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THE LIGHT
OF SVALBARD

Monica Richart

Hvecléctica //



In Longyearbyen, in July, the sun never sets. It is a town of less
than 3000 inhabitants; think Benimodo, give or take. Unlike
Benimodo, however, Longyearbyen has an airport, a hospital,
several hotels, bars, cafes, restaurants, shops with an array of
souvenirs and a constant flow of tourists and scientific person-
nel that justify it all. It is the largest settlement on Svalbard,
an archipelago halfway between Oslo and the North Pole. The
people who live in Longyearbyen tend to do so on a temporary
basis, for a couple of years at most. Many go there attracted by
the low taxes; others, by the polar exoticism of the northernmost
town in the world.

In my case, Longyearbyen hooked me in with a research
contract. As a doctoral student in physics at the University of
Valencia, my employment prospects could be summed up as a
choice of: going to Catalonia as a substitute secondary school
teacher, or embarking on a series of precarious contracts in the
world of scientific research. As teenagers scared me far more
than destitution, I opted for the latter, and had been doing so
for seven years, since finishing my master’s, roaming the world.
I had been offered this research visit thanks to a previous one
I had done in Oslo. I liked Scandinavia in general: the locals’
character was closer to mine than that of those at home. Besides,
wandering here and there suited me, it wasn't as if there was
anything that tied me to Montortal, my village, beyond my
parents and my siblings, who all had their own lives. A part
of me had always thought that baptising me Julia had been a
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prophecy that I would spend my life wandering. It is a name
that works well wherever you go, as long as you are prepared to
sacrifice the accent and accept the English pronunciation. My
sister had to explain the story of the Virgin of Nuria every time
she travelled, while my brother had to choose between fighting
for the double ‘r’ in Ferran or becoming Fernando. None of
that for me: Julia, Yulia, Llulia; there was little mystery to it and
I received few questions.

[ arrived in Longyearbyen in July, in the midst of polar sum-
mer. From the window of the plane I could see treeless moun-
tains, decorated only with a few resistant patches of snow that
hadn’t been melted by the warmest Arctic summer on record.
The thaw had ended a month ago and the glaciers were dry
ruts looking upwards as if they wanted to threaten the tourists
who arrived by air, as if they wanted to reproach humanity
for what they had done to them. /7 not a tourist, I wanted to
say to those snow-depleted summits, /7 here to help. In truth,
I wasn’t entirely sure whether my contribution in the field of
remote monitoring in environmental physics would have any
real repercussion in the matter of global warming. Beyond buil-
ding another tool for predicting the end of the world, my work
had rather innexistant practical effects. You should have known
that when you became a physicist, one of my thesis supervisors
had said. Ifyou wanted to solve problems, you should have become
an engineer. We physicists come to the world to ask questions, not
to find answers.

On a research visit in Finland I had witnessed the whi-
te nights, those with a clear sky that never quite completely
darkens. They had fascinated me. I had always been obsessed
with matters relating to weather and climate. As a girl, I loved
watching the rain and pondering the process of condensation.

Those white nights had enchanted me, but nothing had prepared
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me for the wonder that was the midnight sun in Longyearbyen.
I had seen photos and videos and, naturally, I had an exten-
sive knowledge of the Earth’s elliptical orbit and all that. And
yet, I couldn’t help being amazed as I watched the sun form a
subtle circle on the horizon, without ever disappearing. Two,
three, four in the morning: it remained up there, challenging
the ancestral tradition of nighttime in which I and most of the
planet had been raised.



Appreciating the aesthetic pleasure of my surroundings was
a more or less effective distraction from the anxiety that starting
my new job gave me. It wasn’t that the project I was going to
be working on was particularly daunting: I knew the tasks I'd
have to do, I'd done them before. It was a problem I had with
change, with anything that was new. New faces, new names,
a new office, new ways of working. I would have to adapt to
all that, create a new routine. And, when I had done so, move
on again. It was pretty screwed up that after so much scientific
nomadism [ still hadn’t gotten used to these changes, but my
psychologist told me it was normal, it was part of my neurology,
and she gave me tools to manage it, which I used with varying
consistency. And with that I got by.
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At the door of the University Centre in Svalbard (UNIS),
a master’s student who had offered to be my guide was waiting
for me. He showed me some of the classrooms and led me
around the various departments before taking me to Physics.
The university gave me the opposite impression to the student
residence: it seemed like an extraordinarily warm place for an
educational centre. It was as if they had gotten mixed up and
put each thing in the wrong building, because the facility where
people had to live was cold and aseptic, like a hospital, while
the UNIS, on the other hand, had corridors with wooden walls
and ceilings, like the mountain cabins Norwegians like so much.
Even the university cafeteria (whose prices made me abandon
any notion of having lunch there), was decorated in this style,
with an octagonal fire in the middle of the room. Below, in
the security department, a wall full of rifles reminded me that
Svalbard wasn't the cosmopolitan Norway I had known in Oslo.

“This week they’ll give you training and show you inside the
security warehouse. They have special clothes, more weapons
and even snowmobiles! And this is where you check if your
beacon works.’

‘Beacon?’

‘Yes, this device that flashes...in case the emergency services
have to fetch you on an expedition. It doesn’t usually happen,
but better to be safe than sorry.’

I had to hold back the urge to laugh. As a physicist, my
research work would be carried out indoors, in an office, with
a computer, far away from polar bears and the need for bea-
cons. It would be quite the surprise if they asked me to go on
expeditions.

‘Do I 'look like a biologist?” I replied. As a fellow physicist,
he laughed.

We went up to the wings of the building that housed the
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offices. I was surprised again by how welcoming and inviting
they were. Real curtains, I mean, with patterns and colours, not
those industrial grey linen things. And stuffed animals. There
were soft toys in many of the offices, and a unicorn poster that
I never found an explanation for. The last area he showed me was
environmental physics and there he left me in the office of my
head of department, a woman of around sixty who, judging by
the way she explained the workings of the programmes, didn’t
know anything I didn’t know already. What differentiated her
(permanent position with a good wage, stability, recognition
and prestige) from me (eternal precarious intern) was mostly our
dates of birth. That is what I had found in all the universities
I had spent time at. People of my age couldn’t compete against
that generation, no matter the qualifications we had, no matter
the achievements we accumulated, seniority was always the
determining factor. But millennial angst wasn’t limited to me
or the academic world. My sister, a thirty-five-year-old surgeon,
worked the hours the old-timers in the service passed up, the
ones who held the good positions even though they hadn’t seen
patients in years. My university classmates who had opted for
teaching couldn’t choose their school or hours, despite passing
the qualifying exams with merit, because the dinosaurs in place
were ahead of them on seniority. I sometimes wondered if my
brother Ferran wasn’t the smartest one, even if we all conside-
red him a bit daft, when he looked at the situation and told
my parents, A doctorate? I'd have to be sick, and then devoted
himself to living life.
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My first impression of Longyearbyen as somewhere not very
easy on the eye was fading away. It was one of the first things
I told Tyra during our date, when she asked me if I liked the
town. She laughed. She had an attractive, charismatic laugh;
her teeth were perfect and very white. She wore a baggy black
t-shirt of some metal band that gave me a glimpse of her mus-
cular arms: the right, covered in a huge tattoo with sinuous
inky shapes; the left, marked by scars I didn’t yet dare ask about.

‘P'm overdressed, aren’t I’ [ asked when I looked at the other
customers in Kroa. I wore a fairly unpretentious semi-transpa-
rent black blouse (belly button showing, of course) and a little
makeup. Around about me, everyone was wearing sportswear.

“You'll see that the dress code in Longyearbyen is...I was
going to say informal, but it’s non-existent. In winter lots of
folk go into restaurants in thermal underwear, and it’s socially
acceptable. It’s a paradise if you have a complicated sensorial
profile.’

‘Sensorial profile?” her use of the term took me by surprise.
‘I don't often meet people who use words like that. Have you
studied psychology or are you...?’

‘No, I didnt go to university, she cuts me off. ‘I couldn’.’

I noticed her face tense up when she said that and I didn’t
want to insist. I fell silent, perhaps a little uncomfortable, weig-
hing up the risk of asking the question I wanted to.’
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‘So, you're also...?’

‘I'm not sure,’ Tyra smiled with a hint of bitterness, or so it
seemed. “When I was five I was given a sort of pre-diagnosis,
but they told my mum she'd have to bring me back for eva-
luation later to confirm whether I was autistic or not, but she
never did. I found all that out last year, and now lots of things
are making sense.’

‘Last year? Your mum didn’t tell you until then?’

“We have a difficult relationship, my mum and I, but before
I could ask her anything else, she added, ‘and what about you?
You were quick to recognise the concept, eh?’

‘Yeah, I've had my diagnosis since I was eighteen. After
having to put up with all the bullying at school. Lots of things
make sense for me too now.’

‘Like what?’

‘Uff, where to start? Besides the sensorial stuff... Inflexibility,
socialisation problems...’

Tyra listened to me talk and nodded. She didn't question
my experience; she didn't compare me to other autistics. That
surprised me a lot, it was unusual. Then she told me about her
routines and the dichotomous thinking we shared, and that led
to the topic of personality, and from there to another, and the
waitress had to come over three times top ask what we wanted
to eat because we couldn’t find a moment to stop talking and
look at the menu. Eventually we reluctantly focused on the task
of choosing. She ordered the steak without thinking too much
about it. I would have liked to have made a list of the pros and
cons of each option. I wanted to try something local: from the
prohibitive prices, I knew I wouldn’t have many meals outside
the residence. At the same time, I didn’t want anything that left
me too full, but neither could I stand being left hungry. I panic-
ked at the thought of ordering an unknown meat or fish and
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it having a gelatinous texture. Finally, I went for the klippfisk,
which according to Tyra was a dried salted fish, although she
didn’t know which. I wasn’t sure if she didn’t know what kind
of fish it was or if she didn’t know the word in English for the
fish in question.

“Your English is amazing,’ I marvelled out loud, ‘much better
than mine.’

‘Really? No, I don’t think so. Maybe I have a good accent,
that can fool you, but the grammar I have isn’t...Anyway, it’s
nothing. All Norwegians have good English.’

‘But you are much more fluent than most...you've lived
somewhere English-speaking, no?’

‘No, I've never lived outside Norway.’

“You've travelled a lot, then?’

She fell silent for a moment.

‘I have to confess,” she bit her lip and lowered her voice.
‘I have to confess I don't really like travelling.’

She had drawn herself nearer, leaning over the table that
separated us, to talk in a quieter voice. I followed suit: I brought
my face close to hers and whispered in the same tone.

‘And why do you say it as if it were a taboo?’

‘Because it is!” she laughed and returned to her previous
posture and volume. ‘Because these days, at our age, you can't
say you don’t like travelling. It’s like...it goes without saying that
everyone likes it. Anyone who doesn’t travel more, it’s because
they can’t, because of money or work.’

“You're right,” and I sat back, pensively. I didn't know anyone
of my generation who didn’t like travelling. Even my old pri-
mary school classmates, the ones who wouldn't live outside the
Ribera Alta even if you gifted them a house, posted photos every
summer in Mallorca, or the Canaries for the more daring. Rela-
tively close destinations, culturally homogenised, that allowed
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them to fulfil their social quota of exoticism without having to
step outside the parameters of their comfort zone.

‘T've been to Italy because an ex-partner dragged me there
when we were still together...and not much more. You must
have travelled a lot, huh?’

‘Eh...” Now I was the one to bite my lip and smile shyly
when I realised that my story and the way I often told it per-
fectly fitted into the cliché of the rootless millennial. /ve lived
in ten countries in the last ten years, I used to say, as if it were an
achievement and not merely the result of an immense lack of
job security, and there was always a voice inside my head repro-
aching me, but this time it was louder than usual. ‘For work,
yes. Mainly within Europe. I jump from one short contract or
grant to another and I go wherever they’ll take me. And what
do you do in the holidays?’ I shifted the focus.

‘Usually, I go back to the mainland to visit my family.’

‘Ah, so you do have a relationship with them,’ I replied, still
surprised by what she'd told me earlier about her mother and
the diagnosis.

‘It’s complicated, but yes, generally speaking,’ like a reflex,
she briefly rubbed the arm with the scars. ‘How do you get on
with your family?’

Tyra’s question was followed by a long soliloquy about the
Ribelles Semper family, which she listened to with an admira-
ble stoicism. She appeared genuinely interested in my life and
I gave her a very thorough overview. I told her about my parents,
both secondary school teachers, my mum of history, my dad
of physics and chemistry, and about my siblings. I confessed,
because her presence put me at ease, that I was aware that in
the eyes of my parents I had never lived up to my sister, Nuria,
who had it all: she had studied medicine, she had married a
good man, she lived half an hour from them and had given
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them a granddaughter. But neither had I received the negative
attention of my younger brother, who had always been a bit of
aloose cannon, who had dropped out of his Physical Education
degree when he only needed a few more credits and only after
years of family nagging did he deign to finish it and enrol in
the master’s course to become a teacher.

‘I suppose I'm the cliché middle child,” I admitted. ‘And
there are lots of people in my situation. But even so, it hurts.
My family hasn't felt like home for a long time, and nor has
any other place. Nuria has her house with her husband and
daughter, and Ferran still lives with my parents. ’'m neither here
nor there, and if one day I run out of grants or contracts and
have to go back, I don’t even want to think about it... They’re
not bad people, but I can’t bear the idea of living with them.’

‘I get it,” she said at the end, when I was starting to think
I was talking too much. ‘I’'m a middle child too. Sort of. It...
tough.’
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The Autumn in Longyearbyen had been fleeting. No sooner had
the nights began than the tundra was covered in all the shades
of brown imaginable: an intense and ferocious brownness sur-
rounded us, as if it were aware of its own brevity, as if it wanted
to compensate for the fact there were no trees on the island
whose leaves could change colour and then fall. The summits of
a few of the nearby mountains had received a dusting of snow
and some had even reached the town, particularly at nighttime.

At home they had taken the news of my job at the restaurant
better than I had predicted. At first, I had been pleasantly sur-
prised. Then Ferren had told me that, in fact, my parents hoped
that discovering the reality of life in hospitality would lead me
away from the kitchen and the push me towards finishing my
doctorate once and for all. Nuria had lamented that I wouldn’t
be at her daughter’s first birthday, but had then encouraged me
to follow my dreams with the condescension of those who have
already achieved theirs.

In all honesty, I didn’t know what dream I was chasing,
or even if I was chasing one. My priority was to remain in
Longyearbyen, more so than any professional aspiration. If
being able to do so meant entering numbers on a computer
or peeling potatoes, I wasn't fussed either way. The striking
calmness of those wild terrains and the warm company of Tyra
and her friends gave me an addictive sensation of wellbeing,
a state of simple contentedness that I didn’t want to give up.
Ultimately, what sense would there be in jumping back on the
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hamster’s wheel of a life I had been leading until then? Exploi-
ting myself, suffering the vexations of my thesis supervisors,
living miserably in shared flats while finishing a doctorate
that wouldn’t even guarantee me a better future? I was fine
just the way I was.

Living with Tyra had turned out to be easier than I had
imagined from the initial state of her kitchen. Once it was clean
and disinfected, she had made an effort to keep it presentable.
Aside from the odd culture clash, such as having to explain to
her than the duvet covers were like sheets and needed to be was-
hed, we didn’t have any conflicts relating to cohabiting. In any
case, I had plenty of inner conflicts when I wondered if I was
taking advantage of her by staying in her flat for so little money,
a merely symbolic rent, and if I wasn't giving her expectations
I couldn’t fulfil. There was no alternative. Housing in Longye-
arbyen was scarce and expensive, it would have been hard to
find a flat just for myself. And I didn't have all the money in the
world. I may have earned more than with the grants, because
the minimum wage in Longyearbyen was high and essentially
tax-free, but between the astronomical rent and the price of
vegetables, I would have been left with nothing.

At the beginning, I rose very early, because they had put me
on the breakfast and lunch shifts. I headed down to the town
along the path that ran between Platidberget and the centre.
I passed by Elvesletta and smiled, glad to no longer live there.
[ hadn’t found sharing living space with students traumatic, but
I was nevertheless happy to have left. I much preferred Tyra’s
Viking altar and her Pikachu bath towel to the cold feeling of
living in a hospital and never knowing what new faces I would
come across on my way to the kitchen. At work, for the first
month, they only let me do simple things: peeling, chopping,
crushing, boiling, mixing, plating at a push. And washing up,
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of course. They supervised me most of the time, correcting me
occasionally.

The sky on those October mornings was a soft blue, dotted
with the odd candy-floss cloud. When I began to do afternoon
and night shifts, I enjoyed nothing more than getting up in
time to have a coffee on the balcony, gazing at that spectacle.
Sometimes it was impossible due to the icy wind, but when
the cold allowed it, I delighted in spending time out there. 7%e
snow is beautiful, it hugs the mountains, went the song. I couldn’t
remember how all the Judlias of the past filled the time I now
spent observing my surroundings. If the permanent summer
sun had given me a constant peace, the fleetingness of autumn,
when each day was twenty minutes shorter than the previous
one, forced me to intensely savour the details of every day, to
be present in the world I inhabited and be conscious of it.

My first day off coincided with a trip Tyra was running
to Pyramiden. She didn’t usually do guided tours that weren't
mountain expeditions, but the guide who was supposed to take
a group of tourists to the abandoned Soviet settlement that day
had taken ill and asked her to cover for her as a favour. Tyra
felt bad that we couldn’t spend the day together and asked the
company if she could bring a companion. At least that’s what
she told me. I never discovered if she had actually just paid my
fare, which was a sum I couldn’t have afforded.

The boat left the port of Longyearbyen at nine in the mor-
ning. After the safety instructions, Tyra went to meet the rest
of the staff, while the passengers, the few of us there were,
spread out around the various corners of the ship. I wore a blue
overall on top of my clothes, as we had been advised to do if
we wanted to go out on deck, and as soon as I went outside
I understood why: the wind up there blew much harder than
in Longyearbyen. The snot running from my nose began to
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freeze, just as Tyra had warned me would happen, and I had to
pull my scarf up over my nose.

Only a handful of reckless people had come up to the deck
in the hope of seeing a polar bear. A man offered me some bino-
culars and from his accent I could tell English wasn’t his first
language. He turned out to be Basque and had lived in Barce-
lona and spoke Catalan rather well. Without realising it, I stuck
to him like glue: it was the first time in months I had someone
with whom to speak in Valencian. We exchanged impressions
on Svalbard, Longyearbyen and the people who lived there. He
was a tourist and I summed up my story with Tyra.

‘Now that’s love, washing dishes in the north pole for her!”

I gave the customary smile, hidden by the scarf, and chose
not to tell him I wasn’t sure if I had fallen in love with Tyra or
simply with the same place she had fallen in love with years
previously.

The Pyramiden settlement bore the name of the pyramid-
shaped mountain it stood before. The Soviet Union had bought
the town from Sweden in 1927 and mined its coal until 1998,
which is when Pyramiden lost all its residents and had been
abandoned, frozen in time. Tyra, now in her role as guide,
explained that to us. From time to time she had taken me on
trips to the mountains, but outside of her working hours. Besi-
des, on the mountaineering trips, there was more walking and
less talking. Now, however, she was sharing facts and stories with
her unique charisma: it was a side of Tyra I hadn’t seen yet, her
tourist guide facet. And she was great at it. It was remarkable
how her slightly intimidating demeanour and usual sullenness
gave way to this other, apparently extroverted, sociable, witty
person, and although I wanted to pay attention to what she
was saying I couldnt stop wondering how many other masks
this woman I had just started living with had at her disposal.
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‘In its golden age, Pyramiden had over a thousand inhabi-
tants, she told us, while we walked from the port to the town.
“The canteen was the only building in the town with a kitchen,
and everyone gathered there for meals, which were free, and
for parties.’

‘Where did they get the food from?’

“They were largely self-sufficient. In their greenhouses they
even managed to grow watermelons. They also had animals.
Both the soil for planting and the animals were imported from
the Soviet Union. They never had a commercial relationship
with Longyearbyen.

What we saw around us was the picture of isolation. I had
imagined Pyramiden as a sort of Soviet Gavarda la Vella, but
I had been unaware of the important detail that it had no roads
or paths that linked it to any other settlement. Now, when the
sailing season ended until the following summer, Pyramiden
would be completely isolated until it had snowed enough to
reach it by snowmobile: a journey of more than 100km, more
than three hours, through the Arctic desert, between ten and
thirty degrees below zero and with no stops. No signposts, no
reference points except the mountains and frozen rivers. With
good reason the voices of our group were the only sound that
could be heard alongside the wind. The dry grass took over any
space not covered in snow, and wild animals took advantage of
the empty buildings to make their dens.

‘It’s hard to believe people lived here,’ I thought out loud.

‘And well,” added Tyra. “The Soviet Union strived to make
Pyramiden a symbol of the success of its social and economic
model. Life may not have been easy, because it couldn’t have
been in these conditions, but the people in Pyramiden in the
twentieth century lived better than the community in Longye-
arbyen. Here they fostered a lively cultural life, with a cinema,
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theatre, museum and library; they also had a covered swimming
pool, a gym, a school, a nursery, a hospital...’

‘The turf isnt autochthonous, is it?” asked someone in the
group, scraping a little at the snow. ‘It’s too long...’

‘No, they imported it from Ukraine.’

We left behind the brutalist apartment blocks to enter the
building that housed the canteen. The large windows and deco-
rations on the fagade, with white pilasters and bare, grey bricks
surrounding the entrance, exemplified the austere brutalism
that characterised the architecture in that corner of the world.
Either side of the main door there were two structures which
must have been ticket booths: as evidenced by the musical and
cinematographic motifs adorning them and the row of round
white lightbulbs, like the dressing room of a variety show, above
them which remained intact, symmetrical, expectant.

‘Incredible,’ I breathed as soon as I went in. Tyra turned
and smiled at me. She had been to Pyramiden before and
knew I would be impressed. It was impossible for anyone to
escape untouched by those images, those impressions. The
opulence of the marble and the nineteenth-century-style dou-
ble staircase that dominated the hallway contrasted with the
damp marks and peeling paintwork that came afterwards and
the piles of earth in every corner. The kitchen, tiled in white
and sky blue with broken-tile mosaics was where the facilities’
abandonment could most keenly be felt, between the ceiling’s
paintwork which was falling aggressively by sections and the
mould colonising everything. For some reason, I felt a great
sadness upon seeing those huge cauldrons, which I would
have fit comfortably inside, that had fed the entire commu-
nity of Pyramiden but were now condemned to oblivion. The
main hall, meanwhile, was better conserved. A mosaic mural
decorated the stairwell. It depicted a summery scene, with a
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bright sun above snowy mountains and polar bears watching
pieces of ice float on the sea. The wooden tables and leather
chairs were still there, as if at any moment someone might
come in and sit down. Who would steal furniture left in the
middle of the desert?

When we left the canteen, the clouds had cleared a little
and the bright light fell harshly upon the brown and scarlet
facade. We walked along the partially snow-covered stone
path towards the main square. The customary bust of Lenon
welcomed us to the pearl of Pyramiden: the building that
housed the sports complex and library, amongst other ameni-
ties. Inside it was excellently maintained, as if just yesterday a
basketball game had been held on the main court. Only occa-
sional details, such as the nineties aesthetic of the posters or
the faded photos, evidenced the passing of time. Tyra told us
that this building was one of the few still in use: on the upper
floor, the library had been converted into a café and souvenir
shop. While she showed us the swimming pool, drained now,
she told us there were rumours that the guides who stayed
in Pyramiden held parties there until not too long ago. That
made me put myself in the shoes of the half a dozen or so souls
that would remain there when our boat set sail again. As far as
I had gathered, they were mostly young people who worked
in the hotel or café. There was no need to go to 78 degrees
latitude to find a settlement with less than ten inhabitants;
Galicia was full of villages with two or three inhabited houses.
Of course, the people there could jump in the car and be in
the centre of Santiago de Compostela in a couple of hours,
or in any number of large towns in less than that. The few
residents of Pyramiden, during the winter, must only see the
same faces for weeks on end. Even in the months when the
snow didn’t isolate them, visits like ours were mainly fleeting
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and practical: there was almost no interaction required. [ won-
dered if they found that more perturbing, or having to live
with the omnipresent ghost of a society that no longer existed.

‘Are you alright? Tyra approached me as we returned to
the boat. She caught me thinking, still immersed in existential
doubts that, considered coldly, didn’t really affect me. I told
her I was fine and that I'd tell her about it properly at home,
and she went back to leading the group. I watched her move
for a while, with her blonde hair billowing over her reflective
jacket, her perfect arse, rifle slung over her shoulder. I remember
having thought that if there was a more magnetic creature on
the planet, I had no need to meet them.

On the way back, the boat passed by the Nordenskiold
glacier. We had seen some glaciers on our way to Pyramiden,
but we hadn’t gotten as close. Now, just a few metres of grey
tranquil water separated us from that icy mountain where
white and blueish tones danced and shimmered around dark
crevices.

‘The blue marks,” explained Tyra, are pieces of ice under
high pressure that were previously covered by another layer of
ice that has now fallen. That hole over there, for example, do
you see it? Just five years ago it didn’t exist.’

These were details I already knew thanks to the research
work I had done, but all the same, the imminence of the climate
emergency appeared much more evident in person. Numbers
in databases and quotes in APA didn’t do justice to the hole
I had before my eyes. Someone cried out in surprise and we all
looked towards where they were pointing. A seal was swimming
towards us with the face of a happy puppy. I wondered how
many generations of descendants of that seal would be able to
enjoy this sea before the rising temperatures left them without

food.
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“You seemed sad today,’ Tyra took my gloved hand as we
headed up the hill towards home after sharing a few pizzas in the
pub with the guy who lived in Barcelona. ‘Do you miss home?’

‘No!” I replied emphatically. “What makes you say so?’

‘I dont know, I'd never heard you speaking your language
and I thought maybe that was why you seemed distant.’

I stopped for a moment to process it. Maybe I did miss
Valencian a little bit.

That man was leaving the next day, and it might be months
before I bumped into anyone else who spoke my first language.
I imagined being one of those few inhabitants of Pyramiden,
isolated in the icy desert, and the comparison made me laugh
inside. Or rather it made me feel like a happy seal, ignorant
of the adversities that might come. In any case, that was what
worried me: that something might disturb my peace.

‘T'm just very happy here,’ I confessed in the end. ‘T like
my work, I like being with you, I like the days. I don’t know if
I want to go back to the life I had before.’

‘And your doctorate?”’

I sighed.

‘I suppose that’s what worries me, deep down; that at some
point I'll have to finish it.’

‘Is there any way of finishing it in Longyearbyen? Are there
any grants or agreements with the UNIS?’

‘I should look into it...

‘But you don’t want to,” she guessed.

T'm fine as I am. I don't feel like I need anything more.’

‘And isn’t that beautiful?’

It was nighttime and the streetlights on the main road gle-
amed defiantly against the black sky. I moved ahead of Tyra
and turned to take both her hands and look at her against the
backdrop of that wintery autumn scene. A wisp of golden hair
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had escaped from between her hat, scarf and jacket, and the
green of her eyes looked at me expectantly. When I stepped
towards her, not letting go of her hands, the snow crunched
gently. I kissed her.

‘So beautiful’

I didn’t need anything more.
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The mornings between the end of October and the middle of
November were twilights that lasted hours. I had always been
fascinated by the colours and light of dusk, but had seldom been
able to enjoy them as you had to be able to look at the sky just
as the sun made to hide itself, and in a matter of minutes it had
passed. In Longyearbyen, due to its latitude, the sun stayed less
than six degrees below the horizon for hours and the light was
an intense blue that I had never seen before in such a sustained
way. That phenomenon, the civil twilight, had settled in and
the snowy cloak draped over the mountains and roads had now
turned most of the ground white.

The thermometer no longer recorded positive values and
that meant changes to my wardrobe. Woolly hats became
a necessary complement from then on, even though they
made it impossible to keep my fringe in a decent state, and
I had to squeeze a thermal t-shirt between my skinny tops
and borrow a woolly jumper from Tyra if I wanted to spend
more than half an hour outside. Generally speaking, I could
get by with her clothes, but I was aware that sooner or later
I would have to invest in my own clothes because we had
different styles and needs: she didn’t feel the cold the same
way I did, accustomed as she was to it. I also wasn’t sure
how much to spend on such items without knowing how
long I'd be using them for. I'd been given a contract until
Christmas and everything suggested they would renew it
after the holidays.

57



‘If they offer you a renewal, will you take it?” Sofia asked me
one Saturday over a steak dinner. ‘Are you happy there?’

“Yeah.

“You don't sound too convinced?” said Kjersti.

She had a point. Working in a kitchen wasn’t easy. The
shifts in particular were killing me, having to change my body’s
routines every week. And now that I was carrying out slightly
more complex tasks, and had come to take on some respon-
sibility, I was often required to make quick decisions, which
[ struggled with. I also couldn’t quite believe that this was my
job. It was so different to what I had always done that I often
felt like I was on some kind of camp, like when I was younger
and my parents sent me to develop every kind of hobby ima-
ginable during the holidays, and when this was over I would
go back to the click-clack of the keyboard and quotations in
APA format. That said, it wasn’t all bad. I was learning a lot
about cookery: at times would be surprised to discover the the-
ory that backed up something I had always done intuitively; at
others, I discovered new techniques that allowed me to work
more efficiently, or combinations of flavours and textures that
I had never considered. I was happy not to have to feign inte-
rest in work that was outside my field just because it had been
done by an acquaintance of my thesis supervisor; not to have
to cite articles to publish things that had been said thousands of
times before. In the kitchen, what I did always had a purpose.
Things started and ended the same day and I went home with
the feeling of having met my objectives, and not of floating in
the uncertain limbo of productivity in the research world.
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With the crisis of the escaped dog dealt with, Kjersti began
to talk to another volunteer at the shelter and left me to wan-
der around, looking at the lights of the town in the distance.
Something else I had learned about the Norwegians was that
the social convention of introducing two people who didn’t
know each other, if they coincided in space and time, didnt
exist for them, nor did it in Longyearbyen. Nuria called me but
I didnt pick up because she would ask me what I was doing
and I didn’t know how to explain to my perfect sister that what
was on my mind right now was making piles of snow with my
food and trying to discern a particular smell other than wet
dog. I suspected, because I knew her, that she wouldn’t believe
I was really happy like this. Nevertheless, I was.

When she was done chatting, Kjersti rejoined me and we
set off towards the town. It was two in the afternoon and the
night was black. There, away from the urban hub, the stars
stood out clearly and the moon shone a bright white. As we
got further away from the dog shelter, the barks became softer
and the silence more evident.

‘I was telling you before that you've been really good for Tyra,
resumed Kjersti. ‘T've never seen her as alive as since you two...
well, I don’t know if you're together, I don’t want to stick my
nose in. But you know what I mean, she seems better than ever.’
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‘Really? Sometimes I think that, no matter what I do, it will
never be enough. And since Daniel and Hedda got together,
she seems quite distant...’

‘She has very deep scars, yeah,” she conceded.

‘Do you mean literally or metaphorically?’

‘Both. Have you ever asked her about the scars on her arm?’

‘No, I confessed. ‘I never find the right time. Or 'm scared
of waking monsters I won’t know how to calm. I suppose I have
to, though, right?’

‘Ah, I'm not here to give advice. I only understand animals,
not people. If Tyra was a husky, I could help you. But I suppose
in that case you wouldn’t want to sleep with her. Hey, look!”

Kjersti pointed to a vague point in the distance, and I soon
understood why: amidst the blackness of the night, a green
glow lit up the sky. This, too, was Svalbard: an aurora borealis
just after midday. We stopped to look at, entranced. I didn’t
know if anyone could ever get used to the magic and the lights
of this place, or take them for granted, or coexist with them
without feeling the utmost fascination. I couldn’t imagine that
my wonder was down to the novelty, because Kjersti had lived
on the island for years and didn’t tire of them. I was beginning
to realise that Longyearbyen was a place of extremes in every
possible sense: you either wanted to escape as soon as your con-
tract there was up, or it sucked you in and you and you were
incapable of imagining a fulfilling life anywhere else. A bit like
Tjra, I thought.

‘In my experience, the monsters don’t go away, no matter
how much you ignore them,’ I said, with my eyes still fixed on
the northern lights.

Kjersti shrugged. Despite her obvious inability to discuss
sentimental matters, and although I hadn’t had time to ask her
about Tyra’s relationship with Daniel, she had given me more
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than enough material for a sleepless night. With a little luck, I'd
also be able to glimpse one those green rays from Tyra’s bedroom
window, over the silhouette of her firm, naked body. I couldn’t
think of a better kind of insomnia.
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The only redeeming moment was
when I saw the aurora borealis from the toilet seat, while shit-
ting, and it wasn’t even socially acceptable to mention it.

When we finally left, I had exhausted all the energy I had.
Between the loud music from the night before, all the small
talk and the fact I'd been away from my safe space and routi-
nes, | felt as if I'd gone several nights without sleeping. As if
that wasn’t enough, I was carrying the built-up stress from the
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move and the awkwardness with Tyra over the conversations we
hadn’t had yet. It was an explosive cocktail and I should have
known it would leave me devoid of energy. I had overestimated
my tolerance levels.

“Today we'll have to go a bit quicker than when we came
yesterday, ok?” Hedda warned me, and I wasn’t quite sure whet-
her to read some kind of reproach into that comment.

‘Sure, we don’t want night to fall,’ I replied sarcastically, but
I don’t think anyone heard me.

Unlike on the outward journey, Hedda and Daniel’s
snowmobile didn’t fall behind mine. At first, they rode next
to me, in parallel. When we'd been driving for ten minutes,
give or take, the light snow that had accompanied us since
the beginning of the trip grew heavier. The snowflakes beca-
me thicker and less intermittent, and I had to slow down a
couple of times to maintain control of the vehicle with one
hand while wiping the white off my goggles with the other.
The Norwegians, on the other hand, sped up. Daniel and
Hedda overtook me and I tried hard to keep up with them,
but I was scared to go as fast as them because I wasn't used to
handling that thing.

Riding through an icy desert was an experience unlike
anything I had done before. In the immensity of the night,
in the emptiness of the hectares of snow and more snow that
surrounded me, I had only the ever-more distant light of the
Norwegians’ snowmobiles to guide me. There were no roads,
rivers or trees, only ice. Everything was the track and nothing
was, and proceeding was a matter of choosing the straightest
line possible. Without another vehicle behind me, like on the
way there, the landscape seemed more desolate than ever, and
I even found a certain romanticism in that striking nothing-
ness. That magical sensation soon disappeared, however, when
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we passed through want must have been a glacier and I found
myself before a fork with no way of knowing which path the
group had taken.

At first I thought I could make it alone. I told myself that
I could follow the tracks of their snowmobiles, but between
the darkness, the heavy snow and the wind, finding them was
impossible. I turned to my instincts and headed down one of the
paths without stopping. After a few minutes of driving without
finding the Norwegians, I began to suspect that my instincts
had let me down. Angrily bowing before the evidence, I took
out my phone to call Daniel or Hedda and ask them to come
and find me. Neither picked up: they mustn’t have heard their
phones over the noise of the engines and the wind.

I weighed up the situation: trying to reach the town on my
own was dangerous, because I could get lost and end up even
further away. I wasn't carrying any weapon except the flare gun.
I wanted to think the snowmobile was faster than a polar bear,
but I wasn't totally sure. The other option was following the
tracks of my own snowmobile back to the cabin and calling
them from there. Impossible: with all the turns I'd made trying
to find them, I didn't know which way I'd come from anymore.
Orientating oneself without the sun was much trickier than I'd
imagined. If I stayed put where I was and waited for them to
come back for me, would they? They would realise at some point
that they were a snowmobile down, sure, or they would see the
missed calls, but what if | had strayed too far from the route
theyd taken and they couldn’t find me? I tried to call Tyra but
there was no connection, then I remembered she was leading
an excursion to a cave that day.

The lack of viable options began to overwhelm me. The icy
wind penetrated my lungs painfully and I couldn’t think cle-
arly. I wasn’t any good at improvising in unexpected situations,
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I usually left the urgent decisions to someone else, but now
I didn’t have anyone to help me. My survival depended on
choosing a path that didn’t exist, the alternatives were fading
away before my eyes, the snow blinded me and I felt as if I were
on the edge of an abyss. | was immensely embarrassed at the
thought the police might have to rescue me a few kilometres
from the town: I couldn’t be too far away if I had signal. I felt
a deep anger, towards Daniel and Hedda for leaving me there,
perhaps, but mainly towards myself for agreeing to that jour-
ney, for getting lost, for not being able to find a solution to
the problem I had gotten myself into. I had to repress my fury
momentarily to call the emergency services. I had just enough
time to tell them where I'd left from and that I was headed
towards Longyearbyen before my phone suddenly died. That
had happened to me a few times before, the cold drained the
battery. In a fit of rage, I threw it to the floor.

I don’t remember very well what happened next because my
memory always retains mental blocks in a confused and partial
fashion. I remember shouting, and I must have because the next
day I had to have several teas with honey. I don’t know if I pro-
nounced anything coherent, or just random words, or simply
disconnected sounds that scratched my throat. I do remember
the tears that gushed out uncontrollably and blurred my vision.
I also remember rocking back and forth, hugging my chest in
an attempt to calm myself. I remember that after those shouts,
I couldn’t speak anymore. I still thought verbally, but moving
my lips to form sounds was impossible. Not because of the cold,
or so I believe: it was rather a paralysis brought on by a kind
of fatigue that flooded over me and only allowed me to do the
strictly necessary for survival. It had happened to me before,
but many years ago.

I was a teenager then and I didn’t yet have my diagnosis.
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When the Sysselmesteren official arrived, I stuck to nod-
ding and shaking my head to the questions he asked. The
man switched to English upon realising I didn’t understand
Norwegian. He had a clear accent and I understood him, but
I couldn’t reply with words. He asked me if I was able to drive
my own snowmobile. I nodded. He asked me to follow him.
I drove after him like a robot, crying ceaselessly, but it was now
a silent, resigned sobbing. The snot that ran onto my skin and
scarf froze as we advanced. I drove and cried and I didn’t want
or hope for anything.

The official parked in front of the hospital door. He recom-
mended I go in so that someone in the emergency department
could decide whether I had symptoms of hypothermia, but he
told me that he couldn’t force me to. I nodded. I stood looking
at the Sykehus door for a while. I didn’t feel cold or warm, so
I figured I didn’t have hypothermia and it wasn’t worth bothe-
ring anyone else. I drove homewards and parked the snowmo-
bile outside the flat. As I took off my outer layers, I supposed
I should let Tyra know I'd made it home safely. I didn’t even
want to think about Daniel and Hedda. When I had charged
up my phone, which was miraculously still working, I opened
my conversation with her. I didn’t feel able to compose a writ-
ten message and the keys on the touchscreen seemed alien and
threatening. In the end, I sent her an emoji of a house. Under
the hot water of the shower, I thought it was curious I had been
unable to express myself with verbal language, an ability that
had faithfully accompanied me for more than twenty years, and
yet I had been able to drive the snowmobile home.
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A Longyearbyen, al juliol, no s’hi pon el sol. Es un poble que no
arriba als 3.000 habitants, com Benimodo, si fa no fa. A dife-
réncia de Benimodo, pero, Longyearbyen té un aeroport, un
hospital, uns quants hotels, bars, cafeteries i restaurants, boti-
gues de souvenirs diverses i un flux constant de turistes i personal
cientific que justifiquen tot aixo. Es assentament més gran de
Svalbard, un arxipelag a mig cami entre Oslo i el pol nord. La
gent que viu a Longyearbyen sol quedar-s’hi de manera tem-
poral, un parell d’anys a tot estirar. Molts hi arriben atrets pels
impostos baixos; altres, per I'exotisme polar de la ciutat més
septentrional del mén.

A mi, personalment, Longyearbyen m’enganxa amb un
contracte de recerca. Com a doctoranda en fisica a la Uni-
versitat de Valéncia, les meues opcions laborals es resumien
en dos: anar-me’n d’interina de secundaria a Catalunya o
encadenar una série de contractes precaris en el mén de la
investigacié cientifica. Atés que els adolescents em feien prou
més por que la indigéncia, m’havia decantat per la segona, i
aixi portava set anys, des que havia acabat el master, rodant
pel mén. M’havien oferit aquella estada de recerca gracies
a una altra que havia fet a Oslo. Escandinavia, en general,
m’agradava: el caracter dels locals s'assemblava més al meu
que no el de la gent de ma casa. I voltar amunt i avall ja
m’anava bé, tampoc no tenia res que em lligara a Montortal,
el meu poble, més enlla dels meus pares i els meus germans,
i tots tenien ja la seua marxa. Una part de mi sempre havia
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pensat que quan m’havien batejat Julia havien vaticinat que
em passaria la vida d’aci alla. Es un nom que funciona bé
vages on vages si estas disposada a sacrificar 'accent grafic
i a acceptar la pronunciacié anglofona. La meua germana
havia d’explicar cada volta que viatjava la historia de la Mare
de Déu de Nuria, i el meu germa havia de decidir entre
barallar-se amb la doble erre o esdevindre Fernando. Jo, res:
Julia, Yulia, Llilia; tenia poques manies i em feien poques
preguntes.

Vaig arribar a Longyearbyen pel juliol, en ple estiu polar.
Des de la finestra de I'avi6 es veien les muntanyes pelades d’ar-
bres, decorades només amb alguns pedagos resistents de la poca
neu que no havia fos I'estiu més calid que es recordava a I'Artic.
El desgel feia més d’'un mes que havia acabat i les glaceres eren
solcs arids que miraven amunt com si volgueren amenacar
els turistes que arribaven pel cel, com si volgueren retraure a
la humanitat el que els haviem fet. «Jo no soc turista», vaig
voler dir a aquells cims escassos de neu, «jo vinc a ajudar». En
realitat, no estava del tot segura de si la meua contribucié en
el camp del monitoratge remot en fisica ambiental tindria cap
repercussié real en I'afer de 'escalfament global. Més enlla de
constituir una eina més de predicci6 de la fi del mén, el meu
treball tenia uns efectes practics ben bé inexistents. «Aixo ja
ho devies saber quan et vas fer fisica», m’havia dit una de les
directores de la tesi. «Si volgueres resoldre problemes, hauries
fet enginyera. Els fisics venim al mén a fer preguntes, no a
trobar respostes.»

En una estada que havia fet a Finlandia havia viscut les
nits blanques, aquelles amb un cel clarés que no acabava
d’enfosquir-se del tot. M’havien fascinat. Sempre m’havien
obsessionat les qiiestions de l'oratge i el clima. De menuda
m’encantava vore ploure i pensar en el procés de condensacid.
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Amb les nits blanques m’havia quedat encisada, pero6 res m’ha-
via preparat per a la barbaritat que era el sol de mitjanit de
Longyearbyen. N’havia vist fotos i videos i, per descomptat,
coneixia fil per randa la qiiestié de I'orbita elliptica de la
Terra iagd iallo. I, tanmateix, no vaig poder evitar quedar-me
embovada mirant com el sol dibuixava aquell cercle subtil a
’horitzé sense amagar-se en cap moment. Les dos, les tres, les
quatre de la matinada: seguia alla dalt, desafiant la tradicié
ancestral de la nit amb qué m’havia criat jo i la major part

del planeta.



Jutjar el plaer estetic del meu entorn era una distraccié més
o menys efectiva de 'ansietat que em provocava incorporar-me a
la nova faena. No és que el projecte en que anava a treballar fora
especialment imponent: sabia que les tasques que em tocaria fer
ja les havia fetes abans. Era un problema meu amb els canvis,
amb tot alld que era nou. Cares noves, noms nous, un despatx
nou, maneres noves de treballar. M hauria d’adaptar a tot allo,
crear-me una rutina nova. I, quan ja me ’haguera creada, tornar
a moure. Tenia collons la cosa, que després de tant de nomadis-
me cientific encara no m’haguera acostumat als canvis, pero la
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psicologa m’havia dit que era normal, que era part de la meua
neurologia, i mhavia donat eines per a gestionar-m’ho que jo
feia servir de manera més o menys consistent segons I'¢poca.
[ amb allo anava fent.

A la porta d’'UNIS m’esperava un estudiant de master que
shavia oferit a fer-me de guia per alla dins. Em va ensenyar
algunes de les aules i em va passejar pels diferents departaments
abans de dur-me al de Fisica. La universitat em va produir la
impressi6 contraria que la residéncia: em semblava un lloc extra-
ordinariament calid per a ser un centre d’estudis. Pareixia que
s hagueren equivocat col-locant cada cosa en 'edifici correspo-
nent, perque la instal-laci6 on la gent havia de viure era freda i
aseptica com un hospital i UNIS, en canvi, tenia les parets i els
sostres dels corredors recoberts de fusta, com les cabanyes de
muntanya que tant agradaven als noruecs. Fins i tot la cafeteria
universitaria (els preus de la qual em van fer abandonar la idea
de dinar alli) estava ambientada d’aquella manera, amb una llar
octogonal enorme al mig de la sala. Baix, al departament de
seguretat, una paret plena de rifles em recordava que Svalbard
no era la Noruega cosmopolita que jo havia conegut a Oslo.

—Esta setmana et faran I'entrenament i t ensenyaran el magat-
zem de seguretat per dins. Tenen roba especial, més armes i inclds
motos de neu! I aci és on comproves si et funciona la balisa.

—Balisa?

—Si, el pilot este que fa llum... per si Chan d’arreplegar els
serveis d’emergencia en una expedicié. No sol passar, perd val
més curar-se en salut.

Em vaig haver de contindre les ganes de riure. Com a fisi-
ca, les meues tasques de recerca tindrien lloc alla dins, en un
despatx, amb un ordinador, bastant lluny dels ossos polars i la
necessitat de balises. Seria tota una sorpresa que em feren fer
expedicions.
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—Ni que fora bidloga —vaig contestar. Ell va riure, perque
també era del meu gremi.

Pujarem a les ales de I'edifici on hi havia els despatxos. Em
sorprengué de nou com de personals i acollidors eren. Els de
biologia fins i tot tenien cortines. Cortines de veritat, vull dir,
amb estampats i colors, no estors d’aquells grisos i industrials.
I peluixos. Hi havia peluixos en molts despatxos, i un poster
d’un unicorn al qual mai vaig arribar a trobar explicacié. La de
fisica ambiental fou I'Gltima zona que m’ensenya, i alla em deixa
al despatx de la meua cap de departament, una senyora de vora
seixanta anys que, jutjant per la manera com m’explica el funcio-
nament dels programes, no sabia res que jo no sabera ja. El que
ens distingia a ella (fixa, amb bon sou i estabilitat, reconeixement
i prestigi) i a mi (eterna becaria precaria) era sobretot la data de
naixement. Aixd m’ho havia trobat en totes les universitats per
on havia passat. La gent de la meua edat no podiem competir
contra aquella generacié perque per molta formaci6 que tingué-
rem, per molts meérits que acumularem, 'antiguitat acabava sent
el factor determinant. I 'angoixa mil-lennista no era cosa meua
ni del mén de I'académia només. La meua germana, doctora
en cirurgia amb trenta-cinc anys, treballava les hores que alli-
beraven les momies del servei, que ocupaven les places bones
tot i que feia anys que no veien pacients. Les meues companyes
de promocié que si que shavien decantat per la docéncia no
podien triar centre ni horari, malgrat haver aprovat les oposi-
cions amb nota, perque els dinosaures consolidats els passaven
per davant en antiguitat. A voltes pensava que el més sabut era
el meu germa Ferran, el que tots consideravem mig bovo, que
havia vist el panorama i havia dit als meus pares «Doctorat? El
que tinc aci penjat, i s’havia dedicat a viure la vida.
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La primera impressié que havia tingut de Longyearbyen
com un lloc poc agradable a la vista anava quedant arrere. Va
ser de les primeres coses que vaig contar a Tyra durant la nos-
tra cita, quan em va preguntar si m’estava agradant el poble.
Rigué. Tenia una rialla carismatica, atractiva; les dents perfec-
tes i molt blanques. Portava una samarreta negra ampla d’un
grup de metal que em deixava vore-li els dos bracos musculo-
sos: el dret, cobert d’un tatuatge gegant, de formes sinuoses
de tinta; 'esquerre, marcat amb unes cicatrius per les quals
encara no m’atrevia a preguntar.

—M’he mudat massa, veritat? —vaig preguntar quan em vaig
fixar en la resta de clients de Kroa. Jo portava una brusa negra
semitransparent sense grans pretensions (amb el melic fora, com
de costum) i m’havia maquillat un poc. Al meu voltant, tothom
portava roba d’esport.

—Ja aniras descobrint que I'etiqueta de Longyearbyen és...
anava a dir informal, pero és inexistent. A 'hivern molta gent
entra amb la roba interior térmica en els restaurants, i és social-
ment acceptable. Es el paradis si tens un perfil sensorial com-
plicat.

—Perfil sensorial? —em va sobtar I'ts del terme—. No em solc
trobar gent que gaste eixes paraules. Has estudiat psicologia o
estas...?

—No, no vaiganar a la universitat —em talla—. No vaig poder.
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Vaig notar com se li tensava la cara quan ho deia i no hi vaig
voler insistir. Em vaig quedar callada, potser un poc incobmoda,
valorant el risc de fer la pregunta que volia fer.

—Aleshores, tu també eres...?

—No ho tinc clar —Tyra va somriure amb un punt d’amargor,
0 aix0 em va semblar—. Quan tenia cinc anys em feren una espe-
cie de prediagnostic, perd li digueren a ma mare que m’havia de
tornar a dur a avaluar més tard per a confirmar si era autista o
no, i ja no ho va fer. Jo tot agd ho vaig saber 'any passat, i ara
m’encaixen moltes coses.

—Lany passat? Ta mare no tho havia dit fins ara?

—Tenim una relacié dificil, ma mare i jo —abans que poguera
preguntar-li'n res, continud—. I tu? T"ha costat ben poc reconéixer
el concepte, eh?

—S1, jo tinc el diagnostic des dels dihuit. Després de men-
jar-me tot 'assetjament de I'institut. També m’encaixen moltes
coses des d’aleshores.

—Com quines?

—Uf! Per on comence? A banda de les qiiestions sensorials...
Inflexibilitat, problemes en la socialitzacié...

Tyra m'escolta parlar i concedi. No qiiestiona la meua expe-
riencia, no em compara amb altres autistes. Em sobta moltissim,
aix0, per infreqiient. Després em parla ella de les seues rutines
i el pensament dicotdmic que compartiem, i d’ahi botarem a
la qiiesti6 de la personalitat, i d’ahf a una altra, i la cambrera
hagué de vindre tres voltes a preguntar qué voliem sopar perque
no trobavem el moment de deixar de parlar i mirar el ment.
Al final ens centrarem a contracor en la tasca d’escollir. Ella
demana el bistec sense pensar-hi massa. Jo hauria volgut fer-
me un full de calcul amb els pros i contres de cada opcié. Volia
tastar alguna cosa exclusiva d’alla: pels preus prohibitius, sabia
que no faria gaires apats fora de la residéncia. Alhora, no volia
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res que em deixara massa plena i tampoc suportava quedar-me
amb gana. Em feia panic demanar alguna carn o algun peix que
no coneixia i que tingueren una textura gelatinosa. Finalment,
em vaig decantar pel klippfisk, que segons em va indicar Tyra era
un peix salat i assecat, tot i que no sabia quin. No em va acabar
de quedar clar si no sabia quin peix era o no sabia la paraula en
anglés per al peix en qiiestio.

—Tens un anglés brutal —em vaig admirar en veu alta—, molt
millor que el meu.

—Vols dir? No, no crec. Potser tinc un accent prou bo, i aixd
enganya, pero la gramatica que tinc no... Tampoc n’hi ha per a
tant. Tots els noruecs parlem anglés bé.

—Pero tu tens molta més fluidesa que la majoria... Has viscut
en algun lloc anglofon, no?

—No he viscut mai fora de Noruega.

—Has viatjat mol, aleshores?

Es va quedar callada un segon.

—He de confessar... —es mossega el llavi inferior i va abaixar
el to de veu—. He de confessar que no m’agrada gaire viatjar.

S’havia arrimat un poc a mi, inclinant-se sobre la taula que
ens separava, per a parlar-me en veu més baixa. Jo la vaig imitar:
vaig acostar la cara a la seua i li vaig parlar en el mateix to.

—I per que ho dius com si fora un taba?

—Perqué ho és! —va riure i torna al volum i a la postura
anteriors—. Perque hui en dia, a la nostra edat, no pots dir que
no t'agrada viatjar. Es com que... se sobreentén que a tothom
li agrada. Qui no viatja més és perque no pot, per diners o per
faena.

—Tens raé —em vaig quedar pensarosa. No coneixia ningt
de la meua generaci6 a qui no li agradara viatjar. Fins i tot els
meus antics companys de primaria, aquells que no viurien fora
de la Ribera ni que els regalaren la casa, pujaven cada estiu fotos
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a Mallorca o a les Canaries, els més agosarats. Destinacions
relativament proximes, culturalment homogeneitzades, que els
permetien complir amb la quota social d’exotisme sense haver
d’eixir dels parametres en que se sentien comodes.

—He estat a Italia perqué m’hi va arrossegar una exparella
quan encara estavem juntes... i poca cosa més. Tu si que deus
haver viatjat molt, no?

—Eh... —ara em vaig mossegar jo el llavi i vaig fer un somriure
avergonyit quan em vaig adonar que el meu historial i la manera
com sovint el relatava encaixava perfectament en el clixé de
mil-lennista desarrelada. «He viscut en deu paisos en els dltims
deu anys, solia contar, com si fora un éxit i no el resultat d’una
precarietat laboral immensa, i sempre havia tingut una veueta
que m’ho recriminava, pero hui parlava més fort que mai—. Per
faena, si. Sobretot dins d’Europa. Vaig enllagant contractes curts,
o beques, i em desplace alla on me’ls donen. I que sols fer en
vacances, doncs? —vaig desviar el focus.

—Normalment, torne al continent a visitar la familia.

—Ah, aleshores si que tens relacié amb ells —vaig respondre,
sorpresa encara per alld que m’havia contat abans sobre sa mare
i el diagnostic.

—Fs complex, perd si, generalment si —es va fregar breument
el brag de les cicatrius amb un gest rapid—. I tu com et dus amb
la teua familia?

A la pregunta de Tyra la va seguir un llarg soliloqui sobre
els Ribelles Semper al qual ella va assistir amb un admirable
estoicisme. Semblava honestament interessada en la meua vida
i ['n vaig fer un recompte més que profis. Li vaig parlar dels
meus pares, professors d’institut tots dos, ma mare d’historia
i mon pare de fisica i quimica, i dels meus germans. Li vaig
confessar, perque la seua preséncia em feia sentir comoda, que
era conscient que a ulls dels meus pares jo mai no havia estat a
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I’altura de la meua germana, Nuria, que ho tenia tot: havia estu-
diat medicina, s’havia casat amb un bon xic, vivia a mitja hora
d’ells i els havia donat una neta. I que tampoc no havia acaparat
latenci6 negativa que s'emportava el meu germa menut, que
sempre havia sigut un poc bala perduda, que havia abandonat
la carrera d’Educacié Fisica quan li'n quedaven pocs credits
i només després d’anys d’'insistencia familiar shavia dignat a
acabar-la i a matricular-se en el master de professorat.

—Supose que soc el clixé de filla del mig —vaig admetre—,
i que hi ha molta gent en la meua situacid. Pero aixi i tot, fa
mal. Fa molt que la meua familia no és casa per a mi, i tampoc
no hi ha cap altre lloc que ho siga. Nuria té la seua llar amb
el marit i la xiqueta, i Ferran no se n’ha anat encara de cals
meus pares. Jo no estic alla perd tampoc aci, i si algun dia
em quede sense beques o contractes i he de tornar, no vull ni
pensar-ho... No s6n males persones, perd no suporte la idea
de viure amb ells.

—T’entenc —va dir al final, quan jo ja comengava a pensar
que estava parlant massa—, jo també soc la filla del mig. Més o
menys. Es... diffcil.
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La tardor a Longyearbyen havia sigut efimera. Tan bon punt
havien comencat les nits, la tundra s’havia cobert de tots els
tons possibles de marré: ens envoltava una marronor intensa
i ferotge, com si fora coneixedora de la seua propia brevetat,
com si volguera compensar el fet que no hi havia arbres a I'illa
que pogueren canviar la fulla i deixar-la caure després. Els cims
d’algunes de les muntanyes proximes al poble shavien enfari-
nat, i fins i tot al poble ens havia arribat alguna nevada aillada,
sobretot a la nit.

A ma casa shavien pres la noticia del meu treball al restau-
rant millor del que havia augurat. M’havia sorprés gratament
al principi. Després, Ferran m’havia contat que, en realitat, els
meus pares esperaven que conéixer la realitat laboral del mén
de la restauracié m’apartaria de la cuina i m'espentaria a acabar
d’una volta el doctorat. Nuria shavia lamentat que no estaria al
primer aniversari de la seua filla, perd després m’havia animat
a perseguir els meus somnis amb la condescendencia de qui ja
té els seus assegurats.

Jo, en realitat, no sabia quin somni perseguia, ni tan sols si en
perseguia cap. La meua prioritat era quedar-me a Longyearbyen,
més enlla de cap aspiracié laboral. Si per a poder fer-ho havia
de picar nimeros en un ordinador o pelar creilles m’'era ben bé
igual. La calma colpidora d’aquells paisatges agrestos i la calida
companyia de Tyra i els seus amics em generaven un benestar
addictiu, em tenien en un estat de complaenca senzilla al qual
no volia renunciar. Al capdavall, quin sentit hauria tingut tornar
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a la roda de hamster de la vida que havia portat fins aleshores?
Autoexplotar-me, assumir les vexacions de les directores de tesi,
malviure en pisos compartits mentre acabava una tesi que tam-
poc no m’assegurava un futur millor? Ja estava bé com estava.

Viure amb Tyra havia resultat ser més facil del que m'havia
imaginat a partir de I'estat inicial de la seua cuina. Una volta neta
i desinfectada, s’havia esforcat a mantindre-la en condicions.
Tret d’alguna enganxada cultural, com haver-li d’explicar que
les fundes dels nordics eren com llencols i shavien de llavar, no
haviem tingut cap conflicte relacionat amb la convivencia. En
tot cas, els conflictes els portava jo per dins quan em plantejava
si m’estava aprofitant d’ella per quedar-me a sa casa pagant-li
una quantitat ridicula, una mena de lloguer simbolic, i si no
li devia estar generant unes expectatives que no podria complir.
No hi havia alternativa. Chabitatge a Longyearbyen era escas
i carissim. Encara que haguera tingut tots els diners del mén,
m’hauria costat trobar un pis per a mi sola. I tampoc no tenia
tots els diners del mén. Si bé cobrava bastant més que amb
les beques, perque els sous minims a Longyearbyen eren alts
i practicament lliures d’'impostos, entre el lloguer astrondmic i
el preu de la verdura m’hauria quedat sense res.

Al principi m’algava molt mati, perque¢ m’havien llogat per
als torns de desdejuni i dinar. Baixava cap al poble pel cami que
discorria entre el Plataberget i el centre. Passava per Elvesletta
i solia somriure, satisfeta de no viure-hi ja. No m’havia resultat
traumatic compartir espai vital amb estudiants, perd m’alegrava
d’haver-me’n anat igualment. Preferia mil voltes I'altar viking
de Tyra i la seua tovallola de dutxa de Pikachu que aquella sen-
sacié tan freda de residir en un hospital i de no saber mai amb
quines cares noves em creuaria anant cap a la cuina. A la faena,
durant el primer mes, només em deixaven fer coses simples:
pelar, picar, tallar, bollir, mesclar, emplatar si de cas. I escurar,
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per descomptat. Supervisaven la majoria de les coses que feia,
em corregien de tant en tant.

Els matins d’octubre tenien uns cels blaus suaus amb algun
nuavol inexacte de coté-en-pel dol¢. Quan vaig comencar a fer
torns de vesprada i nit, res m’agradava més que algar-me a temps
de fer-me un café a la porxada observant aquell espectacle. A vol-
tes era impossible pel vent gelat, perd quan el fred ho permetia
m’encisava passar temps alla fora. «La neu és preciosa: acarona
muntanyes», deia la cangé. No recordava com emplenaven totes
les Jalies d’abans el temps que jo dedicava a observar el meu
entorn. Si el sol permanent a 'estiu m’havia donat aquella pau
perenne, la fugacitat de la tardor, en que cada dia s'acurtava vint
minuts respecte a 'anterior, m’obligava a fruir amb intensitat
dels detalls de cada dia, a estar present en el mén que habitava
i ser-ne conscient.

El meu primer dia lliure va coincidir amb una excursié de
Tyra a Pyramiden. Ella no solia fer visites guiades que no foren
de muntanya, perd la guia que havia d’encarregar-se aquell dia de
portar un grup de turistes a 'assentament soviétic abandonat
havia caigut malalta i li havia demanat el favor de substituir-la.
A Tyra li havia sabut greu que no poguérem passar el dia juntes
i va demanar a 'empresa si hi podia dur una acompanyant.
O aix0 m’havia contat. Mai vaig arribar a saber si en realitat
havia pagat ella la meua part, que era un import que no m’hauria
pogut permetre.

El barco isqué del port de Longyearbyen a les nou del mati.
Després de les instruccions de seguretat, Tyra va anar a reunir-se
amb la resta de personal i els passatgers, que no n’érem gaires,
ens vam dispersar pels racons diversos de la nau. Jo em vaig
equipar amb una granota blava per damunt de la roba, com ens
havien recomanat si voliem pujar a coberta, i de seguida que
vaig eixir a la superficie vaig entendre’n el perque: el vent, alla,
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bufava prou més fort que a Longyearbyen. Els mocs que em
queien al voltant del seprum se€’m van comencar a congelar, tal
com m’havia avisat Tyra que passaria, i vaig haver de pujar-me
la bufanda fins al nas.

A coberta només ens hi haviem atansat tres o quatre incons-
cients amb I'esperanca de vore algun os polar. Un home m’ofer{
uns allargavistes i, per 'accent, vaig saber que no parlava anglés
com a primera llengua. Va resultar ser un basc que vivia a Bar-
celona i parlava un catala molt decent. Sense adonar-me’n m’hi
vaig aferrar com una caparra: era la primera volta des de feia
mesos que tenia algi amb qui parlar en valencia. Vam inter-
canviar impressions sobre Svalbard, sobre Longyearbyen, sobre
la gent que hi vivia. Ell feia turisme i jo vaig resumir la meua
historia amb Tyra.

—Aix0 si que és amor, quedar-te fregant el pol nord per ella!

Vaig fer el somriure de rigor, invisibilitzat per la bufanda, i
vaig evitar explicar-li que no sabia si m’havia enamorat de Tyra
o simplement del mateix lloc del qual s’havia enamorat ella
anys enrere.

Lassentament de Pyramiden rebia el nom de la muntanya
en forma de piramide davant de la qual 'havien erigit. La Unié
Sovietica havia comprat el poble a Suécia el 1927 i n’havia explo-
tat les mines fins a 'any 1998, moment en el qual Pyramiden
havia perdut tots els seus residents i havia quedat abandonat i
congelat en el temps. Ens ho va explicar Tyra, que s’havia posat
en el paper de guia. M’havia dut de tant en tant a fer alguna ruta
per la muntanya, pero fora del seu horari laboral. A més, en les
excursions de senderisme es caminava més i es parlava menys.
Ara, en canvi, repartia dades i histories amb el seu carisma tnic:
era un costat de Tyra que jo encara no havia vist, la seua faceta
de guia turistica. I ho feia genial. Era xocant com el seu aspec-
te lleugerament intimidador i el seu gest habitualment adust
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donaven pas a aquella altra persona aparentment extravertida,
sociable, ocurrent, i malgrat que volia parar atencié al que deia
no podia parar de preguntar-me quantes més mascares tenia
disponibles la dona amb qui acabava de comencar a viure.

—En la seua ¢poca daurada, Pyramiden supera els mil habi-
tants —ens contd, mentre caminavem del port al poble—. La
cantina era I'Gnic edifici del poble amb cuina, i tothom s’hi
reunia per als apats, que eren gratuits, i per a les festes.

—D’on treien els aliments?

—En gran part, sautoabastien. Als hivernacles arribaren a
cultivar, fins i tot, melons d’alger. També tenien animals. Tant
el sol per a cultivar com els animals eren importats de la Unié
Soviética. Mai tingueren relacié comercial amb Longyearbyen.

El que ens envoltava era la imatge de l'aillament. M’ha-
via imaginat Pyramiden com una espécie de Gavarda la Vella
soviética, perd no havia caigut en el detall important que no hi
havia carreteres ni camins que I'uniren a cap altre nucli pobla-
cional. Ara, quan la temporada de navegacié acabara fins a 'estiu
seglient, Pyramiden quedaria aillat del tot fins que haguera nevat
prou per a arribar-hi en motoneu: un viatge de més de cent qui-
lometres, més de tres hores, pel desert artic, entre deu i trenta
graus per davall de zero i sense cap parada. Sense senyals, sense
cap element de referéncia més enlla de les muntanyes i els rius
congelats. Amb raé les veus del nostre grup eren I'tinic soroll
que se sentia més enlla del vent. Cherba seca s'apoderava de
qualsevol racé on no s'acumulara la neu, i els animals salvatges
havien aprofitat els edificis buits per a fer-hi caus.

—Costa creure que hi haja hagut vida aci —vaig pensar en
veu alta.

—I bona, a més —puntualitza Tyra—. La Unié Sovictica es va
esforgar molt per mostrar Pyramiden com a emblema de I'éxit
del seu model econdmic i social. Si bé la vida no era del tot facil,
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perque no podia ser-ho en estes condicions, la gent de Pyrami-
den al segle xx vivia millor que la comunitat de Longyearbyen.
Aci es fomenta una vida cultural molt activa, amb cine, teatre,
museu i biblioteca; tenien piscina coberta i gimnas, escola i
guarderia, hospital...

—La gespa no és autoctona, no? —pregunta alga del grup,
escarbant un poc en la neu—. Es massa llarga...

—No, la importaren d’Ucraina.

Deixarem arrere els blocs d’apartaments d’estil brutalista per
a entrar a l'edifici de la cantina. Els finestrals grans i les deco-
racions de la fagana, amb falses columnes blanques i algunes
rajoles grises descobertes que emmarcaven I'entrada, destacaven
en el brutalisme auster que dominava l'arquitectura d’aquell
racé del mén. A banda i banda de la porta principal quedaven
encara les estructures del que devien haver sigut les taquilles:
ho testificaven els motius musicals i cinematografics que les
adornaven i les peretes blanques i redones, com de camerino
de varietés, que formaven una filera superior encara intactes,
simétriques, expectants.

—Increible —vaig deixar anar només entrar. Tyra es va girar
i em va somriure. Ja havia estat abans a Pyramiden i sabia que
m’anava a impressionar. Era impossible que hi haguera algt
que escapara indemne d’aquelles imatges, d’aquelles impres-
sions. Lopuléncia del marbre i de la doble escala d’aspiracions
decimononiques que presidia el vestibul contrastaven amb les
taques d’humitat i la pintura clevillada que s’havia després i
sacumulava a terra, en qualsevol racé. La cuina, tota enrajolada
en blanc i blau cel amb alguns motius de trencadis, era on més
es percebia 'abandonament de les instal-lacions, entre la pintura
de sostre que queia violentament a trossos i el rovell que sho
menjava tot. Per alguna raé em feren molta llastima aquelles
calderes gegants on hauria cabut jo comodament que havien
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alimentat tot el veinat de Pyramiden i ara es veien condemnades
al’oblit. La sala principal, en canvi, estava millor conservada. Un
mural de mosaic decorava el buit de I'escala. Representava una
escena estival, amb el sol brillant sobre les muntanyes nevades
i ossos polars que observaven com suraven els trossos de gel
sobre la mar. Les taules de fusta i les cadires de pell romanien
alla, com si en qualsevol moment algti anara a entrar i seure-hi.
Qui havia de robar els mobles que quedaven enmig del desert?

En eixir de la cantina, els ndvols havien escampat un poc
i la llum dura queia amb forga contra les faganes marrons i
grana. Avancgarem pel cami de pedra parcialment cobert de
neu fins a la plaga principal. El bust de Lenin de rigor donava
la benvinguda a la joia de Pyramiden: I'edifici que albergava el
poliesportiu i la biblioteca, entre altres instal-lacions. Lestat de
conservacié per dins era excel-lent, com si ahir mateix hagueren
jugat un partit de basquet en la pista interior. Només detalls
aillats com lestetica dels noranta dels posters o el desgast de les
fotografies per la llum testimoniaven el pas dels anys. Tyra ens
va explicar que aquell edifici era dels pocs que seguia en us: a la
planta superior, havien reconvertit la biblioteca en una cafeteria
que feia també de botiga de souvenirs. Mentre ens ensenyava la
piscina coberta, ara seca, ens explica que hi havia rumors que
els guies que residien a Pyramiden hi feien festes fins no feia
gaires anys. Aix0 va fer que em posara en la pell de les sis o deu
animes que es quedarien alld quan el nostre barco salpara de
nou. Pel que havia entés, eren sobretot gent jove que treballava a
I'hotel o a la cafeteria. No calia anar-se’'n a 78 graus de latitud per
a trobar un poble amb menys de deu habitants; Galicia mateixa
anava plena de parroquies amb dos o tres cases habitades. Ara bé,
la gent que vivia alla podia agarrar un cotxe i plantar-se en un
parell d’hores al centre de Santiago de Compostel-la, o en qual-
sevol poble gran en menys temps. La desena de residents de
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Pyramiden, a 'hivern, només devien vore aquelles mateixes cares
durant setmanes senceres. I inclis en els mesos en que la neu
no els aillava, les visites com les nostres eren sobretot efimeres,
puntuals: practicament no hi devien interactuar. Em preguntava
si els pertorbava més aixd o el fet de conviure amb el fantasma
omnipresent d’una societat que ja no existia.

—Estas bé? —Tyra es va arrimar a mi mentre tornavem al
barco. Em va agarrar pensarosa, encara immersa en dubtes exis-
tencials que, mirat fredament, m'afectaven ben poc. Li vaig dir
que si i que li ho explicaria millor a casa, i ella es torna a col-locar
encapgalant el grup. La vaig observar moure’s una estona, amb
els cabells rossos onejant-li sobre 'armilla reflectora, la jaqueta
oberta, el cul perfecte, el rifle penjant d'un muscle. Recorde
haver pensat que si hi havia una criatura més magnetica sobre
la terra, jo no tenia cap necessitat de conéixer-la.

De tornada, el barco passa per la glacera de Nordenskisld.
Haviem vist algunes glaceres anant cap a Pyramiden, perd no
ens hi haviem arrimat tant. Ara, només uns pocs metres d’aigua
tranquil-la i grisa ens separaven d’aquella muntanya de gel on
ballaven i es fonien tons de blau i de blanc tacats d’escletxes
fosques.

—Les taques blaves —explica Tyra— s6n trossos de gel a molta
pressié que préviament estaven coberts per una altra capa de
gel que ara ha caigut. Aquell forat que hi ha alla, per exemple,
el veieu? Fa només cinc anys no existia.

Eren detalls que jo ja coneixia per la recerca que feia i, tan-
mateix, la imminéncia de 'emergencia climatica en persona
sem veia molt més evident. Els nimeros en bases de dades i
les cites en APA no feien justicia al forat que tenia ara davant
dels ulls. Algti va fer un crit de sorpresa i tots mirarem cap a on
assenyalava. Una foca nadava cap a nosaltres amb cara de gosset
felic. Em vaig preguntar quantes generacions de descendents
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d’aquella foca podrien gaudir d’aquella mar abans que 'augment
de la temperatura les deixara sense aliment.

—T"he vist trista hui —Tyra m’agarra la ma enguantada men-
tre enfilavem la pujada cap a casa després d’haver compartit
unes pizzes al pub amb ’home que vivia a Barcelona—. Trobes
a faltar ta casa?

—No! —vaig contestar categoricament—. Per que ho dius?

—No sé, no thavia sentit mai parlar en la teua llengua i
pensava que potser era aixo el que et feia estar apagada.

Em vaig parar un moment a processar-ho. Podia ser que
enyorara un poc el valencia.

Aquell home se n’anava 'endema, i potser passarien mesos
fins que tornara a coincidir amb algti que parlara la meua pri-
mera llengua. Em vaig imaginar com si fora una d’aquelles
escasses pobladores de Pyramiden, aillada en el desert de gel, i
la comparaci6 em va fer riure per dins. Més aina em sentia com
una foca felig, ignorant de les adversitats que podien vindre. Si
de cas, aix0 era el que em feia por: que alguna cosa destorbara
la meua calma.

—Es que soc molt feli¢ aci —vaig confessar al final—. M’agrada
la faena que faig, m’agrada estar amb tu, m’agraden els dies. No
sé si vull tornar a la vida que tenia abans.

—I el doctorat?

Vaig sospirar.

—Supose que és aixo el que em preocupa, en el fons: que en
algun moment hauré d’acabar-lo.

—Hi ha opcions d’acabar-lo a Longyearbyen? Alguna beca,
algun conveni amb UNIS?

—Ho hauria d’investigar...

—Pero no vols —va endevinar.

—Estic bé com estic. No tinc la sensacié de necessitar res més.

—I no és precids, aixo?
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Ja era de nit i els fanals del carrer principal lluien amb for¢a
contra el cel negre. Em vaig avancar a Tyra i em vaig girar per a
agarrar-li les dos mans i mirar-la amb el tel6 de fons d’aquella
estampa de tardor hivernal. Un bri de cabells daurats se li havien
escapat entre el barret, la bufanda i la jaqueta, i la verdor dels
seus ulls em mirava expectant. Quan vaig fer un pas cap a ella,
sense deixar-li anar les mans, la neu va cruixir amb gentilesa.
La vaig besar.

—Preciosissim.

No necessitava res més.
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Els matins entre el final d’octubre i mitjan novembre eren
crepuscles que duraven hores. Sempre m’havien fascinat els
colors i la llum de la poqueta nit, pero en gaudia poc per-
que havia de coincidir que poguera mirar el cel just quan
el sol volia amagar-se, i en qiiestié de minuts sThavia passat.
A Longyearbyen, per la latitud, el sol romania a menys de sis
graus davall de 'horitzé durant hores i la llum era d’un blau
intens que no havia vist mai abans d’'una manera tan sostin-
guda. Aquell fenomen, el crepuscle civil, m’obsedia tant com
el sol de mitjanit o més. La neu, a més, s’havia consolidat i el
mantell blanc que cobria les muntanyes i els carrers ja era d’un
blanc gairebé uniforme.

El termometre ja no registrava valors positius i aixo impli-
cava canvis en el meu armari. Els gorros de llana van esdevindre
un complement necessari a partir d’aleshores, encara que fora
impossible dur la franja en condicions decents, i havia d’embotir
una camiseta térmica entre els meus tops ajustats i algun jersei
de llana de Tyra si volia passar més de mitja hora al carrer. En
general, podia anar fent amb roba seua, pero era conscient que
més prompte o més tard hauria d’invertir en roba propia per-
que teniem estils i necessitats diferents: ella no sentia el fred de
la mateixa manera que jo, acostumada com hi estava. Tampoc
no sabia quants diners gastar-me en aquelles peces sense tindre
una certesa de quant de temps les aprofitaria. M havien fet un
contracte fins a Nadal, i tot semblava indicar que me’l renovarien
en passar les festes.
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—I si Coferixen renovar-lo, diras que si? —em pregunta Sofia
un dissabte, mentre sopavem bistec—. Hi estas a gust?

—Si.

—No sones gaire convenguda —assenyala Kjersti.

Tenia certa rad. Treballar en una cuina era pesat. Em mata-
ven sobretot els torns, haver de canviar les rutines del meu
cos cada setmana. I ara que ja feia operacions un poc més
complexes i que havia anat adquirint alguna responsabilitat,
sovint se m'exigia que prenguera decisions rapides i aixd no
ho portava bé. Tampoc sé si m'acabava de creure que alld fora
la meua faena. Era tan diferent del que havia fet sempre que
sovint tenia la sensacié que estava en alguna mena de cam-
pament, com quan era menuda i els meus pares m’enviaven
a cultivar qualsevol improbable aficié durant les vacances, i
que quan acabara tornaria al clec-clec del teclat i a les cites
en format APA. Aixi i tot, tampoc era desagradable del tot.
Estava aprenent molt sobre cuina: sovint em sorprenia en des-
cobrir la teoria que fonamentava alld que jo havia fet sempre
per intuicid; altres voltes descobria noves técniques que em
permetien treballar de manera més agil, o combinacions de
sabors i textures que no m’havia plantejat. Em feia contenta
no haver de fingir interés en treballs que no eren de la meua
area només perque els haguera fet algun amic de les meues
directores de tesi; no haver de refer articles per a publicar coses
que ja s’havien dit milanta voltes. A la cuina, el que feia sempre
tenia sentit, proposit. Les coses es comencaven i s’acabaven el
mateix dia i me n’anava a casa amb la sensaci6 d’haver complit
objectius, i no de surar en els llimbs incerts de la productivitat
en el mén de la recerca.
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Superada la crisi de la gossa fugitiva, Kjersti es posa a
parlar amb una altra voluntaria del refugi i jo em vaig quedar
passejant-me per alla, mirant de lluny les llums del poble.
Un altre fet que havia aprés sobre els noruecs era que la con-
vencié social de presentar dos persones que no es coneixien
si coincidien en espai i temps no existia per a ells, tampoc a
Longyearbyen. Em telefona Niria i no li’l vaig agarrar, perqué
em preguntaria qué feia i no sabia com explicar a la meua
germana perfecta que el que m’ocupava la ment ara mateix
era fer muntanyetes de neu amb el peu i mirar de discernir
alguna olor en concret a banda de la de gos mullat. Anticipava,
perque la coneixia, que no es creuria que realment era feli¢
aixi. Ho era, no obstant aixo.

En acabar de xarrar, Kjersti tornd amb mi i mamprenguérem
el cami cap al poble. Eren les dos de la vesprada i era negra
nit. All, encara fora de nucli urba, les estrelles es veien clares
i la lluna brillava ben blanca. A mesura que ens allunyavem de
la residencia canina els lladrucs es feien més fluixos i el silenci,
més evident.

—Et deia abans que estas fent-li molt de bé a Tyra —reprengué
Kjersti—. No I'havia vista mai tan viva com des que esteu... bé,
no sé si esteu juntes, no em vull ficar on no em pertoca. Perd
ja m’entens, la veig millor que mai.
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—Vols dir? A voltes pense que, faca el que faga, mai sera prou.
I des que Daniel i Hedda estan junts la note bastant apagada...

—Té cicatrius molt fondes, si —va concedir.

—Ho dius en sentit literal o metaforic?

—En ambdés. Li has preguntat mai per les cicatrius del brag?

—No —vaig confessar—. No trobe mai el moment. O em fa
por destapar monstres que després no sabré aplacar. Supose que
ho hauria de fer, no?

—Ah, no estic per a donar consells, jo. Només entenc d’ani-
mals, no de persones. Si Tyra fora un husky, podria ajudar-te
més. Pero supose que en eixe cas no voldries gitar-te amb ella.
Eh! Mira!

Kjersti assenyalava un punt incert en 'horitzd, i no vaig
tardar a entendre per que: en el negre de la nit, un fulgor verd
il-luminava el cel. Aixo era Svalbard, també: una aurora boreal
poc després de migdia. Ens pararem a mirar-la, absortes. No
sabia si hi havia algt que s'acostumara mai a la magia i a les llums
d’aquell lloc, que la donara per fet, que hi convisquera sense
sentir-hi una fascinaci6 absoluta. No podia pensar que el meu
enlluernament fora producte de la novetat, perqueé Kjersti vivia
al'illa des de feia anys i no se’n cansava. Comengava a entendre
que Longyearbyen era un indret extrem en tots els sentits pos-
sibles: o bé desitjaves fugir-ne tan prompte com acabara el teu
contracte alla o bé Catrapava i eres incapa¢ d’imaginar una vida
plena enlloc més. «Un poc com Tyra», vaig pensar.

—En la meua experiéncia, els monstres no se’n van per molt
que els ignores —vaig comentar, amb els ulls encara clavats en
les llums del nord.

Kjersti va arrunsar els muscles. Malgrat la incapacitat patent
que tenia per a discutir qiiestions sentimentals, i tot i que no
havia tingut temps de preguntar-li per la relacié entre Tyra i
Daniel, m'havia donat material de sobra per a pegar voltes al llit
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aquella nit. Amb un poc de sort, des de la finestra de 'habitacié
de Tyra podria ataiillar un d’aquells rajos verds, també, més
enlla de la silueta del seu cos ferm i nu. No se m'acudia cap
versié millor de 'insomni.
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Ltnic moment salvable va ser
quan vaig vore I'aurora boreal des del seient del vater, mentre
cagava, i damunt no era socialment acceptable comentar-ho.

Quan per fi ens n’anarem d’all, jo ja havia esgotat tota
energia que tenia. Entre la musica forta de la nit anterior, les
converses intranscendents i el fet d’estar fora del meu espai segur
i de les meues rutines, sentia com si haguera estat quatre o cinc
nits sense dormir. Per si aixd no fora prou, portava acumulats
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Pestrés de la mudanca i el malestar amb Tyra per aquelles con-
verses que encara no haviem tingut. Era un coctel explosiu
i hauria d’haver suposat que em deixaria sense forces. Havia
sobreestimat la meua capacitat de tolerancia.

—Hui haurem d’anar un poc més rapid que ahir quan vam
vindre, eh? —em va advertir Hedda, i no sabia cert si havia de
llegir alguna mena de retret en aquell comentari.

-Si, no siga cosa que se’ns faga de nit —vaig ironitzar, pero
diria que no em va sentir ningg.

A diferencia del viatge d’anada, la moto de Hedda i Daniel
no es va col-locar darrere de la meua. Al principi anaven al meu
costat, en paral-lel a mi. Quan portdvem deu minuts conduint,
si fa no fa, la nevada lleu que ens havia estat acompanyant des
del principi del cami es va intensificar. Els flocs es van anar fent
més grossos i menys intermitents, i vaig haver de reduir la marxa
un parell de voltes per a mantindre el control del vehicle amb
una md mentre m’apartava el blanc de les ulleres amb laltra.
Els noruecs, per contra, van accelerar. Daniel i Hedda es van
col-locar davant de mi, i em vaig esforcar per seguir-los el rit-
me, perd em feia por anar tan rapid com ells perque no estava
acostumada a manejar aquell trasto.

Conduir per un desert gelat era una experiéncia que no
sassemblava a res del que havia fet abans. En la immensitat de
la nit, en la buidor de les hectarees de neu i més neu que m’en-
voltaven, només la llum cada volta més llunyana de les motos
dels noruecs em servien de guia. No hi havia carrers, ni rius, ni
arbres, només gel. Tot era cami i res ho era, i avancar era qiiestié
de triar la linia més recta possible. Sense tindre una altra moto
darrere, com a I'anada, el paisatge se’m feia més desolador que
mai, i fins i tot trobava un cert punt de romanticisme en aquell
no-res colpidor. Ara bé, vaig deixar de sentir aquella magia quan,
en passar pel mig del que devia ser una glacera, em vaig trobar
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una bifurcacié i vaig ser incapag de saber quin cami havia pres
el grup.

Al principi vaig pensar que me les podia apanyar sola. Em
vaig dir que podia seguir el rastre de les seues motos, perd entre
la foscor, la neu que queia amb forga i el vent, m’era impossible
trobar-les. Vaig recérrer a la intuicid i vaig enfilar un dels camins
arreu. Quan ja feia una estona que conduia i no trobava els
noruecs, vaig comencar a sospitar que la meua intuicié m’havia
trait. Vaig voler tirar arrere i desviar-me per I'altra opci6 en la
bifurcacid, i aixd vaig intentar fins que em vaig adonar que no
la sabia trobar. Rendida a 'evidencia i enfadada, vaig parar i vaig
traure el mobil per a telefonar a Daniel 0 a Hedda i demanar-los
que vingueren a buscar-me. Cap dels dos contesta: no devien
poder sentir el mobil entre el soroll dels motors i del vent.

Vaig valorar la situacié: intentar arribar sola al poble era
perillés, perque podia perdre'm i acabar encara més lluny. No
duia cap arma més enlla de la pistola de bengales. Volia pensar
que la moto corria més que un os polar, perd no n'estava del tot
segura. Una altra opcié era seguir el rastre de la meua motoneu
fins a la cabanya i cridar-los des d’alla. Impossible: amb les voltes
que havia fet intentant trobar-los, ja no sabia d’on havia vingut.
Orientar-se sense sol era molt més complex del que m’havia
imaginat. Si em quedava quieta alla i esperava que tornaren a
buscar-me, ho farien? S’adonarien en algun moment que els
faltava una moto, si, o vorien les meues telefonades perdudes,
perd, i si mhavia allunyat massa del cami que havien fet i no
podien trobar-me? Vaig provar de tocar a Tyra, pero no dona-
va senyal, i vaig recordar aleshores que aquell dia guiava una
excursio a una cova.

La falta de vies factibles va comencar a ofegar-me. El vent
gelat em penetrava els pulmons de manera dolorosa i no podia
pensar amb claredat. No tenia traga per a gestionar imprevistos,
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solia delegar les decisions immediates en algu altre, i ara no
tenia ningd que m'emparara. La meua supervivéncia depenia de
triar un cami que no existia, les alternatives s’anaven esborrant
davant dels meus ulls, la neu m’encegava i em sentia a la vora
d’un abisme. Em feia sentir una vergonya immensa la idea que
haguera de vindre la policia a rescatar-me a pocs quilometres
del poble: no podia estar-ne gaire lluny si tenia cobertura. Sen-
tia una ira profundissima contra Daniel i Hedda per haver-me
deixat alla, potser, perd sobretot contra mi mateixa per haver
accedit a aquell viatge, per haver-me perdut, per no ser capag
de trobar l'eixida al problema en qué m’havia ficat jo a soles.
Vaig haver de reprimir la firia momentaniament per a telefo-
nar a emergencies. Em dona el temps just d’explicar-los d’on
havia eixit i que em dirigia a Longyearbyen abans que el mobil
se m'apagara de colp. Ja m’havia passat alguna volta, que se li
moria la bateria pel fred. En un atac de rabia, el vaig tirar amb
forca contra terra.

No recorde molt bé el que va passar a continuaci6 perque els
bloquejos sempre s€’m queden en la memoria de manera confusa
i parcial. Recorde haver cridat, i deu ser cert perqué 'endema
encara em vaig haver de fer dos o tres infusions amb mel. No
sé si vaig arribar a pronunciar cap enunciat coherent, o paraules
soltes, o si foren simplement sorolls aillats que m’esgarraven la
gola. Si que recorde que les llagrimes em brollaven sense control
i m’impedien vore. Recorde també haver-me engrunsat avant i
arrere mentre m'abragava el pit en un intent va de calmar-me.
I recorde que després d’aquells crits, ja no vaig poder parlar més.
Pensava de manera verbal, encara, perd moure els llavis per a
articular sons se'm feia impossible. No era pel fred, o aixo crec:
era més aina una paralisi provocada per una mena de fatiga que
m’envaia i em permetia només fer el necessari per a sobreviure.
Ja m’havia passat abans, pero feia molts anys.
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Era adolescent, aleshores, i encara no tenia el diagnostic.

Quan arriba l'oficial del Sysselmesteren, em vaig limitar
a assentir i a negar amb el cap a les preguntes que em feia.
Lhome es passa a I'anglés en adonar-se que no I'entenia del
tot en noruec. Tenia un accent clar i el comprenia, pero no li
podia contestar amb paraules. Em va preguntar si era capag de
conduir la meua propia moto. Vaig fer que si amb el cap. Em
va demanar que el seguira. Vaig conduir darrere d’ell com un
autdomat, sense deixar de plorar ni un moment, perd ara amb
un plor callat i resignat. Els mocs que em queien sobre la pell
i sobre el buf s'anaven congelant a mesura que avangavem. Jo
conduia i plorava i no volia res ni esperava res.

Loficial aparca davant de la porta de 'hospital. Em reco-
mana que hi entrara perque algi d’urgéncies valorara si tenia
simptomes d’hipotérmia, perd em comunica que no m’hi podien
obligar. Vaig assentir amb el cap. Em vaig quedar mirant la porta
del Sykehus una estona. No sentia fred ni dolor, aixi que vaig
assumir que no devia tindre hipotérmia i que no pagava la pena
molestar més personal. Vaig conduir cap a casa, vaig aparcar la
moto davant del pis. Mentre em llevava les capes d’abric, vaig
suposar que havia d’avisar Tyra que havia arribat bé a casa. De
Daniel i Hedda, no en volia saber res. En haver carregat un poc
el mobil, que de miracle encara funcionava, vaig obrir la conver-
saamb ella. No em sentia capag de compondre un missatge escrit
i les lletres del teclat tactil se'm feien alienes i amenacadores. Al
final li vaig enviar una emoticona d’una casa. Davall de I'aigua
calenta de la dutxa vaig pensar que era curids que fora incapag
d’expressar-me en llenguatge verbal, una habilitat que m’havia
acompanyat fidelment des de feia més de vint anys, i, en canvi,
haguera pogut conduir la motoneu fins a casa.
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