
  
    [image: The Ice Balloon]
  


  
    
      THE ICE BALLOON

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        JENNY BOND

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: The Hard Word]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Jenny Bond

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      The Ice Balloon was originally published in 2013 as Perfect North.

      ISBN: 9780648460695

      

      
        
          [image: NLA]
        

      

      

      Cover created by DAMONZA

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      For Chris, for telling me to write a book

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Albany Express, Albany, NY 16 January 1896

      

      

      
        
        A PERILOUS EXPEDITION

      

      

      
        
        The proposed polar expedition by balloon is beginning to assume shape. The balloon will be made in Paris, Engineer Andree, of Stockholm, will be in command, and Dr Ekholm, of the University of Upsal, will be the meteorologist of the expedition. A photographer named Strindberg will take snap shots on the way.

        The air ship will have a capacity of 4,500 metres. It will be made of silk of several thicknesses, made waterproof and varnished so that it will be absolutely impermeable. The cost of the balloon, all told, will be about fifty thousand francs. The constructors have agreed to accompany the expedition to Spitsbergen to look after the inflation of the balloon and direct the preparations for the departure. The air ship is to be finished by May 11. The acids, the materials necessary for making hydrogen gas, and the shed to be put up to shelter the balloon during the process of inflation, will be carried to Spitsbergen from Sweden by a vessel of the Royal Navy. The ascension will take place at one of the islands of Norskoearna, a little archipelago northeast of Spitsbergen, about 650 miles from the pole.

        The balloon will carry three guide ropes, weighing altogether 1,000 kilogrammes. One of their uses will be to diminish the speed of the air ship, so as to enable the travelers to govern it to some extent. By start- ing from a station so near the pole, the aeronauts will be able in a few hours to get beyond the latitudes that have been reached so far by any expedition. A number of photo- graphs will be taken, giving an exact idea of the regions over which the party will be taken by the caprices of the wind. The guide ropes will hold the balloon at a height not exceeding 200 metres.

        After passing over the pole the travelers expect to reach civilization on the other side, or at least a locality where they will have a chance to be sighted by a whaler.

        According to the calculations of Dr Ekholm, it is probable that the expedition will remain at least fifteen days in the air, and that during this period the balloon will travel a distance of over 3,000 miles. A collection of 2,000 photo- graphs is expected.

        How the men plan to protect themselves for fifteen days from the intense cold that they will encounter in mid-air in the regions of eternal winter is not even suggested. It does not seem possible that any amount of furs would suffice. To sustain life upon the ice, where it is at least possible to secure some shelter, is extremely difficult, as experience has taught; in the frail car of a balloon, where the men will be constantly exposed to the intense cold of the open air, it must seem impossible. It looks as if this expedition will result in the sacrifice of several human lives and nothing more.
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        STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN

        AUGUST 1895

      

      

      

      An uncomfortable silence settled over the Strindberg drawing room. Nils looked to his older brother Erik for a reaction, but none came. His mother sat speechless in her armchair and his father stared stubbornly at a spot on the wall. Finally the quiet was broken by twelve-year-old Tore.

      ‘It will be a marvellous adventure, I should think.’ Nils smiled at him in gratitude. ‘I mean, it’s the chance of a lifetime really, and Nils will return a hero.’

      ‘If he returns,’ Erik mumbled under his breath. He took a long, pointed drag on his cigarette.

      Nils shot him a hostile glance. Erik returned fire. ‘Go to bed, Tore, it’s late,’ his mother said quietly.

      ‘But the first men to reach the North Pole! Nils will make history. Don’t you see?’

      ‘Tore!’

      Nils ruffled Tore’s hair. ‘Off to bed with you. I’ll see you in the morning.’ With that Tore walked out and closed the door with theatrical force behind him.

      Their father turned to Nils. ‘Do you have time to reconsider?’

      ‘I’ve given my word and I don’t want to reconsider. Andrée is an accomplished balloonist and engineer. He’s a member of the city council. If you’d heard him speak at the Academy you wouldn’t be worried.’

      ‘Andrée is insane, a mad ballooning zealot,’ Erik interrupted, his voice so loud that Rosalie flinched. ‘Travelling to the North Pole in a balloon? Is he serious? Are you serious? Even the American Greely thinks he’s round the bend. And John Wise, Andrée’s ballooning hero, disappeared over Lake Michigan fifteen years ago.’

      The brothers glared at each other until the deadlock was broken by the sudden sound of frantic activity in the entrance hall. In a few seconds Sven, looking dishevelled and smelling of beer, entered the room.

      ‘Sorry I’m late. What did I miss?’ the twenty-one-year-old chirped, straightening his tie.

      ‘Stop grinning, you idiot,’ Erik blasted. ‘What did you miss?Well, Nils is going off to kill himself, that’s all.’

      Sven’s brow furrowed and he looked quizzically at his mother. ‘What’s he shouting about?’

      ‘Never mind, darling,’ she said calmly. ‘Nils will tell you all about it in the morning. I think you should hop on up to bed now.’ Rosalie led her son to the door and gave him a soft kiss on the cheek. Sven complied.

      Thanks to his size and demeanour Erik had been nicknamed ‘Viking’ by his family and friends as a child. He took after his father, Oscar, in this regard. A mere sixteen months his brother’s senior, Erik saw himself as Nils’ protector, and Nils resented it bitterly.

      Neither could give way to the other on any subject, no matter how trivial. Their determination to outdo the other drove their teachers to distraction and their mother to tears – yet they were the truest of friends.

      Nils sighed impatiently. ‘Greely has no experience with balloons and his expedition ten years ago ended with twenty of his party dead.’ His voice was rising. ‘What does he know about successful Arctic exploration?’

      Erik sneered. ‘And how is Andrée going to fund this flight of fancy? Apart from you, dear brother, who’s foolish enough to invest money or time in this madness?’

      ‘The King. He’ll do anything to ensure Sweden’s is the first flag planted at the North Pole.’

      ‘How many of you are going, Nils?’ his father asked. ‘Will it be just the two of you?’

      ‘No, Papa. There’s a third man, Nils Ekholm. He’s a meteor ologist. Quite a well-known one, actually. He and Andrée are old colleagues.’

      Their mother now joined the debate. ‘But why you, darling?’

      Nils sat down on the arm of his mother’s chair and took her hand. ‘His concerns are partly practical, Mama. Andrée needs someone young and fit and healthy, someone who’ll be able to endure the conditions. And my scientific training will also be very useful to him.’

      Nils spoke with characteristic modesty. He was a highly trained and well-regarded physicist, assistant to Svante Arrhenius, one of the world leaders in his field of Greenhouse Law. Andrée would benefit immensely from Nils’ expertise.

      ‘I’ll be recording wind pressure and direction, the movement of ice floes and other meteorological data,’ Nils explained evenly. ‘I hope to return to Stockholm with information that will advance the university’s research.’

      Rosalie nodded, alarm still evident in her brilliant blue eyes.

      ‘Andrée has also heard about my photography, Mama. He wants to document the entire expedition on film. Who better to do that than me?’ Nils’ final remark was punctuated with a wan chuckle.

      He neglected to tell his mother that it was not in fact Andrée who had approached him. Nils had met with the adventurer after his speech at the Swedish Academy of Sciences in February not only to congratulate Andrée but also to offer the man his full support. Rosalie smiled at him thinly, then stood and left the room. Nils looked after her but said nothing. He checked his watch then cast an eye to the clock standing at the far corner of the room. He was stunned to see it was only eight o’clock.

      Erik did not seem persuaded by his brother’s speech and gave a loud huff as he sat his broad frame heavily on the sofa.

      Out of sheer frustration, Nils turned on him. ‘You’ve made your mark in your career, brother. Your expertise is needed in America and I’m sure you’ll be able to establish an extremely prosperous livelihood for yourself there. I’m an excellent scientist, but I have no head for business. This is my opportunity to establish myself and make my mark.’

      Erik stood abruptly and strode to the window. He parted the curtains and looked out onto the street. When he eventually turned, there was a wry grin on his face.

      ‘Well, if this fool’s errand has any chance of success, Andrée will need you along. You’re the most capable man I know, brother.’ Erik grabbed Nils’ hand and shook it. Then, without warning or precedent, he pulled his brother to him and wrapped him tightly in a bear hug, overcome with pride in Nils’ courage and the fear of losing him. He couldn’t stop Nils from becoming his own man; Erik was just disturbed by the means he had chosen to achieve his goal.

      Nils was shocked and surprised at this display of brotherly admiration. This had been a remarkable day, indeed.

      ‘You don’t need to do this,’ Erik said. ‘I’m leaving Stockholm . . .’ He trailed off, unable to express what he hoped. Erik was aware that he cast an extremely large shadow, but how could he convince his brother that there were other, more sensible means of stepping out of it?

      Nils nodded, understanding the gist of his brother’s faltering argument. His silence was enough to show Erik that his plans were not going to be altered.

      Their father began, ‘To be frank, Nils, I never thought I’d see you involved in such a foolhardy scheme. Erik’s always been pig-headed and the first to put himself in harm’s way. Sven’s determination to leap at any opportunity frightens me silly and Tore is reckless by nature. But you’ve always been the sensible one.’ Oscar took his son’s hand. ‘I can understand what you hope to achieve and I wish you the best of luck. But my word isn’t the last. I’m sure your fiancée will have an opinion.’

      In the heat of the dispute someone had been entirely overlooked. Nils turned and smiled at the dark-haired young woman sitting in the corner. He looked at her expectantly. Her heart raced but she hesitated to speak until she could restrain her words.

      ‘I need air,’ she said, standing. She smiled politely at Nils, Erik and their father and strode from the room.
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        The discovery of these objects in this desert place, these lifeless things, which swiftly carried the thoughts to their former owners and the uses to which they had been put, gave birth to an irresistible impression of the opposition between life and death. Here, then, had men, warm-blooded and with a will to live, been compelled to cross the threshold of the kingdom of omnipotent cold! They had lived here – and perished.

        –	Knut Stubbendorff, 1930, Andrée’s Story

      

      

      
        
        KVITØYA, NORWAY

        SEPTEMBER 1930

      

      

      The journalist stepped tentatively off the sloop and onto the bleak, snowy tundra. An appropriate place to die, Stubbendorff thought as he stared at the desolate scene. He was more than tired and the shadow of a headache lay behind his right eye. He brushed his white hair from his brow as he took in his surroundings.

      What had begun as an adventure for the twenty-five-year-old a week ago, a change in the daily tedium of local news and obituaries, had soon become a chore. Engaging a seaworthy boat equipped with a wireless, negotiating costs and times with drunken, simpleton sealers and surviving the rough night journey to the Norwegian no-man’s land had quickly managed to turn the exploit sour.

      Squinting his pale blue eyes against the intense sunlight, he looked out at the Arctic Sea and the cloudless sky. Stubbendorff was unsure what he would find here, probably just the grim pickings left behind by polar bears and the Bratvaag expedition two weeks before. The original assignment had been to intercept the Bratvaag on its return journey to Norway and interview the geologist Dr Gunnar Horn about the discovery. But delays due to bad weather meant that the rendezvous was missed. Horn’s booty was in Norway, soon to be in the hands of the Scientific Commission in Sweden, and Stubbendorff would have to make do with merely documenting his visit to what had overnight become the most renowned and remote graveyard in the world.

      He walked steadily with his companions – a photographer, new on staff at the Aftonbladet, and the captain and six crew from the Isbjörn – in the direction of a rocky ridge that ran from east to west along the length of the small island. At the summit of the ridge a pole, held in place by three guywires, had been erected. Below it was a rocky mound built from loose stones, a makeshift memorial constructed by Horn and his team. Before Stubbendorff had travelled fifty paces from the beach, he was rewarded. At the foot of the ridge lay a sledge, various articles of clothing and a collection of everyday objects one would use at a camp site – utensils, a compass, a saucepan and a knife. Trapped under the ice for more than three decades, these items had been exposed by a hotter than usual late summer sun and a rare absence of snow. The journalist wondered why they had been left by Horn. Perhaps the discovery of the two bodies preserved in ice had proved a distraction.

      Stubbendorff halted and surveyed the scene. He had not expected anything like this. One could simply place three living men into the picture and have it take on new life. Everything remained exactly as he imagined the trio left it. His assignment suddenly took on a different meaning. If they knew they were doomed, why and how did they keep going? They must have persevered with a daily routine right until the end, he thought. It would have been understandable to the reporter if the three of them had taken a short walk into the Arctic Sea. Surely, this would have been an easier solution to their predicament. The intensity of their will shocked him. When Bergman had informed him of his assignment, Stubbendorff had viewed it as nothing more than an escape. Time seemed to move so slowly in the offices of the Aftonbladet. The clock resting on the wall above Bergman’s door inched so agonisingly that at times Stubbendorff believed it had stopped. The undertaking was also an easy way to gain some credibility at the newspaper and, if he was lucky, a little of Bergman’s good favour. But for the three dead men, the ice had captured them and Kvitøya had become their prison. Yet, from what he saw around him, they had refused to surrender. A lump formed in his throat and threatened to choke him.

      An adolescent boy from the crew bent over and drew a small axe from a muddy puddle. The lad raised the implement above his head, a gesture of mock violence in an attempt to amuse his older colleagues. ‘Don’t touch anything. Leave it where it lies until we’ve photographed and documented everything,’ Stubbendorff ordered.

      The boy dropped the axe in surprise. Stubbendorff hastily produced a notebook and pencil from the pocket of his coat. He hoped this uncharacteristic order would make the Isbjörn’s dim-witted crew think twice before pocketing any souvenirs. The boy’s thoughtless joke provoked an inexplicable anger in the reporter, who was usually immune to sentiment. Besides, he wanted a record of everything.

      He loosened his scarf as he felt beads of perspiration forming on his upper lip. The polar sun was hot but the gravity of the task was also beginning to weigh on him. If he was not present, he thought, the crew would take what they liked and sail back to Norway. He was not a geologist, archaeologist or historian. Certainly he was not an adventurer. Yet he felt he was the only man here who could comprehend the immensity of what had been found and the colossal responsibility that would have to be shouldered.

      As he meticulously listed objects half-embedded in the ice, a cry came from the north side of the ridge. ‘Herr Stubbendorff, over here! We’ve found something.’ Once he had made his way over the ridge, he saw four crew members staring down at a bone in the mud, about fifteen inches long.

      ‘It looks like a leg bone, thigh perhaps,’ Stubbendorff said. ‘I wonder how Horn missed this?’

      ‘Whose do you think it is?’ someone asked.

      ‘I haven’t the slightest idea.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Perhaps it’s the third man, Frænkel. Or perhaps it’s part of Andrée or Strindberg. I’d say the bears have had their way with the bodies. It will be the job of the Scientific Commission to work out who’s who.’

      The men turned to Stubbendorff for direction. ‘Let’s get this photographed, shall we?’ he said. ‘If Horn missed this, then there’s more than likely other . . .’ – for the first time in his life the writer was lost for a suitable word – ‘debris.’

      ‘I doubt if anything was missed, Herr Stubbendorff,’ the Isbjörn’s captain, Anton Hallen, said.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘The ice. My guess is that what’s-his-name . . .’

      ‘Horn.’

      ‘Yes, Horn couldn’t get everything out of the ice without causing damage. It’s been two weeks. The ice has melted even more since he was here.’

      Stubbendorff nodded, thinking it a reasonable explanation.

      Over the course of the long day, as the party moved around the island, the bones of the lower half of a body were found. The bears had made a mess of the entire camp, scattering the skeleton all over the island. As each bone was found, it was laid solemnly in its correct place like a morbid puzzle piece.

      Stubbendorff, with his shirtsleeves rolled to his upper arms, quietly moved around the skeleton, gently adjusting and repositioning the bones as new ones were prised from the ice, uncovered and presented for inspection. He was no student of biology, but the journalist believed the majority of a torso and lower body had been found. If this man was Frænkel, he would have been twenty-seven years old when he died, Stubbendorff thought. Just two years older than the reporter.

      As he fastidiously arranged and rearranged the bones, stepping gingerly over the remains, he thought about the three men and what they had accomplished. Their fearlessness and spirit had made them national heroes. Strindberg had been just twenty-five, like himself. Stubbendorff couldn’t help comparing his own achievements with that of the explorer.

      He thought back to the moment his life had become charted on this course. The instant he saw Bergman open his office door, a telegram clasped in his pudgy fingers, and walk towards his desk, Stubbendorff’s first instinct had been to hide or run. But he remained inert, staring at the keys of his typewriter, his stooped shoulders forming a protective cave.

      ‘The publishers want a return on their investment,’ Bergman had explained. ‘This paper funded a large chunk of that expedition thirty years ago in return for exclusive rights. At the time, they got nothing. The odd message from a carrier pigeon, but nothing truly newsworthy. Now the camp has been found, they’re looking to finally cash in.’

      The assignment had seemed like an entertaining diversion. The reporter was familiar with the details of the Andrée expedition. It was one of his father’s favourite bedtime stories and the tale of the ill-fated men had captivated Stubbendorff as a child. But now he realised the project had taken on a greater personal significance that he was struggling to define.

      As the day began to grow cold, Stubbendorff called a halt to the search. ‘We’re losing the sun. Let’s head back to the boat and crack on in the morning.’ He wrapped the bones in a tarpaulin, secured it firmly with rope, picked up the bundle, threw it across his shoulder and made his way back to the beach. Stumbling on a piece of half-buried driftwood, Stubbendorff fell to his knees.

      As he was about to heave himself to his feet, he caught sight of a figure under the ice. Stubbendorff bent lower, his face only inches from the ground. It was the head and upper body of a man lying on his left side, his left arm bent upwards, with the hand beneath his head. The dead man was frozen fast to the ground. Stubbendorff stood, unable to take his eyes off the man. He has lain there undisturbed since death touched him, Stubbendorff thought.

      He called to a few members of the crew to help him. After breaking through the frozen tomb, they removed several layers of clothing, revealing the skeleton. But it broke apart as Stubbendorff was trying to carefully excavate the body using a small spade. A knot formed in his chest. The journalist closed his eyes before speaking. ‘Wrap the bones in a tarpaulin and take them back to the boat.’

      The man’s skull was last to be exhumed. It lay alone in the trench that had been created by the dig.

      ‘Leave it,’ Stubbendorff said quietly. ‘I’ll take it.’

      He stared into the empty eye sockets as the sun set behind the horizon. Was this a courageous or a stupid man, Stubbendorff wondered. His immense undertaking had amounted to nothing, just bones in the earth. A life lived, prematurely snuffed out to become food for the bears. As he walked towards the boat with the skull secured under his arm like a football, he was reminded of Shakespeare’s Danish prince, weighed down by the burden of righting a wrong. Once on board he locked the skull and bones in a chest in the captain’s cabin, returned to his own small cabin and fell asleep.
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      Stubbendorff woke and looked at the time. It was approaching seven. He had slept for ten hours. An intense hunger gripped him and he walked briskly to the galley. Everybody else had already breakfasted, so he satisfied his appetite with a chunk of bread doused in treacle. He downed a cup of black coffee laced with sugar then headed up to the deck.

      The weather had changed. Yesterday’s sun and heat had given way to a damp mist and what looked like a snowstorm heading their way.

      ‘Good morning, Herr Stubbendorff.  Awake finally? You’d never make a sealer. I’ve been up at dawn for the past thirty years.’ Hallen gave a throaty chuckle and lit his cigarette. ‘Even after the day we had yesterday, I was still wide awake by—’

      Stubbendorff cut him off. ‘What do you think about this weather?’

      ‘There’s a storm on its way, that’s for sure. You know, until yesterday, to be honest, I thought this island was a myth made up by drunken sailors,’ the captain said. ‘No one has been able to sail to Kvitøya for the past fifty years, I’d wager – hidden for all that time by thick fogs and surrounded by ice.’

      ‘So this hot spell isn’t likely to last?’

      ‘That’s right. I’m surprised it’s lasted this long.’

      Stubbendorff walked to the starboard side, leant over the rail and stared at the island. A thousand thoughts raced through his head. Bergman would be beside himself waiting for word of what had been found. He wanted an article worthy of the front page: some scandal, perhaps a little controversy. But such an article would not do Andrée and his men justice. It seemed to Stubbendorff that after more than thirty years their camp had been exposed for a reason. The ice had melted for a purpose.

      Andrée, Strindberg and Frænkel must have had wives, mothers, sweethearts, perhaps even children. Living all these years not knowing how the men’s story ended would have been torturous for their loved ones. For Stubbendorff it was simple. These three remarkable men deserved a memorial. If he left now, all that he sailed away from on Kvitøya would remain buried under the ice for another three decades, or at least until the extreme polar weather allowed another brief respite. The crew had collected only a portion of what might be found.

      He turned back to the captain. ‘We should keep searching the island and gather as many items as we can before the weather turns. Will you please instruct two of your crew to build a coffin for the remains of the man we found?’ The captain nodded. The rest of the men followed Stubbendorff off the sloop and into the rowboats that would transport them the mile to shore.
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      Stubbendorff heard squalls in the distance, visibility worsened and the journalist noticed a storm signal had been hoisted on the Isbjörn. He quickly made his way around the island and signalled to the scattered crew to head back to the beach and the awaiting rowboats. There had been a steady flow of found objects and bones to the Isbjörn all day. Stubbendorff had requested that everything be placed in his cabin. The crew seemed amiable enough, but he noticed they were sloppy and careless; already a number of items had been broken. They did not comprehend the importance of this grisly treasure hunt.

      That evening following supper Stubbendorff began the immense task of classifying everything that had been hastily dumped in his cabin. He then numbered each item and described it in detail in his notebook before placing it with other related items. After several hours Stubbendorff checked the time. His watch read eight o’clock, but he knew it must be later, the sun had set hours ago. He tapped the face. It was broken. Damp was the culprit, he thought. The watch had been a sixteenth birthday gift from his mother.

      He cautiously stepped over the objects covering almost the entire floor and sat cross-legged on a small, bare spot in the middle of the cabin. He drew in a deep breath, closed his eyes for an instant and suddenly became aware of an overwhelming tiredness, a stinging in his throat and a dull ache in his lower back. He scratched his chin through his sandy whiskers and realised he had not telegraphed the Aftonbladet. Bergman would be mad with anxiety. Stubbendorff decided he would relay the news at first light. He raised himself to his feet and resumed work.
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        I have seldom, if ever, experienced a more dramatic, a more touching succession of events than when I began the preparation of the wet leaves, thin as silk, and watched how the writing or drawing, at first invisible, gradually became discernible as the material dried, giving me a whole, connected description written by the dead.

        – Knut Stubbendorff, 1930, Andrée’s Story

      

      

      
        
        KVITØYA, NORWAY

        SEPTEMBER 1930

      

      

      Stubbendorff set about opening a rectangular sheet-iron box that the crewmen had pulled from the ice-covered rocks. He had left this find until last: its weight told him that it contained something significant. The lid had rusted shut. He cautiously edged his penknife around the rim until the top came free.

      Inside, the reporter discovered four books and a number of loose documents wrapped tightly in oilcloth and bedded in straw. They were stuck fast together. Even after ten hours in his stuffy cabin they were only just beginning to thaw. He could not yet open the books but guessed by their sober leather bindings that they were journals. If these were the diaries of Andrée, Strindberg and Frænkel, a thirty-three-year-old mystery might be solved.

      He took his knife and gently eased it between two leaves of paper. One of them shattered as would a thin pane of ice. They have been buried so long, Stubbendorff thought, they have become one with their environment. Fearing the books would be destroyed if he proceeded, and wary they might turn to pulp if he retreated, Stubbendorff closed his penknife and scowled in frustration.

      He imagined there would be an expert in Stockholm who would know what to do, perhaps a diligent archivist with small spectacles who could tell precisely the correct temperature at which the journals should be thawed. Working in the gloomy bowels of a museum, using peculiar custom-made tools, he would meticulously separate each page from the next at the exact moment to guarantee its preservation. There was no such man on this boat.

      He yawned deeply, squinting his eyes until moisture sprang from them, then he took up his knife again. He worked for the next twelve hours and through painstaking trial and error discovered that at a certain point in the thawing process the documents were firm yet still pliable enough to ease apart with his knife. He rigged up a makeshift drying apparatus in his small room – two parallel pieces of twine hanging twelve inches from the ceiling and travelling across the cabin’s length. As each leaf became free, he laid it carefully across the strings to dry. He soon had five such drying lines hooked up, forcing him into an uncomfortable stoop.

      His editor in Stockholm was forgotten. He did not stop to eat or sleep – not for a good many hours. An urgency had overcome him, one that he did not stop to question.
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      He was eventually roused by a succession of firm knocks at his cabin door. Hallen was shocked to be greeted by a man who appeared many years older than the one who had boarded the Isbjörn less than a week before. Hair uncombed, beard unshaven, red-eyed, Stubbendorff stood before the captain, speechless.

      ‘The weather isn’t going to shift. There’s no point waiting any longer. I don’t want to risk getting iced in,’ Captain Hallen said. ‘I’ve wired Tromsø and told them we’ll be heading back straight away.’

      Stubbendorff regarded him, bleary eyed.

      ‘You’ve had some telegrams. Two from the Aftonbladet and another from the Scientific Commission in Stockholm.’

      Stubbendorff took the telegrams and stared at them blankly.

      ‘Are you not well, Herr Stubbendorff?’ Hallen peered over the journalist’s shoulder, surveying the disarray of the berth with astonishment.

      ‘I’m sorry, captain, I’ve been working all night. It’s a pity we have to leave now, but I completely understand. I’d thank you, captain, to send a little food immediately. Could I also trouble you to send someone to wake me in two hours?’ Stubbendorff closed the cabin door sharply and threw himself down onto his bunk.
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        We rose and I cooked a little food – cocoa and condensed milk and biscuits and sandwiches. At 4.30 o’cl. we started and now we have drudged and pulled our heavy sledges for four and a half hours. The weather is pretty bad: wet snow and fog, but we are in good humours. We have kept up a really pleasant conversation the whole day. Andrée had talked about his life, how he entered the Patent Office, etc. Frænkel and Andrée have gone ahead on a reconnoitering tour. I stayed with the sledges and now I am sitting writing to you. Yes, now you are having evening at home and you, like I, have had a very jolly and pleasant day.

        –	Nils Strindberg’s journal, 31 July 1897

      

      

      Stubbendorff was woken a few hours later, and as the sloop rolled and heaved he began to read what he had so carefully salvaged. Two of the books were purely scientific. They featured meteorological readings, charts, diagrams and other data. He could tell by the different hands that one belonged to Frænkel and the other to Strindberg. He flicked through these hastily, not able to make sense of their contents.

      Another of the books was Andrée’s own diary. Much more than a log of the expedition, it detailed every triumph and disappointment the three men had faced.

      Although Stubbendorff knew the story of the expedition, it had been told to him as a tale of adventure and the bold daring of three courageous men. Now he learnt the precise details of the journey.

      Within only a few hours of the Örnen’s launch on 11 July 1897, the balloon ‘began slowly sinking into a winding curve’. The men threw overboard as much ballast as possible but due to the heavy fog the Örnen refused to rise any higher than a few feet, bumping its way so persistently along the ice that Strindberg and Frænkel became seasick.

      Despite this, Andrée’s spirits remained high. ‘Is it not a little strange to be floating here above the Polar Sea,’ he wrote. ‘To be the first to have floated here in a balloon. How soon, I wonder, shall we have successors? Shall we be thought mad or will our example be followed? I cannot deny that all three of us are dominated by a feeling of pride. We think we can well face death, having done what we have done. Isn’t it all, perhaps, the expression of an extremely strong sense of individuality which cannot bear the thought of living and dying like a man in the ranks, forgotten by coming generations? Is this ambition?’

      Stubbendorff sighed heavily and shut his eyes briefly, contemplating Andrée’s query. He read on. By the early morning of 14 July the Örnen had come to a rest. The three decided to set off across the drifting pack ice on foot in an easterly direction towards Franz Joseph Land where a large depot for the expedition was situated. After more than a fortnight of pulling heavy sledges loaded with supplies they had drifted west with the ice more quickly than they had marched east. ‘This is not encouraging,’ Andrée wrote. ‘But we shall continue our course to the east some time more, as long as there is a bit of sense in doing so.’

      Soon the explorers chose to head west towards Seven Islands, where another depot lay.

      But this destination was never reached, according to Andrée. Inadequately supplied and combating injury and illness, the party eventually and inadvertently drifted, at the beginning of October, onto the first land they had set foot on since departing. The island was Kvitøya. Andrée’s final coherent entry, dated 7 October, read, ‘Morale remains good. With comrades such as these, one ought to be able to manage under practically any circumstances whatsoever.’

      The reporter closed the diary and walked to the small porthole in his berth. He rubbed his neck as he strained to see the horizon but the fog was too dense. Stubbendorff grabbed the final notebook and looked at the first page, which read, ‘The Ruminations and Imaginings of Nils Strindberg, July 1897’.

      The journal was exactly what the title suggested: a vessel for the young explorer’s ideas and feelings, his fears for the present and his dreams for the future. Strindberg described a strong camaraderie with his two colleagues, how after ten hours of tramping through knee-high snow they rested and ‘chatted, ate and drank’ and were in ‘the best of humours’. They seemed an eccentric band of explorers who found amusement with one another in the most extraordinary of circumstances. Strindberg mocked Andrée regarding the quality of the bear he killed for their supper, saying it was ‘as tough as leather galoshes’. The trio had even packed formal attire, top hats included, for when the time came to disembark victorious.

      Stubbendorff was left with the impression that the three men rarely disagreed. Jokes were shared and birthdays and national holidays celebrated during the three months they spent together. Sensing early in their journey that the expedition was doomed, they never allowed their individual doubts to cloud the others’ outlooks. Strindberg was happy to be in the company of such steadfast men.

      But what gripped Stubbendorff more profoundly were Strindberg’s reminiscences about family life in Stockholm. Stubbendorff was an only child and found the childhood antics of Strindberg’s older brother Erik and younger brothers Sven and Tore captivating. Strindberg explained that it was ‘Erik and Sven who always led their play, usually something to do with Vikings and dragons.’ If teams were involved, ‘Tore and I never had a chance against Erik and Sven, but we didn’t complain. There was too much laughter.’ Their boyhoods seemed so foreign to Stubbendorff, who thought seldom of his youth, and rarely with mirth.

      The boys were encouraged to learn and excel by their parents and one another, and were given free rein to do so. Strindberg recalled the ‘dreadful concerts that our parents insisted we stage for their acquaintances where Erik would sing and Sven, Tore and I would play violin and piano’. From his writing it seemed that, apart from his decision to join Andrée, Strindberg could not recall an instance in which his mother or father had questioned any choice he had made.

      Stubbendorff thought of his own mother, who had worked tirelessly to control her son, fearing any departure from her authority would incur the wrath of God or, more seriously, her fellow churchgoers. In the years immediately following his father’s death Stubbendorff had battled against this. He had placed his elbows prominently on the table at mealtimes, refused to attend church, played with the children with whom his mother had forbidden contact and never said ‘please’ or ‘thank you’. The boy broke the rules with an intensity of purpose Fru Stubbendorff had never imagined possible in a child and it made her furious. She would beat and berate him for the smallest infraction of her rules. The contrast with the Strindbergs’ childhoods could not have been more pronounced and it made Stubbendorff ache. He hugged the pages to his chest for an instant, then read on.

      Much of Strindberg’s diary was a general record but he had also written a series of love letters to his fiancée, Anna Charlier. Strindberg had poured his soul into the letters – that much was obvious to Stubbendorff – but none of them hinted at his bleak fate. Just the opposite – they were lighthearted, casual, even jocular. He described the balloon trip, how they were ‘travelling so beautifully that it is a pity that we are obliged to breathe as that makes the balloon lighter’. He related to Anna how he fell into ‘the soup’ with his sledge, but his one concern was for ‘your portrait – my dearest treasure during the approaching winter’. Strindberg instructed his sweetheart to ‘push on with the wedding plans even though I will be home slightly later than anticipated’. And he never failed to reaffirm her place in his heart. ‘I long for the scent of your hair and to be lost in the dark pools of your eyes once more,’ he wrote.

      The intensity of Strindberg’s regard for this woman, the strength of his feeling, was evident in every neatly formed letter. Stubbendorff had no frame of reference, no understanding of what such love looked like. He closed his eyes tightly, struggling to recall a moment when his mother and father had laughed, hugged or even given each other a familiar glance in his presence. They had been strangers living in the same home, raising, quite disparately, the same child.

      Charlier had never read Strindberg’s letters and perhaps she was never meant to, but it troubled Stubbendorff that a courtship so singular had ended in tragedy. He wondered why Strindberg had joined Andrée, why he had left this woman. Strindberg had been an idiot, he thought. He had deserved to die.

      But this diary was the story. Bergman would love it.

      However, as he closed his eyes and drifted towards sleep his body and mind relaxed. Stubbendorff realised he knew very little about the complexities of love. By the time he awoke, his ruthlessness had evaporated like a dream.
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      She woke with a gasp and sat up straight in bed. Her husband was asleep beside her and relief coursed through her body. She put her trembling hand to her chest and found she was sweating. With her dark hair pasted to her head and her nightdress clinging to her back, she made her way down the hall and into the bathroom.

      Anna stared at herself in the mirror as she felt the cool water drip from her face and onto her chest. She was panting, her large hands trembling. What had brought on such a nightmare after all these years?

      The first bad dream had come the evening Nils announced that he’d joined the expedition. She pictured the scene in her mind’s eye. She remembered how composed she must have appeared as her fiancé explained the scheme to his bewildered family.

      It hurt all the more because the two had been trusted friends throughout their entire relationship. When Anna and Nils had first met, she had been immediately attracted to his open face and relaxed, unfussy nature. Even before their romance had begun, he always greeted her with a smile so warm and sincere it ferried her blissfully through the rest of her day. Responding to her every thought, comment or query with genuine interest, he didn’t seem to notice she was a woman, treating her as his equal. Likewise, he discussed his studies, work and friends with great candour. As they strolled along the winding streets of Staden mellan broarna on Sunday afternoons, he would unburden himself of his worries about his career. Anna’s offers of advice gave her a feeling of importance and authority. The two became confidantes. Love came later.

      It was not only the prospect of losing Nils that terrified her – it was her harsh exclusion from his decision. Never before had Nils been so callous and she was uncertain how she should best respond. He had proposed and she had accepted, committing herself to a journey. Now he had changed course without considering her. Frustrated at her powerlessness she could do little else but leave the room.

      When Anna returned, Nils was alone. He sat on the settee, head between hands, cigarette between fingers. As she entered, he looked up at her, and in his light-blue eyes she could read an apology. He stubbed out his cigarette before speaking. ‘I’m so sorry. I have no excuses, only cowardice and greed.’ He saw her puzzled look. ‘I didn’t know how to tell you. This was the wrong way, and I’m so sorry.’

      ‘How are you greedy?’

      ‘I want everything. I want to marry you and I want to go.’ He was plainly distressed.

      ‘That’s not greed.’ Anna took his hands and sat. He buried his face in the sweet-smelling folds of her dress. ‘You have never been denied anything. You have been made to believe you are your own master, that you can accomplish anything that you work towards. This is what makes you the man that you are, but—’

      ‘If you say you are going to end our engagement, I will write to Andrée immediately and withdraw from the expedition.’ This was no ultimatum, she knew. There was no malice in his voice.

      ‘My feelings have been hurt,’ she said, ‘as insignificant as that seems after what you told us tonight.’ Nils hugged her tightly and kissed her hard on the forehead. He returned his head to her lap as a child might, grateful for her mercy. In this position they sat for a few minutes before Anna spoke.

      She had the power to stop his departure. One tear was all it would take. Anna stroked her fiancé’s hair. His reluctance to discuss his plans told her that he did not want to be stopped. She also understood that, no matter how mad the scheme seemed to her and to his family, Nils believed it had merit. Perhaps it was just as he had explained earlier – he saw scientific value in the expedition. However, she suspected Erik played a role in his brother’s commitment to Andrée.

      ‘You have to go. I can’t be responsible for your regrets and I will not break off our relationship. I know you will return to me.’ She struggled to keep her voice level, to prevent any tremor. ‘But don’t ever keep anything from me again.’

      That night was the night the dreams began.
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      As the Isbjörn sailed into Norway’s Tromsø Harbour, it was met by two men-of-war, the Svensksund and the Michael Sars. With flags lowered to half-mast, the hulking convoy dwarfed the sealing vessel as it was escorted to Nemak Pier. A forest of blue and yellow lined the foreshore, and the crowds were held back by barricades.

      Stubbendorff stood on deck and watched the grand spectacle he was partly responsible for creating. He had wired Bergman and the commission with news of his findings. He was sure the former was behind this display. It would make a great front page.

      He lit another cigarette as he watched a suited man and a companion board the Isbjörn from a small rowboat. It was Bergman and a photographer. Hallen promptly led them to Stubbendorff.

      ‘Wonderful job! Wonderful job!’ Bergman vigorously patted his employee on the back. ‘I was worried when I hadn’t heard anything from you for a couple of days, but this is amazing. A thirty-year-old mystery solved and who is responsible? Sales will skyrocket.’

      ‘I’m very pleased that you’re happy.’ Stubbendorff had hastily prepared an article with the headline ‘Conversations with the Dead’ before the sloop arrived in Tromsø. It was a melodramatic recreation of the explorers’ final days – somewhat sensationalist, but nothing that would offend the families of the dead. It was just the sort of trash he knew Bergman wanted.

      ‘Happy doesn’t describe it, Stubbendorff, my friend. Starting from Monday I’m moving you to the main news desk. A greater piece of reporting I have never seen.’ As he said this, Bergman gave the young man an envelope. Glancing inside, Stubbendorff reckoned it must have contained at least one hundred kronor.

      ‘Thank you, sir,’ he said coldly as he stuffed the package into his pocket. ‘They were extraordinary men, you know.’

      Bergman nodded vaguely, looking out at the crowds.

      In little over a week, it seemed, the entire nation had gone Andrée-mad. The timing worked perfectly for Bergman, Stubbendorff thought. The other two bodies had been in the hands of the Scientific Commission at Tromsø Coast Hospital for a fortnight. All that Bergman had had to arrange was for the bodies to be transferred the mile or so back to the quay on the day the Isbjørn was due to arrive. The impact would be greater if all three men arrived together, just as they had departed. Stubbendorff himself was to be a pallbearer, at Bergman’s insistence. He shook his head and smiled wanly at the thought of it all. There was a part of him that had once admired the big-voiced, barrel-chested editor, but not any longer.

      The crew of the two warships formed a guard of honour and the caskets were carried onto a podium from which a number of dignitaries delivered speeches. Stubbendorff was deaf to the proceedings, his gaze focused on the three coffins draped in the Swedish flag.

      He had decided to quit his job at the Aftonbladet. He was glad of the one hundred kronor in his pocket – that would keep him going for at least a year if he lived frugally. As he stood in the sun, willing this pomp to end, he felt sweat running down his back and squirmed uncomfortably. He looked towards the crowds and wondered if Anna Charlier was among them.

      When the speeches had finished, Bergman directed those involved to hoist the caskets and move towards the hearses.

      A volley of gunshots prompted gasps from the crowd. Children’s hands muffled their ears. As military drums beat a sombre death march, the ill-fated explorers were carried slowly along the dock to three waiting hearses. The black carriages glinted in the warm sunlight. Helping to carry the casket of the man he had discovered on Kvitøya, Stubbendorff was transported from the scene by the steady pulse of the drums. In his mind he travelled back to Kvitøya and thought of the men waiting to die in their frozen hell, tried to imagine himself in their place, the terror they must have felt. Would each second stretch out into an agonising blow to the spirit or would every tiny increment of time be relished like the final tasty morsels on a plate?

      The spell was suddenly broken by Bergman moving swiftly in and out of the crowd, directing the photographer to secure the best vantage point. After twenty-five years in the newspaper business this was Bergman’s long-awaited moment of glory. The sight of such a graceless man bobbing and weaving expertly through the assembled throng brought the shadow of a grin to Stubbendorff’s face. There was a grim comedy to the situation.

      The coffins were loaded onto the hearses and Stubbendorff watched as they began their measured journey to the hospital, followed by a horde of patriots. A profound sense of loss and guilt washed over him as the parade trickled gradually from sight. Finding the explorers’ camp, sorting through their possessions and reading their journals had given Stubbendorff entry into another world, but now it was gone.

      ‘Here he is, Herr Borg. This is Knut Stubbendorff.’ Captain Hallen’s cry interrupted his thoughts.

      Stubbendorff turned to see a well-dressed man in his fifties striding towards him, smiling broadly as he extended his hand.

      ‘Good morning, Herr Stubbendorff, my name is Elling Borg. I am president of the Scientific Commission. I would like to thank you for your efforts.’

      Hands were shaken and pleasantries exchanged.

      ‘I understand from your telegram that you managed to recover a great deal from the Andrée camp. The commission would like to take possession of the artefacts now, straight away, if you please. We are returning to Stockholm with the bodies as soon as possible. We also need to interview you, at a later date, of course. In Stockholm.’

      ‘Yes, of course. Everything I found is in my cabin.’ Stubbendorff searched his pockets for the key. ‘Why don’t I head back to the boat now and clear out my kit, then you can have free rein. I wouldn’t want to get in your way.’

      ‘Thank you for your help. We very much appreciate it. We’ll be in touch when we’ve sorted through the artefacts.’

      The men shook hands, said their goodbyes and Stubbendorff made his way back to the Isbjörn with a bounce in his step that soon sped up to a trot, then a jog, until he was almost running. Once in his cabin he locked the door and reviewed the room’s contents. He was out of breath from the run and the apprehension that now sat like a brick in his chest. He had neatly placed all the objects in wooden crates. But the pages from the journals remained on his bunk in four neat piles secured by twine. He positioned three of the books on top of the crates, along with his own notebook, in which he had documented the findings. He cautiously slid the pages of Strindberg’s diary into his own satchel and left the Isbjörn.
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      ‘It says the bodies are going back to Stockholm for burial, travelling by warship, apparently. They’ll be back there by the end of the month.’ Anna’s husband sat at the breakfast table, leaning over the day’s newspaper. ‘They’ll be getting a state funeral. Not bad.’

      With her back to the table Anna stood at the stove and rhythmically stirred the porridge. Her eyes were fixed on the wooden spoon and the rivulets it made in the steaming beige mass. She had not slept well last night and had got up before it was light. She had scrutinised the article several times, searching for the names of the people she once knew and loved, before she had heard her husband’s footsteps in the room above.

      When the dreams had started up again three nights ago, Anna was at a loss as to the reason. After the first recurrence she had waited until her husband had left the house then rummaged through the blanket box at the end of their bed. She produced a wooden box with a hinged lid. Then she had sat, legs folded, on the bed for the entire morning, taking in the box, its sanded surface, the daisies engraved into its lid and her initials, expertly carved into one corner. Anna knew exactly what was in the box. She took an inventory in her mind. Yet she could not open it.

      That same afternoon she ventured into town the long
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