up the shelves. The traces of time on a flimsy wooden skeleton.

“The geologic expedition of the Cryolite Corporation of Denmark to Gela Alta, July through August 1991,” it says on the title page. Then follow twenty closely typed pages of expedition report. I skim the first pages, which start off by describing the objective of the expedition: “To investigate the deposits of granular ruby crystals on the Barren Glacier on Gela Alta.” The text also lists the five European members of the expedition. Among others, a professor of Arctic ethnology, Dr. Andreas Fine Licht, Ph.D. The name rings a bell somewhere deep inside me. But when I try to listen, it stops. I assume that his presence explains why it says at the bottom that the expedition is supported by the Institute for Arctic Ethnology.

Next comes a report with both an English and a Danish section. I page through this part, too. It concerns a rescue operation from Holsteinsborg to Barren Glacier by helicopter. The helicopter wasn’t able to land very close because of the risk of avalanche from the engine noise. That’s why it turned around and they sent a Cherokee 6—3000 instead, whatever that is, but it says that it landed on the water, with a pilot, navigator, doctor, and nurse on board. There’s a brief report from the rescue team and a doctor’s certificate from the hospital. There were five fatalities. One Finn and
four Inuits. One of the Inuits was named Norsaq Christiansen.

There is a twenty-page appendix. A summary of the mineralogical samples brought back. The logs. A series of black-and-white aerial photos of a glacier, splitting and floating around a bright, fractured conical cliff.

A plastic folder contains copies of about twenty letters, all concerning transport of the bodies.

The whole thing looks clean and aboveboard. It’s tragic, and yet something that might happen. Nothing that could explain why a little boy, two years later, falls off a rooftop in Copenhagen. It occurs to me that I’ve been seeing ghosts. That I’ve gone astray. That it’s all a figment of my imagination.

For the first time I notice how burdened the room is with the past. With hundreds of days, hundreds of numbers, hundreds of people, who every day, year in and year out, have eaten their two sandwiches in the cafeteria and shared a beer with Amanda, but never more than one except at Christmas, when the laboratory spikes a 6½ gallon carboy of 96-proof disinfecting alcohol with cumin for the Christmas party. The archives are shouting at me that they have been content. And that’s also what it said in the book at the library, and what Elsa Lübing said: “We were content. It was a good place to work.”

As so often before, I feel a yearning to participate, to take part. In Thule and Siorapaluk no one ever asked people what they did, because everybody was a hunter, everybody had work to do. In Denmark, if you are a wage earner, it lends meaning and fulfillment to your life to know that now you’re rolling up your sleeves and putting a pen behind your ear and pulling up your bootstraps and going to work. And when you’re off, you watch TV or visit friends or play badminton or take a night course in Basic. You don’t live life in a cellar beneath Strand Boulevard in the middle of the night at Christmastime.

This is not the first or the last time that I have had these thoughts. What is it that makes us seek out the plunge into depression?

As I close the report, I have an idea. I open it again and page through to the medical report. There I see something. And then I know that it’s been worth all the trouble.

I’ve seen girlfriends in Greenland who, discovering that they’re
pregnant, suddenly take better care of themselves than ever before. That’s the feeling that passes over me now. From now on I have to watch out for myself.

The traffic has stopped. I don’t wear a watch, but it must be about 3:00 a.m. I switch off my flashlight.

The building is quiet. In the silence there is suddenly a sound that is wrong. It’s too close to be coming from the street. But faint, like a whisper. From where I’m sitting, the doorway into the first small room is a faintly lit gray rectangle. One moment it’s visible, the next it’s not. Someone has stepped into the room, someone who is blocking the light with his body.

By moving my head slightly I can follow his movement along the shelves. I take off my boots. They’re no good for running. I stand up. By moving my head slightly I can place the figure inside the faintly lit frame of the doorway.

We think there are limits to the dimensions of fear. Until we encounter the unknown. Then we can all feel boundless amounts of terror.

I take hold of one of the bookcases and topple it toward him. Just as it picks up speed, the first volumes fall out. That warns him, and he puts up his hands and tries to stop the bookcase. First it sounds like the bones of his forearms are snapping. Then what sounds like fifteen tons of books fall onto the floor. He can’t let go of the bookcase. But it’s resting very heavily on him. And slowly his legs begin to buckle.

The misconception that violence always favors the physically strong has spread to a large segment of the population. It’s not correct. The results of a fight are a matter of speed in the first few yards. When I moved out to Skovgårds School after six months at Rugmarkens School, I encountered for the first time the classic Danish persecution of those who are different. In the school we came from, we were all foreigners and in the same boat. In my new class I was the only one with black hair and broken Danish. There was one boy in particular, from one of the older classes, who was really quite brutal. I found out where he lived. Then I got up early and waited for him where he crossed Skovshoved Road. He was thirty pounds heavier than I was. He didn’t have a
chance. He never got the couple of minutes that he needed to work himself into a trance. I hit him right in the face and broke his nose. I kicked him on one kneecap and then on the other, to bring him down to a more acceptable height. It took twelve stitches to put his nasal septum back in place. No one ever really believed that it could have been me.

This time I don’t stand there picking my nose either, waiting for Christmas to arrive. From the wall I grab one of the brass rods with fifty topographical maps attached and hit him as hard as I can on the back of the neck.

He drops at once. The bookcase comes down on top of him. I wait for a moment. To see whether he has any friends with him. Or a little dog. But there is no sound except his breathing from under thirty yards of bookcase.

I shine my flashlight on his face. A great deal of dust has settled on him. The blow has split the edge of one ear.

He’s wearing black sweatpants, a dark blue sweater, a black wool cap, dark blue deck shoes, and a guilty conscience. It’s the mechanic.

“Clumsy Peter,” I say. “What’s the matter, did you trip?”

He can’t answer because of the bookcase. I try to push it aside, but it won’t budge.

I have to give up on professional precautions and turn on the light. I start in shoveling papers, books, folders, reports, and bookends made of solid steel away from the bookcase. I have to clear away nine feet. It takes fifteen minutes. Then I can lift it an inch, and he crawls out on his own. Over to the wall, where he sits down, feeling his skull.

Not until then do my legs start to shake.

“My vision is blurry,” he says. “I think I have a c-concussion.”

“We can always hope so,” I say.

It takes fifteen minutes before he can stand up. And even then he’s like Bambi on the ice. It takes another half hour to get the bookcase upright. We have to take off all the papers first before we can lift it and then put them all back. It gets so hot that I have to take off my skirt and work in my tights. He walks around barefoot and bare-chested and gets frequent hot flashes and dizzy
spells and has to rest. Shock and unanswered questions hang in the air along with enough dust to fill a sandbox.

“It smells like fish in here, Smilla.”

“Cod liver,” I say. “It’s supposed to be so healthy.”

He watches in silence as I open the electronic safe and hang the key in its place. Then we lock up after us. He leads me over to a gate in the fence facing Svaneke Street. It’s open. After we go through, he bends over the lock and it clicks shut.

His car is parked on the next street. I have to support him with one hand. In the other I’m carrying a garbage bag full of other garbage bags. A patrol car passes us slowly, but without stopping. They see so much going on in the streets at this time of year. People should be allowed to amuse themselves in whatever manner they choose.

He tells me that he’s trying to get his car accepted by a classic car museum. It’s a ’61 Morris 1000, he tells me. With red leather seats and wooden top and instrument panel.

“I can’t drive,” he says.

“I don’t have a license.”

“Have you ever driven before?”

“Snow-cats on the ice cap.”

But he wasn’t going to subject his Morris to that. So he drives. There’s barely room for his large body behind the wheel. The top is full of holes and we’re freezing. I wish that he had succeeded in getting it into a museum a long time ago.



 The temperature has fallen from just below freezing to hard frost, and on our way home it starts to snow. With qanik, fine-grained powder snow.

The most dangerous kind of avalanches are powder snow avalanches. They’re set off by extremely small energy disturbances, such as a loud noise. They have a very small mass, but they move at 125 miles per hour, and they leave behind them a deadly vacuum. There are people who have had their lungs sucked out of their bodies by powder snow avalanches.

In miniature form, these are the kind of avalanche that started on the steep, slippery roof that Isaiah fell from and which I now
force myself to look up at. One of the things you can learn from snow is the way great forces and catastrophes can always be found in miniature form in daily life. Not one day of my adult life has passed that I haven’t been amazed at how poorly Danes and Greenlanders understand each other. It’s worse for Greenlanders, of course. It’s not healthy for the tightrope walker to be misunderstood by the person who’s holding the rope. And in this century the Inuit’s life has been a tightrope dance on a cord fastened on one end to the world’s least hospitable land with the world’s most severe and fluctuating climate, and fastened on the other end to the Danish colonial administration.

That’s the big picture. The little everyday picture is that I have lived on the floor above the mechanic for a year and a half, have spoken to him countless times, and he has fixed my doorbell and repaired my bicycle, and I have helped him check a letter to the housing authorities for spelling mistakes. There were about twenty misspelled words out of a total of twenty-eight. He’s dyslexic.

We ought to take a shower and rinse off the dust and the blood and the cod liver. But we are bound together by what has happened. So we both go up to his apartment. Where I’ve never been before.

Order reigns in the living room. The furniture is made of sanded, lye-treated blond wood, with cushions and upholstery of woolen horse blankets. There are candlesticks with candles, a bookcase with books, a bulletin board with photographs and kids’ drawings by the children of friends. “To Big Peter from Mara, five years old.” There are rosebushes in large porcelain pots, and they have red blossoms, and it looks as if someone waters them and talks to them and promises them that they will never be sent on vacation to my place, where, for some strange reason, the climate is bad for green plants.

“C–coffee?”

Coffee is poison. And yet I suddenly have the urge to roll in the mud and I say, “Yes, please.”

I stand in the doorway and watch while he makes it. The kitchen is completely white. He takes up his position in the middle, the way a badminton player does on the court, so he has to move as
little as possible. He has a little electric grinder. First he grinds a lot of light-colored beans and then some that are tiny, almost black, and shiny as glass. He mixes them in a little metal funnel that he attaches to an espresso machine, which he places on a gas burner.

People acquire bad coffee habits in Greenland. I pour hot milk right onto the Nescafé. I’m not above dissolving the powder in water straight from the hot-water tap.

He pours one part whipping cream and two parts whole milk into two tall glasses with handles.

When he draws out the coffee from the machine, it’s thick and black like crude oil. Then he froths the milk with the steam nozzle and divides the coffee between the two glasses.

We take it out to the sofa. I do appreciate it when someone serves me something good. In the tall glasses the drink is dark as an old oak tree and has an overwhelming, almost perfumed tropical scent.

“I was following you,” he says.

The glass is scorching hot. The coffee is scalding. Normally hot drinks lose heat when they’re poured. But in this case the steam nozzle has heated up the glass to 200°F along with the milk.

“The door’s open. So I go in. I had no idea that you’d be s-sitting in the d-dark waiting.”

I cautiously sip at the rim. The drink is so strong that it makes my eyes water and I can suddenly feel my heart.

“I’d been thinking about what you said on the roof. About the footprints.”

His stammer is barely noticeable now. Sometimes it vanishes entirely.

“We were friends, you know. He was so young. But we were still friends … We don’t talk much. But we have fun. Damn, we sure have fun. He m-makes faces. He puts his head in his hands. And he raises it, and he looks like a sick old monkey. He hides it again. He raises it. He looks like a rabbit. Again and he looks like Frankenstein’s monster. I’m on the floor and finally I have to tell him to stop it. I give him a block of wood and a chisel. A knife and a piece of soapstone. He sits there swaying and rumbling like a little bear. Every so often he says something. But it’s in Greenlandic. Talking to himself. So we sit and work. Independently but
together. I’m surprised he can be such a good person, with a mother like that.”

He pauses for a long time, hoping I’ll take over. But I don’t come to his rescue. We both know that I’m the one who deserves an explanation.

“So one night we’re sitting there as usual. Then Petersen the custodian comes in. He keeps his wine carboys under the stairs next to the furnace. Comes in to get his apricot wine. He’s not usually there that time of day. So there he is with his deep voice and his wooden clogs. And then I happen to look down at the boy. And he’s sitting all huddled up. Like an animal. With the knife you gave him in his hand. Shaking all over. Looking ferocious. Even after he realized it was only Petersen, he still kept shaking. I take him on my lap. For the first time. I talk to him. He doesn’t want to go home. I b-bring him up here. Put him on the sofa. I think about calling you up, but what would I say? We don’t know each other very well. He sleeps here. I stay up, sitting next to the sofa. Every fifteen minutes he bolts up like a spring, shaking and crying.”

He’s not a talker. In the last five minutes he has said more to me than in the past year and a half. He’s left himself so vulnerable that I can’t look him in the eye; I stare down at my coffee. A film of tiny, clear bubbles has formed on it, catching the light and breaking it up into red and purple.

“From that day on, I have the feeling that he’s afraid of something. What you said about the footprints keeps on going through my mind. So I sort of keep my eye on you. You and the Baron understand … understood each other.”

Isaiah arrived in Denmark a month before I moved in. Juliane had given him a pair of patent-leather shoes. Patent-leather shoes are considered stylish in Greenland. They couldn’t get his fanshaped feet into a pair with pointed toes. But Juliane managed to find a pair with rounded toes. After that, the mechanic called Isaiah “the Baron.” When a nickname sticks, it’s because it captures some deeper truth. In this case, it was Isaiah’s dignity. Which had something to do with the fact that he was so self–sufficient. That there was so little he needed from the world to be happy.


“By accident I see you go up to Juliane’s apartment and leave again. I sneak after you in the Morris. Watch you feed the dog. See you climb over. I open the other gate.”

That’s how it all fits together. He hears something, he sees something, he follows somebody, he opens a gate, gets bashed in the head, and we sit here. No mysteries, nothing new or disturbing under the sun.

He gives me a crooked smile. I smile back. We sit there drinking coffee and smiling at each other. We know that I know he’s lying.

I tell him about Elsa Lübing. About the Cryolite Corporation of Denmark. About the report lying in front of us on the table in a plastic bag.

I tell him about Ravn. Who doesn’t exactly work where he works, but somewhere else instead.

He sits there looking down as I talk. His head bent, motionless.

It’s hidden, lying out there on the edge of consciousness. But we both sense that we are participating in a barter. That, with profound, mutual suspicion, we are trading information that we have to reveal in order to get some in return.

“Then there’s the l-lawyer.”

Outside, above the harbor, a light appears, as if it had been sleeping in the canals, under the bridges, and is now hesitantly rising up onto the ice, which grows brighter. In Thule the light returned in February. For weeks ahead of time we could see the sun while it was still far beneath the mountains and we were living in darkness; its rays fell on Pearl Island, hundreds of miles out to sea, making it glow like a shard of rose mother-of-pearl. I was positive, no matter what the adults said, that the sun had been hibernating in the sea and was now waking up.

“It all started when I noticed the car, a red BMW, on Strand Street,” he says.

“Yes?” It seems to me that the cars on Strand Street change every day.

“Once a month. He picks up the Baron. When he got home, the Baron was impossible to talk to.”

“I see.” You have to give slow people all the time in the world.

“Then one day I open the car—I have a tool with me—and look
in the glove compartment. Belongs to a lawyer. Name of Ving.”

“You might have been looking in the wrong car.”

“Flowers. It’s like flowers. When you’re a g-gardener. I see a car once or twice and I remember it. The way you are with snow. The way you were up on the roof.”

“Maybe I was mistaken.”

He shakes his head. “I watched you and the Baron play that jumping game.”

A large part of my childhood was spent playing that game. I often still play it in my sleep. You jump across an untouched expanse of snow. The others wait with their backs turned. Afterward—on the basis of the footprints—you have to reconstruct the way the first person jumped. Isaiah and I played that game. I often took him to kindergarten. Sometimes we arrived an hour and a half late. I got in trouble. They warned me that a kindergarten couldn’t function if the children came drifting in late in the day. But we were happy.

“He could leap like a flea,” says the mechanic, daydreaming. “He was sly. He’d turn halfway around in the air and land on one foot. He’d walk back in his own footprints.”

He looks at me, shaking his head. “But you guessed right every time.”

“How long were they gone?”

The jackhammers on Knippels Bridge. The traffic starting up. The seagulls. The distant bass sound, actually more like a deep vibration, of the first hydrofoil to Sweden. The short toots on the horn of the Bornholm ferry as it turns in front of Amalienborg Palace. It’s almost morning.

“Maybe several hours. But a different car brought him home. A cab. He always came back alone in a cab.”



 He makes us an omelet while I stand in the doorway telling him about the Institute of Forensic Medicine. About Professor Loyen. About Lagermann. About the trace of something that might be a muscle biopsy, taken from a child. After he fell.

He slices onions and tomatoes, sautés them in butter, whips the egg whites until they’re stiff, blends in the egg yolks, and cooks
the whole thing on both sides. He takes the pan over to the table. We drink milk and eat slices of a moist black rye bread that smells of tar.

We eat in silence. Whenever I eat with strangers—like now—or if I’m very hungry—like now—I am reminded of the ritual significance of meals. In my childhood I remember associating the solemnity of companionship with great gustatory experiences. The pink, slightly frothy whale blubber eaten from a communal platter. The feeling that practically everything in life is meant to be shared.

I get up.

He’s standing in the door as if to block my way.

I think about the inadequacy of what he has told me today.

He steps aside. I walk past. With my boots and my fur coat in my hand.

“I’ll leave part of the report. It’ll be good practice for your dyslexia.”

There’s a look of mischief in his eyes. “Smilla. Why is it that such an elegant and petite girl like you has such a rough voice?”

“I’m sorry,” I say, “if I give you the impression that it’s only my mouth that’s rough. I do my best to be rough all over.”

Then I close the door.
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I slept all morning and got up a little late, so I only have an hour and a half to take a shower, get dressed, and put on my funeral makeup, which is far too little time, as anyone who has tried to make herself look good will confirm. That’s why I’m feeling flustered when we arrive at the chapel, and after the service I still feel that way. As I’m walking along beside the mechanic, I feel as if someone had screwed off my lid and plunged a big bottle washer up and down inside.

Something warm falls over my shoulders. He has taken off his coat and put it around me. It reaches all the way down to my feet.

We stop and look back toward the grave and our own footprints. His are big, run over at the heels. Apparently he’s slightly bowlegged, though it’s hardly visible. Tiny perforations from my high heels. They look rather like deer tracks. A slanted, downward-sloping movement, and in the bottom of the track black marks where the hooves have pierced through the layer of snow to the ground.

The women walk past us. I see only their boots and shoes. Three of them are holding up Juliane; the tips of her shoes drag across the snow. Next to the pastor’s robes there is a pair of black boots made of embroidered leather. Above the gate out to the road there
is a streetlight. When I look up, the woman lifts her head and tosses it so that her long hair flies to one side in the darkness and her face catches the light, a white face with big eyes, like dark water amid the pallor. She’s holding the pastor by the arm and talking to him earnestly. Something about those two figures next to each other freezes the image and makes it stick in my mind.

“Miss Jaspersen.”

It’s Ravn. With friends. Two men wearing coats as big as his, but who can fill them out. Underneath they’re wearing blue suits and white shirts and ties, and sunglasses so that the winter dusk at four o’clock in the afternoon won’t hurt their eyes.

“I’d like to have a word with you.”

“At the office of the fraud division? About my investments?”

He listens without reacting. He has a face which, over the years, has seen so much that nothing really leaves a mark on it anymore. He motions toward his car.

“I’m not sure I feel like it right now.”

He doesn’t budge an inch. But his two lodge brothers ooze imperceptibly closer.

“Smilla, if you don’t f-feel like it, I don’t think you should go.”

It’s the mechanic. He’s blocking the men’s path.

When animals—and almost all normal people—face a physical threat, their bodies go rigid. From a physiological standpoint it’s not efficient, but it’s the general rule. Polar bears are the exception. They can lie in wait, perfectly relaxed, for two hours without once releasing the heightened readiness of their muscles. Now I realize that the mechanic is also an exception. His posture is almost loose. But there is a physical ferocity in his focus on the men in front of him which reminds me once again how little I know about him.

It has no detectable effect on Ravn. But it makes the two men in blue suits take a step back, as they unbutton their jackets. It could be that they’re too hot. It could be that they share a nervous tic. It could also be that they both have a blackjack with a lead core.

“Will I be driven home?”

“Right to your door.”







In the car I sit in the back with Ravn. At one point I lean forward and take off the driver’s sunglasses.

“I’m silent as the grave, you little shit,” I say. “My lips are sealed with seven seals. Ravn won’t hear from me that you were sleeping on the job. At six-thirty in the morning on Kabbeleje Road.”



 At the Police Headquarters we drive in between the red brick buildings where the Division of Motor Vehicles has its offices. We’re heading for a low red barracks facing the harbor.

There’s no sign on the building. We meet no one. There’s no tapping of typewriters. There are no nameplates on the doors. There is simply peace and quiet. Like in a reading room. Or in the morgue beneath the Institute of Forensic Medicine.

The two blue choirboys have vanished. We enter a dark office. There are venetian blinds on the windows. Through the blinds you can see the electric lights, the docks, the water, the Iceland Wharf.

It’s a room that must get a lot of light in the daytime. There’s nothing much else in it. Nothing on the walls. Nothing on the tables. Nothing on the windowsills.

Ravn turns on the light. In the corner a man is sitting on a chair. He has been sitting and waiting in the dark. Sinewy, with close-cropped, almost plush black hair, distant blue eyes, and a harsh mouth. He is meticulously dressed.

Ravn sits down behind the desk.

“Smilla Jaspersen,” he introduces me. “Captain Telling.”

I am facing the two men with my back to the windows.

There are no cigarettes, no coffee in plastic cups, no tape recorder, and no bare light bulb, no mood of interrogation. There is only an atmosphere of waiting.

In this atmosphere I withdraw into myself.

Into the silence steps a woman carrying a tray with tea, sugar, milk, and lemon slices, all on white porcelain. Afterward the abandoned building swallows her up and she is gone. Ravn pours the tea.

He takes a folder out of a drawer. It’s pink. He reads it slowly. As if he wants to try—again—to experience it for the first time.


“Smilla Qaavigaaq Jaspersen. Born June 16, 1956, in Qaanaaq. Parents: Ane Qaavigaaq, hunter, and Dr. Jørgen Moritz Jaspersen, physician. Attended grade school in Greenland and Copenhagen. Graduated from Birkerød High School, 1976. Courses at the H. C. ∅rsted Institute and the Geographical Institute in Copenhagen. Glacial morphology, statistics, and fundamental problems of mathematics. Trips to West Greenland and Thule in ’75, ’76, and ’77. Planned the outfitting of Danish and French expeditions to North Greenland in ’78, ’79, and ’80. In 1982 employed by the Geodetic Institute. From ’82 to ’85 scientific participant in expeditions to the ice cap, the Arctic Ocean, and Arctic North America. Various references are attached. One from Major Guldbrandsen, who led the Sirius Patrol. It dates back to ’79. He complains that you won’t drive a dog team. Are you afraid of dogs?”

“Just cautious.”

“But he adds that he would recommend any civilian expedition to take you along as navigator, even if they have to carry you on their backs. Then there are your scientific articles. A dozen or so, several published abroad. With titles that go over the heads of Captain Telling and me. ‘Statistics on Glacial Graphology.’ ‘Mathematical Models for Brine Drainage from Seawater Ice.’ And a compendium for students that you once wrote: Main Characteristics of the Glacial Morphology of North Greenland.”

He closes the report.

“There are various other references. From teachers. From colleagues at the U.S. Army’s Cold Water Laboratory in some place called Pylot Island. All of them state unanimously that if you want to know anything about ice, you will benefit by consulting Smilla Jaspersen.”

Ravn takes off his coat. Underneath he’s as thin as a pipe cleaner. I take off my shoes and pull up my legs to sit cross-legged on the chair so I can massage my toes. They’re numb from the cold, and there are still clumps of ice in my stockings.

“This information is largely identical with the curriculum vitae you submitted when you applied for a visa to North Greenland in connection with the Norwegian Arctic Institute’s expedition to tag
polar bears. We’ve sniffed around a little. The information is absolutely correct. On this basis, I think we have to assume that we are dealing with a very independent young woman who has unusual resources which she has administered with ambition and talent. Don’t you agree that’s the conclusion one ought to arrive at?”

“You can arrive at any conclusion you like,” I say.

“I’ve also obtained several other pieces of information, however.”

This folder is quite thin, and dark green.

“This is largely identical with the report that Captain Telling and his office had at their disposal when they stamped DENIED on your last application for a visa to North Greenland. It starts off by summarizing several private matters. Your mother reported missing on June 12, 1963, while hunting. Presumed dead. Your brother commits suicide in September of ’81 in Upernavik. Parents married 1956, divorced 1958. Custody transferred to the father after the mother’s death. Contested by the mother’s brother but denied by the Ministry of Justice in May 1964. To Denmark in September 1963. Reported missing, searched for, and found by the police six times between ’63 and ’71, twice in Greenland.

“Danish grade school for immigrants, 1963. Skovgårds School in Charlottenlund, ’64–’65. Expelled. Stenhøj Boarding School in Humlebæk, ’65–’67. Expelled. Then come brief terms at smaller private schools. Graduated from junior high after private instruction at home. Then high school. Took the senior year over. High-school diploma 1976 after private instruction. Admitted to Copenhagen University. Drops out in 1984 without a degree. And then there’s the political activity. Arrested several times during the occupation of the Ministry of the Environment by the Council of Young Greenlanders. Active in the founding of IA after the CYG split.”

He gives Captain Telling an inquisitive look.

“Inuit Ataqatigiit. ‘Those who will succeed.’ Aggressive Marxism.” This is the first time the captain has spoken.

“Leaves the party the same year because of numerous disagreements. Since then unaffiliated. Then there are some minor infractions.
Three unresolved cases dealing with breaches of Canadian territorial law on Peary Sound. Why?”

“I was tagging polar bears. Bears can’t read maps, so they don’t respect national boundaries.”

“Several minor traffic violations. A verdict of defamation of character in connection with an article entitled ‘Ice Research and the Profit Motive in Denmark in Connection with the Exploitation of Oil Resources in the Arctic Ocean.’ As a result excluded from the Danish Glaciology Society.”

He looks up.

“Is there any institution you haven’t been thrown out of, Miss Jaspersen?”

“As far as I know, I’m still listed in the national registry of citizens.”

“In addition, we have also had a look over the shoulders of the tax authorities and public administration. A little comes in from your articles, sporadic jobs, and state support. But it doesn’t seem to match your expenses. We wonder if you have a patron. How’s your relationship with your father?”

“Warm and respectful.”

“That might explain a lot. Captain Telling has had a look at his tax returns, you see.”

For me, it’s no news that they know all this. Ever since the establishment of Thule Air Base, there has been a limit to how many civilian passengers each aircraft could take to Greenland. To give the intelligence service time to investigate whether everybody had been confirmed in the Lutheran Church, came from a good family, and had been ideologically immunized against the red fever from the East. What’s astonishing is that they’re telling me what they know.

“This information presents a more complicated picture. It paints a portrait of a woman who has never finished a course of study. Who is unemployed. Who has no family. Who has created conflict wherever she has been. Who has never been able to fit in. Who is aggressive. And who vacillates around political extremes. And yet you have managed to take part in nine expeditions in twelve years. I don’t know Greenland, but I imagine that if you’re frustrated with your life, it would be easier to hide out on the ice cap.”


I make no comment. But I file it in the black book under his name.

“Each time on these expeditions you have served as navigator. Each time they have made use of confidential map material, satellite and radar photos, and meteorological observations supplied by the military. Nine times in the course of the last twelve years you have signed a declaration of secrecy and confidentiality. All of which we have copies of.”

I’m beginning to have an idea where he’s heading, what the main point is.

“In a little country like ours, you are a sensitive issue, Miss Jaspersen. You have seen and heard a lot. Which automatically happens when you’re allowed into North Greenland. But you have a past and a character which would have ensured that you would not have been permitted to see or hear anything if you had found yourself in any other place inside Danish territory.”

The circulation is starting to return to my feet.

“Anyone with even a smidgen of common sense would keep a very low profile in your position.”

“Is it my clothes you don’t like?”

“What we don’t like is your fruitless or outright damaging attempts to meddle in the investigation of the case, which I already promised you I would look into.”

Of course this is the direction we’ve been heading all along.

“Yes,” I say, “I remember what you promised me. Back when you were still working for the district attorney of Copenhagen.”

“Miss Smilla,” he says quite gently, “we can throw you in the slammer at any time. Do you understand me? We can give you solitary confinement, an isolation tank whenever we feel like it. No judge would hesitate, after he saw your dossier.”

From the start, this meeting has been about authenticity. He wanted to show me what he’s capable of. That he can obtain information that I sent to Greenland’s government and to the military. That he can follow my movements. That he has access to any archives. And that at any time he can summon an intelligence officer at six o’clock in the evening at Christmastime. And he has done all this so I won’t have a shadow of a doubt that he can lock me up at any moment.


He has succeeded. Now I know what he can do. That he will have his way. Because underneath his threat lies a deeper layer of knowledge. Which he now drags into the light.

“Imprisonment,” he says slowly, “in a little soundproof room with no windows is, I’ve been told, particularly uncomfortable when you’ve grown up in Greenland.”

There is no sadism in him. Merely a precise and perhaps faintly melancholy understanding of the instruments at his disposal.

There are no prisons in Greenland. The greatest difference in the administration of the law in Copenhagen and in Nuuk is that in Greenland the punishment is more often a fine for offenses which in Denmark would have resulted in imprisonment. The Greenlandic hell is not the European rocky landscape with pools of sulfur. The Greenlandic hell is the locked room. In my memories of my childhood it seemed as though we were never indoors. Living in the same place for a long time was unthinkable for my mother. I feel the same way about my spatial freedom as I’ve noticed men feel about their testicles. I cradle it like a baby, and worship it like a goddess.

I’ve reached the end of the road in my investigation of Isaiah’s death.

We stand up. We haven’t touched our cups. The tea has grown cold.
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