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            INARI

         

         
      Feb. 1944
    

         I arrived in Inari yesterday, transferred from the penal colony at Hyljelahti. This new camp isn’t marked on Finnish maps. It lies about twenty kilometres to the north-east of Inari parish church. The lake is nearby. There is no proper road to speak of, and as you turn towards the camp two large trees hide everything from view. By the trees there are a couple of signposts informing us in German and Inari Sámi that trespassing is punishable by death—Sámi because anyone hiking around here is likely a Lapp trekking across the fells. Whether or not they can read is anybody’s guess.

         Hänninen was there to meet me. I introduced myself: Väinö Remes, martial official, interpreter. He said nothing, sized me up from head to toe. I imagine I must have looked quite young. We drove along the footpath in a German vehicle. At first the guard on duty didn’t react at all, but when he saw the officer his expression changed. You could see from the young German’s eyes that he was afraid. On one side of his collar was the insignia of a skull. Hänninen said something and offered him a cigarette. The guard declined. I’m not sure whether he understood any Finnish.

         Hänninen explained the same things I already knew. Just as before, the prisoners are segregated into different tents. The tent on the left is for Ukrainians, the next one along for Soviets and the one after that for Serbs. And there is a fourth tent here too. He didn’t tell me anything about that one. I don’t know what is in there.

         There are no Jews here. Any Jews, or suspected Jews, are transferred to the penal colony at Hyljelahti. There aren’t as many prisoners here as there are elsewhere, but more arrive in a continuous stream. According to Hänninen, another consignment of prisoners came by ship from Danzig the day before yesterday, among them Poles and Romanians. From tomorrow they will be set to work building the road to the north. There are a few other camps nearby, one of which is reserved for Germans, race traitors and those convicted of treason. Every Sunday they are rounded up and taken to the county jail in Inari for execution.

         You cannot describe this camp without mentioning the smell. The fresh winter air notwithstanding, the stench of death hangs all around. The smell struck me in the face as Hänninen pushed open the door of one of the tents. Right in the middle of the tent, amid a clutter of dirty blankets, stood a strange-looking contraption. I don’t know why, but at first I thought it must have been a rubbish bin made of old tin cans. You can make all kinds of things out of tin, but I soon realized that the assemblage in fact served as a small stove. The men slept tight together, some chained to the tent’s iron structure and the rest shackled to one another. There was no fire in the stove, though it was freezing cold. The stench coming off the prisoners was so repulsive that I broke out in a coughing fit.

         Hänninen told me that people get used to the smell. His eyes were languid and sleepy. I know where a look like that comes from. I asked him why there was no fire in the prisoners’ stove. He replied that yesterday one of the prisoners had brought firewood into the tent without permission.

         We continued on our way to a building standing next to a trench cut into the peat, its colourless walls made from long-dead pine trees and with only two windows. Inside the building it was warm. Hänninen stepped into the room and logged my arrival by noting the details in a ledger. I signed the page without reading what it said, and he didn’t look at what I wrote either. He’s fed up with all this too.

         Hänninen impressed upon me that I should always follow orders and that I am here to serve the Germans, not only as an interpreter but also as a guard. He told me the story of another guard, Lars something or other, who had inadvertently leant so far into the guard’s booth that he couldn’t be seen from afar. Commander Felde, who was to be my superior, had just returned to the camp, drunk, after a meeting with provincial governor Hillilä and Colonel Willamo. He shot the guard on the spot. Hänninen said he had witnessed it himself. He had been with the commander at the time, claimed he still had bits of the boy’s brain spattered on his shirt collar. As he told me all this he took something small from the upper shelf, stuffed it in his pocket, then picked up his suitcase from the floor.

         Once outside, he handed me my weapons and various other accoutrements. A rifle and a pistol. It was the first time I had ever carried anything like this. In my previous roles, I had had neither permission nor inclination to bear arms. The pistol belt felt surprisingly heavy. We walked in silence towards the guard’s booth, where I was due to start a shift. Before we parted ways, Hänninen took a brown-glass phial from his pocket, a blank label attached to its side. He administered a few drops into his mouth, swallowed and cleared his throat. He looked at me closely, as though he was about to ask if I was cold. I tugged instinctively at my thick coat, beneath which I had pulled on an extra overcoat, and wiggled my toes inside my oiled and waterproofed boots.

         Hänninen took his watch from his pocket, glanced at it and wound it up, then gazed at the sky. ‘There’s a Finnish prisoner here too,’ he all but whispered, and I didn’t have the chance to ask anything further before he wished me good luck and retraced his own steps back through the gates, walked to the car and slammed the black door shut behind him. The rear lights flared red as a German guard stepped out of the booth, stood to attention and headed back to his barracks for the night. Then I took his place.

         It was around three-fifteen in the morning when I saw a solitary shooting star fall from the sky. But I didn’t dare make a wish.

         This land can no longer afford wishes.

         This is a lost land.

      

   


   
      
         
            ENONTEKIÖ, 1947

         

         It was five to eleven when Inkeri parked her car outside the Falun-red house. The sun had dipped beneath the fells, casting shadows across the glistening surface of the lake behind the house. There was no road up to the house, only a semblance of a path, which meant Inkeri had to park her car some distance from the front steps. She examined the house through the dusty windscreen, hardly able to see a thing. She was carrying a photograph, the same one upon which she had based the decision to buy the house, and now she tried to compare the image to what she saw in front of her. She bit her lip and lowered the photograph. Her eyes moved from the house to the ball of white fur, which now seemed to glow golden as it dangled from the rear-view mirror. Inkeri stroked it with her forefinger. We’re here, she whispered to the trinket, gave a wan smile and took off her round black sunglasses. Her eyes ached, stung. She wished she was somewhere else.

         The journey from Helsinki had been a long one. Besides the fact that it had taken her many days, Inkeri had been forced to stop several times to calm her breathing. The roads were in bad condition; in places they were downright life-threatening. Vehicles careered here and there, their drivers apparently uninterested in whether or not they were fit to drive when they sat behind the wheel. Though seemingly innocuous, the dust was worst of all. Inkeri had seen a lot of sand in Africa. She had experienced the aridity, the strong winds. She had witnessed extraordinary sandstorms, one of which, in 1932, had proved fatal for several workers on their plantation. She had learnt that sand can be dangerous. She knew that when ground to a powder, these tiny grains can force their way in through your nose and ears. She knew how they dried the eyes, and at worst they could leave you with the perpetual sensation of having something stuck in the eye. Inkeri knew that sensation only too well. But she hadn’t imagined experiencing the same thing here. An almost invisible dust had engulfed her on all sides, causing uncontrollable coughing fits. Even the oranges she had brought from Sweden had turned grey after a few hours’ driving through the Lappish terrain. It was only later that she realized the dust might in fact be ash.

         Inkeri rubbed her eyes and focused her gaze on the house. To her surprise, against the wall was a pig’s feeding trough filled with flowers in an abundance of colours. She could hardly believe her eyes. On the journey here she hadn’t seen any flowers at all, not so much as a dandelion. She tried to wipe the windscreen clean, but to no avail. She opened the car door and picked up her camera from the passenger seat.

         Everything was quiet.

         The leaves of the pansies, geraniums and other small flowers swayed gently in the wind. They were so beautiful that for a moment Inkeri forgot where she was and why. Then the smell of burnt kerosene flooded her nostrils. She placed her camera back on the seat, plucked a cigarette from her blouse pocket and took her hip flask from the glove compartment. After stepping out of the car, she took a swig and lit her cigarette. Somewhere nearby, a bird began singing. It was a common cuckoo, a male. Its song carried in from far across the still waters of the lake. An hour from now it would be midnight.

         ‘What are you standing there for, letting the midges eat you alive?’

         Inkeri jumped as she heard the rasping voice behind her.

         ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.’

         The speaker chuckled, and she turned. Standing in front of her was a man of around seventy; Inkeri had checked his age on the deeds to the house. She pulled down the hem of her blouse and caught the bitter odour of sweat on the travel clothes she had had made in Sweden.

         ‘Hello. I’m Inkeri. Inkeri Lindqvist,’ she said and extended her hand.

         ‘Ah, so you’re Mrs Lindqvist. The new owner.’ The man gripped her hand. He was wearing a blue Sámi hat, its peaked corners pointing in four directions. Inkeri had seen these hats on postcards designed for tourists.

         ‘Piera’s the name. Just fetching some water from the well.’ Piera nodded behind him, where Inkeri saw a well standing in front of an old barn and the privy. Beside the well was a tree the colour of rust; Inkeri quizzically raised an eyebrow as she saw it. The man looked over his shoulder, then back at her.

         ‘Folk around here think that tree must be growing right above a water vein, that’s why it’s so stunted. Half the house is in its path too, so you should sleep above a copper plate, if you believe in things like that.’

         ‘I don’t believe in things like that,’ said Inkeri, lifting her chin.

         ‘Good. Me neither,’ said Piera happily and peered curiously at the hip flask. ‘Is that real liquor you got there?’

         ‘Yes, it’s real,’ said Inkeri. She looked first at the man, then her flask. ‘Care for a sip?’

         ‘I could have a dram. Haven’t had proper stuff around here for years,’ said Piera, reaching across to take the flask. ‘Well. How was the journey? Many bodies by the roadside?’

         Inkeri took a gulp from her flask and coughed. She nodded. Throughout the length of the journey, she had seen crosses erected along the sides of the roads, for people and for animals. She had seen at least three human bodies on the drive from Rovaniemi to Muonio, and countless dead reindeer, one of which was half eaten, the rest nothing but bones. They were everywhere. Bodies and mines.

         Inkeri heard the front door opening. A youngish man stepped out of the dim interior and stood at the top of the steps. He put his hands in his pockets and observed them. Inkeri glanced at Piera, who had picked up a pail and was now walking past her. Only then did she notice that three fingers were missing from his left hand. The rest all looked blackened. Piera caught her staring at it.

         ‘Lightning,’ he said with a wink and popped his pipe in his mouth. Inkeri stared at him for a moment longer, then turned and looked at the younger man.

         ‘And you must be Olavi. Olavi Heiskanen, yes?’

         ‘I was about to go to sleep when I heard voices,’ he said grumpily, and shook her hand.

         ‘I see. I’m your new landlady. I understand you would like to remain living here as my tenant, even though I’ll be living in the house too?’

         ‘Yes, ma’am. If that’s all right with you,’ he said. They looked at each other for a moment. Olavi took a cigarette from his pocket, propped it between his lips, flicked a silver lighter and lit it. Inkeri did not reply.

         ‘There’s a shortage of housing around here. Buildings are only half finished. The war destroyed everything. There’s no room for anybody. Even the Quakers who came from America earlier in the summer are still living in a tent. Piera will go and live with his son twenty-odd kilometres away. They’ve built a proper house.’

         ‘That’s right, I’ll only be in your way tonight, I’m helping rebuild the church.’ Piera clenched his pipe between his teeth and grinned. Inkeri raised a hand to shade her eyes from the midnight sun and studied both of them, scrutinizing the younger man from head to toe.

         ‘It’s fine. You can pay me the same rent you’ve been paying Piera,’ she said. ‘But I don’t want anyone else living in the house. I need peace and quiet. And if living together causes any problems, we can talk about them and sort them out, yes?’

         Olavi lowered his gaze; Inkeri thought she saw a hint of a smile. Then he nodded.

         ‘Yes.’

         Inkeri glanced at the trough and was about to comment on the flowers but lit another cigarette instead. If anything had ever grown in this land of dwarf birches, there was no longer any trace of it. The earth had been ravaged, scorched and destroyed. The trees had been felled during the war, and those that were left standing had eventually been burnt. Their gnarled skeletons dotted the edge of the road here and there, their thorny branches jutting ghost-like in all directions, charred and disjointed, like swords or sabres. Amid the desolation, chimney stacks stood tall, marking the spots where houses once stood. They too seemed to grow from the earth in curious, grotesque formations. Inkeri had heard that the Sámi people were unaccustomed to the newfangled ovens provided from the south, so after the war they had all wandered back to the remains of their own brick stoves like pilgrims.

         ‘May I ask what you’re doing here, ma’am?’ Olavi asked.

         ‘I’ve been commissioned to write news stories about the reconstruction of Lapland. This will soon be a modern place. The state is investing in the region very generously,’ she explained. ‘I intend to head up to the fells this week, weather permitting.’

         ‘The fells?’ asked Piera.

         ‘Yes,’ she said, and looked at him. ‘I shall need a guide to show me all the little Lappish villages that are still standing. Would you come with me?’ Piera raised his eyebrows.

         ‘Stories about the modernization of Lapland and the disappearance of Sámi culture, eh?’ Olavi smirked, his cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth. ‘The paper bought you an entire house for that?’ There was an uncomfortable silence, during which Piera scuffed the grass with the tips of his boots.

         ‘What about you, Olavi? Are you a local?’

         ‘Me?’ Olavi laughed, and looked up at Inkeri, amused. ‘No, I’m not a local.’

         ‘He’s a southerner, all right,’ Piera chuckled. ‘Ovllá, we call him. Came up here at the end of the Continuation War, and he’s been here ever since.’

         ‘I’m helping to rebuild the church,’ Olavi answered quickly, interrupting Piera.

         ‘Ah yes, the building site I passed a kilometre or so down the road? It was hard to make head or tail of it, but I guessed it must be a church.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘And there were construction workers there too—at this time of the night,’ said Inkeri, thinking of the burning mound she had passed. A fire was flickering in the church grounds. Maybe the workers had built a kiln to make charcoal or something similar. Inkeri had noticed that the men had rags wrapped round their feet. And all of a sudden, Kaarlo appeared in her mind. The thought came like a bolt of lightning or a sudden, heavy shower, just as it always did, right out of the beautiful, open, carefree sky. And it changed everything.

         She looked around. This was the last place Kaarlo had been seen before he disappeared. She swallowed and tried to focus her thoughts on something else. The men asked whether she would like to come inside. Inkeri feigned a smile.

         ‘Yes. Would you help me with the suitcases?’ she stammered. Olavi and Piera picked up three suitcases each. Inkeri carried her camera.

         As she stepped over the threshold, Inkeri could not help thinking about the men working at the church, the men with shoes made of soaked bark so that they could walk across the smouldering ground. She felt as though she were in exactly the same situation.

      

   


   
      
         
            INARI

         

         Feb. 1944

         We interpreters don’t have huts of our own, as is the custom. Instead, here we live in barracks alongside the other guards and soldiers. At the previous camps I have visited I was largely left to my own devices, able to write my diary and read and talk only with those people I wished to, play chess and draughts. Here we all eat at the same time too.

         In addition, the sleeping conditions are unbearable, and I find it hard to get any kip. The sheer number of men here creates an almighty stench. The bedframes creak at even the slightest movement. It repulses me to think how dirty this place is. Thankfully there are no lice, but I shave my body hair every morning as a precaution and keep my hair cropped short. The German lad on the next bunk along told me he melts candlewax and uses that to strip off all his body hair. All of it. I am unsure whether this is true or not, and I don’t wish to find out.

         I have been given a new interview jotter with a blue cover. Whenever I start an interview, I place the pad of squared paper on the desk, slightly to my right, and line up two pencils and a rubber next to it. I don’t know why, but the women are always the last to be interviewed. Perhaps it is because some of them are then sent to the kitchen or the infirmaries, some even go to work for the provincial doctor. After each interview I erase from the jotter any sections deemed irrelevant as per our instructions. Sometimes it is easiest simply to burn entire pages.

         Today was tough. I conducted ten hours of interviews in a row, with only one break, and even that I spent smoking a cigarette.

         Feb. 1944

         Felde introduced himself to me today. He is the one in charge around here and under whose directives I must operate. He sat with his feet propped on the desk, leafing through my papers. I told him who I am and reeled off my titles. I was surprised to hear him speak Finnish. Perhaps he learnt it from one of the local whores. There are plenty of them around here. Young girls from the cities in the south, some barely twelve or thirteen, travel up north on freight trains to spread their legs, and they never return home again. They remain on this side of the northern border, wandering the streets in a drug- and alcohol-induced stupor, and those that don’t die a violent death eventually end up at labour camps scattered across the country. Then they die there instead.

         Commander Felde is surely the kind of man who has had his fair share of whores. He gave a dull, condescending laugh at my title. ‘I say, martial official, no less.’ The term was concocted in five minutes when the decision was reached to send Finnish interpreters and police officers to Nazi camps to work for the fatherland. The title hasn’t been amended or clarified since, perhaps because we do not officially exist. Felde asked about my news and seemed particularly interested in my work at the paramilitary unit Einsatzkommando Finnland and at the Stalag 309 camp.

         ‘Do you believe in a Greater Finland and the primacy of the Finnish race?’

         ‘Yes, Commander, sir! It is imperative that we eradicate all foreign elements from among our Finnish brethren across the border so that our peoples may be properly educated and become upstanding citizens of a Greater Finland!’ I shouted, foaming at the mouth, my back so straight that it hurt. Felde looked at me lethargically from beneath his furrowed brow. I could tell from his expression that he didn’t trust me. It’s hardly surprising. You shouldn’t trust anybody, here or anywhere else. Particularly anywhere else.

         The commander listed my duties, the guidelines and the rules within the camp. He emphasized that I now worked primarily for the Gestapo, not the state of Finland, and that if I ever had to contact the Finnish Security Police I would have to run all messages by him first. ‘I don’t want any Finnish spies lurking around,’ he said slowly, his eyes fixed upon me. He reminded me that, just like everybody else, I was to keep an eye not only on the prisoners but on the other guards too. It seemed some of the guards had begun to treat the prisoners more leniently. The men had lost their resolve, their vigour.

         ‘These days, all the men want is to go home,’ he said. ‘Back to Germany, to their wives and families.’ If I noticed anything suspicious, I was to inform him without delay.

         On the spur of the moment, I asked him about the other Finn at the camp. Felde nodded and looked pleasantly surprised. He began speaking about the man. Apparently, he studies theology and is a member of the Academic Karelia Society. I narrowed my eyes somewhat, wondering why he was talking about a prisoner in this manner. I asked what he meant.

         ‘Yes, the other guard,’ he said. ‘The Finnish guard.’ I was taken aback and asked whether there was another Finnish guard here as well.

         ‘Yes, there is. His name is Olavi Heiskanen.’

      

   


   
      
         
            ENONTEKIÖ, 1947

         

         Inkeri sat down at the green-painted table in the living room and, using a pair of tongs, smoked a cigarette rolled in newspaper. The fragrance of summer was all around, everywhere save for her. After their excursion into the fells, the smell of moss and the Sámi huts had become ingrained in her clothes and skin. Her hands were stained from the ink and the roll of film, and she couldn’t get the dirt off properly. Her armpit hair stank, and her shirt was yellowed with sweat from the trek, though she had washed it twice in the tiny outdoor sauna. In her previous life she could never have imagined setting foot in such a grubby place.

         She had decided to set up a darkroom in a small closet off the hallway that had probably once been a pantry. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to suffice. At first glance, this was the only space in the house that would be suitable for her purposes. It had no windows, but light still seeped through the chinks between the wall panels. Something would have to be done about that. Inkeri was already impatient; she yearned for the smell of developer fluid and the feel of the cool rinsing solution between her fingers, selecting and measuring the photographic paper, then watching the image slowly appear on its surface. Photography. That unfathomable, beautiful, incredible thing. After all these years, she was still utterly enthralled by it.

         Inkeri looked to her side. Olavi was sitting eating cake on her sofa, which was exactly where the driver from Eskelinen’s delivery company had left it. Olavi was slurping coffee and leafing through an old newspaper, lost in thought. The two did not speak. Inkeri took a better grip of her tongs. She would have to get hold of some proper filters and cigarette papers. She was too old for this. She needed to get her hands not only on implements to smoke properly but to build her darkroom too. Photographic paraphernalia was already strewn across the table: a magnifying glass for the negatives, piles of different-sized photographic paper, bowls she had decided to use for the different fluids, and some punnets, clothes pegs, tweezers and protective glasses. And her cameras.

         ‘Quite a collection you have there. Should help make the place feel cosier,’ said Olavi, interrupting her reverie. He had noticed the pensive look on Inkeri’s face.

         ‘Didn’t you bring anything here with you?’

         Olavi shrugged his shoulders by way of a negative response.

         ‘Nothing at all?’ Inkeri asked, perplexed, and stubbed out her cigarette.

         ‘I came straight from the war. All I had was a watch and the clothes I was wearing. And some tobacco.’

         ‘What’s that then?’ Inkeri asked, and pointed at a folder lying on a small shelf. Olavi turned to look at it.

         ‘A stamp collection, by the looks of it.’

         ‘Yes, I know what it is,’ she tutted. Since moving into the house, she had flicked through it every now and then. ‘Isn’t it yours?’

         ‘No. It belongs to Piera.’

         ‘Him?’ Inkeri furrowed her brow.

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘But that folder has lots of fine stamps in it, some of them very valuable. Old stamps from Canada and Alaska. How did Piera get his hands on those?’ Piera certainly didn’t give the impression of being an ardent philatelist. Inkeri had finally convinced him to guide her through the fells, and after a little persuasion he had even agreed to be interviewed for her upcoming story. Inkeri didn’t particularly enjoy the trip. The company was stoical and the cold tangible. Though it was the height of summer, some of the trees on the higher slopes hadn’t yet come into bud. The hardiest of the flowers were small and had barely popped their heads above ground.

         ‘Well, be that as it may…’ Inkeri cleared her throat. ‘Are you ready to go?’

         Olavi nodded.

         Inkeri leant across the table to gather her belongings, picked up the Contax camera and weighed it in her hand. She planned to write a piece about the laying of the church foundations and wondered what the most suitable instrument might be for the job, for this day, this light.

         ‘Ah, yes!’ she suddenly whooped. She opened the cupboard beneath the sink, took out a transparent bottle and held it out towards Olavi.

         ‘Is that the real stuff or some old rotgut?’

         ‘It’s real liquor, all right,’ she said with a smirk. Olavi’s expression brightened in a flash.

         They both quickly emptied their glasses, then licked their lips and stared at the floorboards. Inkeri’s mind was a blank.

         ‘Let’s go,’ she said eventually without looking up at Olavi.

         ‘Let’s go.’

         Olavi pulled on his cap and picked up something wrapped in a cloth. Inkeri put on her sunglasses before they had even opened the door. The churchyard was a kilometre away. Inkeri and Olavi walked the distance without exchanging a word. Sunlight glinted here and there from between the clouds. Olavi noted Piera from a distance, and Inkeri followed him towards the old man. Piera was an easy man to spot. He was dressed in bright colours: the embroidered vertical ribbons on his back gleamed in the sunshine, and his silver-woven belt almost sparkled. The bright colours aside, he was still sporting those brown-tanned reindeer-hide trousers, the same ones he had been wearing on their little trip up into the fells. Piera had taken Inkeri along the ancient herding routes and brought her to the traditional siida where his family lived during the summer months, just as she had asked. There were fewer than ten inhabitants in the village. The Sámi huts were dotted sparsely. The women scythed hay for the villagers’ shoes and the men went fishing. The children played. The smell of smoke seemed like a faint reminder of a bygone age. Inkeri had begun writing the article, but it wasn’t yet complete and later in the autumn she planned to develop it into a larger, two-page spread.

         ‘… and we played at herding and throwing the lasso…’ Inkeri heard a girl dressed in a bright-red cap telling Piera. The girl was holding a curiously shaped wooden block.

         ‘What’s that?’ Inkeri asked, interrupting the girl’s story. The girl smiled. There was a small gap between her front teeth.

         ‘It’s an áldu,’ said the girl. ‘In Finnish it’s called a vaami. I’m Bigga-Marja.’

         ‘Vaami?’

         ‘That’s right. Don’t you know what a vaami is? It’s a reindeer doe,’ she said, and looked keenly at Inkeri’s camera. ‘And what’s that?’

         ‘This is a camera. Don’t you know what a camera is?’ said Inkeri. ‘I write pieces for the newspaper. I’m a reporter,’ she explained. She took off her sunglasses and closed her eyes for a moment. ‘Perhaps I could interview you too.’ The girl first looked puzzled, then gave a nod. She began answering Inkeri’s questions carefully but with great enthusiasm. In her quick, messy hand, Inkeri wrote down that Bigga thought the new church was a good thing because the temporary church was terrible. ‘But not as terrible as the temporary schools and hostels,’ she muttered, lowering her eyes and hiding behind Piera. She gave a shy smile, her front teeth resting on her lower lip. Inkeri raised her eyes.

         ‘The hostels?’

         ‘Yes. I live in a hostel,’ said Bigga, and turned her head towards the school, next to which stood a row of dormitories. For a moment they all looked at the buildings in silence, then Inkeri turned her attention back to the girl. She had long fair hair and dark eyes, set deep in their sockets. A curious-looking silver ball dangled from her belt.

         ‘And where have you learnt such good Finnish?’ When she had been out talking to the locals, she hadn’t encountered a single person who spoke Finnish—or who agreed to speak it to her, that is.

         ‘Of course I speak Finnish. I’m eleven already,’ said Bigga, her chin high and proud.

         ‘Bigga-Marja was evacuated during the war, like so many of the children,’ Piera explained. ‘Her mother died of a chest infection that was going around. Her father, my son, died in the war. Bigga was in Vittangi, on the Swedish side, but the children learnt all kinds of things there. Even Finnish.’ From Piera’s tone of voice, it was clear this was the end of the discussion.

         ‘Is that so?’ Inkeri closed her notepad and put away her pencil. She raised her camera to ask if she could take a photograph, and after a nod from Bigga she began to set up the camera.

         ‘That isn’t a traditional Sámi costume you have, is it?’ Inkeri asked, and looked first at Bigga’s dress then eagerly scrutinized Piera’s attire, the colourful baize cloth and gleaming thread decorating his cap. ‘Do you have a traditional Sámi costume? I’m sure my readers would like to see that.’

         ‘I don’t have a proper one.’

         ‘Really?’ said Piera. ‘You just didn’t want to put it on, more like.’ When he spoke to the locals, Piera’s speech seemed oddly slow. Inkeri had noted the way that different languages and vernaculars mingled throughout the churchyard. There were the Quakers with their accents from across the United States, there were the Sámi languages—until now, Inkeri hadn’t appreciated how much they differed from one another—there was Norwegian and Swedish, and then there was Finnish, with dialects from every corner of the land.

         Somewhat reluctantly, Piera and Bigga posed for a photograph. Inkeri focused her camera, adjusted the lens and clicked the shutter. The flash was unnecessarily bright, but they couldn’t very well do without it. ‘I should have taken this cap off too,’ she heard Bigga complaining. Inkeri thanked them and went on her way.

         Further off, near the foundations of the new church, someone had started giving a speech, and the others had gathered around to listen. Everyone except Inkeri. At moments like this, she was able to move through the throngs of people unnoticed. It was a peculiar feeling. It was as though people had frozen on the spot, as though she wasn’t there at all.

         She walked forwards, and before long she was right in the middle of a cluster of people. It seemed everybody really had turned up for the event. Those from Norway and Sweden were easily identifiable by their distinctive gákti, their traditional costumes. The embroidery on their headdresses was different too, the hats were sewn in a manner that Inkeri had never seen on the Finnish side of the border. Even the tassels were shaped differently. Their jewels and trinkets, charms and buckles jangled with every step.

         Inkeri immersed herself in taking photographs. To her, photography was everything. When she examined objects through a lens, she felt as though she was in exactly the same place, every single time, regardless of where in the world she found herself, whether she was photographing a duke or a labourer on a plantation. Deep inside, she was always in the same spot. Nothing else had any meaning. She had fallen in love with photography as a child, when she had touched her family’s old wooden camera for the first time and examined family photographs preserved in a heavy, locked album. Portraits from the atelier, scenes of people taking afternoon coffee in Sinebrychoff Park. Photographs of vast rooms, light streaming in through their windows, where the plants stood so tall that they touched the ceiling. In these images she had seen people, rooms, scenarios about which she wanted to know more, to tell more.

         And when, as a younger woman, Inkeri had been offered an apprenticeship at the atelier, she had finally allowed herself to dream that perhaps she too might one day earn a living as a photographer. She had even joined the Finnish Photographers’ Association. But after a promising start, over the years Inkeri came to realize that the path for a female photographer was a very narrow, arduous one. She was destined to remain an atelier photographer, taking portraits and contrived indoor scenes, though she wanted to do precisely the opposite.

         The sun peered out from behind a cloud. Inkeri’s head began to ache instantly. Without even noticing, she had strayed further away from the crowd. The brightening of the sun meant she would have to adjust the exposure time. She lifted the camera up to her eye and was about to refocus when, from the blur of the lens, Olavi appeared, standing next to the church foundations. She lowered the camera, looked around and raised it again. As she focused the lens, she saw that Olavi was taking out an object wrapped in a cloth.

         The object glinted in his hand.

         Inkeri watched as he lowered the object into the foundations, leaving it there to be bricked away for ever, before disappearing back into the crowds. She waited for a moment, then strolled up to the foundations and walked around until she reached the spot where Olavi had been standing only a moment ago. She had guessed right. It was a photograph. She raised the photograph to eye level and felt suddenly faint. A moment later, she pulled a cigarette from her jacket pocket and stood smoking it pensively.

         During her time in the savannah, Inkeri had learnt that there is rarely a time when animals are truly at rest. But when the rainy season started, when after a long, deathly arid period the animals were able to drink their fill of water, that was when the miracle really happened. Lions, flamingos, African roller birds, monkeys and buffalos, all side by side drinking from the same riverbed. At the same time. The birds perched on the backs of the lions, giraffes and rhinoceroses, all twittering, carefree.

         Inkeri gazed at the panorama in front of her. Two months ago she had heard that, during the war, there used to be a prison camp somewhere nearby. She glanced once more at the photograph, stubbed out her cigarette, looked furtively around and quickly slipped the frame under her arm. If there were only scant moments of peace in the savannah, elsewhere in the world there were even fewer.

      

   


   
      
         
            INARI

         

         Feb. 1944

         Today i saw Olavi Heiskanen for the first time, when the guards returned with a small group of prisoners from the road construction site. Most of the prisoners spend their days at labour camps or construction sites across the province, some of them even beyond the old border. Olavi Heiskanen held out his hand and introduced himself. He seems jovial, a young man around my age. Light-brown hair, no beard. Large blue eyes. The Finnish prisoner or menial, the one I’d heard about earlier, was with him. Later on, I learnt that the two spend all their time together. If one of them is off working somewhere, the other will always be nearby. The Finnish prisoner was nondescript, he stood somewhat hunched, he was a scrawny, bearded man in his forties or fifties. He doesn’t speak to me, and I don’t address him.

         Heiskanen tells me this prisoner is known simply as Kalle. But I still haven’t quite established why the man is here at all. Perhaps he was a communist during the Civil War, one of many who fled to the Soviet Union and was now pretending to be a real Finn. Who knows? I did learn, however, that he lives in a tent reserved for the trusted prisoners.

         There is something untoward about this Kalle. He is allowed to move around relatively freely; just now he was humming along to a Schlager song on the Lapplandsender forces wireless and went into the barn to take care of the animals without asking permission. Nobody did anything. Even Felde walked past without paying the infraction any attention.

         And on top of that, at supper this evening I saw there was an extra potato on his plate.

         Feb. 1944

         Heiskanen helps me with my interpreting tasks and in taking measurements. When new consignments of prisoners arrive, we check their background and define their race, we separate any non-desirable elements, which are eliminated as need be, and make a note of any new arrivals that might be valuable for intelligence purposes.

         Kalle speaks a great many languages, including Polish, English and French, and even a few rare African Bantu tongues. We ask him to help us as required. Sometimes there is nothing to do, and Kalle spends his time playing with the cat. All the same, he is very useful indeed. With his help, we can gain a better understanding of precisely which nationalities have been sent here. And he helps with the measuring too. Whenever the doctor is here with his assistant, the measuring is his job; at other times it is our responsibility. I have never done a job like this before, and I find it revolting. The stink of the Soviet prisoners is unbearable, even after they have been washed and scrubbed. We measure the width of the head, examine the condition of the genitalia and note whether they have a foreskin or not. Heiskanen and I log all this information in the ledger.

         I asked Heiskanen why Kalle is here at the German camp instead of one of the Finnish camps, like the one at Nastola—or Parkkina, perhaps, where the Finnic peoples, such as the Savakko, Äyrämöinen and Finnish Ingrian tribes, and former communists are re-educated into upstanding citizens, to provide a population and workforce for the Greater Finland of the future. Kalle is clearly well educated, and there is something almost aristocratic in his clear diction, his good manners and the way he carries himself.

         ‘What kind of future are we living for?’ Heiskanen answered my question, somewhat amused. Naturally, I replied by repeating what I had read long ago on page seven of the Academic Karelia Society magazine. I had torn out that page and glued it to the wall in the old privy. Heiskanen did not respond, and since then he has not really spoken to me.

         Feb. 1944

         There is a doctor here who visits regularly. I saw him this morning, then once again almost immediately during a cigarette break. He was standing in front of his shack, his head lowered. When he saw me, he peered at me for a long time before raising his hand. I think it must be because my uniform doesn’t bear any skulls or other SS insignia. Heiskanen told me that the doctor is seconded here from Inari parish for one week at a time. He visits the camp once a month, distributes rubber prophylactics to the soldiers and checks for venereal disease. He conducts inspections and examinations of the prisoners too. Some of our new interviewees have to be taken directly to the doctor.

         This afternoon the doctor gave the guards an educational talk about such diseases in the large hall. He told us how to clean the pee hole properly and explained how to take care of our personal hygiene in general, then reminded us that if we do start to show symptoms of any diseases, treatment is free of charge. He had with him a stick about twenty centimetres long. He held it up and said that anyone with suspected gonorrhoea would have this stick inserted into their member. This was presumably supposed to serve as a warning, but someone made a lewd comment, and of course everyone in the room burst into laughter. Everyone except the doctor. I haven’t seen him smile once.

         A woman arrived with the doctor. I understand she is a shamanistic bloodletter. A witch. Noaidi, in the local tongue. For some reason she is here working as a nurse. She didn’t say anything to us and got straight to work. But I did catch sight of her eyes. They are a strange colour. I have never seen anything like it. I was afraid to look into them but couldn’t help myself. They were like freshly blossomed heath violets or fat bilberries glistening in the morning dew. Not quite blue, but something altogether different.

         A hue reflecting the piercing Arctic light and the universe.
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