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Mise-en-scène



The tram scraped into Alexanderplatz and disgorged its cargo. Harold joined the sea of bodies encased in black overcoats, puffa jackets, fur-lined hoods. Winter – the deep continental cold – had settled on the city. Then onto another streetcar to Unter den Linden and his place of work, Humboldt University, with its chilly porticos and bullying columns. 
	He would fight his way through another twilit day, lecturing in wood-panelled classrooms holding nearly two hundred students, miked up, stalking back and forth on the small stage now covered with a blue serge carpet and a low railing at the edge after a lecturer had fallen overboard last year. A student – a round-faced girl (all the baby geologist girls look the same, round faces, glasses, brown hair, why is that?) interrogated him unreasonably, so he felt, on this point only a month ago. ‘I think better while moving,’ he’d said. You had to be careful these days. Students could complain about anything.
He opened the door of his office and was greeted by the familiar towering Araucarias, the ice sheets of the distant past, and photographs of his Antarctic field trip last year: three men and a woman with sunburnt faces encased in enormous red parkas, their polar goggles reflecting the sun and sky, looking for all purposes like terrestrial astronauts. 
As always, a stack of journals lay in an unstable pile on his desk: Journal of Polar Glaciology and its arch-rivals, Paleoclimate and Glaciological Review. In them were his most recent papers, the products of a flurry of productivity that should earn him a Professorship before the next academic year:  ‘The relationship between leaf longevity and growth ring size in conifer woods and its implications for paleoclimatic studies’; and ‘Cretaceous (Late Albian) coniferales of Alexander Island, Antarctica.’ 
	A pale student face appeared at the door and announced, with the rigid formality of his German students, ‘Dr Smith-Weston, it’s time for my supervision.’ 	He levered himself out of his funk. He would be cheery, benevolent. ‘Of course. Come in.’
The student was writing a paper on Harold’s research. He talked expansively to her about the darkness, the Araucaria tees breathing through the three month-long polar night. As a postgraduate he had achieved minor fame in paleoclimate circles for having found a fossil that was 100 million years old. He dealt in millions of years. His mind skated through geo-time:  Cambrian, Ordovician, Silurian, Devonian, Carboniferous, Permian, Triassic, Jurassic, Cretacous, Paleocene, Eocene – only 50 million years ago - finally pulling up at the Holocene, the era of man. For him, this was the previous stop on the U-Bahn, what he ate for breakfast, yesterday’s news. So proximate it didn’t qualify as history. 
The student shifted in her seat. ‘Dr Smith-Weston, I have to go.’
He looked at the clock. It was six. Outside it was dark, possibly it had been dark forever. ‘Sorry,’ he said, gathering up his papers. ‘I got carried away.’

The party was held in the Kreuzberg flat of an ex-graduate student of his now working on the Canary Islands. Half the continental shelf there was about to fall off, this student had told him. When it did, it would cause a tsunami that would wipe out the east coast of the United States.
He took the S-Bahn. The giant Christmas tree had just gone up at the Brandenberg Gate, a gift of – what country? He couldn’t recall. Norway possibly. Some post-war reconciliation gesture by a country that had been steamrollered by the Nazi machine in any case. Police officers were everywhere in their olive uniforms, their folded table napkin hats, wielding German shepherds and semi-automatics. Al-Qaeda had made a specific threat against Berlin in the run-up to Christmas.
The flat was gigantic, one of the few remaining bargains in the neighbourhood. He himself lived in Prenslauer Berg – yuppie town. Kreuzberg reminded him of London in the 1980s, where he had been a student and he found himself weirdly nostalgic for the off-licenses protected by grates, graffiti-spattered buildings and disembowelled newspapers being swept down the streets. 
As he walked up the stairs he felt a nameless apprehension. He was led around the flat on an inspection, chaperoned by his student: here’s the kitchen, a giant Second World War-era hearth, here’s a desk built of milk crates with plywood on top, three pallets and a futon for a bed. Student life!
When they were coming back from bedroom number five he saw her. He recognised her ankles – he’d been looking down for some reason. They were thin, supple, like the ankles of racehorses. Cécile. 
‘Harold.’
‘Hello.’
He hadn’t expected her to be in Berlin, still. She’d told him she had every intention of going back to Paris after the split. He’d felt a small feral satisfaction that he meant enough to her to drive her to another country. But then her next sentence ruined it. 
‘And then I met Franck.’
‘Franck?’ he said, dumbly. 
Cécile nodded to the other side of the room. In a glassed vestibule sort of room stood a tall man. ‘He’s a physicist,’ she said, as if that explained anything. 
The look of happy surprise on the face still so familiar to him, worn into grooves by the insistent stroking of his memory, was too much. He lurched into the kitchen, then left. Only when he reached outdoors did he realise she had not asked after him. What he was doing. How he was. 
	He had to take the S-Bahn, then a U-Bahn and finally a tram home to his flat. Each mode of transport was full of completely drunk people, as was the wont in Berlin at this time of night. He was shoved and jostled in the carriages, and the physical contact – or perhaps the impersonal anger of it – inspired a strange panic. Tears came to his eyes. A black Labrador retriever being carted around by his tattooed owner noticed his distress and gave him a moist sympathetic look. 
At home that night he crossed paths with Herr Mauser, his upstairs neighbour. Every time he saw him Harold wanted to ask: do you have anything to do with guns? Herr Mauser was hardly a gun-slinging type; he wore striped shirts and commuted to work at Volkswagen. 
‘When did they board up that building?’ Harold asked.
 ‘Which building?’
‘The one opposite, the dark brown one –’ he used the world Schokolade, chocolate. ‘Did they locate the owners?’ Prenslauer Berg was dotted with these buildings, which looked increasingly like rotted teeth among a gleaming set of new dentures. They were Jewish-owned buildings whose proprietors were killed in the Holocaust. Disputed ownership meant they could not be redeveloped. 
	‘There’s no boarding on it.’
	Harold was uncertain of his German. Perhaps he had used the wrong term? Verschlagen.
	He looked again. ‘Oh, I see,’ he said. Genau. Even if he didn’t. The board were still there, criss-crossing its entrance. 


Nuit Américaine 


The plane skied to a stop. ‘We used to be able to land on the front doorstep,’ the pilot said, ‘only two years ago.’ Now the glacier had retreated so drastically that snow and ice was now confined to the upper slopes.
	Matt, their Field Assistant, met them. Before they had hopped out of the plane he announced, ‘the film crew are already here.’ 
	He hadn’t forgotten about the documentary, exactly, but nor had it been foremost in his mind as he packed his sediment sampling equipment, his specimen boxes. 
	‘A French woman and an English guy,’ Matt added. ‘Reckon they’re a couple.’
The hut hadn’t changed in the ten years since he’d last worked on base. A stuffed owl twirled above the desk where the radio equipment sat. On the table was an empty gin bottle surrounded by little yellow cans of Schweppes tonic. A frying pan with ‘Pilot Repellent’ scrawled on its base in white-out liquid hung above the Rayburn stove. 
They were all hastily introduced. A small woman rose from one of the bunks and shook his hand. She had a climber’s physique – rangy, strong shoulders and upper arms, ballerina hips. Then Mick, Françoise’s cameraman, an English guy – why Mick, he wondered? Possibly Michael was too effete – who was kitted out in new-looking North Face gear.
They all had dinner together – a typical Antarctic meal of spaghetti bolognese made with dried onion. 
‘I haven’t seen a child in a year and a half,’ the carpenter at the base said.
‘What about a cat?’
‘You know after awhile of not seeing one, cats begin to look sinister.’
After dinner Harold, Matt and Francoise left the Antarctic hard-timers to their banter and went for a walk.  The trail to the hut followed the perimeter of King George Sound; on their right was a mountain of black scree.
 ‘These black mountains are incredible,’ Françoise said. Her accent flensed the word into four separate syllables. 
‘When the sun catches them they glow like gold,’ he said. ‘You can brush your hand anywhere and see fossils. In the old days scientists used to dig them out and just walk off with them.’
Francoise told him her documentary was about the modern Antarctic. 
‘What about Herzog’s film?’ he asked. 
‘Pah,’ she said. ‘That film was too dreamy.’ 
The next day they began filming. Françoise positioned Harold in front of the Bluff face.  ‘So the film is for the general public. Just pitch it as you would for a class of undergraduates.’
‘Undergraduates know a lot more than the general public.’
She frowned. ‘Tell us the story of how the fossils got to be here.’
He began speaking, telling the camera how dinosaurs had once roamed the Antarctic, foraging on towering forests of Araucaria. Somehow the creatures who had come to the Antarctic with the breakup of Gondwanaland and the subsequent continental drift had managed to adapt to three months of darkness in the winter, then three months of daylight in the summer. He spoke of the Holillo swamps, a rare palm forest, how they accumulate like shadows.  The ancient coal ferns, Calamites, Sigillaria, born in brackish water and which have fanned out over alluvial plains. Eventually these become the barren forests of the carboniferous age, grass-less, flower-less forests of clubmoss trees - mop-headed, towering and anorexic, their draping crimped ferns, like 1980s supermodels.  He senses the presence of it, still, that raucous soupy world, the giant ferns, Komodo-dragon lizards, fish that masquerade as stones. 
Francoise pulled back from the viewfinder. ‘That was really good.’ 
She said it so suspiciously he faltered. ‘You don’t want me to do it again?’
‘Let’s do one for practice. Then we’ll do another take. The camera isn’t filming now.’
He began to speak again, far more relaxed, now that he wasn’t on camera. He had a glimpse of an alternate future. Him on television, BBC preferably, standing on glaciers, swooping helicoptered shots unfurling 360 degrees around him; then cut to a coral reef in Australia, him sitting on the side of a dive boat with a snorkel wrapped around his throat. He would use this documentary as a showreel and send it to a producer. He would become the geological David Attenborough. As soon as his contract at the Humboldt was up he would move back to Britain, where he belonged.
Mick shouted. ‘Let’s do some retakes. It’s bloody impossible to film with the sun falling like a gold axe on your head all day.’ 
In the hut that night, Françoise explained the challenges of filming in the Antarctic. Her brown eyes were dramatic, he noticed, but with a note of discernment in their cast. She had been around, this woman, she was far more experienced in the world than he was. He tried not to feel bested by her worldliness. It struck him that he really hadn’t experienced much of life.
‘You have to shoot very early morning or evening,’ Francoise said, ‘even if they don’t exist at this time of year, strictly speaking. But the sun is slightly lower in the sky. You have to adjust your settings until they are the lowest possible aperature.’ Her voice was soft, enraptured, even. ‘It’s tungsten light. Silver, but with a filament of blue in it, like a gas flame. I’ve never seen it anywhere else. You would not believe how this light bleaches everything. It’s like the light arrives at an edge where it flips over and becomes its own negative.’ She had propped herself up on her elbow in her sleeping bag and looked straight at him. ‘It’s like constant nuit americaine.’
‘What’s that?’
 ‘In English it’s called Day for Night, when you shoot during the day but deliberately underexpose the film to make it appear like it’s shot at night.’
‘What does it look like?’
‘Bleached. Strange. Passé now, it’s never done anymore. With digital you don’t need to.’ 
‘Are you shooting with film?’ He’d not looked closely at the camera Andy toted everywhere. 
‘A little. I use digital for work but I always do some film shooting, for myself. I like the look of film. There’s an extra dimension, that only comes with substance. You won’t see it with the naked eye, but it’s there.’ She lay down. ‘I don’t miss the night, you know. In film I would miss it, yes, but not in life. I could easily never see night again.’
He went to sleep dreaming of tungsten, of those thin filaments in lightbulbs, the ones that were right now being made obsolete. 
Françoise and Mick left the following day. He watched as her small figure was swallowed into the stomach of a Twin Otter. The plane took off, snagging on air after a run of only 300 metres. He watched it rise and bank, puncturing the sky. He stayed for a long time, until he was only looking at a place in the sky where the plane had been. 


Le Chienloup


Two months after his return from Antarctica he received a DVD in the post. On it was Françoise’s documentary. She’d had to edit his contribution out, ‘for length’, she explained in the note that accompanied the disk. She was sorry. 
A week later he received an email. ‘I realise it was disappointing not to have been included in the final cut,’ her message began, ‘and you may not have any further interest in the matter. But I will be in Berlin for a documentary film festival in May. If you’d like to have a coffee, please let me know, Françoise.’ As a PS she’d put ‘I miss the tungsten light of the Antarctic.’ 
He gave her the address of a café in Mitte. They met in the early evening. At first he had difficulty locating her amid the rangy limbs of German girls and men wearing square glasses. Then he saw her, thin and lithe as ever, although she looked subtly changed from her Antarctic self. He couldn’t say how.
She gave him a thin smile which had in its arc the vaguest note of apology. 
‘You know what we call this time of day?’ she said, her eyes reflecting a darkening sky. ‘Le chienloup.’
‘The wolfhound,’ he translated. He liked this term, the changing from wolf to hound, so correct for this middle European sky’s dual character: rapacious, yet domestic. 
‘I need to call someone,’ he said. He paced outside with the phone stuck to his ear, having an imaginary intimate conversation. As he performed this mime act out of the corner of his eye he could see Françoise scrolling through her messages on her Blackberry. The corners of her mouth sagged ever so slightly. As he faked laughter he remembered her breezy self-sufficiency in the Antarctic. What had changed? Did she have a relationship with the cameraman that failed? He had caught a whiff of need.
He was about to hang up on his imaginary interlocutor when he saw the man. He was dressed in an overcoat, far too warm for the time of year. He wore businessman’s shoes – brogues – but the shine had dulled. Otherwise there was nothing remarkable about him. Still he drew Harold’s eye. The man looked up and saw Harold staring at him. In the man’s eye was a mute plea, and behind that an expression which was like a portal to a depthless place. As he passed, not three feet from Harold, he said, ‘you can see me.’ 
He stared at the man’s retreating back.

In the café they restarted their conversation. Françoise seemed nonplussed by his desertion, but he wondered if this were an act. 
She was coming into focus for him. He saw she was someone who squared herself up to circumstance, who required herself to keep hope and desire in strict quarantine from the rest of the business of living. Women like this were tough, hurt, able to take contempt and yet simultaneously dismantled by it. Normally he avoided such creatures of paradox, but something about Francoise had lodged itself inside him, all those months ago in the Antarctic when there had been only light.
‘Do you speak German?’ she asked.
‘Badly.’
‘Do you miss England?’
‘All the time. I don’t know why. What’s there to miss – bad weather, money-crazed people, good television. I miss that. I’ve had enough of the naked talk shows and soft porn. When I arrive at Gatwick or Heathrow and I see the terrible airport carpets I think; ah, home.’ 
‘Are there good things about Germany?’
‘It’s very efficient.’ 
She smiles. ‘And that’s a good thing?’
‘You’d make a good journalist.’
‘That’s what I am. I interview people.’
‘Well you don’t need to interview me.’ He tried to inject a wry note to his voice, but it emerged as a caution. 
Away from the Antarctic their exchange had become weirdly formal, or was it superficial? He had experienced this before, with colleagues. Once back home it was never the same. It had something to do with being in the wide-open wilderness, knowing that there were only perhaps a thousand other people besides you on a continent the size of the Ukraine and western Europe put together, which encouraged intimacy. He never forgot the people he met in the Antarctic, for good or bad. 
Yes, she was tough, contained, he thought. She had a vein running down her forehead which became visible when she laughed or was excited. Her face was masculine, but beautiful, a little like Kristin Scott Thomas. 
Francoise told him about filmmaking in Bhutan – a land lost in time – how everyone sat around laughing at her, they were all so thrilled and she was so hysterically funny, but she never found out why. ‘To never know why people are laughing  at you,’ she shook her head. 
Throughout their conversation Françoise’s mobile phone rang constantly. Before he’d performed his little trick of talking to a phantom girlfriend, Françoise had let the phone vibrate away. But now she answered one or two calls, speaking in French too rapid for him to follow.  The last call he’d actually received on his mobile was exactly a week ago, from his parents. His last two texts were both from delivery companies. 
In the Antarctic, he thought, everyone was on an equal footing. There were no mobile phones to display your popularity, no Facebook, no monikers of wealth. Only the wedding bands people wore, like little badges of threat. He was entering the age – thirty-three, thirty-four, where suddenly everyone was married, and to not be married was becoming conspicuous. It was no longer an I am just waiting for the right person age, rather an it’s too late one. 
	Françoise wore no wedding band, he saw.
	 ‘Are you married?’
	Her laugh was like gunshot. ‘What! Me?’
	‘Ok, were you married then?’ 
	‘Definitely not.’
	They walked out into Berlin in summer. The television tower, blinking into the steel night sky, the World Time Clock pulsating time zones in distant countries – Manila, 02:01, Los Angeles, 11:01. The flatlands surrounding the city, breathing into the blue funk of summer. To the east, the intractable bulk of Poland. Berlin was a live museum. It was impossible, he thought, even now, to live in Berlin and not think constantly of its recent history, although the Holocene wasn’t really his thing. To be bombed from the sky, to have a juggernaut advance on you from the East. Nowhere to hide on those flatlands, for hundreds of miles in all directions, watchtowers, German shepherds, foot and motorised patrols. Whether of Nazis or Russians, what did it matter? There would be no escape. 

*

From the café they went to a restaurant, and from the restaurant to his flat. There was never any moment when they discussed or agreed to spend the night together. There was an edginess to their every movement, as if either of them would suddenly make a break for it and leave the other languishing at the table. It was exhilarating. 
They talked afterward until the sun came up. 
‘I wonder if your enchantment with the distant past doesn’t come down to misanthropy,’ she said. Her scurrying accent made him mis-hear the word as ‘anthropology’. 
‘What do you mean?’
‘You want to return to a time when the earth was pure, unpolluted by human beings. All the nature freaks want that – the guys in the Antarctic, the mountaineering types – everyone wants this impossible dream. I love nature too. But all I can think is: how boring, your bloody sublime apocalypse. All that’s left are two or three outdoor types named Andy or Mark sitting around a fire talking about the birds they saw that day.’
He laughed, despite himself. Also, he was a little afraid of her, he realised. She so easily banished the romantic notions he cherished. 
Francoise propped herself up on her elbow. ‘I wonder if the time you deal in is so deep it becomes –‘ her forehead wrinkled. ‘As if the past, if there is enough of it, becomes the future, somehow.’
‘Time might be one solid dimension,’ he said. ‘Our mind breaks it up into to past, present and future but that’s an illusion. We might have as much access to the future as to the past but we can’t process it, mentally, for some reason.’
‘It’s dangerous to know the future.’ Her mouth curled, a strange expression – fear, distaste. He had the sense she might know something he didn’t. ‘What do you imagine the light was like, then?’ Françoise asked.
‘Then when?’ 
‘The pre-Cambrian. Or the Devonian. You tell me, you’re the geologist.’
‘Cobalt.’ 
Her face showed how pleased she was with his answer. That this might be the only answer. 


Temps mort


She stayed with him for two more days. He never discovered how she occupied herself during the day because he went to work or had to stay late in his office to finish a paper. He knew she was preparing for another filming trip to Bhutan, and that she was scared. 
‘I don’t mind heights when I’m climbing and roped up, but I hate precipices, and everything there is perched on a ledge. I freeze if I’m near an edge, like this.’ She held her body rigid, her fingers outstretched in surprise, a rictus of fear on her face. ‘And we are going to have to hike into the villages carrying camera equipment on paths this wide – ‘ she opened her palms to show a distance of three or four feet. 
‘Are you going with Mick?’ 
‘Of course, he’s my cameraman.’
He had never asked if they were lovers. And now there was no time for such 
questions. He was making his way to a conference in Bonn and she to the airport. 
	They rode the tram together to Alexanderplatz and took up positions on opposite platforms – Françoise for her flight to Schönefeld, him for the S-Bahn. They waved once, then carried on smiling at each other across the platforms for awhile until Harold found this extended goodbye across the rails too much and pretended to be distracted by his phone. When he looked up from one of these phantom phone calls and across the chasm of the tracks, she was gone. 

*

Two weeks later he arrives home at 10pm. The sky is a milky blue. Beyond the horizon, somewhere to the departing west as the planet spins, is the sun. 
	He turns the key in his door. As soon as he is inside the flat, he feels something is wrong. 
	A woman sits with her back to him in the armchair facing the window. 
	‘Françoise!’ he can hear the shock in his own voice. ‘You gave me a scare.’
	She turns around. One half of her face is in shadow. ‘I’m sorry Harold.’
	‘How did you get in?’ He can’t remember giving her a key. But Berlin was so safe; it wouldn’t have been the first time he’d neglected to lock his apartment.
	 ‘I think the door was open. I can’t remember.’ Again, she says, ‘I’m sorry.’
	‘I’m just – surprised. To see you back from Bhutan. So quickly.’
	‘I should have told you I was coming.’
	 ‘Are you ok? Would you like anything?’
	‘A cup of tea would be great.’
	He fixes them both a drink in the kitchen. In between the whine of the kettle and the bangs of the tea mugs, he lobs questions back into the living room. ‘Did something go wrong?’
	‘The weather was terrible. It snowed for the whole week. Mick and I couldn’t get any good shots.’ He saw her cross her arms around her shoulders. 
	‘Are you cold?’ It is twenty-seven degrees, still, even at this time of night.
	‘No, it’s just a memory of the damp.’
	 ‘You can stay here if you like. I’ll sleep on the sofa.’
	She gives him a shy, hurt glance. ‘Thanks.’
He returns with their cups and sits opposite her. Francoise’s face is as lovely as ever, her impala eyes, the sprite dimensions of her. 
‘I’ve been thinking of what you said,’ he begins, ‘about cinema being about light. I’ve been looking at the sky differently. Even the streets, the way the dusk gathers in corners. I keep imagining the scenes I might film.’
She smiles. ‘You’re becoming a cinéaste.’
‘When did you first notice all that – I mean light, shadows?’ 
‘I got it from my father, I suppose,’ she says. ‘When I was a teenager my mother sent me to live with my father. He’s a filmmaker in Canada. He went there in the eighties when my parents divorced. He lives in Nova Scotia, do you know it?’
 ‘There are some great Precambrian fossils there.’
‘I went to stay with my father in his beach house. He had many friends who would come down from the city for the weekend. One of them was this woman and it was obvious they were getting together.’ Her mouth turns upside down in a moue. ‘So I said, fuck this, I’m off to sleep on the beach, and you two can make eyes at each other as much as you like.’ She smiles. ‘I was sixteen.’ 
‘And angry.’
‘And angry. I slept on the beach that night. I remember lying on the beach in a damp sleeping bag with my knees drawn up reading Leonard Cohen by flashlight.’
‘Very angry teenager,’ Harold says. 
‘It was a terrible night – there was thunder and lightning out to sea. Then these boys turned up in their trucks and had a party about half a mile down the beach. All night I huddled in my sleeping bag, afraid of being struck by lightning, afraid of what would happen if the boys discovered me sleeping there, alone. I was awake most of the night. Before dawn I sat up. The shoreline faces east. It was a sudden command from somewhere: I must watch the horizon. There was the palest of orange rims out to sea, then suddenly the sky exploded into green. It was like an emerald held up to the sun. I stared and stared. It was over in an instant. But after that the sun was stronger and the salt air sharper. I realised we were all spinning.’
‘I’ve heard of the green flash. Sailors spend whole lives at sea hoping to see it, and there you were lying on a beach reading Leonard Cohen, and it comes.’
‘I am very lucky.’ Another tentative smile. ‘You know, there are people in your flat.’
He tenses. ‘What people?’
‘You’ve seen them.’
He has enough sense not to ask her, who are these people in my flat? He knows who they are not: ghosts of the distant past, Berliners during the siege, women raped by so many Russian soldiers their kidneys gave out. No, his people are young, modern, confused. They drift from the kettle to the toaster, then sit on the counter, unsure what to do next.
	’Do you know about temps mort?’
‘Dead time?’ he translates. ‘No.’ 
‘It’s when the camera is left running on a scene after the actors think they have finished acting it. I got the best footage of you this way,’ she says, ‘in Antarctica. I left the camera running but told you I was finished. As a presenter you were a bit stiff. But as soon as I told you the camera was off you relaxed.’
‘You were filming me then?’
‘I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.’
	‘Like memory,’ he says.  ‘The camera keeps running but the actors are no longer acting.’ 
They drink and talk. The sky never completely loses the blue steel penumbra of midsummer. 
	‘This is what I love about the polar regions,’ she says. ‘What keeps me going back. The light. I feel so alive there. I don’t sleep.’
	‘Don’t you go a bit crazy without sleeping?’
	‘Sleep is where death lives. Every time I fall asleep I think: this is what death will be like. This obliteration.’ 
A dark element, too dark for either of them to counter, has entered their sphere. Just then a woman – no girl – drifts across his kitchen, pushes down the toaster. He expects the smell of warm bread to flood the flat at any minute, but it never arrives. 
‘Greenland,’ Françoise says. ‘It’s a tough place. So dry. The flies so fat, like drunk bees. They are stupid. They fly right into your mouth. You have to wear Factor 50. The sun bores through your head like a drill.’
	‘There is some great strata in Greenland,’ he says.
	‘Those people you see on the street –’ she begins.
	‘I know, you don’t need to tell me. I don’t want you to tell me.’ He is suddenly afraid.
The people he is seeing have a steely arc, instead of a full-blown halo. Auras are technicolour: purple, turquoise, magenta, the colours of silk saris. But these peoples’ auras are like the sky in the polar regions when the sun dips just below the horizon again in late August, and thin bands of fluted tangerine, of olive green, spread across the sky – no less beautiful for being muted. 
He realises Françoise has one of these auras. 
The sun will soon appear over the horizon. He thinks she might leave, then, following some old summons. 
She falls asleep on his sofa. In the morning she is gone.
It will be another week before he hears via an Agence France Press item he picks up on the net. Filmmaker killed In Bhutan.  She slipped in the mud and hit her head on a piece of ice, even though it was early spring. A freak accident, nothing to do with hanging off cliff-faces, no heroic death for her. Spring ice is hard. 
The warm blue light of a summer morning enters the flat, charging over the horizon at 1,600 kilometres an hour. He remembers what she had said to him, that night, before she passed out on his sofa.
‘You’re a good person, Harold, but you are too detached.’ She had looked down at her hands as she spoke, a look of contrition on her face. ‘You have to live among people, you know. There’s no choice. The world you love is long gone.’
 ‘You should go back there,’ he’d said. 
‘Where?’
‘To Greenland. To Nova Scotia.’
‘No, I can’t now. You go.’
She gave him such warm, encouraging smile. It dissolved the cold enamel colours that had surrounded her. As if there were still life inside her, somewhere.
‘Yes. I’ll go.’ For now, while the days still unfurl ahead of him, he will go to Greenland, that country of no green, but so much light. 
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