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			This book is dedicated to Barry Lopez, for showing me that storytelling is stewardship, and the world is more vast and beautiful than any of us can appreciate on our own.
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			INTRODUCTION

			John Freeman

			IT’S 109 DEGREES in Paris as I type this. Outside, on place Saint-Sulpice, a half-naked man washes himself in the great marble fountain. The sun has baked the limestone buildings around him a blinding shade of white. He takes his time, soaping his body: soaking his neck, his shins, his damp head. Not far away, a group of men sprawl on the ground. They look like they’ve been dropped from the sky. One wears only his underwear. No one else is around. The roaring splash of water is the only noise. It’s 3:00 P.M. and it will remain this temperature well into evening, by which point five people across the city will have died.

			

			■ ■ ■

			The complete name of the fountain at Saint-Sulpice is actually la Fontaine des Quatre Points Cardinaux, which means the Fountain of the Four Cardinal Directions, since the structure faces north, south, east, and west. It was designed by the Italian architect Louis Visconti at the behest of Claude Philibert Barthelot, comte de Rambuteau, prefect of the department of the Seine. Rambuteau’s mission as prefect was “Water, air, shade,” and his plans for delivering them to Paris residents were as ambitious as his name was elaborate.

			During Rambuteau’s tenure, which began in the 1830s following a devastating cholera epidemic, an explosion of public works began. Destruction came with creation in equal measure. Boulevards were widened, slashing through ancient and never-to-be-recovered city lanes. But sewers were modernized, and over one hundred miles of water mains laid down. Rambuteau planted trees along avenues, installed pissoirs so men weren’t urinating in the street. And, most startlingly, in a city where drinking and bathing water was taken from public fountains, he built more than 1,700 small fountains, so that the large decorative ones didn’t have to serve as water sources.

			La Fontaine des Quatre Points Cardinaux was completed in 1848. It stands today, nearly two hundred years later, in part because Rambuteau imagined that an apparently impossible problem could be solved. How could a city that had become a terrible breeding ground for disease, a city that occasionally burned and seethed with fire, a city ruled arbitrarily by a king, no less, be transformed into a place of water, air, and shade? Paris provides all three things to many (though not all) of its visitors today.

			

			■ ■ ■

			Rambuteau’s success was enabled by another architect, though, a far less famous urban planner—Charles Axel Guillaumot. A few decades before Rambuteau began the city’s building spree, Paris was sinking. All of the mines and quarries that had been dug in the city for centuries—going all the way back to the Roman era, when the city was called Lutetia—had honeycombed its underground structure. In the 1770s, sinkholes began to develop across the city. Whole buildings and street corners would suddenly, violently collapse into the dark, cavernous space beneath the city streets, killing pedestrians and raising a public alarm that perhaps Paris was built on borrowed time. In 1774, a quarter-mile trench opened up one day on what is now part of boulevard Saint-Michel, swallowing horses, houses, people—to a depth of eighty-five feet. Perhaps all the rock and stone that had gone into creating Paris would be the source of its demise.

			Guillaumot, who was born in Sweden to French parents, was not a notable architect until he began what would become his life’s work—rebuilding the city under the city of Paris. As Graham Robb beautifully describes in his book Parisians, Guillaumot possessed the imagination to see what had actually happened. “As the city spread from the island to both banks, the quarries deepened and Paris began to devour its foundations.” For three decades, Guillaumot set about quietly, in the dark, completing the largest architectural project in Europe: shoring up the city’s entire foundation, and mapping it upon the city streets to a scale so grand that when Paris’s cemeteries ruptured, his vast halls and reconstructed galleries were capacious enough to also absorb the million-plus bodies of the city’s dead. Today, they are simply called the Catacombes.

			Attempting to solve the problems created by what had been extracted from the earth: it sounds like a very modern problem.

			

			■ ■ ■

			We face a similar calamity in the making, all across the world today. For two centuries, by taking and taking from the earth, we have rendered our ability to live here an open question. Burning fossil fuels has heated the planet. How much and how fast the temperature rises is a matter of debate. That it’s happening, and why, is not. Ninety-nine percent of scientists believe that this warming has been caused by human activity. We call this development climate change, a term that doesn’t describe the violence of what has been happening. Earthquakes, fires, floods, die-offs of species. Sinkholes, tornadoes, tsunamis, and volcanic eruptions.

			Instead of acting on this enormous problem, as Rambuteau did many years ago, with drastic action, we—especially those of us in the global north—have dithered, argued, denied. And waited. We’ve waited for record heat waves to break, for the forest fires to burn out. For the floods to abate. For migrants to stop leaving parched countries and turning up at borders throughout the world. We have been waiting for ice shelves to cease their melting, for the droughts to end, as if all the signs of catastrophic climate change might be magically waited into submission.

			While governments and our own individual wills have faltered, these events have only grown in size, frequency, and destructive power. The future so often predicted by climatologists is here, and yet large numbers of the world’s most powerful residents cannot grasp what it means.

			To turn away from the greatest threat humankind has ever faced has required a staggering dedication to distraction and lack of empathy for the suffering of others. Evidence of what’s happening to the planet is everywhere one looks; the facts have been checked and rechecked and benchmarks of acceleration routinely surpassed. Rather than deal with what these forces are telling us, much of the world—especially the global north—has retreated. Many of the richest countries have elected nationalist leaders who campaigned on us versus them platforms, and who are at war with the power of facts. They are often in the pocket of fossil-fuel companies. Many of them are triumphantly xenophobic, flagrantly demonizing anyone who travels from elsewhere in search of a better life.

			These leaders know something so blatantly true that it’s about the only aspect of climate change that is not debated: this crisis has been affecting the world at different rates. Right now is a great time to live in Brittany; it’s not such a good time to be in Bangladesh. Or Chad. Or Burundi. Or Thailand. Or the Sahel. Climate change is affecting us all, but it’s going to hit the poorest parts of the globe first, and hardest. It’s also going to transform Asia a lot faster than it will the rest of the world. The Paris Agreement attempted to limit global warming to 2°C above preindustrial temperature levels. That now looks impossible, and with a 3.2°C temperature increase predicted by 2100, nearly 300 million people will be displaced—large portions of cities like Osaka, Hong Kong, and Shanghai, with its 24.4 million residents, will be underwater.

			

			■ ■ ■

			There we go, though, see? That’s over there. Unless, of course, you’re reading this in Shanghai, let alone Dhaka. Or Miami for that matter, a city predicted to be underwater in a few decades.

			One of the greatest casualties of this spasm of self-interest we’re witnessing in rich countries of the north is that these delays—and in some cases, returns to increased fossil-fuel consumption—compound catastrophic circumstances in parts of the globe that cannot afford incremental change. Paris is experiencing repeated heat waves that kill three, four, or five people; meantime, Phuket suffers a tsunami that leaves nearly five thousand dead and as many missing. Regions that are paying first are facing outsize climate bills run up by the carbon emissions of the rich northern countries.

			It’s foolhardy to think this first round of catastrophe, even if it avoids the richest countries, will not blow back on them. The 300 million people who will be displaced by the end of this century will have to go somewhere. To put this in perspective, that’s more than five times the number of displaced persons in the world at the present moment: and look how destructive that crisis has been to liberal governance.

			This test of the values of liberalism has failed magnificently in all but a very few places. That’s because a gremlin lurks within the founding documents of many nations—and the attitudes of their societies: the fractionalization of the value of human life. That somehow, some lives are just worth more. Of all the nations, America must be one of the guiltiest on that score: a global disaster is not one until, so often, an American has perished. Nationalism is the incarnation of this value. To believe in a nation has increasingly meant to believe in a certain kind of person. Increasingly, it means my nation’s citizens are worth more than yours.

			This is an outrageous proposition. Do we really believe that the lottery of birth should be so definitive? No one gets to make a choice to be born in Conakry versus Cleveland, but from the moment of birth very different prospects unfold. What if we believed, stupidly or hopefully, that every living life mattered equally? That it was possible to act as if this belief were a value worth defending, to tell stories as if it could be observed? Climate change will not be “solved,” but we might survive some of its worst effects if we work collectively.

			

			■ ■ ■

			By assembling tales from all over our world about what it feels like to be alive today in this time of crisis, this book is an attempt to resurrect that collective spirit. This is not a book about policy or about statistics. We are swimming in facts, but a fact does not fully obtain the depth of a fact, the power of a fact, until it becomes part of a story. Too many of our stories about climate change are about fear—fear felt in the north about what is coming. Not enough of them are about how the climate crisis is being experienced across the globe now.

			We need to create a new language to deal with the scale of the crisis we face. A new lexicon of life in a time of natural disaster, or a different species of grief. How do we truly imagine our own possible demise? How do we face someone else’s? Is there a complex context for what is coming? On a narrative level, this is not a problem for one royally empowered prefect, or an architect happy to work in the bowels of just one city: we need many writers in many parts of the globe thinking on it all at once.

			This book contains the work of thirty-six such writers, from points as far and wide as Hawai‘i, Port Harcourt, and Freetown, from Bangkok to Maori territory in New Zealand, and from the banks of a river called Slaughter near Buenos Aires to a very wet village in the Himalayas, where fresh water is precious. Two writers come from Iceland, whose landscape has never afforded its residents a feeling of stability or calm, with its near dozen active volcanoes, its melting glaciers, its deep and mysterious crevasses. An ideal book might have featured writers from one hundred more destinations. Yet I wanted one that might fit in a person’s hands.

			

			■ ■ ■

			What a story these writers tell—here is the thrust and heave and beauty of life on a planet that seems hostile to our presence. In Andri Snær Magnason’s essay, he describes walking up onto a glacier in Iceland that his grandmother mapped seven decades earlier; looking down into a crevasse, he gets the sense that the earth has always been a precarious place. “We are standing on a thin crust on a ball of boiling magma floating around a burning sun,” he reminds us. But something has changed—we used to live in a world in which the earth aged in geologic time, while we arrowed through it in human scale; now we’ve forced the earth onto our own brief time frame. Thinking of glaciers melting, he notes that 2 billion people rely on the frozen ice that lives at the top of the Himalayas. Writing from that region, Anuradha Roy shows what that daily trek for water looks like for people in her village, and what happens when floods and drought make it that much harder to do.

			There’s a biblical feel to the weather events we’re experiencing. In her poem “Tracking the Rain,” Margaret Atwood captures the polarities of emotion that arise in a time of wild temperature fluctuation. “We stand on the non-lawn, / arms outstretched, mouths open. / Will it be burn or drown?” But we don’t have to go back to ancient texts to recall why these images feel so familiar. After the 2010 floods in Pakistan displaced 20 million people, Mohammed Hanif saw a sudden replay of that nation’s partition from India, the pictures of mass displacement, “grandmothers separated from their families, walking in a daze, toward a destination they have no clue about.”

			Migration is a recurring theme in this book. When crops dry up, when city streets are flooded with water, what else is there to do? “The state of our earth is inscribed on refugee bodies,” writes Sulaiman Addonia, who left Eritrea during its war, spent time in a Sudanese refugee camp, wound up in England, and now teaches writing to men like him—in Belgium. Burhan Sönmez learns this journey the same way, leaving Turkey for political exile, only to rediscover upon returning home a new group of emigrants living his experience in far harsher terms. Sitting up one night drinking tea, he notices who the new outsiders are—it is the Syrians who come to work the fields like he once did. They sleep in the barn, with the animals.

			Leaving, in some cases, is for the lucky. Some don’t have the opportunity, even when it’s advisable, like the people Juan Miguel Álvarez meets in a Colombian town beset by catastrophic landslides. Many of them have lost everything. It’s not folly that keeps them there, as Mariana Enriquez points out in her essay on Riachuelo, the heavily polluted river that runs through Buenos Aires. “People use cesspits, and they don’t throw their garbage in the nearby streams that flow into the Riachuelo because they’re evil or dirty or uneducated or apathetic. They have no other option. . . . It’s not a matter of changing habits: it’s a problem of development.”

			Too often, that development is co-opted into escapism for the rich. Or the enshrinement of new classifications that make movement harder for the not-rich. In his futuristic piece about present-tense Bangkok, Pitchaya Sudbanthad chronicles how a city that is sinking and flooding is in response building upward, catapulting its wealthiest residences above the smoggy air. “Champagne-worthy sunsets are yours every evening,” co-op ads beckon to buyers. In a story set in an alternate Tokyo, Sayaka Murata depicts a world in which residents are classified by their potential survival rate. In her tale, a pair of star-crossed lovers struggle to figure out what to do with their divided fates.

			You needn’t read into the future, though, to imagine such a tale. Just read Eka Kurniawan’s love story set in contemporary Indonesia, where a boy and a girl are split apart by a simple change: after droughts and floods destroy crops, one leaves, one stays, and from that division flows a world of pain. Left behind in Port Harcourt, Nigeria, at a time of power cuts and international bluster, the narrator of Chinelo Okparanta’s story thinks on similar things. How the precariousness of the world has sharpened fate’s blade. “One never knew whence happiness would come, like the song went, just as one never knew whence happiness would slip away.”

			

			■ ■ ■

			Anger is not surprisingly a big part of the response to what’s happening across the globe. As complex as the sources of climate change can be, the obstacles—at least on a governmental level, sometimes on a global level—are infuriating. Lawrence Joseph’s ferocious poem takes aim at a preening U.S. president who jubilates in the pain of others—in denying what is patently obvious about the climate. Khaled Mattawa rages in a poem at the absurd bargain many of the world’s citizens are meant to swallow—their resources stolen, but told to stay put when they can no longer survive in landscapes that have been hollowed out. A second, awful debt is coming due. Many nations have seen it coming. “In the terrible country,” Tahmima Anam writes in her short, powerful fable of being from Bangladesh, “climate catastrophe had already happened.”

			This crushing debt is being passed on, though, sometimes merely from the rich to the poor within nations. Lina Mounzer writes with black comedy of the hubris and greed of Beirut developers, who can game the political structure. They get their comeuppance from the overtaxed sewer system—which explodes in a biblical storm of filth when one building too many goes up. Rot is not a metaphor when it is so obvious. Growing up in Guatemala, Eduardo Halfon used to go swimming in a crisp, blue lake, close to where his grandfather had a home. Then the dead body of a guerrilla soldier washes up, and so begins the long dying of the lake. Gaël Faye writes of the holocaust of the fireflies in Burundi, which had given his youth, before that country’s brutal civil war, such a luminescent beauty.

			What many governments have done in recent years has made the sudden shortages and downfalls much worse—especially for their poor. In “Machandiz,” Edwidge Danticat recounts a trip to Haiti during the buildup to a series of gas riots; the Haitian government had been part of a Venezuelan gas-purchasing scheme. But although the money was supposed to be invested, it was pocketed. In 2018, when suppliers began withholding new deliveries, gasoline surged to nine dollars a gallon in a country where the average person earns three dollars a day. These moments are even more bitterly felt when a government in power has not been elected by the people who live there. Walking across a diminished wadi near their home in Ramallah, Raja Shehadeh and Penny Johnson describe how for every example of hope and resilience in the destroyed landscape, many other possibilities—for preservation, study, and care—are shut down by the Israeli occupation.

			Nowhere has this total shutdown of popular efforts to grapple with the cost of development—the price of a lack of stewardship—been more brutal and consequential than in China, where the photographer Lu Guang traveled and worked, recording, in essence, the stories of what had been hidden from the public eye by censorship: AIDS villages. The smog- and smoke-filled regions that literally fuel China’s enormous economic growth. Writing on Lu’s work, the photographer Ian Teh pays tribute to the power of Lu’s art and what it records. “His images do not question the value of market reforms that lifted 800 million Chinese from poverty since the late 1970s; they are instead a heartrendingly persistent reminder of the suffering it took to get there.”

			

			■ ■ ■

			The vigorous effort by many public figures, governments, and everyday citizens of the world to ignore climate change has forced storytellers to confront some dark forces in human nature. Namely, our greed, our stubbornness, our willingness to get ahead personally no matter the steep collective cost. We are so deep into this crisis and the stakes are so high, it feels as if a certain powerful segment of the population has simply decided to take what it can in the time we have left. In her chilling fable “Everything,” Daisy Johnson conjures a woman who is given one awful, sweeping power to get what she wants—but often at great cost to others. Does she ever renounce it? In a harrowing brief poem, Lars Skinnebach sings an ode to grabbing and smashing in the voice of a greedy antienvironmentalist. It sounds like Patrick Bateman—the Wall Street broker turned serial killer of Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho come to life in a new way.

			The word “psychotic” comes up more than once, especially in Joy Williams’s essay on the moral bankruptcy of big-game hunting. If there’s anything that effectively epitomizes the inequality of this planet, it’s our treatment of animals, whom we’ve bred and dominated and hunted into extinction everywhere—sometimes merely to mount their heads on the wall in a deranged sense of what a trophy is. Aminatta Forna describes what happens when, in the aftermath of Sierra Leone’s civil war, one such persecuted animal—a chimp named Bruno—fights back and escapes his cage, going on the run. Reeling from years of being under the thumb of unelected brutes, Sierra Leoneans cheer on the escapee. “Bruno had become a simian Spartacus,” she writes; “the country rooted for him.” When the animals eventually do leave, we often feel bereft—as if abandoned. “At last, a week past their migration season, it dawned on me that they wouldn’t be coming this year,” reflects the narrator of Lauren Groff’s hilarious and very sad short story “Dusk,” in which a flock of cranes that used to land in the neighborhood stops turning up. “Maybe they wouldn’t be coming ever again.”

			Cultures are struggling to come up with a language for these departures. Should we be elegizing? How do we honestly remember what was so clearly never valued? Simply watching it happen, Ishion Hutchinson makes clear in his poem on coral reefs dying, isn’t enough. Some indigenous and native groups have this theft written into their bodies, into their stories. Tayi Tibble writes extraordinary poems out of this space. “I developed an early kind of kinship / with all the ways the earth hurt,” she says in “That House.” In Mexico, the reporter Diego Enrique Osorno hikes into the sierras of Chihuahua where the Rarámuri people, twice displaced from their land, never felt impoverished; but now that the climate has begun to make it impossible to grow maize, they have begun to feel as if they’re losing everything.

			Many pieces here channel a powerful sense of anticipatory loss—especially of the home. Even the Portuguese word “saudade,” with all its permutations, from nostalgia to the nostalgia for what never was, cannot quite describe a longing for a home about to be lost by being made uninhabitable. Ligaya Mishan feels this returning to visit her mother in Hawai‘i—each year the rains get harder, the soil looser, her mother’s house more vulnerable to being swept away. But where is she to go? Returning to Nairobi, Billy Kahora sees a city remade by these destructions—his own neighborhood so far gone, and so transformed, as to not exist. Yasmine El Rashidi has already suffered this loss in Cairo. In her essay, she describes setting out to find a place to rebuild the home her grandmother lost—but where? Everywhere she looks, the forecast is for drought.

			

			■ ■ ■

			How do we live within dire forecasts, how do we breathe? How do we create a space to imagine both the coming destruction and the life that remains? How to go about one’s daily life while knowledge of something awful hovers right there? These questions come up over and again in these essays, poems, and stories. In her short story, portraying a Korea beset by smog and dusty winds, Krys Lee puts this dilemma so aptly it could be a song. “Eat more, drink more,” her character urges her husband and child, “trying to act like a mother and wife. Outside was the apocalypse.”

			Pop culture is saturated with spectacles of the apocalypse: cresting waves, super tornadoes. Yet these actual events are not such a voluptuous entertainment in many parts of the globe. They are realities. To put the fear of such catastrophes into literature goes only so far. What about the small, unseeable thing in a blizzard of detail? Such as the plight of a Blue Mormon butterfly in India, which Tishani Doshi renders with immense delicacy in her poem. We need to take on board what our planet is telling us, which means listening to what we are telling each other—humans and animals. “Only by putting literature into an ecological template,” writes the Icelandic novelist Sjón, “can we understand what role writers might have in saving the earth and humankind.”

			

			■ ■ ■

			Part of writing, the best part of it, is to wake a reader up into the present, by transporting them into a dream—one vivid enough to reorient how they see things upon waking. Sometimes I wonder if parks operate similarly within public spaces. Were they always simply meant to give us water, air, and shade? Or were they meant to remind us of a two-way relationship that has been happening for thousands if not tens of thousands of years between us and nature, one we would leave behind at our peril? What would happen if we could see the ruins our current ecosystem is built upon?

			The heat wave in Paris broke, and I was walking across the city. I’d met a friend for coffee in the morning at Gare de Lyon and passed through the Jardin des Plantes on my stroll back to the apartment. It was raining now, the temperature an unbelievable 46 degrees cooler than it was one day before, when it hit 109, so chilling I’d had to wear a sweater. The abrupt swerve of weather unnerved me, so I didn’t enjoy the gardens and hustled through them, on and up the hills behind, until I found myself at the entrance to the Paris Catacombs—the ossuary that was built by Guillaumot during those three decades he spent underground, shoring up Paris’s crumbling underland. Functional for many years, now it is simply a sideshow. It’s possible his own bones are down there; it’s not entirely known. To go down into them, you make an appointment, and then, for a few hours, you’re allowed to peer under the skirt of the city. Giggling travelers were queuing up, ready for a glimpse of the underworld, happy to be spooked, as if none of this would ever happen to them.

			I continued on. Ten minutes later, I was back by Saint-Sulpice. The afternoon light had begun giving its towers and spires a Roman glow. A yellowish, golden umber. The church, like many of Paris’s famous monuments, had been inspired by Roman architecture—in this case, the Colosseum. But as often happens with churches, its builders ran out of money while building it. Even when it opened, it was somehow a ruins. Yet how much joy it provided, what a lesson on learning to live within limits, and on the sense that all of this we call life is lived on borrowed time—moments often taken from something that came before us—and would need to be continued after. There’s a sadness in that, but also a possibility, and wonder. I couldn’t help but think of something Graham Robb wrote of Guillaumot, standing eighty, ninety, one hundred feet beneath the city, surveying his work as it neared its completion: when he would give the city another several centuries or more of life where it stood. “There was no doubt in his mind that where he walked there had once been an ocean.”

			

		

	
		
			N64 35.378, W16 44.691

			Andri Snær Magnason

			ICELAND

			I

			I grew up in the United States until I was nine, and when we moved home there were many things that struck me visually. There were elements in the landscape that had a deep impact but I could not put it all into words. There were just these feelings stuck in my mind, and pictures, and things that I only understood much later.

			In the north, we had an abandoned farm by the ocean, just below the Arctic Circle. It is one of the harshest homesteads in Europe, and you can see the next house only with binoculars. In the old days, driftwood from Siberia, eiderdown, seals, and trout made it a place where twenty people could live. We stayed in the old house where my grandfather was born. Nobody had lived there since the 1960s, but now my grandfather was back with his children and grandchildren to renovate and use it as a summer house.

			For many years I was not sure what defined the nature there so strongly, because the most obvious thing was all the life. It is a place where you can listen to fourteen species of birds singing or quacking at the same time. Walking around on the beach or in the meadows in late June, you have to tread gently: everywhere you will find nests with eggs or small chicks. This is nature, but it is neither calm nor tranquil. It is as busy and stressful as a metropolis, the cliffs full of screaming gannets, the meadows full of birds trying to divert you from their eggs or arctic terns coming in swarms to attack you. All these elements resemble life in an obvious way, but a few years ago I found out that it was not life that defined this nature. It was death. The abundance and overwhelming presence of death. In a short walk you would find a dead bird, a dead chick, a half-eaten duck, a dead lamb wriggling with worms, dead fish, an old skeleton of a whale, and a seal’s head. And looking closer, skeletons everywhere, parts of wings, and the smell in the air was actually rotting seaweed.

			In the sky you would see gliding gulls threatening the newly hatched birds, swooping down and flying away with the little innocent creatures. This was a culture shock for a child; you would remember that in a park, or the zoo, in a city or on a common farm, you would never encounter death or anything dead. So up north, in this harsh nature, you had this overabundance of life, and what comes with it—all this obvious death. The children would collect the bones and the wings and play with them. Sometimes we would find a weak little bird and try to save it, but it would die in our hands. We would cry a bit and dig a small grave in the animal cemetery behind the farm.

			To get up north we went over the highlands in my father’s Volvo Laplander. We would travel over lava fields covered with green moss. Areas that look as if God had only two materials left after she created the earth: black rock and green moss. This alien landscape would show you that from the scantiest material you could create quite dramatic scenes. And then the moss disappeared, and we would travel through black sands for many hours. The sands looked like some kind of postapocalyptic landscape and we would listen to the car radio until we lost touch with any communication.

			On one of these journeys north, we were just this one car in the black landscape, and we came across a geothermal area. We stepped out and walked into the steam and the vivid colors. The ground was full of bubbling holes with yellow sulphur around them. My mother was tense, as just a few weeks earlier a traveler had been walking at the same site and had stepped onto a thin crust covering a mud pit. He fell through the crust and his body had been boiled to the bone up to his waist when he was finally pulled up.

			In the geothermal areas, our earth reveals what it is actually made of. We are standing on a thin crust on a ball of boiling magma floating around a burning sun. The geothermal area stands where the tectonic plates meet: it is like a window or a wound on the surface, you can feel the power that moves continents and you can feel the hostility, that you don’t really belong to these areas, the crust can be weak, the ground is too hot to sit on, the muddy, boiling pools like something from Dante’s Inferno. Everything seems very lifeless and dead, hostile and grim. But when you look closer, in all the Jupiter-like colors, in all this dead wasteland, you start to see all these traces of life. In a pool of bubbling 100°C water, there are some slimelike formations and you wonder what kind of life is this that can live there. You wonder if this is how life was perhaps originally formed. Between rocks and in the gravel you find small blades of grass, formations of lichen on hot rocks. Between rocks you find moss and maybe a flower, and when you look even closer, there are flowers everywhere. You wonder where these flowers come from. How can a seed find its way here in the short summer, sprout, and make a flower? In all this apparently dead landscape you suddenly understand the strength of life. In a forest, life is so obvious, so overabundant. But not in this landscape, full of sulphur, mud, and harmful gases. This life arises in areas where air and land and water seem not to be fully separated. The steam fills the air and becomes dense as a wall. The ground can be so weak and temporary. The next day it might be a boiling pit of mud. You take careful steps on the ground, trying not to make tracks, understanding the miracle of each blade of grass.

			Some of the areas we traveled had been mapped and named by my grandparents and their friends. For hundreds of years, people saw no point in traveling into these deserted landscapes in the center of Iceland. It had been green many years before, but volcanic eruptions and erosion had created one of the greatest deserts in Europe. What we saw as nature was actually the ruins of something we had never seen. And what our ancestors saw as destruction became land that we loved and cherished.

			II

			In May 1956 my grandparents went on an unusual honeymoon. They got married on a Friday, packed their bags the same evening, and went on a four-week glacial trip to measure and map the uncharted territories of Vatnajökull, Europe’s biggest glacier. They were team leaders on this trip of a group of volunteers: geologists, mountain lovers, and truck-driving mechanical wizards who could keep the snowmobile engines running in the most extreme conditions. They encountered all sorts of weather. They went into no-man’s-land, had no idea where the greatest cracks would be found in the ice or what kind of weather they could expect, as forecasts were unreliable at the time.

			Once they were caught in a snowstorm and they were stuck inside their tent for three days, until only the tip of the tent could be seen from the glacier’s surface and they had to be dug out. I asked my grandfather, “Weren’t you cold?”

			“Cold?” he responded. “We were just married!”

			I was about eleven when I asked and found it hard to find a rational connection between marriage and being warm.

			The glacier was unmapped and most of the peaks and places were still unnamed. The place where they were stuck in a blizzard has a name now. A low-rising hill from the glacial plateau in the northern part of the glacier is now called the Bride’s Belly. You can find it here on a map:

			
				Brúðarbunga, Kverkfjöll,

				1781 meters

				N64 35.378, W16 44.691

			

			Brúðarbunga is now registered as the fifteenth-highest peak in Iceland. I asked my grandmother about the trip a few days ago. She is ninety-four now and in really good shape. She is actually the same person she has always been. It is regarded as insulting in my family to refer to her as an old person. She is just “Hulda,” and we don’t use the word ern for her either. Ern is the word we use for an old person with an unusually clear mind.

			I sat down with her with some maps and old pictures that my grandfather took. My grandmother had a nice scarf around her neck.

			“Nice scarf,” I said to her.

			“Thank you,” she said. “An old lady made it for me.”

			“Old lady?” I asked.

			Grandmother laughed. “Well, she is actually ten years younger than myself.”

			We went through the maps and old logbooks. We went through the diaries of that trip and the trips after that. They built mountain huts at the edge of the glacier and on the top. The idea was that the huts should become shelters for scientists, outposts to gather information about these last uncharted frontiers of Iceland.

			After a thousand years of human settlement in Iceland the country was covered by an invisible layer of stories. Every single farm, every hill, every mountain had a second meaning in history, folklore, or literature. A rock was not just a rock, it had been used in a battle in the 1200s; a cliff was not just a cliff, it was the place where huldafolk (“hidden people”) lived, invisible people, descendants of Eve’s unclean children. A farm was on the same place as the first farm had been built, layers of history surrounding everything, everywhere. But the endless glaciers were still a tabula rasa. A real blank sheet of paper, without stories or history, hardly mentioned in folklore or the Icelandic sagas. My grandparents and their expedition crew were the first to apply names and stories to this white, infinite blanket of ice and snow.

			These trips became annual and are still today a vital part of the Icelandic Glaciological Society. I asked my grandmother if she was ever afraid in this hostile environment, but she just laughed and said, “It was so strange. I was never afraid. And we never got lost. If a storm hit us and we had no idea where we were we would just wait. Maybe a day or two, then we would find our way when visibility returned. Every spring I would find this smell. A scent of a glacier. I can’t describe it but I would feel it. And I can still feel it during the springtime. The smell of a glacier. I miss not going on these trips.”

			When my grandparents were mapping the glacier, the glacier existed in the context of eternity. It had always been there, as long as any man or documents could remember, and according to their best knowledge, it would always be there. My grandfather took a 16mm camera with him on the trip. Once I said that I wished he had filmed more of my grandmother. You could always film the glacier, but my grandmother at a young age would be something more worthwhile to catch. But now if we take the glacial data from 1956 and onward, and apply that to current global temperatures and future predictions, we will see that this great body of ice will vanish within the lifetime of someone born today who became as old as my grandmother. Nature has left geological time and has started to change during a single human life span. We can calculate that the glacier is collapsing and will be only a fragment of its old self by the year 2120.

			The Icelandic Glaciological Society has mapped the glacier floor. It has found invisible valleys and mountains that nobody had ever seen. You can look at these pictures and imagine these valleys in two hundred years, now frozen but at that time in the future possibly nice rugged valleys with small scrubby bushes or green moss formations. If my descendants want to wonder about my grandmother’s travels and look at the old maps, they will have to imagine over thirteen hundred feet of ice above them and all around them. And they will have to imagine a snowmobile traveling more than thirteen hundred feet above them and say: “If you draw a line between these peaks, that is the path your great-great-grandmother traveled.” We can take the documents of the Icelandic Glaciological Society and start naming hills and valleys. We will grieve the glacier but they will see it as I saw the landscape traveling in our Volvo Laplander. They will see blades of grass that will prove the miracle of life. They will see geothermal areas that had no name for people of my generation.

			I have traveled parts of Vatnajökull with my friends, but I am far from being as adventurous as my grandmother. Traveling over Skeiðarárjökull, one of the large outlet glaciers flowing south of Vatnajökull, it is hard to believe that this vast, seemingly endless body of ice is vanishing. We travel through landscape unlike anything I have seen before, over terrain that looks like miles of turtles’ backs, through a forest of black pyramids, past cracks that moan and gurgle, past streams that fall into bottomless holes that remind me of the lair of some alien, snakelike creature, an ice version of the sarlacc sand monster. The thought of slipping, falling in, vanishing, and getting stuck hundreds of feet below is harrowing. We encounter something like a road, a long, smooth highway, and after a day you feel as if you are on the planet Solaris in the novel of Stanislaw Lem. You try to interpret the forms you encounter, try to understand all these forms that almost look man-made. A pothole here, a pyramid there. A highway here. It feels as if the glacier is showing us what is killing it, from the pyramids to highways. The glacier does not leave with dramatic noises or calving ice such as we see in documentaries from the Arctic. The glacier vanishes softly, like a silent spring. It just melts, retreats slowly, calmly, but its appearance is strangely dead, almost like a slain fish. It loses its glow, lies flat and lifeless and far up in the middle of the mountain. You see chunks of ice and a line showing where the glacier was just a few years ago. And you try to grasp this great mass that is gone, to understand it has just changed form. It has become ocean and it will rise slowly, steady and calm, until a storm hits and knocks down doors and porches of beachfront properties.

			III

			I was writing about my grandparents’ trips when I got a strange phone call. I was invited to interview the Dalai Lama on his visit to Iceland. I was wondering what I could ask a person who has been reincarnated fourteen times. It would have to be a very intelligent question. I was browsing through world history, religion, mythology—just anything, looking for something, when I started to think about the strangest figure in Nordic mythology. According to Nordic mythology the world started with a cow. It was a frozen cow and from its udders came the four rivers that nourished the world. This myth sounds like some great misunderstanding: a frozen cow in the beginning of time makes no sense. Sounds like a whispering game that went wrong as the myth was passed down generation after generation. And the name of the cow is Auð-Humla. Auð means wealth in Icelandic. Humla, I was not sure. Humla of Prosperity.

			In Hindu mythology there is a Mother Earth cow, Kamadhenu, and the foundations of that cow—her feet—are symbolized by the Himalayan Mountains. You could say that the foundations of Kamadhenu are those mountains. And if you go to the Himalayas, you will find a district in Nepal called Humla. And if you follow the Great Himalaya Trail through Humla you will come to Mount Kailash—the center of the world, according to Buddhists; the throne of Shiva, according to Hindus. From this mountain come the four major rivers of Asia: the Indus, the Ganga, the Brahmaputra, and the Sutlej. A bit farther away you will find Gomuk, another source of the Ganga, one of the most holy places in India. Gomuk is a valley glacier, and the name means the Mouth of the Cow.

			I am not sure if there is a real connection that can be proven. But suddenly it was as if it all came together: a glacier is a frozen cow. It keeps the water during the cold and rainy season. It releases milky white water full of silt and minerals when you need it the most. It can be all the water people have, the water that defines life and death for your crop, or the real keeper of the groundwater level.

			Hima in Sanskrit means frost. Auð-Hima. The Prosperity of Ice. And today we still have 2 billion people who rely on this melting water, this source of life running from the Himalayas. During my interview, the Dalai Lama expressed his worries about the future of these glaciers. They were also retreating, and what would happen if up to 500 million people are met with water scarcity? Mythologically speaking, you could say that the Great Frozen Cow of Life and Prosperity is dying.

			I started to feel that these issues were somehow beyond my comprehension. Like hearing a new word before it has been loaded with meaning. Like what the words “nuclear bomb” might have
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