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            Whose Daughter

         

         
            
               I place the urn on the porch table when we unpack the car

               pour a glass of Talisker

               For a brief moment

               I want to open the urn lid and pour some inside

               You were the one who taught me to drink whisky

               Instead I toast to the evening sun

               the lawn yellow with dandelions before the house

               lilacs and bleeding-heart flowers by the woodshed

               All this is mine now

               because you are gone

            

            
               even though I live so far from here

               and don’t know how I’ll manage

               how it will work

               with the forest and the land

               I don’t know anything

               can’t do anything

               and don’t belong to anyone 10

               Finishing the last of your mother’s lingonberry jam

               that’s when you’re no longer anyone’s daughter

            

            
               This place was never

               my summer paradise

               like it was yours

               when you were little

               You had memories here

               friendships with

               people animals land

               some place you went dancing

               went camping with your cousin

               competed in ski races

               you pointed, I listened with one ear

               You didn’t live here

               but you did belong

            

            
               I don’t even know where the cellar key is

               why the radiator is making that strange clanging

               when the mobile library comes

               who to call to get the roof fixed

            

            
               But

               you have left a list

               instructions

               Bearing in mind

               just in case

               for such time as it might be needed 11

            

            
               Three months before your death

               you were here and

               wrote in your logbook

               Thank you dear Nevabacka for everything

            

            
               This place was so important to you

               I want to understand why

            

            
               Your routines have seeped into the walls

               gently, I introduce my own

               shift

               move

               adjust

               Apologize for reordering the kitchen

               you had your systems

               I wasn’t to disturb them

               else you would get angry

               I try to take solace from the thought that you would love me being here

               (wouldn’t you?)

               I remove your clothes from the closet

               can’t bring myself to get rid of them

               take them out into the shed

               standing askew with peeling paint and flaking window frames

               yet another thing for me to deal with

            

            
               I can use your rubber boots

               and Doris’ old jacket 12

               Otto’s rucksack from the war is hanging on its hook

               next to the mangle board with the year 1683 in slanting numerals

               and a gimlet with a horn handle

               The bedsheets still hold your scent

               and your grandmother’s monogram

            

            
               This is the first time I’ve been here

               without you

               without any older generation

               the dialect familiar to my ear but not my mouth

            

            
               When I get a punctured tyre

               I call the village car service

               (you wrote the number on a scrap of paper and pinned it next to the corded phone)

               The man on the other ends says:

               “You’re at Nevabacka, right?”

               Even though my surname is different from yours

               And neither of them is Nevabacka

            

            
               When I go into the bakery

               to order the sandwich cake for your funeral

               the woman behind the counter says:

               “I can tell whose daughter you are”

               before I even state my business 13

            

            
               When I drive into town to buy new mattresses

               for the children

               the man in the furniture shop wants to know how come the delivery address

               is for Nevabacka

               “Sure I knew Eva-Stina to be sure”

               You had a summer job together back in 1967

            

            
               Strands spread out in all directions

               roots I never noticed when you were here

               You sort of stood in the way

               But now they are clearly visible, luminously obvious

               now that I am the eldest

               am the one to carry things forward

               hold onto these strands

               until the next generation takes over

            

            
               My ten-year-old’s hand in mine

               as the urn is lowered into the ground

               my six-year-old kneeling by the hole

               watching his grandmother

               disappear

               into the soil

            

            
               There is something in the earth here

               that knows you

               and now it is getting to know me 14

               catching my scent

            

            
               I walk through history

               on paths my ancestors trod

               past cairns they built

               sheds they filled with hay

               barns they raised

               fields they farmed

               year after year after year after year

               The traces of their lives

               are overgrown

               receding

               covered with weeds and brushwood and moss

            

            
               I walk through the sunlit June night

               with the taste of Talisker on my tongue

               the scent of mown hay

               potatoes fresh from the earth

               tar burning and midwinter snow

            

            
               the sound of my steps on the ground

               which listens

               and whispers

               I know your steps

               I know whose daughter you are

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
15
            THE 17TH CENTURY

         

         
            The first law of nature is this: that man might live, build and dwell on the land, support himself and his kin, marry and procreate.

            anders chydenius,

politician, writer and curate

         

      

   


   
      
         
17
            Nevabacka

         

         A soldier from the western half of the kingdom had been promised a plot of land in the east as a reward for faithful service to the crown. He travelled by ship over the sea to the young town of Kokkola, then followed a river until he came to a small village. There was no church, and in the whole village, which was spread over a wide area, there were only fifteen smoking chimneys. He was advised where to go by the locals he met, who spoke Swedish, his native tongue, but there were those who spoke Finnish as well.

         At the furthest eastern edge of the parish, he found the land that was now his to farm. He knew he would have to build a cabin by himself, but this did not bother him in the slightest. The woodland he walked through was dense and dark; nothing like the deciduous forests of his home. Here there was timber enough for a fine cabin. The treetops whispered like the sea he had traversed on his way to fight in the war. He had done well for himself in the war and earned the trust and respect of officers and fellow soldiers. But he was not made for killing and 18plundering. He was made to hold a shovel, hoe and plough. He imagined the weight of the tools in his hands as he walked.

         He spent the night in the forest and set off again before daybreak. When he reached the hill where he was to build his croft, it was still early morning. The full moon hung low above the treetops, white against the pale spring sky. It had risen before the sun. He stood for a long time gazing at the hill. The forest was thick, and at the foot of the slope flowed a stream, swollen with rippling meltwater. He could picture where his house would stand and where he would create his first field. He could fetch his water from the stream until he dug a well. The forest would provide more than enough firewood. Here was everything a man could ever need. This was virgin soil, and he was primed to tame it, to sow his seed and make the land bear fruit. He would be as tireless as the May moon and rise before the sun to begin his labour. Many of the place names in these parts were a mixture of Finnish and Swedish, and sometimes more languages besides. This plot was called Nevabacka, for it was on the only hill—backa in Swedish—in a sunken area filled with bogs—neva in Finnish. And as was the custom, he would henceforth be named after his croft. Matts Mattsson Rask became Matts Mattsson Nevabacka.

         A robust and hard-working man was Matts Nevabacka. He felled large firs and built himself a cabin at the top of the hill with a magnificent hearth that kept the single room warm even on the coldest winter days. He burned out a field next to the cabin. He sowed his first seeds and, though it was not much, he knew that this was his chance to finally be his own man. To 19shape his own destiny and make his own decisions, no longer beholden to officers and kings. Never again would he follow orders, never again would he risk his life on someone else’s whim. He would use his life as he saw fit. Every swing of the axe, spear of the skewer and strike of the spade brought him profound satisfaction.

         Yet the forest was not easy to tame; it resisted. The trees were resinous and difficult to fell. The stumps refused to be torn from the ground, no matter how he pried. And the earth was stones, stones and still more stones. He heaved them out of the soil and stacked them into cairns around his little field and fell asleep in the evenings dreaming of stones. He dug and skewered up roots that clung to the rocky soil as stubbornly as if they had minds of their own.

         For a while he was content in his solitude and even preferred it to the enforced company of soldiers. But then a new desire was born in his breast: he dreamed of a son to assist him in his labours. Perhaps two sons, strong and capable. Surely with their help this forest would bend to his will. With sons by his side, the rocks would almost fly out of the muddy earth.

         Yet he had neither sons nor a wife, and there were very few womenfolk out here in the wild woods. The nearest hamlet had but two chimneys and no women of marrying age at all. Matts had no time to visit markets or other places where he could imagine coming upon eligible maidens.

         Then one day an idea struck him. North of his croft was a treeless marsh. He was loathe to go that way, for something 20was there watching him every time he drew near, he was sure of it. It was sacrilege to say so, but the surrounding woods were inhabited by more than birds and beasts alone. The villagers made sure to stay on good terms with the forest folk, or else stayed well away from them, according to the customs of the times. It happened that people brought them offerings, though always in secret, for it was against the teachings of the church. Yet sometimes there was simply nowhere else to turn for help in the face of famine or disease.

         Being a stranger to these parts, Matts knew very little about the forest folk. He knew nothing of their names or ways. He always carried steel with him when he ventured into the forest and sang hymns loudly if necessary. He had a deep and resonant singing voice. The forest folk had no love for the Christian God; everyone knew that. It was not that he was afraid, but he knew to be cautious.

         If only he could drain that marsh, he would have the finest, softest, most arable soil, completely free of stumps and roots. What a lot of work that would save him! He could already picture the land filled with abundant swaying rye. Prosperity—that was what the marsh would mean for him. During his time abroad, he had learned a little about draining lakes. He knew how it could be done, though he also knew how difficult it would be for one man to accomplish alone. Once he had made up his mind, he did not tarry, but set out for the marsh with his shovel and hoe.

         It was a hot summer’s day, and a dense swarm of mosquitoes and gnats hummed above the sedge tussocks. The sky was a sharp 21blue. No birds sang. A single red-crowned black woodpecker drummed out its rhythm against a hollow tree trunk at the edge of the marsh. As he put down his shovel and hoe, Matts caught sight of some small flowers with golden petals growing along the boundary of the wetland. He had never seen anything like them before. He thought they must be a good omen. Here, this was where he would dig the first dyke.

         Matts set to work. He was aware of the vast difficulty of his impending task, but this did nothing to curb the power of his thrusting shovel or the zeal with which he swung his pick.

         He worked hard and did not pause to swat away the flies and mosquitoes. When the sun was at its highest and hottest peak, he drank water and lay down to rest awhile in the shade of a fir tree.

         He dreamed that someone came to him, some sort of being it was, with long dripping hair and eyes like golden petals. The being smelled of moss and marsh water, its hands were twisted and gnarled like a mountain pine, and its clothes were woven from cottongrass. In the dream, Matts crossed himself, for he understood perfectly well who had come to him. The being stood in front of the marsh with its hands raised in a defensive position. It pointed to the woods in a way that appeared welcoming, inviting. Then it made deterrent, dissuasive gestures around the marsh.

         Matts awoke, dazed and with a dry throat. It was not in his nature to be easily frightened. He had seen much that had hardened him, made him calloused, that had made his soul as tough as granite. He had witnessed his countrymen plundering 22to slake their lusts: women, food, gold. A dream would not trouble his mind.

         He continued with his task. A few days later, again he dozed off by the marsh, with a stump as his pillow. Again the creature came to him. This time it was angry. Its golden eyes flashed. The ground beneath them was boggy and precarious. He understood perfectly well what the creature wanted. He was not to disturb the marsh.

         Matts awoke as before and resumed his work. No one could intimidate or instruct him any more. He was his own man and would swing his pick exactly as he pleased! Yet he could not shake the feeling that he was being watched while he worked.

         After a week or so of toil, he spent the night next at the marsh in order to continue digging early the next morning. He awoke at dawn when thin veils of mist were drifting across over the swaying sedges. A crane called somewhere nearby. Mistle thrushes and song thrushes chattered in the trees around. The black woodpecker was pecking, as always. A grey-headed wood-pecker let out its melancholy wail.

         He picked up his shovel.

         Then he saw someone walking towards him across the marsh. Or was it just the billowing mist? If it was a person, they were treading in the most sunken, waterlogged patches of land.

         Matts crossed himself. Clutched the steel in his pocket.

         The mist closed in, took on form—a soft, curving form. The figure was coming straight for him. It was a woman, with long hair as golden as those little flowers that had just surrendered 23to his shovel. It cascaded down her back, unbound and tangled. Her arms and legs were long and slender like sedge grass. She smiled at him and her eyes were moss-green. Though Matts had seen, and had, many beautiful women on his travels, none could compare to her. She said nothing and simply stood before him in all her nakedness and loveliness. Then she laid her hands on his shoulders, and he inhaled her rich, dark scent. She pushed Matts down onto the boggy ground, untied his trousers and straddled him. He had never experienced anything like it, not even with the strumpets of Prague.

         Once they had both finished, she disappeared again across the marsh without a word. Matts was spent and weak, and he struggled to trudge back home to the croft. More digging was out of the question.

         He knew perfectly well what kind of creature he had lain with. But no harm was done, he reasoned. He would protect his Christian soul from sin and never falter again. And yet, he found his mind returning to her again and again during the autumn, when he harvested his modest crop, and during the winter, when he skied in the forest and hunted game large and small for survival. He often skied to the marsh, and told himself it was because animal tracks were easier to spot there. He spent at least as much time scouring the landscape for other tracks entirely but did not see the golden-haired woman again.

         One stormy, rainy evening on the brink of spring, he was surprised by a knock at his door. He felt for the knife in his belt before lifting the latch and opening the door. 24

         He found himself looking straight into a pair of moss-green eyes. He could not help himself and took her in his arms at once, brought her inside and inhaled her scent of forest and lichen and stone. But then he noticed she was holding something in her arms, between their two bodies, and when he looked down he saw that it was a baby.

         “He is thine,” she said. “I bequeath to thee this heir, if thou swearest to leave the marsh untouched.”

         The crofter gazed down upon the chubby little hands, the big blue eyes that looked curiously into his own, and something swelled in his heart that he had never felt before.

         “I swear,” he replied. “I shall break ground anywhere save the marsh.”

         Satisfied, the woman left.

         The boy grew rapidly and looked in all ways like an ordinary child, except that he was remarkably healthy and strong. Naturally, the inhabitants of the surrounding crofts wondered whence their new neighbour had suddenly acquired a son. That men sowed their wild oats was hardly a novel or unusual concept, but it was unusual for a man to raise his offspring alone. When Matts first visited his neighbours to request milk and clothes for the little one, there was a great deal of talk. Nevertheless, he simply claimed that the mother had died, and when people saw how well he cared for his son, the gossip gradually stopped. Matts had his son christened in Kokkola, home of the nearest church, and named him Henric.

         Matts cared for Henric as tenderly as any mother. Henric had the very best food and slept in bed with his father. He grew 25quickly, much more so than other children, and in a few short years he was big enough to help Matts with his labour on the land. They grew turnips and barley and rye, and it was not long before they could afford a cow for milk as well. If Matts ever spared a thought for the marsh, it was one of pure gratitude for the wonderful gift he had been granted.

         However, when Henric became a young man approaching adulthood, already as tall as his father, Matts started to change his mind. His thoughts turned more and more often to the marsh. What treasure was there, right under his nose! What fine, rich farmland it would be! The marsh belonged to him. It was his to decide over.

         One spring, when the fields around the cabin were sown, he set off with his shovel and hoe and Henric, down to the marsh to drain it.

         On the first night they slept out, Matts enjoyed a deep and dreamless sleep, but when morning came, Henric appeared sullen and grave. Matts asked him what was wrong.

         “Mother came to me in a dream. She said that thou art breaking the promise thou made to her. What promise was that, Father?”

         Matts ignored his son’s question. They resumed their work and made rapid progress now that they were two.

         The next night, Matts slept well again but Henric awoke with sorrow in his heart. “Mother says she shall take back what she gave thee, if thou breakest thy promise.” He squeezed his father’s hands. “Father, my heart is gripped by anguish. Tell me, what was thy promise to Mother?” 26

         But Matts dismissed his son’s concerns once again, saying that dreams were not to be believed. They continued to dig and toil in the warm pre-summer sun, which reminded Matts of the summer when his son had been conceived; his broad-shouldered son who now walked beside him. The boy belonged to him. He had sown the seed and the fruit was his. He stood up straight and looked out across the marsh as before, wiping the sweat from his brow. This was where his kingdom would flourish, this was where his gold would grow, where he would create something for his son to inherit one day.

         A black woodpecker at the edge of the forest drummed relentlessly.

         The following night was not dreamless for Matts. This time he was visited by the being with the golden eyes. Just like fifteen years ago, it uttered no words, but its sorrow and anger filled his dreamscape and flurried around him like a dark, all-consuming storm. The being reached for him with its claw-like hands, and its rage flowed into him through his nose, mouth and eyes until he felt as though he might suffocate.

         He awoke gasping for air. The place where his son had lain was empty. Matts leapt to his feet and looked around the still, silent marsh, dressed in the pale half-light of the summer night. He called for Henric but no answer came. Terror-stricken, he ran all around the marshland, shouting and calling, but no answer came, and he saw no trace of his son. He fell to his knees and bellowed out across forest and marsh, begging for the return of his son—he would do anything asked of him, he 27promised, if only he could have back the only being he had ever truly loved.

         The marsh was silent and dark. No birds sang, no woodpecker drummed. The only sounds came from mosquitoes in their thousands, thirsty for blood.

         The crofter returned to his cabin a broken man. He never returned to the marsh. He died not long after, for though he had never yielded to the horrors of war, he succumbed now to his grief and loss—his spirit and strength were broken until eventually he was unable to work the land. He withdrew from his neighbours and lived on home-made schnapps and game he hunted in the forest. He died before his time, bitter and alone.

         The croft stood empty, and the forest began to creep its way back into the small fields. The forest is always quick to reclaim land. It sends in a shoot or two, a few feelers, then by the following year, fresh shoots abound, grown to man-height already, until there is no trace that there ever was a field that someone once ploughed and harrowed and sowed.

         
             

         

         Several years passed. The village grew along the riverbank. The low-lying fields were easier to work and yielded more crop than the stony little forest plots. The river was used to transport the tar burned in the forest, animal skins, butter and barrels of rye that had to be paid in taxes. There were fish to catch, and in winter the villagers could walk or ski along the river all the way to the coastal town of Kokkola. 28

         In a tiny hillside cottage, half buried in earth near the river’s shore, there lived an old woman with her youngest daughter Estrid Johansdotter. The mother was a strict, God-fearing woman who taught her daughter the catechism and prayers, and kept her under a watchful eye. Once she realized that Estrid had a knack for learning things by heart and a clear, beautiful singing voice, she taught her all the hymns she knew. Estrid liked to sing, and when she had learned all the hymns there were to know, she sought out anyone in the area who could teach her further songs and ballads. She had to do this in secret, however, for the old woman considered such things worldly and sinful. Through these songs, Estrid gained a wealth of knowledge about the world that she would never have learned from her mother, and a great deal about the faerie folk, trolls and other many unseen creatures of the forest. Soon they were as familiar to her as the Twelve Apostles and the Holy Mother of God. Estrid became known as the girl who forever had a song on her lips, while she washed in the river, while she herded the village sheep for a small fee, while in the sauna or sweeping the cottage.

         When Estrid’s mother found out that she had been singing heathen songs, she flogged her with a broom to cleanse her of her sins, which was not the first time she had resorted to the broom to keep her daughter on the narrow path of the Lord.

         Estrid did as she always did and fled to the forest to sit under a rowan tree. The wisdom of the ancient songs had taught her that rowan trees offer protection. She sang to the rowan of her sorrows, and the tree and forest listened. Estrid sang all the 29songs that her mother had forbidden, and the rowan held them for her.

         If she suspected someone was in earshot, she sang only psalms.

         One day Estrid’s mother died, but rights to their cottage on the hill did not pass to Estrid. Once the burial was over and the cottage was empty, she sat down on the stone outside her old home. She should have been devastated, motherless and homeless as she was. And yet she felt gloriously light. She held in her hand a bunch of rowanberries, for it was September and the trees were changing colour.

         She could take a position as a farm maid. That is what most poor girls did. If she found no work she would have to move from farm to farm and live on the mercy of others.

         But Estrid did not want to be a maid.

         She stood up and left her home behind without looking back. She walked north, into the forest where she knew she could be alone. Soon the forest was dense and dark around her. Tall pines rustled overhead. The moss was soft and yielding beneath her feet. She came to her friend the rowan and sat beneath it. She leaned her head back against its smooth grey trunk. A flock of nutcrackers chattered in its branches. There she sat for a long time. The rowan whispered and sang back to her all the ancient songs and ballads that she had entrusted to the tree. Estrid listened. Once she had retrieved them all, she stood up and continued deeper into the forest. She came upon a path, trodden by the forest folk, and followed it without a plan. When a new path crossed the first, she took it. And so she travelled 30further and further from her former home, and was soon completely lost.

         When she came to a dell with several storm-felled pines, she had no idea where she was. She sat down on one of the fallen trunks, grey and smooth as silk. The ancient songs trembled inside her, but she did not sing. Not yet, she thought. Not yet.

         She saw a beetle crawling over the dead tree trunk. It bumped into an ant with flailing antennae. A little further along the trunk there grew some tiny yellow mushrooms, and when she leaned closer she saw that they were teeming with beetles and insects of various kinds. A playful breeze danced through the trees. The light was fading, evening was falling, but still she continued to wait.

         A woodpecker cawed at the edge of the clearing and Estrid looked up. She searched until she caught sight of the bird’s red head. She remembered a story her mother had once told, about a miserly housewife whom the devil had turned into a wood-pecker with a black widow’s robe and red cap on her head. She also recalled one of the songs an old man had taught her, which told of how woodpeckers were related to bears, and humans were related to both. A woodpecker could herald death. Though death had already visited Estrid’s house.

         The bird did not fly away, as expected, but flitted lower down the tree trunk and peered at her with one shiny black eye. Then it flapped higher among the trees and settled on a nearby birch trunk. Estrid stood up at once to follow. Each time she had 31almost reached the tree where the bird was sitting, it flew away further into the forest.

         The daylight began to fade. It was autumn and darkness fell very quickly. She walked and walked, without really knowing where to put her feet next or how far she had come. She could not explain why she was following the black bird with its eerie caw; it was like wandering through a dream. Much of her life over the past month had felt unreal, and following a bird into the depths of the forest felt neither more nor less real than anything else. Her sense of lightness remained, or was it more a feeling of emptiness, or freedom, or being utterly alone in the world?

         The bird guided her with such gentle cunning that she barely noticed herself emerge from the woods out to a large marsh.

         When she became aware of her surroundings, the bird let out a screech, flew straight as an arrow across the marsh and disappeared. A gibbous moon hung above the forest edge. Estrid stood for a while gazing at the moon and the marsh. The night was quiet and still. It was waiting. She knew that whatever she decided to do next would determine everything.

         Estrid closed her eyes and began to sing.

         
            
               “I robe myself in human guise 

               Slip over to the shadow side

               The moon knows that the night is wise 

               And all the cows in the pasture 32

            

            
               “No one guesses, no one sees 

               The changeling’s secret mystery

               The night-time feels so light and free

               The cows graze in the pasture”

            

         

         She heard the sound of someone walking towards her but kept her eyes closed. Only when she came to the final verse did she open her eyes. There before her stood a young man with long fair hair and a beard. He was observing her curiously. She ought to have been scared, yet she felt no fear. She felt nothing at all.

         
            
               “In the woods are guises shown, 

               Hidden, changed or never known, 

               The cup neither empties nor overflows 

               Night falls in the pasture”

            

         

         Henric had been lured by her song. He had never heard anything like it in all his years with the forest folk. He was as though enchanted. The moment he looked into Estrid’s eyes, memories of his years in the wilderness began to fade.

         “I am Estrid,” said the girl. “What hast thou to offer me?”

         “I have nothing,” Henric replied. “Nothing but a strong pair of arms and my youth.”

         Estrid looked at the man before her and thought that here was a future she could live with.

         She held her hand out to him.

      

   


   
      
         
33
            Border Folk

         

         One autumn, rumours spread of a robber hiding in the woods. Someone was breaking into storehouses in the villages along the riverbank and stealing from the barrels of saltfish and rye. One farm found that they were missing a shovel, and the farm wife of another lost all the round breads she had hung from the rafters to dry before the family set out on the long journey to church in Kokkola. A pair of sewn mittens and a small pail disappeared from Nevabacka farm, and Skogsperä croft lost an axe and some salt.

         People had grown accustomed to enemy attacks in these parts, and to the King’s soldiers showing up and forcing young men into service, but it had been several generations since they had had a robber to deal with. Now they no longer dared let the women walk alone between the villages, and preferred to travel in groups to church and market in town. One Saturday, men from almost every farm in the parish set out with spears, clubs and crossbows to see if they could hunt down the villain. They found traces of someone having felled trees in the forest 34very close to the Vittermåsa marsh but they lost the trail, despite having a hound with them, and came home with nothing to show for their efforts.

         Every day, Jon Henricsson Nevabacka’s wife Karin Hansdotter entreated her husband to put locks on all the sheds and buildings of their homestead. Jon doubted the situation was dangerous enough to warrant such action—no one had been hurt, after all. His wife narrowed her eyes and warned that he would change his tune when their cow and calf went missing from the barn.

         Old mother Estrid, who was feeding porridge to the youngest member of the family, sat and listened in silence. She was used to keeping quiet in her eldest son’s house. There were fewer quarrels and disputes with her daughter-in-law that way. At the Skogsperä croft, her youngest son Elim Henricsson Skogsperä and his wife welcomed her warmly with open arms. The same could not be said for Nevabacka. She preferred not to intrude on them too often. Her middle son Abraham Henricsson, who had always been happiest out in the woods and fields, had been conscripted to the King’s army the year before. No one had heard from him since. In her mind, Estrid had accompanied him as he marched south towards great unknown wars. What was he eating and wearing? Who was he talking to? What did the trees look like where he was?

         At home in the tiny grandmother cottage where she lived on her son’s land, Estrid liked to tell Jon and Karin’s children all about how their great-grandfather had once met a forest nymph out by Vittermåsa, and how she herself had met their 35grandfather there, one autumn day when the marsh was water-logged and dangerous. She could not tell these stories if her daughter-in-law was in earshot. Karin would not stand for it.

         Something was weighing on Estrid, and as soon as everyone had finished eating, she left her son’s warm house and walked across the yard to her own little cottage. She stood outside for a while and looked up at the starry sky. It was almost Martinmas. Winter was at the door. She thought about the items that had gone missing nearby: gloves, food, utensils.

         Necessities to survive the winter.

         She opened the door to her cabin and laid more wood on the fireplace before rummaging through her few belongings in the glow of the growing fire. Finally satisfied, she sat down on the bench by the hearth. There she sat for a long time, gazing into the dancing yellow flames. The next morning, Estrid got up very early. Before the sun rose, she packed a small bundle and set off down the path that started behind the barn and led into the forest. Estrid found it easily, for the moon, though not quite full, shone a cold light upon the forest, and the trees cast long shadows on the snow.

         She came to Vittermåsa just as the sun came up, colouring the moss golden and pink and causing every frosted grass blade to glisten and sparkle. Mist rose from the ground and Estrid crossed herself. It looked very much as though the forest folk were out dancing this morning. She must be careful. She did not suppose that she was invulnerable to the wiles of creatures of the wilderness just because she had married one of them. 36

         She had brought with her the only silver coin she had and held it tightly in her hand. She blew on it and sang over it, ancient words she had learned and her own words as well, mothers’ words, to protect and shelter. Then she threw the coin far, far into the marsh, and heard it drop into a pool of water with a tinkling silvery sound.

         The mist surged, like a curtsy or a bow. The old woman was filled with calm. She had done all she could.

         She felt the steel in her apron pocket and made the sign of the cross again, just in case. Then she sat down to wait.

         She was good at waiting. Something always happened sooner or later, if only she waited long enough.

         The sun crept up into the pale blue sky of late autumn. The old woman was cold but did not move. She looked out over the marsh and thought about that day long ago when she had stumbled upon this place and chosen her future. She had thanked the marsh for the gift of her Henric. And their children. Many times. It was sinful to thank the land. So the church priest said. One must not say prayers or make sacrifices to the forest-dwellers. Everyone was supposed to pretend that they did not exist.

         Yet they knew otherwise. They knew they were close by. Estrid had always made sure to stay on good terms with them. When she sheared the sheep, she always hung a tuft of wool on the fence for the forest folk to card, as thanks for keeping the sheep safe from wolves. When she baked bread, she always put a piece of bread out for the forest folk on the smooth flagstone at the edge of their land, as thanks for keeping the reindeer and moose 37out of the rye. When she churned butter and made cheese, she left some out for the forest folk, next to the stone step outside the barn, as thanks for keeping the cattle safe from bears and wolves when they grazed in the forest.

         When her Jon had married and his wife Karin had come to learn Estrid’s ways, she was outraged and forbade her from making such offerings now that she, Karin, was the farm wife of Nevabacka.

         Nevertheless, Estrid continued to do as she pleased. She stayed out of sight and performed her rites in secrecy.

         Finally, Estrid saw what she had been waiting for. In the distance, a wisp of smoke curled skyward from the marsh. It was a sure sign that something was hiding there—something other than wild animals, wood nymphs or elves.

         The old woman stood up and smoothed her skirt. Then she took a deep breath and called out, much like she used to call for her cows out in the woods, every year that they were in her care. The first had been Yellow Cheek, Red Goose, and now Sea Tern and her little calf. Estrid had her own special way of cooing, and her voice was still strong and carried far and wide. The cows were in the barn for the winter. It was not to them she called.

         She began to walk around the marsh, trying to get as close to the smoke as possible while paying heed to the soggy, treacherous terrain. She saw cranberries lying scattered on the ground, a sure sign that a brown bear had been there. She was not afraid of the bear, which would be fat and sated after the summer and 38soon make its winter nest. She cooed once more. And there, across the marsh, a tall, thin figure emerged and came carefully walking towards her on two marsh skis.

         She met him on a small stony mound. He was bearded, and his hair was long and tangled, but his eyes shone just like they used to when he was a little boy.

         He was not in some far-flung place fighting in the great wars. He was here. Close. Home.

         He had an axe slung over his shoulder, which he let down and leaned against a rock.

         “Here thou art,” the old woman said, and the words came out much more harshly than intended. “Why has thine old mother never received a visit? And that belongs to thy brother.” She nodded at the axe. “He lost that and salt last summer.”

         “Aye.” His reply came out as a growl, not unfriendly, but gruff. This man seemed unpractised in using his voice. As if it had been a very long time since he last spoke to another human. “He can spare it.” Abraham looked his mother in the eye. “Tell him it is payment for the knife of mine he broke when we were small.”

         “If thou hast something to say to thy brethren, canst thou say so thyself. I think it is better if no one knows thou art here.”

         “Aye, Mother.” He cleared his throat and scratched his beard. Glanced at the bundle she had placed by his feet. The old woman ignored it.

         “Thou hast deserted the army.”

         “War was not for me,” he replied. “Disease. Death. Here is better.” He gazed out across the sedge grass and mountain 39pines, where the sun was chasing away the last of the mist. But steam still rose from the mossy stones at the forest edge slowly becoming sun-warmed after the night’s frost.

         “Hast thou been here long?”

         “I came with the cuckoo,” he said. “I got by with what I had for a while, but then I needed tools, and when the hunt was meagre, I had no choice but to help myself to some bread and fish.”

         “Dost thou intend to stay?” She inspected him closely. He had some new scars on his cheeks and hands and more lines upon his face. Otherwise, little had changed. His gaze was still distant, like when he was a child. He had always been looking elsewhere, at something no one else could see.

         “I cannot say,” he answered slowly. “We shall see. I am happy here.”

         “They shall keep searching for thee if the thefts continue,” she said. “Karin nags Jon every day. She believes the cow and calf are in danger.”

         Abraham scoffed. “What would I do with a cow? Milk and make cheese out here?”

         “Or sell her. Earn some copper.”

         He spat in the marsh. “I want no further dealings with people. They create nothing but misery.”

         “Art thou not lonely?” She remembered holding him in her lap when he was little. Feeding him first with her own breasts, and later with gruel and chewed bread.

         “Never.” He smiled and his teeth shone out of his beard. “I have plenty of company.” 40

         She shook her head. “Be careful. They are not Christians, like us.”

         “Thou hast not seen what we Christians do to each other out in the world, Mother. Else thou wouldst not be so quick to judge those who have never wronged thee.”

         “It is in thy blood,” said Estrid, thinking of how she had lured Henric out of the forest with her song all those years ago. He too had been half wild back then. Abraham must be allowed to choose his own path, just as she had herself. She bent down to pick up the bundle she had brought and held it out to him. “So that thou needest not steal. Something warm to wear. A little salt.”

         “Many thanks, Mother,” replied Abraham solemnly. “Winter is coming and any help is welcome.”

         She left her middle son in the marsh and made her way home. Now she knew where he was, at least. She could be grateful for that.

         
             

         

         Abraham knocked on her door sometimes, always at night. Estrid was never frightened, for she knew at once who it must be. One night he came with a large pike he had caught before the ice set in, and asked for some yarn to patch his mittens with. Another time he had cut his thumb badly, and she dressed the wound and muttered incantations over it. Then he stayed all night and only left at dawn.

         “Dost thou recite thy prayers?” she said as they sat together by the hearth, warming themselves on the glowing embers. 41

         “I pray and make offerings,” he answered thoughtfully and gazed into the glow. “There is much that is holy in the forest, Mother. The water, which quenches my thirst. The animals, which give their lives so that I might live. The trees, which provide me with shelter and fuel. Indeed, every day the forest bestows blessings beyond measure upon me.”

         “God created the forest,” she said. “And it is His will that we cultivate the Earth and tame the wilderness.” Estrid had psalms and folk tales in her blood in equal measure. “And that we go to church and hear the word of God.”

         “I can hear His words so well out in the forest,” he replied and patted her hand. “I cannot hear them in church over the ramblings of the priest. But in the forest… Mother, hast thou never heard the first lark sing after a long winter? Is that not the word of God in its purest form?”

         “Dost thou not miss companionship out there, in any case? A girl. It is high time thou tookest a wife—no one is made for solitude.”

         “Oh, there are girls of all sorts who do not deny me,” he said, and she did not care for his tone. “I need no priest’s blessing for that.”

         Nothing she said could reach him.

         Years passed. Nothing more was stolen from the village, and the old woman knew that if her son needed something, he would travel further afield to get it, so as not to be caught.

         
             

         

         42Skogsperä’s youngest was forever getting into adventures and mishaps. When she was born—swiftly, as she did everything—there happened to be an old beggar woman at the croft. She glanced at the girl, drew a deep puff on her clay pipe and said: “That girl shall bring much fortune and misfortune to Skogsperä.” And so it was. She was the one who found the best spots for berry-picking in the forest, but ripped her only skirt in picking them. She was the one who managed to find the cow and heifer when they had strayed too far grazing, but also screamed so loudly that she spooked the cow, causing her to flee to the marsh and drown before the adults could reach her. She had more strength in her scrawny arms than any of her older siblings and could churn for much longer than they, but she often stumbled and kicked over the butter churn, spilling all the buttermilk onto the ground.

         The girl’s name was Kristin Elimsdotter.

         One warm and sunny summer morning, Kristin was playing with one of the croft’s kittens down by the stream that ran between Skogsperä and Nevabacka. The fireweed and marsh marigolds growing there attracted butterflies, and Kristin sat on a rock for a long time watching the kitten chase them. No longer a little baby, the animal was long, lithe and swift.

         Swallows darted to and fro overhead, catching insects. The air was warm and still. After a while, Kristin became thirsty and took a drink from the stream. Then she felt hungry. She remembered that she and Mother had seen raspberries growing along the path a few days ago. Might they be ripe by now? She 43left the kitten and stream behind and scurried up the hill to the meadow where the cow trail began. She followed the trail into the forest. The air trembled with heat, still warm in the shade of the trees. There were the raspberries! A whole thicket full. Kristin picked and ate. It was only once all the raspberries were gone that she felt a pang of guilty conscience. How selfish and greedy she had been. She had eaten up all the raspberries that Mother had intended to pick. How disappointed she would be!

         There must be more raspberries in the forest, Kristin reasoned. If these were ripe then surely there were more. She would pick an apron full and take them home to Mother! She followed the cow trail further into the forest but, strangely, saw no raspberry bushes anywhere. She walked and walked, quite far from home now, but still did not find any raspberries. She knew she ought to go home so as not to worry Mother. She could follow the same path back, but it was a winding route—if she cut straight through the forest, she would get home much quicker.

         So off she marched on her little six-year-old legs. She was familiar with the forest surrounding her home and was certain that she had never wandered this far before. There were no paths to follow between the tall, rustling firs. But the moss was soft beneath her feet, and she would surely be back home with Mother soon.

         On she walked, and the sun followed its course across the bright blue summer sky, but the shingle roof of home did not appear between the trees. She must have gone too far to the left, so she swerved to the right and continued walking. Presently, 44she passed a beautiful grove of birches where the friendly trees waved their green leaves, then she passed a little fen covered in willowherb and cottongrass. Kristin knew that cottongrass was what troll mothers used to make beds for their troll babes. But it was broad daylight, and she was most certainly not afraid of trolls. Not in the slightest. She picked up her pace, though her little legs were weary.

         When she came to a small pond that she had never seen before, she had to admit to herself that she was well and truly lost—and tired and hungry and frightened, besides. Exhausted, she sat down in the moss by the pond and sobbed for a good long while. Then she leaned down to slake her thirst with the cool pond water.

         She saw her own face reflected in its surface. But then she saw something else there too, something shining and shimmering underneath. Was it a silver coin? Imagine how happy Mother and Father would be if she, Kristin, came home with a silver coin! She reached into the water, but the glittering thing was further away than she had thought. She had to reach further. Before she knew it, she had slipped on the slimy, wet stones on the shore and fallen headlong into the dark water. It was not very deep, yet she sank straight to the bottom and was unable to figure out how to get back up to the surface. Something was down there, drawing her in, wanting to drag her down into the depths. Its lure was powerful, clinging at her limbs and preventing her from fighting back. She surrendered to the embrace of the cold darkness. Maybe it was not all that dangerous, maybe… 45

         Something grabbed her. A firm, steady hand wrapped around her arm and pulled her back up to the surface, to the light.

         Kristin sat on the shore, dripping wet, coughing up water. Sitting beside her was a troll—yes, it must have been a troll—with bushy grey eyebrows and tangled hair and beard. The troll glowered at her with a dreadful frown, and Kristin was more frightened now than she had been in the pond.

         “Did thy Mother and Father never warn thee about the Nix?” growled the troll in a deep and terrible voice.

         “I saw a coin,” Kristin replied. “I wanted to take it home to make Father happy.”

         “Fool’s gold,” snapped the troll. “That is what the Nix uses to ensnare little children and drown them. Do not fall for his tricks again, promise me!”

         Kristin nodded, terrified. She was shivering in her wet skirt, for evening had fallen and brought cool shadows with it.

         “We must get thee dry,” muttered the troll. “Wilt thou promise not to tell anyone what I show you?”

         Kristin dared not disobey, and the troll scooped her up in his arms and carried her with long strides along invisible paths that he clearly knew well. By the time they arrived at a wooden cabin hidden in the marsh, Kristin had come to the conclusion that he was not a troll after all, for he had no tail. Besides, here he was living in a little hut with a stone fireplace, whereas everyone knew that trolls lived in caves and hollows and were afraid of fire. She took off her wet skirt and warmed herself by 46the fire that was soon blazing, then the man wrapped her up in a blanket from his own bed.

         Kristin sat there in silence for a long time, fiddling with the blanket. She recognized it. She had seen it in Grandmother’s cottage last year, but then it disappeared. Kristin was a clever girl, and slowly she started to piece together things she had heard the grown-ups talk about.

         “You are the robber.” She looked up at his hideous face, but it no longer scared her. He had shown her nothing but kindness. Now he was carving dried meat into thin strips for her. She popped a piece in her mouth and chewed. “Auntie is terribly afraid of you. She wants Uncle to find you and chase you away.”

         “And who is thine aunt?” grunted the robber.

         “Karin of Nevabacka, of course.”

         The robber became very still, then turned his big shaggy head to look at her in a new way. “Art thou the daughter of Elim of Skogsperä?”

         Kristin nodded. The robber laughed. “Well, how about that? In that case thou oughtest to have more sense than to be lured by the Nix.” He paused. “Tell me, is thy grandmother well?”

         “She mainly just sits at home. She cannot see very well, so I help her sometimes.”

         Truthfully, it was Kristin’s elder siblings who usually helped their old grandmother. But Kristin liked running home to Grandmother and sitting with her as dusk fell. Of course, during summer there were so many other exciting distractions and Kristin and her siblings tended to forget about Grandmother. 47

         “That is good,” said the robber. He sat quietly for a few moments. Gazed into the fire and pondered.

         “I ought to get thee home for the night,” he said at last. “So they do not begin to fret at Skogsperä.” He looked over at his bed, where Kristin had fallen asleep with a piece of dried meat in her hand. “In the morning, then.”

         He sat for a long time that evening, observing the sleeping girl: her thin eyelashes, the long fair plaits coiled around her head, her little mouth, her parted lips gently pouting in her sleep. His breast filled with the same tenderness he used to feel when he found baby birds that had fallen out of their nests or fox cubs that had strayed too far from their dens. He would help them get back to where they belonged. He knew all the dens and nests of this marsh and for miles around, and could guide each and every animal home if need be. He did it because he pitied them, but also because those fox cubs would grow into animals he could hunt for their fine furs. In the autumn, he hiked up to the town of Kalajoki to exchange furs for necessities: salt; a new cooking pot or knife blade; fishing hooks; sometimes tobacco. There was little risk of him being recognized or arrested there. He never lingered longer than was strictly necessary, never drank ale with other pelt-hunters, never conversed with locals. Likewise, people kept their distance from him. It was clear from his appearance what he was: a robber and a savage, who smelled of smoke and poorly tanned animal hides. All who encountered him must have known what breed of man he was, but the traders gladly accepted his fine wolf, fox and reindeer skins. 48

         Now, the tenderness he felt for this little girl sleeping so soundly, so trusting, in his hideaway, was far greater than anything he had felt for those defenceless baby animals. It was mixed with something else as well. A longing—a melancholy he could not define. He got up and went to the open door to look out at the marsh in the summer night, where gnats sang and danced over the grass, bog-myrtle and cottongrass.

         The only person he had spoken to in many years was his mother. He could forget her for long periods of time, and not miss their conversations, but sometimes he thought of her when he came into the vicinity of their old homestead or saw something that reminded him of her: cloudberries ripening on the marsh; a song on his lips that she had sung to him when he was small. Then he made sure, under cover of darkness, to walk silently to her door and wake her with his special knock. He often brought something for her to help with or fix: a wound to bandage; a garment to mend. He knew her provisions were meagre in her little grandmother cottage, so he tried to bring things that would be of use but not raise too many questions: a deer he had snared or fish he had caught. He might whittle her a new butter knife or weave a vessel from birchbark. Sometimes he brought ready-chopped firewood for her hearth.

         He was often restless when he came to her door. He shifted his weight, eager to leave, to get away. To be home. He was curt and blunt with his mother, responding to her with single words. He was not one for overthinking and did not care to question his ways. He just took his newly darned socks as soon as she was 49done with them and disappeared into the night. Home to the forest, marsh and stars. To his world. His mother called it the wilderness, the backwoods; she did not understand why he stayed there, year after year. “Thou couldst start a new life elsewhere,” she would say. “Where nobody knows thee. Get thyself a croft and a girl. A real home.”

         Even as a child, when Abraham returned home from yet another of his long forest excursions, the only one who seemed to understand him was his father. It was Henric who had shown him how to survive and behave in the forest. How to honour those that dwell there and live alongside them. When Abraham absconded from a soldier’s life, he headed directly for the place where he always felt most secure, most at peace. The marsh and forest behind the old homestead. Here he was his own man; here he wanted for nothing. He roamed far and wide but always returned, if only for winter when his little cabin was essential for survival. He had no desire for human companionship—he had never got along with his brothers—and the forest provided everything he could ever need. If this was the wilderness, well then, he was a wild man and proud of it. His mother was his only remaining connection to human life and society, yet it was an inseverable bond. This was what he felt when he visited her. That bond remained and prevented him from being fully free. He turned in the doorway and took another look at the sleeping child. It tugged at him again: the longing, the feeling that he had given something up after all. Something that all the foxes and birds got to experience, every spring. 50

         
             

         

         The next morning he brought Kristin back to Skogsperä but took his time getting there. He showed her where polypody ferns and wild strawberries grew. He taught her how to find her way in the forest. He warned her about the Nix and other sprites, advised her always to carry steel in her pocket and told her that rowan-berries offered protection from unseen forest folk. He showed her the spring he had discovered, unknown to any villager, and birds’ nests full of chicks with hungry, gaping beaks, and the flower meadow where the cows grazed when they were let out to pasture, and the beautiful birch grove where wood violets bloomed in early summer. The little girl held the big, bearded man’s hand all the while and plodded curiously by his side. She was fascinated by everything and wanted to learn more.

         “You know, when I first saw you I thought you were a troll,” she confided to him. “I wondered where you were hiding your tail.”

         “What dost though think thy mother and father shall say when they hear that thou wast spirited away by a troll?” He smiled down at the bright little face that looked up at him so earnestly.

         “Oh, they shan’t believe me,” she said glumly. “They never do.”

         “Well, let them doubt. But tell thy grandmother and see what she says.”

         “May I visit you again?” the girl asked gaily. “It was such fun in your cabin! I think I could find it again, you showed me the way!” 51

         “No, it is much too far to walk for someone so small. And tell no one where I live. Canst thou keep a secret?”

         The little girl looked disappointed, and her lower lip began to tremble. Abraham could not risk his brothers searching for him in the forest. He did not know how they would react if they knew that the robber stealing from them for the past few years was their very own brother.

         “Promise to tell no one where I live, and I shall give thee something.” He reached into the pouch he carried on his belt, where he kept a little tobacco, a firestriker, a few coins and other small items. His fingers found the small lump of amber he had got from a merchant who had come sailing to Kalajoki from distant lands. He pulled it out and crouched down, holding it up to the light. “Look. I can give thee this piece of sun that I captured.”

         The girl looked at the stone with wide eyes. It caught the sunlight and glistened and shimmered like honey. She held out her hand and nodded in awe. “I promise. Is it hot?”

         “No, the sun has hardened it and it has become firm and cool. When winter comes, look at this to remember that the sun always returns, every year, no matter how distant she feels when the winter storms blow and she hides her face for weeks at a time.”

         The girl took the stone, and the man stood back up straight and looked around.

         “We are very close to home now. See? There, between the trees, we are coming up to the farmyard fence. Now be a good 52girl and run along home, very fast now, so thy mother need not worry any longer.”

         Kristin held the sun stone ever so tightly in her tiny fist. She quickly curtsied to the robber before running barefoot between the trees towards the croft and her worried parents. Abraham stayed on the path for a while, watching her. She did not turn around. “I must go away, at least for the summer,” he said to himself. “I cannot expect her to keep my secret.”

         But Kristin told no one where the robber’s cabin stood. When her parents asked her where she had been all day and night, she said only that the Nix almost got her, but that she was rescued by a friendly troll who gave her dried meat and a stone made of sunshine.

         For many years to come, tales were told throughout the parish of the little girl who was saved by a troll, and people marvelled that trolls could be so helpful. Then there was always someone who reminded everybody of the child once born of a soldier and a forest nymph, and that such things were not as uncommon as people would like to believe.

         That evening, Kristin ran to her grandmother’s little cabin. She tiptoed into the darkened room and over to the bed where Grandmother was resting. She was resting more and more these days, though she had never sat idle during all her years as farm wife of Nevabacka.

         “Grandmother!” Kristin said eagerly. “I was given a piece of sun by a troll!” She crawled into bed next to the old woman and held out the yellow stone, which had captured the setting sun’s 53last shimmering rays. It was the most beautiful thing either of them had ever seen.

         “A troll,” Grandmother said slowly. “How frightening.”

         “No, not at all. He was very kind and saved me from the Nix, and he was not really a troll after all, he was a robber. He had your blanket, Grandmother. He let me sleep in his cabin, and then he brought me home and gave me this.” She put the stone into her grandmother’s hand.

         “Well, that is a relief,” murmured the old woman. “What a relief.” She held the stone tightly and patted her granddaughter on the cheek. “What a relief that he was kind.”

         
             

         

         Abraham steered clear of those parts after that, afraid that someone might find him and take him prisoner or conscript him into the King’s army again. That autumn, he built himself a small, much simpler cabin in another forest and stayed there all winter. He often thought of the little girl, and on occasions he thought he could hear her chirping voice beside him as he walked in the woods, and feel her little hand in his.

         This was what his mother had meant when she said he was lacking something, because he had chosen the forest over people.

         
             

         

         On the verge of spring, a woodpecker came thrice to his cabin and pecked at a stately pine that grew nearby. After the third time, Abraham took his small pack and began the long trek back to his home marsh. He knew a harbinger of bad news when he heard it. 54

         He did not make it back in time for the burial. Not that he would have attended anyway. But he could have stood in a hidden spot and watched the funeral procession go by. Seen the little girl again. He laid a cross he had carved from juniper wood on the burial mound. “Farewell, Mother.” Then he adjusted his pack and turned away. Left the graveyard and continued to walk. 
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