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       ‘I loved The Quality of Silence. It was scary, suspenseful and so exquisitely, evocatively written I often found myself shivering as if I were there in Alaska with Ruby and her mother. It was everything you want in a wonderful novel’ Liane Moriarty – author of The Husband's Secret 

      ‘There are many things to love about Lupton's third novel, not least its stunning evocation of the stark, beautiful Alaskan wilds… The Quality of Silence is an elegant and icily unique thriller: you won't read anything like it this year’ Alison Flood, The Observer 

      ‘Like a breath of icy air, this relentlessly tense thriller is also a child's-eye family drama like none other. Not since Miss Smilla's Feeling for Snow have I shivered like this’ Emma Donoghue – author of Room

      ‘A forbidding Alaskan winter is the setting for this ambitious and imaginative novel… Narrated in part, by Ruby, who is a delightfully realized character, (her deafness is treated with great sensitivity), the landscape, wildlife and bitter climate of Alaska are powerfully drawn. Chilling in every sense, you won't want to step away from this story’ Sunday Mirror 

      ‘A thrilling Alaskan adventure… The Quality of Silence is a sophisticated thriller which brilliantly evokes the sublime and terrifying landscape of Alaska, the culture of the Inupiat people and the fragility of our planet' The Sunday Telegraph 

      ‘A wonderful writer… absolutely gripping’ Jane Garvey, BBC Radio 4 Woman’s Hour

      ‘An elegant, chilling read from a writer who continues to stretch the bounds of suspense’ William Landay 

      ‘This is Lupton at the height of her storytelling powers’ Daily Mail 

      ‘The Quality of Silence will have you gripped from start to finish’ Cosmopolitan 

      ‘Masterful pacing, riveting plotting. The Quality of Silence will have your heart thumping. Absolutely gripping’ Louise Penny 

      ‘The Quality of Silence is a vivid and elegant thriller with great heart in its chilling narrative’ Renee Knight, author of Disclaimer 

      ‘An accomplished and icily chilling thriller’ S Magazine, Sunday Express

      ‘This novel is a winner… Lupton's prose is as beautiful as it is pacey’ Singapore Straits Times 

      ‘This is a beautifully written thriller and the way Lupton, author of the bestselling Sister, uses the tundra as a metaphor for both grief and faith is stunning. The voice of Ruby, who is profoundly deaf, and her compassionate exploration of a life without sound, only adds to the richness of the book’ The Press & Journal 

       

      Praise for Sister and Afterwards

       ‘Nicci French via Ford Madox Ford. Sister is so ably done, so perceptive about grief and guilt and self-delusion’ John O’Connell, Guardian

      ‘With Sister, Lupton enters the highly charged ring where the best psychological detective writers spar, her hands raised in a victory clench… Like Kate Atkinson, Patricia Highsmith and Ruth Rendell, Lupton builds suspense not only around the causes and details of her story’s brutal denouement, but also around the personalities… Both tear-jerking and spine-tingling’ New York Times

      ‘Lupton’s crisp insights into grief and familial guilt are married to a confidently executed plot. Lupton’s persuasive narrative voice is what keeps this classy debut (on track)’ Emma Hagestadt, Independent

      ‘Stunningly accomplished from first page to last, this is the most exciting debut thriller I’ve read all year… Written with the power and panache of a young Daphne du Maurier; it’s devastatingly good’ Daily Mail

      ‘Rosamund Lupton’s Sister grips like a vice’ Sunday Times

      ‘Superb debut novel… the literary equivalent of “scream if you want to go faster” – and, just when you think things are slowing down to a peaceful, settled resolution, there’s one more stomach-churning final turn in store’ Radio Times

      ‘A remarkable piece of work… Lupton shrewdly and compassionately peels back the story’s rich layers… providing a genuinely wicked sting at the end. But the key to Sister is Bea’s voice: clear, strong, single-minded, and not to be denied’ Seattle Times

      ‘The narrative process is so intimate and delicate… the stop-and-start associative movement of Bea’s voice is, as a British review wrote, “utterly compelling”. And the ending, however gently foreshadowed, is a stunner’ Houston Chronicle

      ‘Lupton’s remarkable debut is a masterful, superlative-inspiring success that will hook readers (and keep them guessing) from page one… A chilling, gripping, tragic heart-warming, life-affirming enigma of a story’ Booklist (starred review)

       ‘Fast-paced, absurdly entertaining… Along with a juicy mystery, it resounds with an authentic sense of sisterly love and loyalty’ Boston Globe

      ‘A bold, impossible-to-categorise and riveting blend of psychological suspense, literary thriller and the paranormal. Afterwards proves that Lupton isn’t just good – she’s wickedly good’ Seattle Times

      ‘Loved The Time Traveler’s Wife? This is even better’ Company

      ‘Lupton pushes the boundaries of our imagination with the manner in which the mystery is solved, creating a stunningly good read that’s impossible to second-guess. A literary crime novel that’s as clever in its premise as it is well written’ Glamour

      ‘This sophisticated thriller is brilliantly written and utterly gripping’ You, Mail on Sunday

      ‘Thrilling’ Vanity Fair

      ‘Chillingly good’ Red magazine

      ‘In Afterwards, we see a master’s touch on every page. Uncompromising emotional impact, a poet’s sonorous style and a gripping story all come together to make this a transcendent literary experience. I guarantee this novel will touch everyone’ Jeffery Deaver

      ‘I became insanely gripped… The word “compelling” is used lightly of mystery and crime novels – this one will define it for you’ Daily Mail

      ‘… a taut and sinewy narrative… masterful pacing and a highly charged atmosphere… a stellar sophomore effort’ Booklist (starred review)

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      ROSAMUND LUPTON graduated from Cambridge University in 1986. After reviewing books for the Literary Review and being invited to join the Royal Court Theatre, she won a television play competition and subsequently worked as a script-writer for television and film.

      Her first novel, Sister, was a Sunday Times and New York Times bestseller, as well as being the fastest-selling debut by a British author in 2010, with international sales of over 1.5 million copies. It was the winner of the Richard and Judy Best Debut Novel of 2011, the Strand Magazine Critics First Novel Award, shortlisted for the Waverton Good Read Award for best debut novel of the year and chosen for Radio 4’s Book at Bedtime.

      Lupton’s critically acclaimed second novel Afterwards went straight into the Sunday Times bestseller lists and was the No. 2 Sunday Times fiction bestseller of 2011, with UK sales alone of more than 200,000 copies.

      The Quality of Silence is her third novel.
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        It is deep January. The sky is hard.

        The stalks are firmly rooted in ice.

         

        It is in this solitude, a syllable,

        Out of these gawky flitterings,

         

        Intones its single emptiness,

        The savagest hollow of winter-sound.

        
          Wallace Stevens
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      My name is a shape not a sound. I am a thumb and fingers, not a tongue and lips. I am 10 fingers raised old – I am a girl made of letters

       

      R - u - b – y

       

      And this is my voice.
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        Words Without Sounds @Words_No_Sounds – 1h

        650 followers 

        EXCITEMENT: Tastes like popping space dust; feels like the bump-thud as a plane lands; looks like the big furry hood of Dad’s Inupiaq parka.

      

      It’s FREEZING cold; like the air is made of broken glass. Our English cold is all roly-poly snowmen and ‘woo-hoo! it’s a snow day!’ a hey-there friendly kind of cold. But this cold is mean. Dad said there were two main things about Alaska:

       

      
        
          
            
              
              
            
            
              
                	
                  For one)

                
                	
                  it’s really really cold and

                
              

              
                	
                  For two)

                
                	
                  it’s super-quiet because there’s thousands of miles of snow and hardly any people. He must mean the north of Alaska, not here by Fairbanks Airport, with cars’ tyres vibrating on the road and people with suitcase wheels juddering along the pavement and a plane scissoring up the sky. Dad is a big fan of quiet. He says it’s not that I’m deaf but that I hear quietness.

                
              

            
          

        

      

       

      Mum is keeping close to me, like she can wrap me up in another warm layer of her, and I lean right back into her. She thinks that Dad’s snowmobile broke down so he missed his taxi plane. She says his sat-phone must have run out of charge otherwise he’d have definitely phoned us.

      Dad was meant to meet us at the airport. Instead there was this policewoman who ‘Can’t Tell You Anything Yet I’m Sorry’. Now she’s striding off ahead of us like we’re on a school trip and the museum’s about to close with the girl gang calling after her, ‘Five minutes in the gift shop, miss!’ but when a woman walks like that you know she’s not going to slow down.

      I’m wearing goggles and a face mask. Dad was super-bossy about what we had to bring with us – proper Arctic gear, Puggle – and now with the broken-glass air I’m glad. I never cry, least not when people can see me, because if you start down that slippery slope you could end up wearing a pink tutu. But crying in goggles doesn’t count as public as I don’t think anyone can see. Dad says that up in the north of Alaska your tears can freeze.

       

      Holding her daughter’s hand, Yasmin stopped walking towards the airport’s police building, causing the young police officer to frown, but for a short while she could pause what was happening. All around them snow had fallen, snow on snow, covering what had once been there in its monotone colour and texture; a scene made of plaster of Paris. By her feet she saw the delicate markings of a bird’s footprints in the snow and realised she was staring downwards. She forced herself to look up, for Ruby’s sake, and was startled by the clarity around her. The snow had stopped falling and the air was dazzling, bright and crystalline, the lucidity astonishing; one more turn of the dial to more clarity still and you’d see each atom of air defined around you. It was as if the scene hovered, too in focus to be real.

       

      The policewoman just took a newspaper off the table, like I’m a little child who’s not allowed to read newspapers, so I hold up all my fingers to show her I am ten but she doesn’t understand.

      ‘A senior police officer will shortly fill you in,’ she says to Mum.

      ‘She thinks I’m a colouring book,’ Mum signs to me. People often miss Mum being funny, as if people who look like movie stars can’t tell jokes too, which is really unfair. She hardly ever signs to me, she always wants me to read her lips, so I smile too, but our smiles are just carrier bags; inside we’re not feeling smiley.

      Mum says she’ll be back soon and to come and get her if I need anything. I sign ‘OK’, which is raising my thumbs. It’s a sign hearing people use too, which is probably why Mum doesn’t tell me to ‘USE YOUR WORDS, RUBY’.

      When I say ‘I said’ I mean I signed, which is hand-talking, or I typed, which is another kind of hand-talking. Sometimes I use an American sign which is like people using an American word when they speak with their mouth.

      There’s 3G in here but I’ve checked and I haven’t got an email from Dad. It was stupid to even hope there would be as:

       

      
        
          
            
              
              
            
            
              
                	
                  For one)

                
                	
                  his laptop broke two weeks ago and

                
              

              
                	
                  For two)

                
                	
                  even if he’s borrowed a friend’s there’s no mobile signal or Wi-Fi in the north, which is where he must be because his snowmobile broke down; so he’ll have to use his satellite terminal to send me an email and that’s super-hard to do when it’s freezing cold.

                
              

            
          

        

      

       

      ‘Puggle’ is the name for a baby platypus. Dad films wildlife programmes and he loves platypuses. But a platypus, especially a baby one, wouldn’t survive two minutes in Alaska. You need to have special fur that keeps you warm like an Arctic fox and feet that stop you sinking in snow like a snowshoe hare or be like a musk ox with big hooves that can break ice so you can get to food and water. And if you’re a person then you need goggles and Arctic mittens and special clothes and a polar sleeping bag and Dad has all of those; so even if he has broken down in the north where your tears freeze he’ll be all right, just like the Arctic fox and the musk ox and the snowshoe hare.

      I completely believe that.

      And he’ll come and find us. I know he will.

      On the plane from England, which took HOURS and HOURS, I kept imagining what Dad was doing. I was thinking, Dad will be leaving the village now; Dad will be on his snowmobile now; Dad will be getting to the landing strip.

      ‘In the middle of nowhere, Puggle, and the thing about the middle of nowhere is that it is very beautiful and empty because only very few people find it.’

      Dad will be waiting for the taxi plane now. 

      ‘Like a letter for the postman, you need to be there on time or you’re not collected.’

      I fell asleep for ages and when I woke up I thought, Daddy will be at Fairbanks Airport now, waiting for us! And I wrote that tweet about Excitement being Dad’s furry Inupiaq parka hood and the thud of the plane landing, although we hadn’t actually landed yet but I thought that would be the most super-coolio feeling ever; bumping down and Dad being so close.

      Then the flight attendant came busy-bodying towards me and I knew he was coming to tell me to switch off my laptop, which would’ve made Mum happy, because she hates thatbloodylaptop. I asked Mum to tell him that I’d put my laptop on flight-safe mode. I wasn’t sure Mum would, because she’d have been super-happy if I’d had to turn it off, but the flight attendant saw me signing to Mum and realised I was deaf and did that thing people do, which is to go all mushy. Dad thinks it’s the combo of beautiful Mum and little deaf girl (me!) that makes them like that – like we’re in a movie on a Sunday afternoon. The mushy flight attendant didn’t even bother to check I was on flight-safe mode after that, he just got me a free Twix. I hope there aren’t any terrorists who are ten-year-old deaf girls or they’ll just be giving them free sweets.

      I’m nothing like the little girls in those films, and Mum isn’t like a movie star either, she’s too funny and clever, but Dad is quite like Harrison Ford. You know, the kind of person who can disarm a terrorist if he has to but still reads the bedtime story? He finds that really funny when I tell him. And even though he’s never actually had to disarm a terrorist – well, duh – he always reads me a story when he’s home, even now I’m ten and a half, and I love falling asleep with his fingers still making words in front of my eyelids.

      Then we landed – bump-thud of the wheels and me super-coolio excited – and I linked up to the free Wi-Fi and posted my tweet and we got our luggage off that roundabout for cases, our legs a little funny after being on a plane for so long and we hurried to Arrivals. But instead of Dad waiting for us there was a policewoman, who Can’t Tell You Anything Yet I’m Sorry and she brought us here.

       

      The senior police officer had been delayed, so Yasmin went to check on Ruby. She and Ruby were coming out to spend Christmas with Matt in just four weeks’ time, but after her phone call with him eight days ago she’d needed to see him face to face immediately – as immediately as is possible when you have a child at school and a dog and cat who need looking after and Arctic clothes to buy. She’d been worried about taking Ruby out of school but since Matt’s father had died there was no one who Ruby would stay with happily.

      She looked at Ruby through the glass in the door, watching her shiny erratically cut hair falling forward over her face as she bent over her laptop. Ruby had trimmed it herself last Wednesday evening in a Maggie Tulliver moment of hair-cutting independence. At home, Yasmin would ask her to turn off the laptop and enter the real world, but for now she’d let her be.

      Sometimes when Yasmin looked at her daughter time seemed to hit an obstacle and stop, while everyone else’s time moved on without her. She’d missed entire conversations before. It was as if the contractions, begun in labour as pain, continued afterwards as something else, equally strong, and she wondered if this labour had an end to it. Would she still feel this when Ruby was twenty? Middle-aged? Would her mother feel this for her now? She wondered how long you could go on missing being loved by your mother.

      The young policewoman strode up to her – the woman never went anywhere slowly – and told her Lieutenant Reeve was waiting for her and that her suitcases were safely stored in an office, as if the logistics of luggage had equal weight with what Lieutenant Reeve would say to her.

      She went with her to Lieutenant Reeve’s office.

      He stood up to greet her, holding out his hand. She didn’t take it.

      ‘What’s happened to Matt? Where is he?’

      She sounded angry, as if she were blaming Matt for failing to turn up. She’d been so deeply angry with him that her voice had not yet attuned to this new situation; whatever this situation was.

      ‘There are a few things I’d like to confirm with you,’ Lieutenant Reeve said. ‘We have records for foreign nationals working in Alaska.’

      Since Ruby had been diagnosed as totally deaf (very rare, they said, as if her baby’s deafness were a type of orchid), Yasmin had seen sound as waves. As a physicist, she should have done that before, but it took Ruby to comprehend the truth that sound was physical. Sometimes, when she didn’t want to hear what a person was saying – audio-vestibular specialists, thoughtless friends – she imagined surfing over the top of their words, or diving through them, rather than letting the waves hit her eardrums and turn into decipherable words. But she had to listen. She knew that. Had to.

      ‘According to these records,’ Lieutenant Reeve continued, ‘your husband has been staying at Anaktue. Although originally we had him staying at Kanati?’

      ‘Yes, he was there for eight weeks in the summer, at an Arctic research station, making a wildlife film. He met two Anaktue villagers and they invited him to stay in their village. He returned to Alaska in October to stay with them.’

      An unnecessarily detailed, procrastinating answer, but Lieutenant Reeve didn’t hurry with his response either, as if he too didn’t want this conversation to go any further.

      ‘I’m afraid that there has been a catastrophic fire at Anaktue,’ he said.

      Catastrophic. A word for immense devastation, for volcanoes and earthquakes and meteorites striking the Earth, not for the tiny village of Anaktue, more of a hamlet even than a village.

      The stupid thing was that she’d been coming out here to row with him, to issue ultimatums that she’d intended to carry through. She’d travelled halfway round the globe to tell him that he had to come home, right now, that she didn’t believe him that nothing more would happen with the Inupiaq woman and she wasn’t going to stand by on the other side of the world as this woman destroyed their family. But that had made Matt seem so lily-livered weak, this other woman and herself determining his loyalties and future, that she had become angrier still so that not a single item in hers and Ruby’s cases was folded but hurled and crammed inside, ready to burst out when they were unzipped in Alaska in a fury of down feathers and Gore-Tex.

      ‘We think gas canisters for a heater or cooker exploded in one of the houses,’ Lieutenant Reeve said. ‘And the fire spread to a stockpile of snowmobile fuel and generator diesel which caused another much larger explosion and a devastatingly intense fire. No one at Anaktue survived. I’m sorry.’

      She felt knifed by love; winded by the sharpness of it. The sensation was oddly familiar; a harsher version of the pain she’d felt in their early days, long before marriage and a child, before there was any tangible security that he’d still be with her tomorrow. And time was no longer stretched out and linear but bent back on itself and broken into fragments so that the young man she’d loved so passionately was as vividly recalled and equally present as the husband she’d argued with eight days ago.

      She remembered the low winter sun slanting through the windows, the slow quiet voice of the philosophy professor, the thick walls of the lecture hall cushioning them from the cawing of birds outside. Later, he would tell her they were starlings and dunnocks. He was sitting a few empty places away from her. She’d seen him twice before and had liked his angularity; his way of walking quickly and preoccupied, as if his mind were dictating his pace; the sharp planes of his face. When she clicked her knitting needles he’d glanced towards her and their eyes had a jolt of irrational recognition. Then he’d looked away as if looking any longer would be a reproof for the clicking. When the lecture finished he came over to her as she put her knitting away, baffled.

      ‘Is it a snood for a snake?’

      ‘A railing.’

      Later he said he’d thought she was barmy but wanted to give her the chance of a defence.

      ‘You’re a fruitcake, right?’

      That was your idea of giving me a defence? 

      ‘An astrophysicist,’ she’d said.

      He’d thought she was joking, then he’d seen her face.

      ‘A knitting astrophysicist in a philosophy lecture?’

      ‘I’m learning about the metaphysics part of physics. In Oxford you can do a joint degree. And you?’

      ‘Zoology.’

      ‘So what are you doing at a philosophy lecture? Apart from questioning my knitting?’

      ‘Philosophy’s important.’

      ‘To animals?’

      ‘To how we think about animals. Ourselves. Our environment and our place in it.’ He caught himself and looked abashed. ‘Not normally so heavy. Not so quickly.’

      ‘I’ve come a long way to do heavy quickly.’

      Her school had been brutally underachieving. She’d survived it by becoming hidden and anonymous; fortunately, her high-cheekboned, small-breasted looks had no currency with teenage boys. She’d hugged the secret of being clever close to herself, deliberately underperforming in exams until A-levels when she’d spectacularly pulled a glittering four As out of a bag everyone presumed contained a collection of unshiny Cs and Ds. She’d had to hide her nerdiness for years, now she was celebrating it.

      She put away her long thin piece of knitting.

      ‘Eight o’clock. Outside the UL. I’ll show you.’

       

      Lieutenant Reeve leaned towards her and she realised that they were both sitting at a table, opposite one another; she hadn’t remembered sitting down. He was handing her something.

      ‘A state trooper from Prudhoe found it at the scene. He brought it to us to show you. From the initials inside we think it may be Matthew’s?’

      She stroked the touch-warmed solid metal of his wedding ring. Inside were hers and Matt’s initials; half of the first line of a vow. She felt the second half of the vow under her wedding ring imprinted on the soft underside of her finger.

      ‘Yes, it’s his,’ she said.

      She took off her wedding ring and replaced it with Matt’s, which was much too big for her finger. She put hers on again, hers now keeping Matt’s safe, because maybe one day he might want to wear it again. It was impossible for him to be dead, not with that knife inside her; not with Ruby sitting next door. She could not – would not – believe it.

      She saw Lieutenant Reeve watching her hands.

      ‘He takes off his wedding ring when he’s working. Puts it somewhere safe.’

      The explanation Matt had given to her, weeks ago, when she’d spotted his bare ring finger in a photo he’d emailed to Ruby. Thankfully Ruby hadn’t noticed.

      She didn’t tell Lieutenant Reeve that she hadn’t believed Matt’s excuse.

       

      A few hours after the philosophy lecture, already dark, they’d walked away from the historic part of town, inhabited by students and tourists, to a retail park on the edge of a housing estate, the tarmac and concrete impersonal, the shadows forbidding. He saw that there were knitted tubes around signs and railings and a bike rack. He hadn’t been beguiled solely by luminous eyes, long limbs and a generous smile, but by soft wool around hard metal, yarn colouring aluminium and steel in stripes and patterns.

      She told him that she was part of a group of guerilla gardeners, stealthily changing concrete roundabouts into small flower meadows in the middle of the night, but she hadn’t done that for a little while.

      ‘Only so many roundabouts?’ he’d asked.

      ‘The wrong time of year to plant,’ she’d replied. ‘And you can’t garden in lectures.’

      ‘So is this your secret passion?’ he asked.

      ‘Knitting snoods for railings? Fortunately not.’

      ‘So?’

      But she didn’t trust him enough yet to show him.

       

      Lieutenant Reeve was unsure whether to put a comforting hand on hers but felt awkward as he started the gesture. She was being so dignified, none of the fuss he was expecting. Unfair, fuss; he meant emotion he wouldn’t know how to deal with; grief.

      ‘A plane saw the blaze yesterday afternoon,’ he told her, thinking that she’d want details. He would in her place.

      ‘The pilot flew over Anaktue just before a storm hit. The North Slope Borough state troopers and public safety officers mounted a search and rescue mission, despite the storm and terrible flying conditions. And they kept searching until the early hours of this morning, but tragically there weren’t any survivors.’

      ‘Yesterday afternoon?’ she said.

      ‘Yes, I don’t have any more details, I’m afraid. It was the state troopers and PSOs in the north who were on the scene.’

      ‘He phoned me yesterday. Matt phoned me. At five p.m. Alaskan time.’

       

      She’d known it all along but now she had the proof. As the policeman made a phone call she remembered fragments of their conversation as they’d walked back towards their colleges together and how all the time another conversation was going on, in the way he leaned in closer to her, the way she subconsciously matched her pace to his; she noticed the faded checked collar of his shirt against his neck, with the protruding Adam’s apple, as if he were still in the process of being formed, this man-boy.

      He saw the harsh street lights land on her brow and cheeks and mouth, and saw the woman she would be in ten years and it was just like that, he told her later. Bam! A magic trick. A miracle. The woman I want to be with.

      She’d had less confidence in his imagined future. But as she walked with him she felt the solitariness of her old life, the one in which she was the oddity, the only person in her family and school and estate to go to university, recede a little behind her.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Chapter 2
            

          

        

      

      In the remote northern community of Prudhoe Bay, Captain David Grayling was alone in his office, bone-heavy tired. The electric lights were glaring down and he longed for the gentleness of daylight. Two more months till there’d be a morning here. It eroded a man’s soul. He was thinking about Timothy. Was it because of Timothy that he’d become paternal towards the young officers in his charge, as he knew everyone thought? He’d always seen himself more as the musher of a team of enthusiastic young huskies, holding the lead lines to guide them in the right direction, a canvas Dog Bag on his sled in case any were injured and needed carrying to safety.

      But at Anaktue, he had been neither father figure nor musher. The men had seen him vomit, over and over, each corpse appalling him anew. The storm had raged over the blackened village, their chopper only just able to land, the wind chill biting at their faces like a half-starved animal. Blow winds and crack your cheeks. They’d set up their blindingly bright arc lights, glaring into the wrecked houses, illuminating the barely recognisable remains of men, women and children. To Captain Grayling, the darkness surrounding their lights had seemed infinite.

      They’d worked in silence, a whole team of men, most of them still boys to Grayling, not talking or joking; no banter to shield them as they bagged and photographed and documented. You sulphurous and thought-executing fires. Lear’s words creeping into his mind, but a blasted heath was a soft option compared with Anaktue, and thought-executing fire was only true for those who died; those who had to sift through the charred carnage would think far too much.

      Years ago, a working lifetime, Grayling had wanted to go to university and study literature. But his father had wanted him to do something, not ‘namby about with poetry’. It was a criticism that had hit home. He’d thought if he was going to do something, then it would be something that would benefit his beloved Alaska. For a little while, he’d hoped to do medicine but couldn’t master the necessary chemistry so he chose to be a state trooper. He was the only one on the training course for whom it was a second choice. He discovered three weeks in that he had the wrong kind of brain to be a state trooper, filled as it was with all sorts of irrelevant information and ideas. So he cleaned it out, ridding it of what he no longer needed (a moot point as to whether he’d ever needed it). So he hadn’t thought of the blasted heath for years. But Anaktue was different. Anaktue delved into some deep part of him that couldn’t be cleaned out.

      When they’d seen the scale of the disaster, and when the storm had eased enough, more state troopers and PSOs had joined his team. Grayling himself had led the search party for survivors. Using a search beam on the chopper, they’d done a radius around the village, moving further and further out, but found no one. Grayling had been informed that there were twenty-three people in the village. He only stopped searching when the troopers at the village had counted the remains of twenty-four bodies. Grayling would have to find out the identity of the twenty-fourth victim.

      Finally, the sickening business of it all was done. He was the last one out, taking the lights with him in the chopper. Behind him, Anaktue turned invisible in the blackness.

      Later today he had to give more press interviews to journalists, in their heated, well-lit TV and radio studios, who would sleep without nightmares.

      His phone rang and he was put through to Lieutenant Reeve from Fairbanks. It was about Matthew Alfredson, their twenty-fourth victim, whom they’d identified from computerised visa records; the wildlife film-maker, whose wedding ring Grayling had found glinting in the wreckage. Everything else had been destroyed, metal twisted into ugly shapes, but this one ring remained a perfect eternal circle. Grayling knew from his brief foray into chemistry that platinum could withstand intense heat but this undamaged ring still seemed little short of miraculous. It hadn’t been found near any of the bodies, so although the metal was an unbroken circle, Grayling surmised that the marriage itself was less enduring and he’d hoped he was right, because it might lessen the tally of grief.

      But at five o’clock yesterday, while they were searching through the remains of Anaktue, this man had phoned his wife. How could this be possible? My God, was this man still out there somewhere, alive? He needed to talk to the wife.

       

      To Yasmin, Captain Grayling sounded like an archetype of a state trooper, his voice self-assured and deep. She imagined him broad-shouldered and rugged-faced to match his voice.

      ‘Did your husband tell you where he was?’ Captain Grayling asked.

      ‘No. But I think he was at the airstrip, waiting for a taxi plane. Lieutenant Reeve said there was a storm yesterday afternoon and terrible flying conditions, so the taxi plane wouldn’t have come. He might still be there.’

      ‘We searched a wide area which included the airstrip.’

      ‘It was dark though, surely, and stormy – you could have missed him?’

       

      He heard the hope in her voice, this grasping at a different outcome, and felt sharp compassion for her.

      ‘The airstrip is flat and pretty easily visible,’ he said. ‘We had powerful lights and we went over it thoroughly.’

      He didn’t tell her that he’d flown over it himself, half a dozen times, checking and rechecking.

      ‘Does he use a snowmobile?’ he asked.

      Anaktue was miles from anywhere, across virtually impassable terrain, so it was surely the only option, but he needed to be sure.

      ‘Yes.’

      He had asked his team to piece together the heat-softened fragments of snowmobiles. Those fragments would now be frozen solid.

       

      Yasmin remembered Matt telling her and Ruby that he’d bought a snowmobile from a villager who’d wanted to upgrade. She’d thought it strange that Inupiat men hunted caribou using snowmobiles, but Matt hadn’t found it odd.

      ‘Do you know how many snowmobiles were at the village?’ Captain Grayling asked.

      ‘Three,’ she replied. There was Matt’s, the new upgraded one and one that belonged to a villager working at the wells at Prudhoe Bay. She and Matt had spoken about it; a safely neutral subject in front of Ruby.

      She waited for Captain Grayling to say something and in the silence knew that they’d found three – the remains of three – at the village. So he wasn’t on his snowmobile, alive and well and at this very moment almost at Fairbanks, about to burst in with hugs for Ruby, and she could tell him she loved him. But it had been absurd to think he could get all the way to Fairbanks by snowmobile. She was just so impatient now to see him.

      ‘He could have been travelling by dog sled,’ she said.

      A few weeks ago, he’d emailed Ruby about going out with an Inupiaq man on a sled pulled by huskies. She’d doubted his enthusiasm, not understanding why anyone would want to travel by sled in Arctic temperatures, but maybe his enthusiastic tone had been genuine.

      ‘The kennels were also destroyed in the fire,’ Captain Grayling said.

      ‘He could have been away on a filming trip when there was the fire and taken the dogs with him.’

      ‘Filming trips in midwinter?’ Captain Grayling asked. ‘In the dark?’

      ‘He’s making a film about the wildlife in Alaska during winter. He was really just using Anaktue as a base.’

      She didn’t say how sceptical she’d been about Matt’s reason for staying at Anaktue; nor that she hadn’t confronted him. But he could have been telling her the truth.

      ‘Even if he was on a filming trip,’ Captain Grayling said, ‘surely he’d have come back to Anaktue, or the airstrip, in time to get to Fairbanks to meet you?’

      ‘Something must have gone wrong with the sled or a dog,’ she said.

      ‘You said your husband didn’t tell you where he was when he called?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Any clues at all as to where he was?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Can I ask what he did say to you?’

      ‘We didn’t speak.’

      ‘I’m sorry?’

      ‘We lost the connection before he could say anything.’

      ‘He didn’t say anything at all?’

      ‘No. As I said —’

      ‘So how do you know it was him?’

      ‘It was two in the morning in England and he’s the only person who calls me at that time. We often lose the connection. He has a satellite phone and needs a clear line of sight to the sky. Or maybe his phone just ran out of charge. As he hasn’t called again I think that’s the most likely.’

      ‘Could it have been someone else ringing you? Maybe a wrong number?’

      ‘No. It was him.’

      She didn’t tell Captain Grayling how surprised she’d been that Matt had called her. Apart from that terrible call eight days ago, he’d virtually stopped phoning her, though he steadfastly emailed Ruby. During a rare phone call between them a month ago, she’d accused him of not bothering any more and he’d told her that he couldn’t phone her from Anaktue, he had to trek for two miles and climb an icy ridge to get a satellite link. Oh, and it was also winter so pitch black when he made the trip and at that moment he was speaking to her in minus eighteen Fahrenheit. She hadn’t pointed out that he did that trip every time he sent an email to Ruby, which was frequently; she was just glad that he did. There’d been a storm yesterday. It would have been an even harsher journey.

      She wished she could believe in some rewind in their relationship, unknown to her, which meant he walked for two miles in the Arctic cold and dark to speak to her, but knew that wasn’t true. She didn’t know why he had called her, especially when she had been getting on a plane with Ruby in just a few hours’ time and he’d see her face to face.

      ‘Which satellite phone company does your husband use?’ Captain Grayling asked.

      So he intended to check out what she’d told him with Matt’s phone company. She gave him the name of the company and hoped it wouldn’t delay their search.

      She waited to feel some kind of relief but none came. Perhaps, after all that anxiety, she needed to actually touch him to feel relief.

      She hadn’t yet asked either Lieutenant Reeve or Captain Grayling if Corazon was a victim of the fire. She hadn’t wanted to say her name.

      
         

        Words Without Sounds @Words_No_Sounds – 12m

        650 followers 

        ANXIETY: Looks like a chessboard with the squares quickly moving about; feels sweaty and shivery; tastes like prickly ice-cream.

      

      I usually don’t do very well with speech therapists but there was one man, he was really young, I think he was still learning to be a doctor, and he asked me if I saw words since clearly I couldn’t hear them. Mum doesn’t like me saying ‘No shit, Sherlock,’ but Dad finds it funny. And the young sort-of-doctor did too. I hadn’t told anyone this before him, but I do see words and touch them and taste them too. I know that’s weird but this young sort-of-doctor didn’t think so. He thought I should tweet about it and I said ‘Great plan, Batman!’ (as I knew he liked book characters brought into our chats). He was my first follower and now I’ve got hundreds, which is weird – (WEIRD – Looks psychedelic; tastes dip-dab-sherbet-fizzy).

      That tweet I did about ‘Excitement’, the one when I thought Dad was waiting for us at Arrivals? It’s funny because I said the word ‘Excitement’ looked like the furry hood of his Inupiaq parka but in October when he went out to Alaska I tweeted ‘Sadness’ and Sadness looked like his furry parka hood too. So I think how you see a word, just like what it means in a sentence, is all about context and timing. At school I wouldn’t use a word like ‘context’ because people think me being on the ‘Gifted and Talented’ programme is as weird as being ‘Special Needs’; being both is super-weird and not in a dip-dab-sherbet-fizzy way.

      Usually it helps to tweet a feelings word.

      But it didn’t help.

       

      The policewoman was checking Yasmin’s contact details when Lieutenant Reeve came in. He told her that Captain Grayling was waiting to speak to her on the phone in his office. She went with him and picked up the phone.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Captain Grayling said. ‘We’ve made a terrible mistake.’

      He sounded gentle. She made his face softer, his physique less bulky.

      ‘A satellite phone was recovered near one of the burnt-out houses by a junior member of the search team. He called the last number. He was hoping it would locate someone who might still be alive, a possible casualty.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘It was a public safety officer who made the call to you, not your husband. He managed to get a second or two’s connection. I’m sorry. It was a confusing scene and he’s young and inexperienced. He should have reported this to me straight away. He’s being disciplined, of course; he should never have done it.’

      ‘Matt’s alive,’ she said to Captain Grayling. ‘Whether he made the call to me or not.’

      ‘Mrs Alfredson —’

      ‘He must have dropped the phone when he got out of the fire.’

      ‘But he wasn’t there when we searched.’

      ‘He must have gone to call for help. It’s what Matt would do. He’d have tried himself and, if he couldn’t, he’d go and get help. And he dropped his phone but didn’t realise. He has to trek for miles to get a proper signal and —’

      ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Alfredson, but —’

      ‘Or he was away on a filming trip,’ she said. ‘Like I told you, and dropped the phone before he left and —’

      Captain Grayling interrupted. God how he hated doing this. ‘There were twenty-four bodies recovered from the scene. The village had twenty-three residents at the time of the fire. I was given this information yesterday and have checked it again today.’

      ‘You can’t be totally certain about the number of people there,’ she said and heard the fast desperation in her voice, the measured certainty in his.

      ‘There were plans to install new generators at Anaktue so a detailed survey was done on every household. There was also a survey carried out for a possible new Inupiaq school. It was very specific on the numbers of villagers living there and at what times of the year.’

      Captain Grayling sounded so reasonable and kind. She saw Lieutenant Reeve watching her; he must have spoken to Captain Grayling first. He had a glass of water ready for her. Captain Grayling was continuing, the sound waves relentlessly hitting her eardrums and turning into words.

      ‘Of the twenty-seven villagers, four of the young Inupiat men are away working at the wells in Prudhoe Bay as they do every winter, which means there were twenty-three villagers remaining. And as I said, we recovered twenty-four bodies.’

      ‘You haven’t identified Matt though, have you?’ she said.

      ‘You told Lieutenant Reeve the wedding ring was his.’

      ‘But he wasn’t wearing it, was he? And you haven’t done proper forensic tests, you can’t have done. You would have told me.’

      Grayling felt compassion for this woman coursing through him, threatening to dislodge the dead weight of grief always present inside him, so precariously balanced. He wished there was a way of telling her that wasn’t brutal.

      ‘The fire was very intense,’ he said. It left some bodies barely identifiable as human let alone as a person with a name and family. It was unlikely they’d even be able to get dental ID for some of them.

      ‘I wish I hadn’t been the person who had to tell you, but your husband is dead. I’m so sorry. I know that Lieutenant Reeve will look after you.’

      He hung up the phone.

       

      The phone call from Matt had simply been tangible evidence of what Yasmin had already known, carried on the tip of a knife and now in the core of her, that he was alive.

      In truth, she hadn’t been surprised to learn the phone call wasn’t from him, the surprise had been when she thought he’d called her. She wished he had, not because it would be a sign of reawakened love for her, but because then the police would have to believe her and she wouldn’t be in an Alaskan police building next to an airport with no clue, really, as to what she should do.

       

      Mum’s just come in. She’s crouching down, so her face is close to me and I can read her lips easily. She tells me that Dad is fine. There’s been a mistake, but she will sort it all out. She looks too tight, like when you miss hitting a Swingball and the cord wraps itself round and round the post. I pretend not to notice and smile at her.

      She tells me that Dad dropped his phone, which is why he hasn’t been able to call or text us. An older policeman comes in and asks Mum to go with him. She says she’ll be back soon. As they leave, the older policeman puts his arm out towards her, then drops it again without touching her. Lots of people don’t know how to behave towards Mum, her looking so lovely puts them off, but it’s completely clear she needs an arm around her.

       

      In his office, Lieutenant Reeve tried to usher Yasmin Alfredson to a chair but she wouldn’t sit down.

      ‘Matt’s not dead,’ she said. ‘The state trooper in the north, Captain Grayling, has to search for him.’

      Lieutenant Reeve had read somewhere that there were four stages of grief, denial being the first.

      ‘I’m sorry, he doesn’t think there’s any point.’

      ‘So he just gives up? How hard can it be to go and look for someone?’

      He was afraid that her voice would break into a scream or a sob and kept his own voice calmly firm.

      ‘If Captain Grayling thought there was the remotest chance then he’d go. He flew a helicopter himself to Anaktue, despite the storm. Wasn’t even on duty but came in anyway. And he was the last person to leave; spent nearly twelve hours in minus thirty, searching.’

      The man was a maverick in Fairbanks terms, running the show up in the north as if he owned the place, often with scant regard for rules. But he would always go the extra mile, never abandoning a search and rescue mission while
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