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For @DeafGirly. You have been an integral part of Team Tuva from the very beginning. I suspect there is a trio looking out for Tuva Moodyson at all times: Tammy, Lena, and you. I am so very grateful.





 ‘Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there, wondering, fearing, doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before.’

Edgar Allan Poe, The Raven
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Chapter 1

Gavrik, Sweden

An elk runs along the snowploughed road searching frantically for her lost calf.

Panic in her eyes. Myriad headlights picking out that panic.

The thick scent of exhaust fumes.

I slow my Hilux truck and switch on my hazard lights. The traffic on the other side is still moving, drivers desperate to exit these bleak winter roads and retreat to their apartments, their twenty-first-century caves.

The calf looks light as air. It is running, legs long and fragile, and it is desperate to be reunited with its beloved mother, its sole protector in this cold, dark wilderness.

A Volkswagen slows and hoots its horn. A teenager hangs out of the back window filming the towering mother elk on his phone. I look down on this behaviour and yet, at the same time, I know I will likely be using that same footage later this evening for the paper, crediting the very same teenager.

Complicit.

The cow elk summons an ungodly noise and runs onto the asphalt, falling, scrambling to stand back up, the calf lost among the mayhem, the halogen-lit chaos. A man yells something unintelligible from his lorry cab. The calf stops dead for a moment. Its mother trots down into a ditch, nostrils steaming, and someone overtakes me, beeping like this whole scene is an inconvenience, and I am struck, not for the first time, by the spectrum of priorities I witness from my fellow humans. Money, power, convenience, comfort, kindness. White light split through a prism into its many constituent parts.

A grey Saab on the other side of the road skids on a patch of black ice and then recovers. The cow elk makes one last effort to run across the road, to risk everything for her offspring, and a Ford pick-up brakes hard, swerving, missing the beast by a fraction. The elk bolts across in front of me. The Ford crashes down into a ditch, dirty slush-water erupting from its bonnet, red lights glowing through the mist at head height.

The elk family are lost to the forest in seconds. Running, together, nature corrected, back into the shadowy world of Utgard forest. You might try to search for a larger, denser forest than Utgard, but you will likely never find one.

The driver of the Ford is okay. Wet and cold, but okay. I have already called Thord at the police station, my hearing aid synched to my phone. He will probably drive by for ten minutes but this is more a job for a tow truck than law enforcement.

Traffic resumes. I make a turn and head back to Gavrik town, my home, the place the world forgot. A marginal settlement surrounded by vast forests. Hunters and salt liquorice. More than our fair share of darkness.

We haven’t had much news these past two years, truth be told.

Quiet place.

Time to heal.

I drive between McDonald’s and ICA Maxi, the two gateposts of Gavrik, and snow begins to fall. December flurries are always welcome. Check back again in March when my fellow Swedes are dreaming of moving south to Spain, or maybe Malmö. I moved here years ago when Mum was ill. After she passed away I just kind of stayed. Don’t ask me why. No, in fact, do ask me. Because the people I care about live in this desolate place. It is as simple and as complicated as that.

I go on.

Pensioners wearing more layers than most people on this planet would ever contemplate: merino wool as life support. Streetlights forming halos within pale clouds of snowflakes. A young man pulling his weekly shop home on a sledge.

The long-stem weeds on the roadside, despised all summer, are admired now that they are adorned with ice crystals.

I spot Tammy’s food truck in the distance. She will be in there listening to nineties dance classics and slicing chilies and spring onions. My best friend in the world. My sister in all but blood. Tammy will be refining her bone broths and cleaning out her rice cookers. Working culinary magic inside a van in the most inauspicious corner of a car park. An unlikely hero but a hero nonetheless.

Past Benny Björnmossen’s hunt shop, the stuffed brown bear looking back, judging me. Hunting is the main pastime here in Gavrik so Benny does well, although he’ll never say as much. Past the police station and through the long shadows cast by the twin chimneys of the Grimberg Liquorice factory, our largest and oldest employer.

Welcome to Toytown, population: 8,000 souls. Most of them lost, or on their way there.

I head into Gavrik Posten and the bell above the door tinkles. Lars looks up from whatever Jedi-level Sudoku he is currently working on.

I start peeling off layers and slipping off my snow boots. My blonde ponytail feels more dishevelled and dry than it usually does and that is saying something.

‘Elk out on the Utgard road. Almost hit a truck.’

Lars, as a general rule, takes a while to react. He used to be the sole full-time reporter here until I took over, and he’s much like an old-fashioned vinyl record playing at half speed. I take my gloves off and then, after a moment, he says, ‘Elk?’

‘Cow with her calf on the other side of the road. Both looked panicked.’

‘Almost hit a truck?’ he says.

‘Truck’s in a ditch. Everyone’s okay.’

‘Everyone is okay,’ he repeats, like he’s trying to reassure himself of the fact.

Lena is back in her office fixing for the print and Nils is in his trying to sell ad space to the same poor axe shop owners and hairdressers he’s been trying to sell ad space to for years. Swedes don’t bother so much with hair styling in the dark months, you see, not in rural parts. If you have your skull encased in a woolly hat all day every day why would you even bother?

The office smells of coats drying out.

I open up my last file and turn down the volume on my new hearing aids. They are superior to my old pair in almost every way – battery life, interference, water resistance – but they hurt. Every night when I return home I pull them out as soon as I open my door, and the relief is immediate.

One piece of breaking news grabs my attention.

It scrolls across the base of my screen.

Deaf teenager goes missing in Esseberg.

Police believe he has no money with him, or contacts outside of Esseberg town.

Mountain rescue are launching a search party but conditions hinder their efforts.

The deaf teenager is described as vulnerable.

The tunnel is being kept open all night as an exception.





Chapter 2

It takes me all of two seconds to decide I will dedicate myself to this story. No, that’s not true, it’s more a gut reaction than a decision. I act because how can I not. This guy needs all the help he can get. Missing, alone, up in the vast, frigid Jämtland mountains – a region that makes my green Värmland forests appear civilised – in the bleakest, iciest days of midwinter.

I knock on Lena’s door.

She grunts.

I open it.

‘You got a second?’

She takes off her glasses and looks up.

‘Sure.’

‘Deaf teenager gone missing. Described as vulnerable.’

‘Okay. Is Chief Björn or Thord on it? Any more information? Missing could mean took a day trip to Visberg and she didn’t tell anyone.’

‘This isn’t Gavrik news, Lena. Up north.’

She frowns. ‘How far up north?’

‘Jämtland. The empty mountains west of Åre. Small town called Esseberg. I’m going up there.’

Lena runs her hands through her afro. She’s keeping it shorter these days. ‘You sure this is for you, Tuva? Jämtland, really?’

I do not hesitate. ‘I am sure.’

‘It’s a long way. Do you know if it’s a––’

‘It’s a deaf kid, Lena,’ I say, cutting her off.

I wait.

‘You want to take Lars with you as backup?’

‘Seriously?’ I glance back at Lars, still working through his Sudoku puzzle, his fleece-lined slippers tucked neatly under his chair, his backside resting on a donut-shaped haemorrhoid cushion. ‘No, I’ll be fine. Listen, I know you worry about locals not wanting to read news from other places, and I get that, but we haven’t had a real crime in Gavrik for two years now.’

‘You say it like it’s a bad thing.’

‘You know what I mean.’

She glances over her shoulder at my Journalisten – Thirty Under Thirty award on her shelves. I refuse to have it out front. I do not feel comfortable with the thing, especially as I’m not actually under thirty anymore. I am grateful to the judges but I wish it was kept private. When I was awarded it, I received two less than positive messages from old schoolfriends via Facebook. One said: thirty isn’t a widely used cut-off point for good reason. It’s usually forty under forty. Enough time for real achievements. The other told me her British aunt had just been awarded an MBE from the Queen. Why are people like this?

‘If you need anything I’ll fly straight up,’ she says. ‘Deal?’

‘Deal.’

Nils emerges from his corner office, his hair in spikes. He has to dye it now because he won’t accept the inevitable, and it looks like he’s poured a tin of blue-black paint over his head.

‘Heard about the moose on the Utgard road. Some school teacher crashed into a ditch, right? People don’t know how to drive in winter these days.’

Lena looks at him and says, ‘You reversed into a bus last month.’

‘That was a malfunction,’ he says, pulling back his shoulders. ‘I told you. Camera had a glitch. It was a technical malfunction.’

‘You’re a malfunction,’ I say under my breath.

He narrows his eyes. ‘It was the reversing camera. I couldn’t see properly.’

‘Couldn’t see a damn bus?’ I say.

‘What are you insinuating?’

‘Who taught you that word? Was it Lars?’

‘Nils,’ says Lena, smiling. ‘Tuva is off up to the mountains of Jämtland for a couple of days to work on a missing-person story. So be nice to her.’

‘We’ve got the budget for that but no budget for my new laptop?’

He looks triumphant, like he’s caught her in a cunning trap.

‘Exactly right,’ she says.

I leave the office and drive home, the scent of salt liquorice hanging in the frosted streets. Takes me all of ten minutes to pack. There are no pets or dependents to check on or leave food out for. I can hardly leave food out for myself.

In addition to my standard gas-station scrapers I bring along a long-handle snow brush, the one Benny Björnmossen gifted me last year after Noora’s funeral. He said it was a late Christmas present, a very late Christmas present, but I understood from his eyes that this was his way of saying I am sorry for your loss. He’s not a man to hug or console, but that gesture, that simple and unspoken act of protection and care, spoke volumes.

I set off due north.

Sweden is a country that can trick you if you are not careful. Here in Garvik we are a solid twenty-hour drive from the southern tip of the country. And yet this is only central Sweden. Today I’m driving north out of Gavrik on the E16 motorway and my Toyota GPS tells me I’m nine hours south of my destination. And yet, that destination, Esseberg, or Ice Town as it is commonly known, is also in central Sweden. You can drive another twenty hours north from there, deep into the Arctic Circle, and you still won’t reach the border. The vastness and wildness of my homeland astonishes me.

An hour in and I am settling into the drive. Sparse traffic. An occasional eighteen wheeler carrying dead pine trunks, each one amputated just above the ankle, and trucks passing down the other way laden with steel and paper products. Not a single police car on the road.

The snow falls in light flurries and the horizon is a milky blur.

I drive into that blur.

I remain inside of it for a long time.

A monochrome world. Johnny Cash playing on a loop. His sad, beautiful voice.

The arbitrariness of my job strikes me as I pull into the slow lane. Spotting that news story on my laptop screen. A scroll of words most of my peers would ignore. The story would simply pass them by. I know by now that missing-persons cases – or as some people call them, misper cases – are a dime a dozen. Humans go missing: they always have and they always will. Some want to go. Others never have a chance to explain what happened to them. My job, as the sole full-time reporter at Gavrik Posten, is to investigate and report. I have a responsibility to do both things.

Sadly, a person with no discernible characteristics goes missing and the world carries on regardless. But you have a beauty-queen kid or a bandy champion or a spelling-bee superstar go missing, someone real photogenic, or with a story attached, and that’s different. It is clickable; and mark my words, people click. Ad revenue will be generated. The whole cursed machine will creak and grind on for another day more.

If the missing teenager turns up I will head back down to Gavrik. But I can feel something in my belly about this case. An ache. A warning.

I overtake a snowplough, salt spewing from its illuminated rear end.

The only time I’ve heard anyone speak of Ice Town, apart from YouTube Shorts displaying the one-way entry tunnel that closes each and every night, was from the mouth of my late mother. She used to talk about a friend she had from Esseberg, a friend she knew before she met my father. She told me she’d never visited because she was afraid of the place. She said she refused to be enclosed in that way.

I am the cow elk from the Utgard road. Frantic. On the other hand, I am still the calf. The first time I babysat little Dan, my neighbour’s son, for a whole night, I panicked I wouldn’t be able to hear him if he screamed out for me in pain or anguish. So I didn’t sleep that night. I stayed awake with my hearing aids in waiting for his cries. I felt the burden of that unique obligation, the same as the elk mother did, and yet mine was only for one evening. I do not know how parents deal with that night after night.

I turn down my heated seat a notch.

Minus eleven on the dash.

After Noora died I would drive around after work. I was a night-driver, lost, empty, numb, trying to make sense of it all. My girlfriend left this world and I was vague rather than sad. I had already devoured all the sadness and it had devoured me. Months and months of caring for her, wondering if she would wake up, guessing if she could hear my voice and the voice of her parents. I was cold and alone, driving backroads and motorways, letting streetlights bleed through my windscreen, thinking, remembering: desperate to feel something.

Four hours in, I pull off the motorway into a Preem gas station. I top up my tank and check my tyre pressure. Most people learn these skills from their dad or else their mum. Well, my dad died when I was fourteen and Mum rarely went outdoors from that day on, so I learnt it from Lena. This and a thousand other things. In a strange way I would never communicate to anyone, especially her, my editor has become an augmented version of both my parents.

Melted slush all over the floor. I catch sight of my reflection in a drinks fridge door. A tired ghoul with a scraggly blonde ponytail. Have I stopped taking care of myself since Noora died? No. I didn’t take much care before.

One hot dog.

A Nordic energy drink that tastes like someone dropped a car battery into a blender.

Three hours more driving.

Blackness. No more snow. The same Johnny Cash album. It has become a background hum for me now. I feel it more than hear it.

For the final stretch I listen to a YouTube travelogue about Esseberg, aka Ice Town, my phone tucked into my coat pocket, the words streaming through my hearing aids thanks to the miracle of Bluetooth.

I don’t pick up every word but I get the gist.

Minus sixteen on my dash.

I turn off the motorway.

No traffic whatsoever to look at.

Ice Town, I am told, has eleven-hundred residents. It is twinned with a rather unusual one-building town in Alaska, due to the fact that both towns are only accessible via a deep mountain tunnel. Ice Town has two key employers: a power station that burns garbage to generate electricity for the region, and a state-pension administrative office. Trash and old people. The town used to be a popular ski resort until the much larger, more accessible ski centres of Åre and Sälen took over.

Gale-force crosswinds buffer my Hilux and I spot other Toyota and Mitsubishi pick-ups parked up, sheltering under the shadow of a bridge.

I do not join them under the bridge. Instead I drive on past warning signs.

Tunnel Ahead.

I sit up straighter in my seat trying to steal a glance of it.

Elk crossing.

I slow down.

Danger – Falling Rocks.

What am I supposed to do with that information?

The video in my pocket keeps replaying so I can catch the details. The narrator explains how, in the 1700s, the remote valley was taken over by adventurous prospectors from Stockholm and Uppsala, uprooting the indigenous Sami population who had lived there peacefully, and sustainably, for countless centuries.

I drive on, the chill wind whistling through my air vents.

The GPS map tells me, in a somewhat ominous tone, that I am approaching a tunnel.

Turn around where possible.

The narrator talks of a myth he says is rooted in fact. How when the nomadic Sami people were displaced from their ancient lands, from their mountains and boreal forests, the deep glacial lake at the base of the valley froze all the way down to the bed. The narrator explains how the following spring, when the ice finally melted, tens of thousands of perch and pike floated up to the surface, where they duly rotted in the bright Nordic sunshine. The town became practically uninhabitable for a while due to the intense and lingering odour of putrefying fish. Some say the smell has never fully disappeared, and that around the Easter festivities it can still be detected by local children.

Lights up ahead.

The agape mouth of the Ice Town tunnel.
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