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FOUR 

 

It is night time. He waits. The microphone is pointed towards him, the recording device is on. 

He promised Eva. No, that’s not right, he promised Eva’s husband. The moment he thinks 

‘Eva’s husband’ he shifts uneasily, rustling in his chair. The recorder will capture his 

breathing too, so he tries not to sigh. Shouting wouldn’t be a good idea either. 

 He is sitting in a mustard yellow house with red shutters and a red door, in the middle 

of a frozen lake in the Northwest Territories, and waiting. It’s quiet here. He thought that the 

ice would contract and expand more, but all he can hear is the fire in the stove. From time to 

time the floorboards in the house creak and squeak. The ice is almost two metres thick here; 

there’s not much moving on the surface now. Yesterday two men from the town spent the 

entire day excavating blocks of ice from the lake with a bulldozer for the ice sculpture 

competition. But that was much further down the lake, not here amongst the houses. 

 When the ice breaks, the houses swim in the water, but now in March everything is 

frozen solid. And beneath a deep layer of snow, despite the strong sun. The snow has been 

cleared only from the road that runs right across the frozen lake. From a distance the sheer ice 

glistens black, but when you get closer it’s light blue, deeply veined and full of cracks, 

streaks and wavelike layers. Like an abstract painting, only three-dimensional. 

 All the same he thought that the houseboats might rock a little when twenty blocks of 

ice, 120 by 150 by 70 centimetres in size, were cut out with an almost two-metre-long 

chainsaw, fixed to steel chains and then dragged out of the lake by a powerful construction 

vehicle. He watched while three blocks were quarried; only with the first one did he have to 

run for cover when an enormous pressurised wave of water shot from the oblong hole. 
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He stands, puts on his parka and fur shoes, and steps out onto the wooden terrace of the 

pontoon, which is actually a jetty, but at the moment his hire car is parked in front of it. All 

he wants is a breath of fresh air, but it’s minus forty-two degrees and you can’t just pop out in 

your slippers. In fact, here you can’t just pop out at all. Not to the bakery, not to Starbucks, 

not to borrow an egg off a neighbour. Everything is bound up with a time-consuming putting 

on and taking off. Although he has to admit that he’s never borrowed an egg off a neighbour. 

If anyone, it would have been Eva doing the egg-borrowing. But he can’t recall them ever 

having talked about it. Why not? Perhaps she only ever borrowed eggs rather than buy them, 

sometimes from the people above, sometimes from the people below, sometimes from the 

people opposite. He doesn’t know. He’ll never know unless he asks those people. Maybe he 

will when he’s back in Hamburg. But if he ever needed an egg he’d rather ask for one here 

than back at home, even if that meant having to brave the cold to get it. 

 Steve and Caroline wouldn’t hesitate to give him an egg, and besides that they’d give 

him a beer, a coffee and from time to time even a hash brownie. He looks over to the 

neighbouring boat; it’s larger than his and blue. There is light in the windows; apart from this 

it’s dark on the lake at night. Which is precisely why he’s here. He glances up at the sky. 

Nothing to see yet. There’s a streak of white in the west, but he can’t tell whether it’ll amount 

to anything. He’ll keep an eye on the streak. 

 

It was a good idea to come here in winter, even if the houseboat doesn’t get properly warm. 

He wears several woollen jumpers and pairs of fleece trousers, even in bed. He can, however, 

comfortably drive his car across the lake to the supermarket in town, or get something to eat 

at Noodle House, which tastes different from the noodles he cooks. Yellowknife is expensive, 

but it doesn’t cost much to rent a houseboat. The landlord – what was his name again? – said 
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he lived in town, about ten minutes away by car. But when he told that to the nosy woman in 

the gallery, she immediately said, ‘Landlord? What’s he called?’ 

 ‘His name escapes me for the moment. He’s got a white plait, long coat, or to be more 

precise…’ 

 When the woman burst out laughing he wanted to leave again straightaway. That 

chubby lady with her proto-feminist haircut and hippy earrings – were those dangly things 

really small dreamcatchers? – seemed to find it most amusing. She gazed at him, full of 

sympathy, before seemingly burying herself back in her paperback thriller. But then she said, 

‘Mackintosh, I know. He’s no landlord, darling. I’ve no idea where he lives. In the bush, 

perhaps. He sometimes works as a house-sitter in winter. And now you’re house-sitting the 

place he ought to be keeping an eye on. He’s probably got another job somewhere in town – a 

house with better heating, I imagine.’ 

 She looked up again and gave him a cheery wink. 

 

He goes back inside, puts a log in the stove and chucks the parka onto the floor. He’d love a 

beer now, but doesn’t fetch one. It would make him tired. Is he a pitiful creature? A month 

ago he would have laughed that off in astonishment. A month ago he was still an alpha male, 

a singer-songwriter with a great band, he’d just sold a song to David Grey – David Grey! 

Plus, he had a beautiful and smart wife, as well as a sexy lover. Fortunately she wasn’t so 

beautiful and smart that he’d have to leave his wife for her. But she loved him with a force 

that kept bowling him over. He finds it easier to think about his lover than his wife. 

 

He sits back down; now he doesn’t care if the recorder picks up his sighs. Perhaps David 

Grey has become a beta singer-songwriter in the meantime too. He’s not sure anymore. But 

he is sure that he’s missing his wife, his beautiful, smart wife. 
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 But was she really? His? 

 He’s just not sure anymore. 

 Unsettled, he peers out of the window as if there might be some inspiration out there. 

 

The Northern Lights. Going to see them has never been one of his dreams. At most he’s 

wanted to bathe in that warm, blue lagoon in Rekjavik, preferably with Björk, or perhaps 

watch an active volcano, preferably from a warm, blue lagoon with Björk. But since Eva’s 

gone, all he longs for is the white nothingness during the day and the cold light at night, 

which sometimes is there and sometimes isn’t. What comforts him is the idea of a vast, white, 

empty expanse. It more than comforts him, in fact; it virtually drugs him. But doesn’t numb 

his senses. He’s the opposite of numbed. All noises are amplified here. Canada. The very 

name of this huge, empty country sounds like an echo bouncing off the icy, reverberative 

surface of the frozen lake: nobody here! 

 

They met eleven years ago and married more than nine years ago. Eva didn’t want to at first, 

but then fell pregnant and ultimately he succeeded in persuading her. Actually he forced her; 

it all boiled down to his paternal rights over the child. He threatened to file a legal claim for 

his rights, promising a long, dirty court battle and other such things, until she finally gave in 

and agreed to a small, business-like ceremony in Altona registry office. The witnesses were 

the elderly couple who lived next-door, whose plants he and Eva watered when they went on 

their long trips to south-east Asia. When Eva lost the baby shortly before term, their marriage 

assumed a sad absurdity, plain to both of them but which neither mentioned. When it 

happened she wasn’t there and he wasn’t here. 
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He gets to his feet abruptly and puts on his parka to step outside again. Like a knife, the cold 

drives into the uncovered places on his skin. It’s a gleaming knife with a blade so sharp that 

he barely notices it piercing him at first. It takes a few seconds before he starts gasping for 

breath. His forehead, nose and hands begin to hurt. He tries lighting a cigarette, but has to 

hurry because the cold paralyses your fingers in no time at all. His neighbour, Steve, is able 

to smoke without taking the cigarette from his lips. He blows the smoke from one corner of 

his mouth while clamping the cigarette with the other. When he tries to copy Steve he ends 

up coughing, so for now he takes the risk of his fingers freezing stiff. Steve grew up here, 

after all. 

 From the back of his head a sharp pain rises up his skull. After smoking half a 

cigarette he feels that if he were to rap his fingers against the wall they’d clink and jangle as 

they shattered into a thousand shards. A buzzing starts up in his ears. Are his earlobes turning 

black already? It strikes him that when it’s this cold you can’t think of anything other than the 

cold. At minus thirty degrees all other thoughts are put on ice and the brain knows only one 

combustion point.  

 But just like bacteria, viruses and moulds, the other thoughts are not killed off; they 

recover as soon as it warms up. He puts his head back and gazes at the sky. How cold must it 

be up there? Would a mould survive up there? If he wasn’t so preoccupied with feeling how 

cold he is, he might feel sympathy with the mould. Unable to bear it any longer, he puts his 

cigarette on the ground and hunches to avoid losing warmth as he goes back into the house. 

Having put on a down jacket beneath the parka, then mittens and a fur hat, he returns outside, 

picks up the cigarette by jamming it between the mittens and looks out across the frozen lake. 

Stretching out before him is a black-and-white expanse of ice, 27,200 square kilometres in 

size. He looked up the exact figure, which makes it roughly as big as a medium-sized German 
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Land, or something in-between Belgium and Israel, or Mare Anguis on the moon, or the 

Amalthea moon, which orbits Jupiter and whose days are half the length of those on earth. 

 He wonders what the far side looks like, although he can’t rule out the possibility that 

the lake might extend beyond the North Pole and only finish on the other side of the planet. 

At least that’s what it feels like on nights like these. 

 

Perhaps everything would have been different if, after her car accident, he’d flown to see Eva 

in Canada. But she didn’t want to see him. Besides, he’d just started something with Louisa 

and believed it was his fault that Eva had lost the child. First because of Louisa and second 

because of the marriage against her will. It was his punishment. She told him on the 

telephone that it was a girl and then hung up. So he stayed at home and grieved, feeling both 

offended and relieved that she barely called him after that. In spite of this it would never have 

occurred to him to separate from Eva. But nor from Louisa. Eva was silent, she was further 

away than ever. 

 

He nips back inside to fetch his phone. Quickly taking off the mitten, he photographs the 

white streak in the night sky. He’s actually waiting for this streak to grow bigger and start 

shining. He looks at his phone and gives an involuntary cry. What in the sky looks like a 

blurred streak of condensation glows in galactic green on his mobile. He scans the sky for the 

cosmic spectacle he’s supposed to have snapped. Nothing. Nothing save for that pale streak. 

Even a weak device like his phone receives far more light than his own large-meshed retina. 

So, would someone please tell him, which is reality? He feels deceived, either by his mobile 

or his eyes, or the cloud up there – he can’t tell for certain. 

 The pale streak turns ever more transparent. Sighing, he takes the phone from the 

pocket of his parka and looks at his last photograph. He becomes immersed in the green 
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glow, almost believing that this is what he actually saw in the sky. It’s what he wants to 

believe at any rate. Soon the streak will vanish altogether as will his recollection of it, and 

very soon only the sci-fi green of the photographic evidence will exist in his memory and 

he’ll be certain that it never looked any different. He can understand why Eva preferred 

clinging on to sounds rather than images. Unlike photos, sounds don’t commandeer the entire 

memory arsenal. He puts the mobile back in his parka pocket. Soon people will no longer 

have memories, which they form and reform in their minds, but only documents, external 

memories in digital archives. Even as he’s forming this idea in his mind, he realises he’s 

sounding like an ageing singer-songwriter. 

 

It wasn’t until weeks later that Eva came back. She was completely slim again, thinner even 

than before her pregnancy, and with dark shadows beneath her eyes. She was still 

functioning, although she didn’t want sex to begin with. He could understand that. Louisa 

was excitable and over-sensitive. But, in a peculiar way, he was calmed by her nervousness. 

At the same time, with Eva so delicate, he felt closer than ever to her. Now at last he had the 

feeling that she needed him, and he noticed how he himself needed that. They slowly came 

together again. And although he didn’t give up Louisa, he sensed that his marriage to Eva 

was strong. 

 

The pale light in the sky has gone. He turns on his own axis. A new shape, looking like a 

stretched cloud, has risen in the west; it runs behind the roof of the houseboat. He’d like to 

take a closer look. It’s a fairly big drop from the wooden jetty down to the ice. He jumps, 

takes a few paces across the snow-covered lake and sweeps the firmament with his eyes. Yes, 

over there, that might turn into something, a proper light. But we’re not there yet. He turns 

around swiftly and climbs up the wobbly wooden steps leaning against the pontoon. As he 
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goes inside the house he notices that he’s leaving behind a trail of wet. With one foot he 

clamps the sole of the other shoe and slips it off without untying the laces. Eva would have 

sworn if she’d watched him do that, a great, profane curse. He misses her swearing. 

 

It’s only when he snuffles that he realises tears are running down his cheeks. That too. 

Sounds of waiting. What an exciting audio installation that is going to be. With difficulty he 

stops himself from sneezing. It was her idea. And his decision to take it to its conclusion. 

Waiting for the Northern Lights. What on earth is he doing here? 

 He looks down; one shoe is lying to the side, he’s still wearing the other one. 

 

Eva only ever spent half of the year in Hamburg; she lectured in art history at Hamburg 

University and had tenure at the University of Alberta. To begin with he was going to move 

to Edmonton with her, but then he assembled the best band of all time. They started to be 

successful, really successful, with festivals and gig tours, CD reviews and television 

appearances. So they agreed that Eva would divide her time between Canada and Hamburg. 

 

And now she’s no longer there, while he’s hunkering down in Canada, moreover in a place 

which might be the capital of a vast state, but in reality is a hick town with ugly houses, all of 

them functional buildings, at once new and shabby. He sounds like a European snob. 

Probably because he is one. 

 It’s cold here. 

 He doesn’t think this land is suited to human beings, at any rate not those European 

snobs who only count their like as humans. Caroline told him that the original inhabitants, 

with their tents and fur gloves, were always on the move. With dogs, on sleds and on the 

hunt. They canoed and fished, built and foraged, slaughtered and carved, sewed and tanned, 
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brewed healing potions and constructed mighty tools, chopped wood, cooked and danced, 

repaired and mended, and gathered as groups in tents to talk or smoke. It was a hard life, but 

Caroline called it ‘honest’.  

 Recently, when he was sat in her kitchen, Caroline said she hadn’t been able to talk to 

her grandparents when she was a child. Even her mother had found it difficult to talk to her 

own parents in Dené. They’d been thoroughly exorcised of the language at school. She’d 

thought her grandparents, who hadn’t lived far away, were like stone-age people. There was a 

bitterness in Caroline’s voice. Only much later did she understand who her grandparents 

were, and most of all, who she was herself. 

 Caroline was standing at the sink, the low-lying sun slanting directly into her eyes. 

But rather than blinking, she stared through the small window across the lake, slowly shaking 

her head. Then Steve came crashing through the door, stomped through the kitchen and took 

a can of beer from the fridge. Steve threw one to him, his neighbour, too. Caroline shook her 

head again, this time in disapproval. Steve pulled his wrinkly face into a wild smile – he was 

missing his front teeth – cracked open his beer and toasted him without saying a word. 

Caroline turned to them and straightened her back. Her grandson, Colin, she said with a 

sudden fire in her eyes and ring in her voice, learned Dené at school. And now he was so 

proficient that last year he won a prize in an essay competition. But of course her 

grandparents died long ago. 

 

Slowly he pulls on one of the laces. The knot unties and the shoe falls heavily from his foot. 

He pads over to the stove in his thick socks and puts another log on. The walls of this 

houseboat are badly insulated. It’s warmer at Caroline and Steve’s. He decides he’ll ask 

Caroline tomorrow whether they’d like him to take Colin to the ice sculpture competition. 

The two of them are planning to attend a niece’s wedding and will be back in the evening. 
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Nobody’s told him yet why Colin lives with his grandparents rather than parents, but he 

hasn’t asked either. 

 

If he’d gone with Eva to Edmonton back then, he’d have had to live off her salary to begin 

with. He admits that he’s old-fashioned when it comes to money matters. Nor can he deny 

that the intercontinental arrangement suited him perfectly. He toured, felt free and 

unattached, he drank after his gigs, but usually not too much so that he didn’t feel too bad the 

following day. And time and again he’d be astounded by how much women were attracted by 

a guitar. All the clichés about hands on curved instruments were true. He had only the very 

occasional fling and, as he seized far fewer opportunities than he was presented with, he 

thought of himself as rather faithful. He even considered it beneficial to his marriage, as it 

improved his mood slightly whenever Eva went away again . 

 Admittedly, his relationship with Louisa continued even when Eva was around, but 

they didn’t see each other as often. Besides, he’d made it perfectly clear to Louisa that he’d 

never leave his wife. Yet this seemed to be clearer to him than her. Maybe he hadn’t said it to 

her as clearly as he’d thought. But he, Eva and Louisa all settled into the particular 

circumstances. He doesn’t think that Eva ever knew about Louisa. Sometimes she had a way 

of not looking at him when he came home from his lover, but she never said anything. 

 

He pours water from the canister into a pot and puts it on the cooker. Perhaps he ought to take 

another look at the propane tank. This MacThingummy guy, the landlord, sub-letter, or 

whoever he is, claimed there was enough gas there, but he wants to make sure. Make sure. He 

hears himself laugh out loud. No way! God, now his mad laughter is on the recording. 

 He decides to put an end to the waiting and switches off the recorder. ‘Sounds of 

waiting II: Northern Lights’ will be the title. But he can’t go out again today. He’s drunk too 
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much to stay awake any longer, and who knows what he might do next – blubber? Giggle or 

burp? Today he’s already provided the intelligentsia with a handsome spread of waiting 

sounds for the great posthumous private view. Besides, it’s crucial that that there’s room for 

progression. If he shoots off his entire arsenal of sounds on the second evening, the art-loving 

Canadian is going to start yawning after only three minutes of audio material. Who’s going to 

be doing the editing, actually? It’ll be best if he does it himself. 

 

Before switching off the torch he turns on his mobile. Although he’s got reception, there’s 

hardly any battery left. Because it’s so cold his battery is always draining like this. Three 

messages from Louisa. Instead of listening to them he switches off his phone again. Nothing 

from Eva, nothing, nothing. Of course not. 

 

The following morning the sun is shining so strongly on the snow that he’s virtually blinded 

when he reaches the neighbouring boat. Caroline spots him from a distance and can’t help 

laughing when he’s finally standing before her with his eyes tightly closed and his face 

contorted with pain. He’d like to tell her that it’s not really funny because he regularly suffers 

from migraines, but thinks twice about it and says nothing. First, he hasn’t had a single 

migraine attack since he’s been living on this lake, despite the extreme temperatures and 

dazzling sun. Second, he realised to his shame that he wanted to make her feel bad and 

caught himself just in time. He imagines it must look rather funny to watch a mummified 

European stagger with eyes closed across a frozen lake, keeping his knees close to his chest 

to avoid tripping over a heap of snow. So he laughs with her. 

 When he asks whether he should take Colin to the sculpture competition, Caroline 

gives him a reproachful look. Colin left ages ago, she exclaims; he’s one of the competitors! 
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 Steve sticks his head out of one of the windows, freshly shaven and his wet hair 

combed tightly back. His shoulders are white and covered with black hair. From behind him 

puffs of steam billow out of the window. Standing there naked and peering out from his 

cloud, he looks old and unfamiliar, waxen, jaded, frail even. Steve grins his toothless smile 

and shouts that from a distance he thought a representative from the Ministry of Funny Walks 

was coming to pay them a visit. Steve’s hoarse laughter ends in a rattling cough which 

refuses to go away. 

 He laughs along again, although it’s a bit forced, before heading back home, his hands 

over his eyes. Barely has he turned around than he hears Steve and Caroline, now in unison, 

laugh once more. Hunching his shoulders, he tries to stroll at a measured pace towards the 

mustard-yellow houseboat. Nothing, he thinks, nothing unites people so wonderfully as 

laughter. How wonderful that he can perform this little neighbourly duty to such jolly and 

helpful people. 

 

He can hear shouting and music coming from the Snow Castle. The ice sculpture competition 

must have already started. He didn’t know that children could take part too. Colin’s only 

twelve, shy, not impolite, but there’s something about him that isn’t quite right. He looks 

gloomy and withdrawn. Sometimes he sees him darting along in the shadows of the 

houseboats, but nobody knows for sure where he’s going or where he’s come from. He only 

ever hears him speak Dené. Does Colin talk to his school friends in English? Yesterday 

evening he happened upon an American Manga comic at Steve and Caroline’s, and he’s 

assuming it isn’t Steve’s. 

 

The obituary that appeared in Alberta University’s quarterly journal referred to ‘our 

celebrated sound artist’. Eva hadn’t told him that she was a ‘sound artist’. Kept it quiet. Like 
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so many other things. All the time he thought she was doing the same as in Hamburg, that’s 

to say teaching and researching contemporary art with a focus on sound art. He’d been 

unaware that she was producing this herself, indeed that in the meantime she’d become a 

contemporary Canadian sound artist. Did she refrain from telling him because he sometimes 

made disparaging comments about the sound installations she was studying? Perhaps they’d 

been her own ones! Something about the electromagnetic sounds of growing fungi?  

 It eats away at him. 

 Being a musician doesn’t automatically make you a sound artist, unless you’re Björk. 

But he isn’t Björk, he’s someone who composes and plays profoundly analogue folk rock. 

And even though he prefers appearing live, he has already brought out four albums, spent 

endless hours in recording studios, edited and mixed, and all that time she kept it secret from 

him that she was doing something completely similar. 

 He hates her sometimes. 

 Ever since they met he’s only made a single album. In fact there were only two really 

new songs on it; the rest were just new arrangements, but came from pre-digital times. 

 And what now? 

 Eva’s last unfinished work, ‘Sounds of waiting’, was to consist of five parts. ‘Waiting 

for the Northern Lights’ is part two. 

 

He goes in to fetch his sunglasses, then makes his way over to the Snow Castle. The snow 

crunches beneath his thick shoes. He’s never heard such loud snow in his life. It’s as if the 

crystals were screaming with each step. Even the voices that were ringing out all the way 

over to his houseboat just now are drowned out by this snow. He has to stop to be able to 

hear. How can hunters ever creep up on their prey here? The unusual volume of the snow is 

due to the cold perhaps. Or is it the dryness? Since he’s been here he’s had two nosebleeds. 
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But actually he likes it, this air, not the nosebleeds. Instead of seeping humidly into your 

bones through every layer of clothing, it cuts deeply and cleanly into your flesh like a scalpel. 

 

The so-called Snow Castle is the largest building on the lake. It’s built of huge blocks of 

snow, with inner courtyards and rooms, partly roofed and partly open. Some windows even 

have panes made of ice. At weekends they exhibit pictures here, or sell pearl jewellery and 

hand-stitched fur gloves. And although of course it’s the newest building on the lake it recalls 

an early mediaeval monastery, but in white. Once, when he was on his way back from 

shopping, he saw a wedding being held at the Snow Castle. In the car park outside a stretch 

limousine was waiting, with expensive-looking cars parked in long rows beside it. He 

wondered how many vehicles could line up before the ice broke and all of them were 

swallowed up by the lake. He remembers how freezing he felt when the bride stepped out of 

the castle. She was wearing a white, off-the-shoulder dress and no coat. She must have caught 

her death of cold, but at least the photos were nice, that’s the important thing. 

 

He walks along rows of blue blocks of ice, looking for Colin. In actual fact death can only be 

caught when it comes to the cold and venereal diseases; in all other cases death arrives 

spontaneously. And yet he can’t imagine Eva simply being taken away, at least not without 

some prior appointment. Perhaps they had arranged a rendezvous. All of a sudden he feels a 

brief but heavy longing for Louisa, for her coarse hand with which she digs out, orders and 

records her unremarkable little plants. He feels bad for not calling her. But at the same time 

he realises that Eva’s absence doesn’t mean that Louisa automatically takes her place. On the 

contrary. 
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The sculptors are not yet allowed to touch their blue blocks, but each of them has constructed 

a small stand with tools around their ice. Metal ladders and wooden scaffolds are on hand, as 

well as trailers with generators to power chainsaws, which some of the artists use to sculpt 

the ice into a rough form to begin with. He slowly wanders down the rows of sculptors. No 

trace of Colin. 

 

How come he never found out about Eva’s life as an artist? Sure, she used a pseudonym, 

FOG, but everyone who knew her must have been aware of FOG’s true identity. Everyone 

apart from him. He looked up FOG on the internet and found some photos, a few Canadian 

newspaper articles, the pdf of an exhibition catalogue, which even after several attempts 

refused to download, and an English-language Wikipedia article containing images of her 

work, but not of her. The article is very short, saying only that FOG is the pseudonym of a 

European sound artist living a very reclusive life in Canada, who has won two awards and 

had three major exhibitions in Edmonton, Calgary and Toronto, all of which met with 

considerable critical acclaim. Especially impressive, it goes on, is FOGS’s exploration of the 

depiction of ‘silence’ in its forms of ‘tranquillity’, ‘quiet’ and ‘saying nothing’. 

 

He stops beside a jacked-up block of ice, a massive blue aquarium full of squiggles, rings of 

air and small bubbles. But there’s nothing moving inside. A jagged crack shimmers in the ice 

like the silhouette of a distant mountain. It doesn’t reach as far as the surface, but vanishes in 

a milky cloud in the middle of the block. He sees fissures and edges encapsulated in the ice, 

fault lines like ossified lightning bolts. He can make out a twig, dropped by a bird perhaps, 

and a few black leaves – he can’t tell whether these were from above or below the surface of 

the water. It pains him to think that these fleeting and mysterious worlds are now going to be 

destroyed by saws, scrapers, hammers, chisels and knives, and worked into oversized 
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Swarovski crystal rubbish. He goes on, the snow crunching and squeaking beneath his soles. 

He stops by one of the posters advertising the competition. He’s already seen it all over town 

and by the entrance to the Snow Castle: the winner of last year’s competition proudly 

standing beside his ice sculpture, a rococo carriage pulled by swans. 

 

When somebody writes Eva’s biography, if not before, everybody will know. The world will 

learn that she led a double life. One as a German academic and one as an international artist. 

One as the wife of a musician, and one as the partner of a gallerist. One with her husband, 

and one with – that’s enough. He doesn’t know why he never told the man about his marriage 

to Eva, why he let him believe he was a bit like an ex-boyfriend, a sort of brotherly type. But 

he couldn’t tell him. It was as if he didn’t have the right. After all, Eva had never wanted to 

marry. 

 The other man, Eva’s other man, is older than him, richer too, if that had any part in 

it. Perhaps the man suspects that he was Eva’s German lover. Perhaps that’s what Eva told 

him. What does he know about the sort of the relationship the two of them had? He, who until 

then relished his own double life, was her lover, Eva’s second man. In spite of this he handled 

the funeral arrangements; he had to do something. He made an effort to be discreet, but this 

proved unnecessary as the other man was too tied up in his own grief to be interested. 

 

The beginning of the competition is announced over a loudspeaker. With a starting shot and 

accompanied by applause, which on the snow-covered ice sounds at once muffled and 

doubled in volume, the sculptors grab their tools. To begin with the chainsaws whine. He 

feels like a guest at a Hell’s Angels’ meeting rather than an onlooker at a sculpture 

competition. But the noise of motors is soon joined by the conservative rhythm of hammer 

and chisel. Gradually a clanging fills the air, as small pieces of ice shatter from their blocks 
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and fall on larger chunks. Finally he spies Colin, who’s working a block somewhat apart 

from the main group of sculptors. Colin looks up when a shadow falls on his ice. They nod to 

each other. 

 ‘Edlanét’e,’ the boy says. 

 ‘Hello.’ 

 He asks Colin what he’s carving and the boy takes off his leather necklace and hands 

it to him. A tiny bird hangs from the leather strap. Made of soapstone, it has a crest that runs 

backwards and ends in a point, like you see on some tits or larks. The beak is short and 

powerful, and a stripe cut into the stone runs above the eye to the back of the neck. Colin says 

something in Dené. Although he doesn’t understand a thing, he nods and returns the necklace 

to the boy. Without a word Colin puts it back over his head as he takes big chunks off the 

corners of the block with a manual saw. 

 On either side of Colin two girls are carving their blocks. Both are older than Colin. 

The young people’s hunks of ice are not even half the size of the adults’, probably because 

they’re not yet allowed to handle chainsaws. One of the girls gives him a cautious smile and 

points to a hand-drawn sign leaning at the foot of her block. It reads ‘Support child artists 

from Yellowknife’ and he doesn’t know whether they’re after money or moral support. As 

there’s no collection tin nearby he assumes it’s the latter. So he hurries over to the Snow 

Castle and buys three takeaway hot chocolates from the bar in the inner courtyard. The lady 

behind the counter puts them in a sort of egg-carton tray, which he likes. He goes back to the 

child artists from Yellowknife and hands round the paper cups, while offering an embarrassed 

apology, mumbling something about ‘support’ and ‘art is long but our lives are short’. The 

two girls squeal with delight and thank him profusely. Colin says ‘marsi’ and nods again. He 

nods back, but the boy has already turned away and is busy with his sculpture again. He 

wonders whether there are several words in Dené for ‘thank you’, like with the Inuit and 
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snow. Perhaps ‘thank you for the hot chocolate’ sounds quite different from ‘thank you for 

your support of child artists from Yellowknife’. He would also have liked to ask Colin what 

the word is for this loud type of snow. Screaming snow? Thunder flakes? Crunchy crystals? 

 

How long will the sculptures last? Surely they’ll lose some of their sheen just a few hours 

after completion. Depending on the weather, maybe they thaw a little during the day, then 

freeze again at night, leaving the edges not quite as sharp the following day. Maybe they get 

snowed under or gradually become porous on the windward side. Before the great thaw 

begins they will have long since mutated into ice mummies. The more delicate figures will 

break picturesquely; the chunkier ones will morph into clumps. 

 He remains beside Colin watching lumps of ice fall away from the sides of the block. 

Now the bird can’t end up any bigger than one of the crows you see here, now no bigger than 

a gull, and finally no bigger than a starling. This stage seems to have finished. From time to 

time Colin removes a mitten with his teeth and holds the model bird with fingertips that stick 

out long and slender from cut-off woollen gloves, committing to memory the stone’s lines. 

Strangely, the bird around Colin’s neck reminds him of Louisa. 

 

She understands nothing of music and sounds; she studies all sorts of weeds to measure 

environmental pollution. He met her at the birthday party of one of his band members. Most 

of the time she kept her head and eyes lowered, ‘for professional reasons’ as she used to say, 

although she liked to take the pocket magnifying glass that hung on a ribbon over her small, 

firm breasts, and peer at him through it with a grotesquely enlarged eye. 

 It’s only now that he realises that his images of Louisa come from the past, memories 

washed in a soft sepia tone. He fears that he’ll never see her again, or perhaps only to tell her 

that. And although this is his decision, he’s overcome by a mild melancholy. His memories of 
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Eva, on the other hand, even when he’s on his guard, are always accompanied by a frenzied, 

piercing pain, as if he were staring into the dazzling sun with his eyes wide open. 

 He thrusts his hands into the pockets of his parka. Through the mittens he can feel the 

balls of bubble gum he bought from the machine outside the Safeway supermarket. He hasn’t 

seen bubble gum vending machines since he was a child, let alone used one. He couldn’t even 

say for certain that he’d ever inserted money into one. At home they always cautioned him 

that the stuff was old, hard and unhygienic. He takes a ball of gum from his pocket; it’s lime 

green. At that moment, Colin looks over to him. He offers the gum to the boy, who nods, says 

‘marsi’ again and puts the ball in his mouth. Shortly afterwards the sugar coating splinters 

and cracks between Colin’s molars. It sounds ghastly. In horror, their eyes meet; both of them 

are wearing the same guilty expression. Colin, because he made the dreadful noise; and he, 

because he gave him the gum and with it the possibility of ruining his teeth. The two of them 

grin with embarrassment. And for a moment he feels as if a great burden has fallen from him. 

He laughs, wishes the boy good luck, and casts a final glance at the sculpture before turning 

to leave. The bird is already beautiful, even though it’s very small considering the size of the 

block it’s been carved from. The girls call out their thanks to him once more and signal 

goodbye by raising their paper cups. As he crunches his way back to the house boat, he 

decides to put some eggs in the pan. He likes to hear the swish of a successful omelette when 

it slides from the pan onto a plate. He stops abruptly, the burden returns, now settling back on 

his shoulders. 

 

In the evening he places the recorder on the table, changes the batteries and presses the start 

button. It’s not completely dark yet outside, but he can start waiting. Sometimes the Northern 

Lights appear early, Caroline said. It’s a bit of a shame whenever that happens, because of 

course you see them much better when it’s pitch black. Apparently the best view is up at 
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Dave’s in the lodge, where there’s no town nearby, no lights. But you can only get there by 

plane or Ski-Doo, and you’d need a much better knowledge of the area for that. He looks out 

of the window; a light is on at Caroline’s. 

 

Although Eva had Canadian friends, he doesn’t know much about them because her stories 

would make him jealous. Whenever she spoke too much about her time there he would feel 

afraid and get into a bad mood. He preferred it when she moaned and complained about 

Canadian university politics, which judged everything that was good – by which she meant 

the humanities, art and culture – from an anti-humanist, economic viewpoint. 

 ‘Oil has corrupted us. Alberta’s rich. And yet everything at the universities that 

doesn’t generate a direct profit – ‘profit’ here only ever referring to money – is condensed. 

But why? Did a banker ever move the world forward even an inch? I only know of banks that 

have entire countries on their conscience. And the oil industry has quite other things on its 

conscience. What is so shocking about the idea that capitalism and the tediously linear 

progress that accompanies it cannot provide the only true answer? You tell me that!’ 

 At the time he looked up somewhat irritated from his newspaper and replied that 

everything was tediously linear, life itself, even the paper in his hands. 

 ‘But not if you read it out to me while I’m ranting. Sound isn’t linear, it can be 

circular and simultaneous! Where does our linear life lead? Straight towards death. So why 

the hurry?’ 

 He wishes now that he’d listened to her more attentively. 

 Of course he knew that she was right; after all she was defending art, and thus him. 

But in reality she’d been talking about herself the whole time. This gradually dawns on him 

and he is furious at her. FOG? What rubbish! She didn’t even let him fumble around in the 

mist. Only now does he realise how total the darkness was in which he was groping. Faithless 
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Old Goat. Fickle Or Good. Friend Or Ghost. Free Of Guarantees. Fuck Off Gallerist. What 

did he know about his wife? When he thinks about her he feels his heart swell to the point of 

bursting his ribcage. She adored baths; she would take long, extended baths. Like a teenager. 

He closes his eyes. 

 

After the funeral Eva’s gallerist said that she’d always refused to get married, even when she 

was pregnant. The man’s voice shifted into a senile falsetto when he said that she’d lost her 

daughter almost ten years before, also in a car accident. With her swollen belly, Eva had been 

sitting much too close to the steering wheel, and on impact something became detached, 

which resulted in the child no longer receiving the sustenance it needed. He didn’t know, she 

never told him, he just saw the airbag and the damage to the car, she assured him she was 

fine, but that evening she’d started bleeding. 

 The man broke off and looked at him helplessly. 

 ‘By the time we got to hospital it was all too late.’ 

 

The colour of the sky changes from dark green to blue-black. The stars and moon have been 

visible since the afternoon. No clouds, a clear view. All he needs now are the solar storms. 

Music drifts over from the Snow Castle; the ice party is in full swing. He decides to pay 

another visit. He wants to see if Colin’s bird is finished. Who knows how long the sculptures 

will last? Did Eva have an inkling her life might be short? Instead of stretching it out as far as 

possible, perhaps she tried to evade tedious linearity by living two – or perhaps even more, 

what does he know? – lives simultaneously. 

 

He puts his warm things back on. The sound of his waiting consists chiefly of the rustle of 

functional clothing. As he goes outside he takes a deep breath, but it’s so cold that he can’t 
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help coughing immediately. Steve told him that once it got down to minus eighty in Yukon. 

You had to take very shallow breaths to avoid your lungs being scorched with frostbite. With 

a hiss, breath froze in front of your lips and fell to the ground with a soft clank. 

 No joke. 

 Steve’s father was there. He was one of those poor devils who back then had to work 

at the airport. Snag – Steve spat the word out, it was the name of that godforsaken place. 

Snag, an appropriate name. Steve lit a cigarette; there was bitterness in his voice. Aircraft no 

longer flew there, of course. You only had to go near a thermometer for the alcohol in the 

glass tube to start quivering and then rise. The breath of the huskies sleeping in a small 

clearing hung visibly above the trees as a cloud of ice. The cold also allowed you to hear 

everything, truly everything. Steve said that from the airport his father had been able to hear 

the Indians talking to one another in the forest, and they weren’t even shouting. Somehow the 

cold had pushed the sound waves down; Steve wasn’t able to explain it precisely. 

 

Crunching and creaking, he makes his way back to the Snow Castle. The music gets louder 

and to the beat of the song the snow walls are lit up in red, green, blue and yellow. As he 

walks past the building he senses the ice moving for the first time. What the bulldozers 

couldn’t manage is simple for the bass tones booming from within. The ice quakes beneath 

the rubber soles of his boots. The sculptures stand in rows, large and bizarre figures, an army 

of alien mercenaries from the most diverse planets. Other people are out here in the darkness 

too, strolling past the shimmering sculptures, chatting and pointing at the works of art. He 

walks over to the three small blocks. Only two figures are there, however: a seated woman 

with closed eyes and a mother seal with its offspring snuggling up close. These were made by 

the two girls. He moves closer. 
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 The sheet of ice where Colin’s bird stood that afternoon isn’t empty. The bird is lying 

there – in pieces. The colours projected from the Snow Castle reflect off the polished shards: 

red, green, blue, white. He feels as if he has sustained a blow to the chest. Staring at the 

fragments of the crystal animal, he gradually understands why he finds the sight of a broken 

ice sculpture so disturbing. For what he sees here isn’t the bad luck of an ambitious, albeit 

inexperienced artist. Shards like these aren’t the result of false chiselling or of accidentally 

dropping a tool. This is the sculpture. Colin first carved the bird, only to shatter it afterwards 

with great precision and arrange the pieces. 

 

She drove at night into the North Saskatchewan. He didn’t know what that was at first, then 

at some point realised it was a river. The North Saskatchewan River is neither deep nor 

torrential; she would have had time to get back on land safely. Perhaps she was unconscious, 

perhaps in a panic, but perhaps she drove in slowly. Since her earlier accident she’d removed 

all the airbags from any car she drove. The seatbelt was unfastened when they pulled the car 

out of the river. There was no sign of her having struggled for survival.  

 Eva’s secretary called him; she’d been instructed by Eva to inform him about 

anything important. He’d actually assumed that the secretary knew who he was, but now he’s 

not so sure. 

 That same evening he flew from Hamburg to Amsterdam, and then on to Edmonton. 

Eva’s gallerist had already identified the body; they bumped into each other at the morgue. 

Carrying a plastic bag with Eva’s things, the man approached him uncertainly and said, ‘You 

must be Eva’s friend, Marco Lochmann; I recognise you from a photo. I’m Cormac Lacune, 

Eva’s partner. She said you were closer to her than anyone, even than her own family. I 

know…’ 

 And then he started to cry. 
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 They left the morgue together and went to a draughty Tim Hortons restaurant. Cormac 

Lacune talked and talked, while he just nodded. When Cormac went to the loo, without 

thinking he took the bag of Eva’s things and went through them, item by item. He wasn’t 

looking for anything in particular, but then he found himself holding the recorder and put it in 

his coat pocket. When Cormac came back to the table, they stood up, threw their paper cups 

into the large dustbin, slotted their plastic trays into the appropriate trolley and left the 

restaurant. The wind was cold. They shook hands and saw each other again a few days later 

at the funeral. Eva’s artificially tinted university colleagues had come; her secretary shook his 

hand. A whole host of young people came and left again soon afterwards, probably Eva’s 

students, and then it was over. 

 

He slowly goes back the way he has come. The large sculptures no longer look alien, but 

banal and kitschy. He sees a polar bear on an ice floe, trying to catch a seal that is peering up 

from below. It looks familiar, but he cannot place the memory. 

 

The car in which they pulled Eva from the water was a small Audi A1. Of course it was an 

Audi, listen, what other car could a sound artist drive? The chip in her recorder was 

undamaged. Eva had dictated her ideas into it. The project was called ‘Sounds of waiting’. 

Waiting for the Northern Lights. Waiting for the results. Waiting for an arrival. Waiting for 

an end, and there was another one, but he’s forgotten what that was. 

 


