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PART ONE


1893–1904





Prologue


A thread of light on the eastern horizon announced the dawning of full daylight and with it the end of a night the Koski family would never talk about and never forget. A skylark called across the rye field, full throated, pouring out its desire to mate and be fertile. The cold blue sky into which it would rise sat back and let it sing.


It was on this morning in 1891 that Maíjaliisa Koski returned from a three-day absence, helping a Swedish-speaking woman from a poor fisherman’s family with a difficult delivery. She found her two oldest daughters and her baby son laid out in their Sunday clothes on the rough planks of the kitchen floor. Although cleaned just hours earlier, the house still smelled of vomit and excrement. Her husband, Tapio; her oldest son, Ilmari Väinö; age twelve, her daughter, Aino, age three; and her now youngest son, Lemminki Matti, two, were sitting on the floor, their backs against the wall, staring dumbly at the bodies. Maíjaliisa threw herself to the floor beside her dead children and covered their faces with kisses.


She’d left them with mild fevers just three days earlier, begged by the woman’s husband who’d skied and run over thirty kilometers from the coast through the spring thaw to reach her, a midwife renowned throughout the Kokkola region. Knowing that a mother and baby might die, flattered by the heroic effort of the father to reach her, she thought her own children would all pull through.


Few survived cholera.


When she’d finished crying, she stood and looked at her husband. “We’ll bury them tomorrow in the churchyard. I want to be with them today.”


Her husband said, “Yoh.”


* * *


That terrible night marked the children differently. Aino, in whose little arms her baby brother, Väinö Ahti, had died, learned that no one was coming. She was as alone as the meaning of her name—the only one. Ilmari, ill to the point of staggering, had exhausted himself bringing snow from the remaining patches to stem his sisters’ fevers. He’d fainted and had visions of angels coming for his siblings. When he regained consciousness, soaked with melted snow, his father was slumped unconscious against the ladder leading to the loft where his sisters Mielikki and Lokka lay dead in the bed all the children shared. From that night, Ilmari knew there was a God and God was to be feared, but He sent angels. Lemminki Matti, not fully aware of what was happening, retained a vague uneasiness about the future. As he grew older, he realized the wealthy feared the future less than the poor. How wealth was attained was less important than gaining it.


The children never knew the name of the woman Maíjaliisa went to help that night nor the name of her son who survived and grew to manhood, but their fates were linked.
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That September of 1901, four years after Ilmari left for America, both for its opportunity and for fear of being drafted into the Russian army, the district was still without a teacher. The Evengelical Lutheran Church of Finland would not confirm an illiterate child, and this made even the poorest of Finnish peasants different from peasants in almost all other European countries: all children learned to read in church-led confirmation classes. For further education, however, the parents had to pay. This was where the bulk of Maíjaliisa’s midwifing earnings went. Classes were rotated among farmhouses.


To find a teacher, Maíjaliisa and the other mothers had been writing letters most of the summer. The geese were already on their way south when Tapio came from Kokkola with a letter saying that a young man named Järvinen from the University of Helsinki had accepted the post.


He turned out to be a radical, giving the parents great concern. Aino, now thirteen, along with the other teenage girls, fell in love with him.


Her feelings for the teacher intensified when it was the Koskis’ week to board him.


Aino was at the kitchen table working on an essay Järvinen had assigned, when he sat down next to her. He carefully slipped a small pamphlet in front of her, The Communist Manifesto, by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, in Russian.


“Are you supposed to have that?” she whispered.


He put a finger to his lips. “No. You are.”


Aino looked over to see Maíjaliisa knitting and Tapio snoring, the harness he’d been working on still in his hands. “Why me?”


“Your mother told me your father’s been teaching you Russian. She says he’s fluent because he worked in Saint Petersburg as a young man.”


“He stopped teaching me when the czar began making it the language of government.”


Järvinen chuckled. He waggled the booklet in front of her. “I can help you with the Russian, but I’m really giving it to you because of your questions in class. Why do people let the czar be so rich and stay poor themselves? Why must families who can barely feed their children do work rent on horse stables and roads that go nowhere for some count who lives in Stockholm? Good questions. This might help answer them.” He slid it under her work. “Just between you and me.”


When Tapio and Maíjaliisa were safely asleep, Aino lit the kerosene lamp next to her bed and stayed up until just before Maíjaliisa rose for her morning chores. Then she slipped the pamphlet under her mattress. Aware of Matti watching her, she said, “Don’t you say a word, or I’ll tell Father who took that mink trap from Mr. Kulmala.”


“No one here objected to the extra mink pelts.”


“Even more reason you’ll catch it when they find out the extra pelts are coming from a stolen trap.”


Matti glared at the obvious blackmail. “All right. I won’t tell; you won’t tell.”


“Deal.”


All through the winter Aino plied Järvinen with questions during lunch breaks, after school, after supper—whenever she could. Is there really going to be a revolution? Why aren’t the working classes already throwing off their chains?”


When Aino finished working through The Communist Manifesto, Järvinen gave her a Swedish translation of a pamphlet by Rosa Luxemburg titled Reform or Revolution? Aino daydreamed about meeting Rosa Luxemburg and being at her side reforming all of Europe. She also daydreamed about Mr. Järvinen.


That March of 1902, during another one of Järvinen’s weeks with the Koskis, he asked if Tapio would like to accompany him to hear a lecture by Erno Harmajärvi in Kokkola—and if Aino could come along.


Maíjaliisa shot a quick glare at Tapio. “He’s a socialist,” she said.


Aino held her breath.


“He’s really a Finnish nationalist,” Järvinen said.


Järvinen had hit Tapio where his heart beat. He’d named all his children after heroes and heroines of The Kalevala, the national epic poem of Finland. The reason he’d worked on churches in Russia was that he’d lost his government job by preaching Finnish independence.


Tapio looked at Maíjaliisa. “He’s right. What harm would it be for Aino to hear from someone who is actually doing something to get rid of these Russians?”


Aino stood up and whirled around silently clapping her hands. Her mother was shaking her head, tight-lipped.


Maíjaliisa urged Tapio over to the corner of the kitchen.


“They’ll have someone there taking names,” she said in a fierce whisper. “You know the Okhrana probably has your name from your time in Russia and the police are already keeping an eye on you for that speech about Finnish independence at last Midsummer’s Eve dance.” She took hold of his loose blouse with both hands and pulled him closer to her face. “I ask you. Don’t do this.”


Putting his large hands over hers, he gently pulled them away from his blouse. “Living in fear is not living.”


“Neither is living without a husband.”


“When a woman is humiliated, it doesn’t make her less a woman. When a man is humiliated, there are only two choices for him, fight or live in shame. Would you have a husband who is not a man?”


They looked into each other’s eyes, neither of them blinking. Then Maíjaliisa sighed. They both knew her answer. She picked up her pipe and walked out the door.


* * *


At the lecture, two men stood just inside the door taking notes, their faces stern and unmoving. They would occasionally ask someone’s name, but it was clear that they didn’t need to ask either Tapio’s or Mr. Järvinen’s.


Aino, Tapio, and Mr. Järvinen filed into seats near the lectern. A few minutes later, a boy about Aino’s age sat down on a seat by the aisle. She quickly took off her glasses.


She hated them. One day Matti found out she couldn’t see a lark that he could. He told her father. Her father asked her that night at family reconciliation—when they all had to recite their sins before they could eat—if she had trouble seeing. She confessed she had been walking by the blackboard during lessons and memorizing it before taking her seat. Her parents drove her into Kokkola to a hardware store where they tried on wire-rimmed glasses until they found a pair that worked for her. It cost them several months of cash, so she felt guilty every time she wouldn’t wear them. Like now.


She smiled and looked down at her apron. He was very good-looking.


He politely asked if he could sit next to her. She nodded yes, then wished she’d said something instead of just nodding like an imbecile. He sat silent, intent on the empty podium. The intensity of his eyes drew her attention. She tried not to look at him.


He leaned over and whispered, “This is going to be interesting.”


She nodded, then resolving to say something, she whispered, “He’s really not a socialist. He’s a Finnish nationalist.” She glanced quickly to see how that went over.


Then the boy leaned back toward her and whispered, “He’s really not a Finnish nationalist. He’s a revolutionary.”


The way he said it excited her, the implication of the righting of all wrongs—of revolution. Then, both tried to sneak a look at the same time and their eyes met again. “I’m Oskar Penttilä,” he whispered. He looked around. “I’m called Voitto.”


That thrilled her. He had a revolutionary name. Voitto meant victory.


“I’m Aino Koski.”


“Are you a socialist?” he whispered.


“Oh, yes. A socialist. But my father, he’s a nationalist.” She hesitated and looked around. “He goes along with most people saying he just wants to return to autonomy, like what we had under the Swedes. It’s safer, but he really wants the Russians gone.”


“And the man next to him? Your brother?”


“No, the district teacher. He’s from Helsinki. He’s staying with us.” She looked around, then leaned in and whispered, “He gave me a copy of The Communist Manifesto.” She watched for a reaction. He nodded his head and craned around her and her father to look at Mr. Järvinen. Then Aino asked, “Have you read it?”


“Of course,” he said quietly now, no longer whispering. “I’ve read everything he wrote, Engels, too.” There was a pause. “I can read German.”


She was thrilled; he was trying to impress her.


“I read it in a Russian translation,” she replied.


“Did you really read The Communist Manifesto in Russian?”


“Yes. Plekhanov’s eighteen eighty-two translation.”


His eyes narrowed. “How do you know Russian?”


“My father is fluent.” She hastened to explain. “He’s educated. So is my mother,” she added. Then she felt bad. She was trying to say that her family weren’t just peasant farmers, but a socialist shouldn’t care. “Worked for the government, before he got into political trouble. Then he built churches in Russia before he met my mother.” She smiled. “It was a game with us, but the Russian lessons stopped when it became mandatory for government workers.” She laughed. “The pastor lets me read his Russian novels.”


He blinked. “I’ve never met a girl who’s even read the Manifesto, much less in Russian.”


“Girls aren’t socialists?”


“No, no. Lots of girls are socialists: Beatrice Webb who started the Fabians in England and Rosa Luxemburg in Germany. In America, Mary Jones, Mother Jones, who—” He came to a stop, coloring suddenly, which she liked. “I mean, here in Kokkola, I never met a girl socialist.”


“Well, you have now,” she said proudly, surprising herself to realize that yes, indeed, yes, she was a socialist. She would do something instead of just sitting on her hands talking about independence like her father. What good would independence do if Finland was still run by the same oppressor class?


Three weeks later when Aino came down to breakfast, her copy of The Communist Manifesto was at her place at the table. She immediately glared at Matti, who vigorously shook his head no. Sternly silent, Maíjaliisa plunked down Aino’s bowl of oatmeal mush right on top of the book. How stupid to hide it under the mattress. Of course, her mother would clean there. Aino turned calmly to Matti. “Pass the sugar, please.”


Tapio came from their bedroom and sat at the head of the table. When Maíjaliisa put his mush in front of him, she gave Tapio the you’re-the-father look and nodded her head toward Aino.


“Where did you get this pamphlet?” Tapio asked.


Maíjaliisa could no longer contain herself. “Do you realize what could happen to you, to us, if the wrong people found out you have this? The czar’s secret police, the Okhrana, would arrest—”


Tapio gestured for her to be quiet and she bit back her fear.


Aino was thinking that if she told the truth, Mr. Järvinen would be in deep trouble. But if she lied? But which lie? She blurted out, “Voitto gave it to me.”


“Who?” Maíjaliisa asked.


“Oskar Penttilä,” Aino mumbled.


Maíjaliisa sat down at the table with her own bowl.


“The boy you introduced me to at the lecture?” Tapio asked.


Aino nodded.


Tapio looked at Maíjaliisa. “See, you may be wrong.”


“I don’t think so. What would some Kokkola boy be doing with that trash written in Russian?” Maíjaliisa asked.


“Well, Aino read it in Russian,” Tapio said. He then focused on his oatmeal.


Maíjaliisa allowed the silence to ripen and then said, “Helmi Rinne swears she found crazy socialist literature in the barn. When she showed it to her son, Pekka, he said Aino gave it to him.”


“That’s a lie!” Aino burst out.


Maíjaliisa slapped her in an automatic response. She lowered her hand, glaring at Aino as much for her outburst as for the issue at hand. “Just the way it’s a lie about this Oskar boy giving it to you? I think Mr. Järvinen has been giving extra lessons.” She turned to Tapio. “If the police find this literature, all of us fall under suspicion. We’re not paying him to teach dangerous political ideas or put us in danger. We need to talk to the other parents.”


“About what?” Aino asked.


“Quiet,” Maíjaliisa said to Aino. She turned to Tapio. “We hired him to teach writing and sums, not to preach an ungodly political philosophy to good Christian children.”


“Mr. Järvinen says it’s not about religion,” Aino said. “It’s about injustice.”


This time Tapio slapped his palm on the table. “That’s enough out of you,” he said.


Maíjaliisa turned on Aino. “Marx and Engels are atheists!”


“That doesn’t make everyone who reads them an atheist,” Aino mumbled.


“You go to your room!” Tapio shouted.


When Aino was gone, Maíjaliisa turned to her husband and said, “We hire teachers to teach what we want our children to learn, not what the teachers want them to learn.”


Three days later, when Aino came down the ladder dressed for school, Maíjaliisa told her the parents had fired Mr. Järvinen. Aino threw her books on the floor. “It’s not fair! You can’t!”


“We did,” Maíjaliisa said. “Now pick up those books or I’ll slap you silly.”


Aino stood as tall as she could, looking straight at her mother. Their eyes were on the same level. Maíjaliisa looked right back. She raised her hand slightly, palm open.


Aino picked up the books.


Maíjaliisa let out her breath. “Mrs. Rinne will do the best she can until we get a real teacher,” she said. “This time it’s going to be a woman and we’ll be sure she’s a Christian.”
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That April of 1902, the month Järvinen was fired, a very strong wind blew for days, destroying at least half of the tender new rye shoots throughout the district. There was barely enough rye to harvest for their own winter consumption and none to sell for cash. Then, as if a vindictive Pokkanen, the Frost, the son of Puhuri, the North Wind, had it in for the district farmers, he sent a brief snowstorm in August. It soon melted, but the hay was left cool, drooping, and wet. Tapio and Maíjaliisa prayed for dry weather, but the sky remained leaden and overcast. Finally, in late September, Tapio made the decision to cut the hay before winter frosts set in. It went into the barn too damp and by Christmas had started to rot. The family’s beloved horse, Ystävä, who they all called Ysti, got thin. The cow developed soft bone and gave less milk. With the tiny rye harvest, Maíjaliisa had resorted to making pettuleipä, mixing the rye flour with bones from fish that Matti caught and the inner bark of the silver birch trees. By January, the women of the district would gather outside after church and whisper about the possibility of famine. The last one had killed nearly two hundred thousand people—over 10 percent of the population—only three decades earlier.


Aino had made up for the lack of a schoolteacher by reading books borrowed from Pastor Nieminen, the minister of the big church in Kokkola and a friend of Pastor Jarvi. Jarvi had written, explaining that Aino had read through his own library and was a good Christian girl.


The good Christian girl, however, had learned that Oskar Penttilä was going to speak in Kokkola. She couldn’t go into town on her own, and she certainly could never tell her mother that she was going to a socialist lecture. She bribed Matti with an offer to clean all the fish he caught for two weeks as well as scrape the insides of the pelts he’d collect from his next two trap runs if he would hitch Ysti to the family sledge and take her to town.


She told Maíjaliisa that they were going to Kokkola to return books to Pastor Nieminen. She had earlier borrowed five books and hidden two in the barn, taking three into the house to read. On the afternoon of the lecture, she dropped the three in the barn. After the lecture she would take the two back to the house, along with appropriate excitement.


Matti was still acting slightly put-upon. “Acting” was the relevant word, because he was secretly delighted that he’d finally put one over on his big sister. He’d heard that a rich Russian in Kokkola had a three-and-a-half-horsepower Benz Velo motorcar, and he wanted to see one. Unlike his mother, he didn’t care one way or the other what his big sister did with her time.


What Aino did with her time was fall in love—for real this time, not as with Mr. Järvinen.


The Kokkolan Työväentalo was a wooden building sheathed with rust-red shiplap that served as a shop during the day and a dance hall or meeting place for social democrats and other left-leaning groups at night. Aino took a place inside, standing by the wall.


When Oskar Penttilä arrived, she shrank back against it, making sure her head scarf obscured her face. Some old man took the floor talking about unions. He sat down to polite applause. Then Oskar took the floor. Oskar talked about overthrowing the chains of capitalism. His voice made the blood rush to her throat so that she was afraid to swallow.


When Oskar finished speaking, clearly pleased with the applause, Aino shoved her glasses into the large front pocket of her heavy skirt and moved to wait by the door, trying not to squint. As Oskar emerged, she pretended to be looking the other way and stumbled into him. Aino was a midwife’s daughter and not shy about her body or anyone else’s for that matter; she’d been helping her mother with births since she was twelve. With just average looks and those damned glasses, she was at a distinct disadvantage, at least in the winter when her thick clothing covered what she knew was a beautiful figure. If she could just get him talking—well really, just get him listening, since most Finn boys didn’t talk idly—there wasn’t a boy in the district she couldn’t hold, summer or winter.


With a few genuine compliments on his speaking abilities followed by some keenly perceptive questions on socialist theory she had him hooked.


She could have killed Matti when he showed up early with the sledge. She refined that feeling to death by slow torture when Matti began acting like a brat, lightly switching Ysti forward and then pulling him backward in a repeated display of impatience.


She forgot her anger instantly when she turned to look back from the sledge and saw Oskar watching her.


Matti was good with horses. In fact, he was good with anything that involved ropes, cables, animals, machinery, and tools. If Aino saw a huge boulder in the field, she assumed it to be immovable. Matti, on the other hand, would spend time thinking about how to move it. Then, with levers, block and tackle, teamed horses, crowbars, the help of a few friends, and a lot of swear words, the boulder was moved. Even though Matti was two years her junior, Aino felt secure and carefree with him driving. Wrapped in a rug made from the skin of one of the few remaining bears that Tapio had shot as a teenager, with just her dark eyes exposed to the cold, she had her mind on Oskar.


The sleigh took a sudden short shift to the left, breaking Aino’s reverie. They were passing dark figures, struggling alongside the roadway, burdened with heavy bundles. Children, the small ones roped together for safety so they wouldn’t stray and freeze to death, trudged in a line behind their parents. Ysti’s bells jingled as Matti clucked him forward a little faster.


Aino came out of her cocoon and looked back on the dark group until it was swallowed in the early afternoon gloom. She looked over at Matti.


“City people,” he said. “No skis.” He shook his head slightly. “Probably from the Salminen Brothers’ shipyard. No one wants wooden boats anymore.”


“But why are they on the road?”


Matti looked at his big sister with the you-are-really-stupid look that only a younger brother could give a big sister. “No work, no wages,” Matti said. “No wages, no rent money. No rent money, no place to live. How hard is that to understand?”


Aino flared. “Only an idiot would look at it that way.” She set her jaw. “The houses they were thrown out of just sit there empty. None of these people need to be homeless. No private ownership, no evictions.”


“Yes. Socialist heaven. They can keep on building wooden boats no one wants to pay them for and then eat our rye without paying us.”


The brother and sister rode the rest of the way in silence, passing two more struggling families.


Around seven that evening their old dog, Musti, started barking without getting up from in front of the stove. Aino went to the small window. Yellow light from the kerosene lantern flickered on the snow. A small group of people huddled together, just at the edge of the light. One of them separated from the group and came to the door and knocked.


Maíjaliisa peered over Aino’s shoulder. “Don’t answer it,” she said to Tapio, who was already going to the door. “Beggars.”


“What can they want, Maíjaliisa? A little bread?”


“And then the word is out and tomorrow more bread for more beggars? We’re already eating birch bark.”


“We’re eating. They—”


“I was ten during the great hunger years. I watched my grandmother and two cousins die of starvation.”


“I lived through it, too,” Tapio said. “We’re not there yet.”


“The shipyards are closing. They’ll be swarming into the countryside. They’ll swarm here and we’ll be beggars like them.”


Tapio hesitated. Aino stormed past him and threw open the door. Even in the freezing air a terrible smell assailed her. A man, probably the father, took off his hat. “Please. Please. We have small children. Just a little food? And can we stay in your barn tonight?”


“Go on. Get out.” Maíjaliisa was actually shooing at him with her apron as if he were a chicken.


The man pleaded with her silently with stricken eyes. “Please. We are very near …” He hesitated. “The children, without food, they will freeze.”


Maíjaliisa tried to shut the door in his face. Her eyes were wild with fear.


Tapio reached across the threshold, making it impossible for her to shut the door. “They can stay in the barn, Maíjaliisa,” he said. Snarling with frustration at him, she shoved Tapio away from the door with both hands on his chest and ran for their bedroom. Tapio turned back to the man. “I’m sorry, but we don’t have food to spare.”


Aino spun around, heading for the cupboard next to the stove. Tapio said in a clear firm voice, “No, Aino.” That stopped her. Tapio told the man where to find the barn and hay for bedding, nodded good evening, and quietly shut the door.


Aino heard something at the window. A girl, perhaps eleven years old, crying, her face twisted with pain, had pressed herself against the glass. Her father gently took her away from the window and the family disappeared into the darkness, walking toward the barn.


When she was sure her mother and father slept, Aino slipped from her bed, quietly pulled on her wool stockings beneath her long wool nightgown, and carrying her wooden clogs crept down the steep ladder. She put her coat on, went to the cupboard, and pulled out the loaf of pettuleipä that Maíjaliisa had made for breakfast. Holding it against her with one arm, she quietly slipped on the clogs, unlatched the door, and ran across the frozen snow.


She was shivering when she entered the dark barn. She located the family by their smell. Approaching awkwardly, unable to see, she brushed up against someone—the mother. She had two of her children tucked against her, her apron around them. She had stuffed every available space with straw to retain their body heat. When Aino put the bread beneath her nose, the woman grabbed her arm. She broke down in sobs. Aino, embarrassed at how the smell revolted her, patted her on the shoulder and then made her way back to her warm bed. Anger at the senseless cruelty of it all kept her awake all night.


A few months later, with the spring thaw, Matti uncovered the frozen body of a small boy next to the barn. One of his thin arms had been revealed by the melting snow. He was probably around three years old.


Tapio wrapped the little frozen corpse in a burlap gunnysack, and the whole family drove the body to the church. They found Pastor Jarvi in the parsonage and Tapio explained what had happened.


“But, I can’t bury it here,” Jarvi said. “I don’t know if it’s been baptized.”


Tapio put his hand on Aino’s arm before she had a chance to say a word. Then he said evenly to Jarvi, “Then what do you suggest we do with him?”


Jarvi looked at the floor of the parsonage porch where they were standing. “There’s a place,” he mumbled, “just over by the river.”


“A place,” Tapio repeated.


“You know, a place, where we bury the unconsecrated.”


“Will you help us bury this little boy?”


Jarvi swallowed and looked over their heads. “I shouldn’t,” he said.


Aino spun around and walked back to the wagon.


Then Maíjaliisa climbed up a step and stood close to him. “Is it God that doesn’t want you to bury this child or the church?”


Jarvi’s jaw was rippling just slightly from the rapid movement of his incisors being held against his bottom teeth. “Mrs. Koski,” he said. “You put me in a terrible position. I’m sorry.” He turned back into the house, leaving the Koskis on the front porch. They turned at the sound of Aino bringing up the wagon.


“We’ll bury him by the cherry trees where I can watch over him,” Maíjaliisa said.


With that, the family drove back to the farm where Matti dug a small grave. Tapio led them all in the first verse of “Beautiful Savior,” playing the accompaniment on his kantele, and then repeated the litany for burial, forever burned into his heart from burying his own children. He read from the family Bible: first from Job, I know my redeemer lives; and then from First Peter, By His great mercy, he has given us new birth; and finally from the Gospel of John, The light shines in darkness. They all said the Apostles’ Creed and the Lord’s Prayer, Aino joining in for her parents’ sake. They silently tossed some dirt on the little brown bundle and Matti filled in the grave.


About a week after that event, Aino was startled by a firm knock on the front door. She opened it and there stood Oskar Penttilä holding his hat and some flowers.


“I came to pay my respects,” Oskar said. “It’s all over the district. About the baby.”


Aino felt a rush of excitement. She knew it wasn’t just because of the dead baby that he’d come. “I’ll show you where he is,” she said. She took off her apron, smoothed her dress, and made sure her stupid braid was at least presentable, then led Oskar to the cherry orchard. Matti had carved a little headstone from a river rock and had placed it on the grave. Oskar put the flowers next to it. The two of them stood side by side, saying nothing.


“It was good of you to come,” Aino finally said.


“This baby died because of capitalism.”


“He died because of the cold,” Matti’s voice said from behind them.


Aino turned on him. “Matti. We don’t need your commentary.”


Matti just grinned. “You mean you don’t want me standing here saying it. You shouldn’t be out here alone with him.”


Aino took in a deep breath, flaring, but Oskar only looked at Matti very solemnly. “I know your brother is in America and you’re responsible for Aino.” He looked at Aino. “Of course, he’s right to be here.”


Aino watched Matti swell with pride, her annoyance with him for protecting her reputation fading. She looked into Oskar’s eyes, loving him.
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The gardens began producing food by June, and the threat of famine was no more. The summer was warm with just enough rainfall, and the harvest of 1903 was good enough to produce a little cash in addition to plenty of food to make it through the winter. In the cities and towns, however, inflation was rampant. Real wages fell by 20 percent and the workers’ unrest was growing, only to be met by Russia’s sending more troops to keep things in check.


Every month or so a letter came from Ilmari, usually about four weeks after it was written. Aino loved the strange stamps with their round cancellation mark: “Knappton” curved around the top and “Washington” curved around the bottom. Knappton stood on the north side of the Columbia River, fourteen kilometers south of Ilmari’s new farm on the heavily timbered south shore of Deep River, a coastal river that ran parallel to the Columbia, separated from it by a range of hills. Knappton was about two hours from the farm by foot. No road existed. She imagined Knappton as a beautiful port city on a magnificent river. Ilmari wrote that the Columbia was eight kilometers wide at that point. On its south shore was a huge city called Astoria, Oregon.


It was still hard to believe. Ilmari had 160 acres of prime river-bottom farmland that he’d gotten for free! Ilmari had written that there was a law called the Timber and Stone Act entitling every person to 160 acres of prime timberland for just two dollars and fifty cents an acre. Ilmari had staked out his 160 acres about twenty kilometers north of Deep River and sold it to a timber company for five dollars an acre, leaving him four hundred American dollars. Ilmari had used that free money to buy the same amount of land on Deep River from a family that had gotten their land for free twenty years earlier under another law, called the Homestead Act.


Ilmari’s 160 acres was sixty hectares, four times the size of their farm in Finland, which Tapio and Maíjaliisa had worked on for years and was owned by a rich aristocrat. There were no aristocrats in America—and the government just gave the people free land. The United States must already be a socialist country!


To be sure, Ilmari made it clear that carving a farm out of wilderness was backbreaking, exhausting work. It seemed the trees were big. He’d sold some of his Deep River timber to both clear the land and get cash to start a little blacksmith shop where he earned more cash making tools, shoeing horses, and repairing equipment for logging companies. That, however, had left stumps over two meters high and four and a half meters across that had to burned out to make way for civilized farming. Well, Aino thought, the free land was probably real, but as for stumps two and a half meters tall and four and a half meters in diameter, Ilmari was having them on. In addition, he’d written that it hardly ever snowed. Aino was way too smart to be taken in by this. She remembered similar wild tales of Yukon gold that had swept the district when she was eight.


Ilmari made no mention of marriage or even women. All he wrote about was clearing those damned trees, some steamboat that maybe was going to start service from Willapa Bay to the end of tidewater, where a little Finnish community called Tapiola had formed, another reason Ilmari had moved to Deep River. Many of the Deep River farmers were from families in the Kokkola area. The first structure Ilmari built was a sauna, which he lived in while he worked on his own house. Other Finns in the area helped with what couldn’t be done alone. Everyone worked together, for the good of everyone. Aino was convinced, now, that socialism had truly flourished in the new world.


That winter, old Musti died. Aino and Matti buried him next to the dead baby in the cherry orchard, saying nothing to each other.


Two weeks after the burial, Aino was awakened by Matti holding a wiggling mass of warm fur, the slight smell of urine, and a wet tongue over her face. He dropped the puppy, a little female, and it flopped its way clumsily across the quilt, little tail wagging as though it would fall off. Aino hugged the puppy, looking up at Matti, striving to maintain her dignity. The puppy started yelping, as if jealous of Aino looking at Matti. Aino snuggled with it beneath the quilt.


“Oh, Matti,” she said.


Matti nodded his head in recognition of her thanks. “What will you name her?”


At that moment, the puppy flopped her way to the edge of the bed where she crowed at Matti like a little rooster, tail vibrating.


“Laulu, because she sings.”


In February 1904, the Japanese destroyed the Russian fleet off Port Arthur, Manchuria. Finnish radicals increased agitation for reform and independence. Finnish men in large numbers began refusing to show up for military service. The czar wouldn’t compromise, and the Russian governor general of Finland, Nikolai Bobrikov, met agitation with force, making arrests in large numbers.


The increasing unrest in the area brought in a cavalry unit. The Russian army base just south of Kokkola had no room. The troops were to be quartered with the Finnish farmers. For free.


The family stood in a silent, sober line outside the house as the detachment of Russian troopers looked down on them from astride their horses. Laulu started a high-pitched howling, squatting down on her hindquarters and backing away from the horses, only to dart forward and repeat the action. Aino gathered Laulu up in her apron, quieting her.


The officer in charge entered the house without asking. He emerged from the house and shouted two names. A sergeant and a corporal dismounted and looked inside as the platoon rode off.


The two cavalrymen and the Koskis stood in uneasy silence. Aino watched Matti struggling for control, his right hand just short of where his puukko, the traditional man’s knife, hung from the back of his belt encased in its wooden scabbard. Tapio put a hand on Matti’s shoulder. “Sisu,” he whispered. “Show them nothing.”


The Russians entered the house. The sergeant came back outside and sauntered over to them, smiling. The corporal remained at the door, looking slightly embarrassed. The sergeant pointed to himself. “Kozlov.” Then he pointed to the corporal. “Kusnetsov.” Then he pointed to Tapio, raising his eyebrows. Tapio smiled and blinked. “Kozlov,” the sergeant said, again pointing to himself. Tapio smiled broadly. The sergeant cursed.


Realizing he didn’t speak Finnish, Aino said quietly, “We should show Kozlov the cherry trees.” Tapio shot her a quick glance. “Koz” was the Russian word for “goat” and cherries poisoned goats.


Kozlov, having heard his name, looked at Aino inquisitively, but Aino went as passive as the rest of her family. Rolling his eyes at the family’s stupidity, Kozlov shouted to Kusnetsov and they led their horses to the barn.


Maíjaliisa marched into the house and found one of the Russian’s gear thrown on top of her and Tapio’s bed. She spat on it. Tapio sighed, took out his handkerchief, and wiped it off, sadly shaking his head at her. She knew he was right, and this made her even more furious. She grabbed her pipe from the mantel and stomped outside. Aino found the other Russian’s gear on her bed.


Tapio and Maíjaliisa moved to the loft, Matti and Aino to the barn.


A cold routine settled in. Maíjaliisa had food on the table for the Russians in the morning. When they left, she would put the family’s breakfast on the table. Dinner was around noon, normally the largest meal of the day because it had to fuel work until dark. With the Russians eating both breakfast and supper, however, dinner got smaller. The carefully hoarded sugar was gone within two weeks. Sergeant Kozlov loved his sugar. Evening supper was served separately, the same as breakfast.


The corporal, Kusnetsov, tried to be pleasant. It was clear from the way he watched Aino that she was attractive to him. This pleased her, but she treated him with cold civility.


One evening, Aino was picking up the two Russians’ plates and Corporal Kusnetsov gently touched the top of her hand. She jerked it away and Matti leaped to his feet from where he was saddle soaping a harness next to the fire. His hand went behind him, touching his puukko. In one swift movement, sending his chair clattering to the floor, Kozlov pulled his revolver, a formidable 7.62 Nagant. He smiled at Matti and pulled back the hammer. Kusnetsov spoke to Kozlov, nodding his head toward Matti, seemingly saying, “He’s just a boy.” Kusnetsov raised his right palm apologetically to Aino and said, “Anteeksi,” pardon me, in Russian-accented Finnish. Aino stalked out of the house. Kozlov holstered his pistol and resumed drinking his heavily sugared tea. Matti picked up the harness and followed Aino outside, his face white with rage and humiliation. He was gone until chores the next morning.
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Midsummer’s Eve arrived. Aino made a new dress for the dance on the hand-cranked sewing machine that Ilmari had shipped from America. Maíjaliisa made her redo the first version because it was too tight. After getting her mother’s approval on the second try, she secretly tightened the dress again by hand. She’d also made small adjustments to her light cotton corset. All the mothers were constantly harping at their daughters not to pull their corset laces too tight because it was unhealthy; corsets were for modestly supporting their breasts and making their clothes hang right. All the daughters knew that if you pulled the laces tighter it accentuated your curves and made for a far greater overall effect. All the mothers knew that all the daughters knew this.


Knowing her dress fit perfectly, Aino jumped into the back of the cart covered in her longest shawl and quickly snugged down with her back to the driver’s bench, where Matti was driving, her mother squeezed between him and her father.


As soon as they reached the tanssilava—the dance site on a huge expanse of glacier-exposed flat rock several kilometers east of Kokkola—the shawl was crammed between the pillows, along with her glasses, and Aino bolted, holding her skirt up so she could run. Tapio and Maíjaliisa looked at each other quizzically. “Voitto,” Matti said. Maíjaliisa looked heavenward and Tapio shook his head, smiling. The three of them walked to join the dancers. Many of these were older men and women in traditional clothing, the young people as well as many of the adults in their Sunday clothes. Children played boys chase girls and vice versa at the edge of the tanssilava; a slightly older group played kick the can in the soft light of the midnight sun.


One of the young people in his Sunday best was Aksel Långström, at his first dance without his parents. Not yet fourteen, he’d come with his older brother, Gunnar, who was commissioned to watch out for him but who, to Aksel’s delight, had immediately abandoned him. Aksel was the last child of four. His mother would have died birthing him, had his father not skied and run over thirty kilometers to bring back the best-known midwife in the district. The woman had saved his mother’s life, but not her ability to bear more children.


Aksel had been fishing with his brother and father for years already. It told, not only in the dark, tanned face that framed brilliant blue eyes but in shoulders that stretched the Sunday tunic his mother had sewn for him just six months earlier. His Sunday trousers showed a two-inch gap above his shoes. The Långströms were Swedes, the descendants of Swedish settlers from several centuries past. Aksel, like most Swedes, although just coming into manhood was already as tall as most grown Finns.


His mother had tried to teach him the rudiments of the waltz, hambo, and schottische in the weeks leading to Midsummer’s Eve, humming and singing the music, as there were no instruments in the house. Farm chores, however, and helping his father with the fishing didn’t leave a lot of time, so Aksel hung back shyly by the refreshments table. He watched the dark-haired girl with the beautiful figure who could dance like the wind ruffling the water. Aksel loved his sisters, but they were literally pale in comparison with this girl. Her black eyes flashed.


The combination of longing and sheer joy in watching her, combined with his shyness, kept Aksel eating by the table until he thought either his heart or his stomach would burst. She was getting a lot of attention from the sons of merchants and prosperous farmers, most of whom were still in school, just as she probably was, putting her out of his reach. He’d been taught to read and write by the church, but school was beyond the family’s means. She’d been dancing a lot with that socialist, Oskar Penttilä, who was in the same political club in Kokkola as Gunnar, a club Gunnar had asked Aksel to keep secret. But now, Penttilä, who must have gone to get the girl a drink, because he had a glass in each hand, was talking animatedly with a group of young men, including Gunnar, ignoring her. Aksel could only shake his head. There she was, a beautiful girl, wasted while those idiots talked politics.


He struggled with his shyness. Should he ask her to dance? The sun had dropped below the horizon far to the northwest, making high clouds glow in shades of orange against a soft, light-blue sky. The cold, unblinking luster of Jupiter hung above his head, so bright he felt he could touch it. His star, however, was warm-orange Arcturus at the foot of Boötes, the man who chased the two great bears around the sky. Arcturus was always there for him, summer or winter. He looked for it in the cold nights on the boat and in the cool mornings and evenings of the long summer days. The planets came and went. Gunnar had caught him talking to it one night on the boat and kidded him about it but never told anyone. What was between brothers was kept between them, just like Gunnar’s club.


Aksel looked up at his star, stood a little straighter, and said to it, “This is it.”


Aino thought a man was coming toward her, but when he came into focus she saw that he was just a boy, good-looking and obviously on his way to being big, but thirteen or fourteen at the oldest. She had seen him arrive with Gunnar Långström, a comrade of Voitto’s, so he was probably Gunnar’s little brother. They did resemble each other.


The boy just stood there swallowing. Maíjaliisa had told her about this power that women have over men—and had also told her about misusing it. “It’s like that Swede’s new explosive. It’ll move mountains, but you get careless with it and it will get you into serious trouble.” Serious trouble for Maíjaliisa always meant the same thing: getting pregnant. Aino attributed it to Maíjaliisa’s seeing the heartbreak of out-of-wedlock deliveries, which her mother helped with even though Aino was quite sure Maíjaliisa would never help with abortions.


She smiled at the boy. “You’re Gunnar Långström’s little brother, aren’t you?” She said it in Finnish, even though she spoke reasonably good Swedish. Swedes had settled in Finland centuries earlier and Finland was ruled by Sweden until it was ceded to Russia in 1809 after a bloody war, so a sizable minority spoke Swedish.


The boy nodded his head. The Swedish-speaking and Finnish-speaking communities kept pretty much to themselves, but with written material in both languages being common as well as increasing literacy among the younger people, it didn’t surprise her that Aksel had picked up some Finnish.


“Aksel,” he said. More silence. “Aksel Långström.”


She could have made fun of him for the obviousness of that last remark, but she smiled at him instead. “My name is Aino.”


“Like in the songs.” He answered her in Finnish.


That was good. “Yes.”


“She killed herself rather than marry old Väinämöinen,” he said.


That was verging on impressive.


“She was beautiful.”


Aino could see that his cheeks were flushing. She glanced over at Voitto. Trying not to squint, she could just make out that he was talking to people and appeared to be holding her drink. Obviously, he’d forgotten her. Voitto gestured with one of the drinks, spilling some of it. It must have reminded him why he’d gotten it. He turned toward her. Perfect.


“Are you going to ask me to dance or not? It’s a waltz. You can waltz, can’t you?”


The boy nodded vigorously, then thrust out his hand. It was the first time she’d ever seen adoration in someone’s eyes. It surprised her how much the warm rush of it pleased her, even coming from someone just out of childhood. She took his hand. He escorted her properly to the inside circle of the dancers already circling the dance space. He then took her right hand in his left, placed his right hand in the center of her back, and holding himself erect in the dancer’s brace of someone who had been taught something about dancing, moved smoothly into the flow.


Aino smiled, her eyes just able to peer above the boy’s shoulders, checking that Voitto was watching them. He was. Her father had taught her how to dance, and many dark winter Saturday nights had been spent with him and Ilmari alternating on the kantele, her mother dancing with the boys and her father with her. To dance on any other day of the week would have been considered frivolous. The band was playing “Lördagsvalsen,” or “Saturday Waltz,” an old Swedish tune and one of her favorites. She knew Voitto was watching and she gave herself over to the feel of the boy’s strong arms holding her against the centrifugal force, the harmony, and the pulse of the three-quarter-time music, the Nordic twilight with its few bright stars above them, the two of them whirling beneath it as one being. She merged with it all.


Aksel escorted Aino back to the group of unmarried girls, where a somewhat irritated Voitto was standing on the group’s edge with the two drinks in his hands. Aksel thanked Aino and nodded his head toward Voitto. His whole body felt like a song about to be sung.


He had just returned to his place by the food when stillness quickly spread through the crowd. A group of five young Russian officers had appeared, two of them carrying bottles. They stood there talking among themselves, laughing a little too loudly to be carefree. They must have known they weren’t welcome. Still, Aksel didn’t begrudge them anything. They were just young men, probably unhappy about being posted so far from home. He, along with all the others, tried not to look at them, but he felt uneasy.


The dance band’s leader acted, starting a lively schottische, and the older people, including Tapio and Maíjaliisa, deliberately took the floor to ease the awkward silence. Soon the general hubbub restarted, and the Russians’ presence was, if not forgotten, being politely tolerated.


Then, two of the young Russians asked two Finnish girls to dance. The girls politely refused. A couple of the soldiers who hadn’t asked the girls to dance made fun of the ones who had, in Russian, probably disparaging their looks or their manhood, and those soldiers came right back with their own insults just like young men everywhere. The bottles were passed again. An empty bottle was thrown into the trees on the edge of the dancing area. That brought looks of disapproval from the adults, but the Russian who did it grabbed for another bottle and took a large defiant swig. Aksel’s uneasiness grew.


Still, the Russians now kept to themselves and were politely ignored.


Aksel was aware that Aino had been dancing with other boys than Voitto, and when he’d danced with her earlier, he noticed that her hand was rough and callused, both making her seem a little more within his reach. So Aksel once again looked up to Arcturus in the dawn-like silver of the summer sky for courage and walked over to ask her to dance. She accepted. It was another waltz. She moved like a sailboat responding to the slightest touch of the rudder.


On the second turn around the area, Aksel saw one of the Russians watching Aino intently. The young officer tossed down a drink, handed the bottle he’d been holding to one of his friends, and worked his way slowly through the dancing couples. When he neared Aksel and Aino, he stood there for a moment, swaying just slightly. The waltz came to an end. Aksel bowed, as his mother had told him, and started to escort Aino off the floor. The soldier stopped them, also giving a bow. He was not only an officer but, by the cut and quality of his uniform, upper class. He politely asked Aino, in Russian, if he could have the next dance.


Aino’s head went up slightly and her shoulders back and she answered with an abrupt, “Ei onnistu!” “No way” in Finnish. The Russian took it for the clear snub it was. His face clouded. Whatever he said back to Aino in Russian wasn’t good. The two stood there, glaring at each other.


Aksel started to look around for Gunnar. He and Voitto were already coming across the tanssilava. The soldier’s friends started coming from the other way. Aksel saw a dark-haired boy with the same flashing black eyes, a little older than himself, join Voitto and Gunnar. He guessed this must be Aino’s brother.


Voitto was the first to speak. “Maybe you think you own the country,” he said in Finnish. “But you don’t own our women. Nobody owns Finnish women.” The Russian didn’t understand him.


Aino, with her fluent Russian, repeated Voitto’s words and then added an earthy insult that involved the Russian going home and having sexual congress with sheep.


Two of the Russian officers burst out laughing but not the aristocrat. He slapped Aino across the face. Aino snarled and hit his face with her fist. The stunned soldier shook his head, trying to clear it. Before he could even think of retaliating, Aino’s brother was on him, screaming with rage, slugging the Russian, who staggered backward into his friends, trying to shield himself. The brother kicked the Russian in the knee and then, spinning, caught the side of his head with his elbow. Spit and blood flew from the man’s mouth. The other Russians waded in, and the fight was on.


Aksel had never been in a fight before. He picked out the nearest Russian, who stunned him with a fist to the temple. He saw stars, not like Arcturus, and found himself sitting on the ground.


Aino stood there with her mouth agape, stunned at the raw male aggression she’d unleashed.


The sound of a vodka bottle breaking stopped the fighting. The Russian with the broken bottle, clearly drunk, was sneering at Gunnar and waving it in his face. Gunnar’s hand went behind him, and he drew the long, curved puukko used by all fishermen for gutting and scaling. Matti moved next to Gunnar and pulled out his shorter and broader hunter’s puukko, more effective for skinning. Gunnar and Matti stood together facing the Russians, both slightly crouched, left arms up, right arms holding the puukkos away from their bodies. Now there was fear in the faces of both sides.


That was when Tapio stepped in, his own puukko in hand. “I’ll use it on the first person who takes a step forward.” He looked directly at Matti. “Including you.” He repeated himself in Russian and, obviously surprised that the man spoke their language, the young officers backed off.


After a few minutes of awkward silence, the accordion player started up a lively version of “Suomalainen Polkka,” and the rest of the band was soon with him. With the almost Russian-sounding minor key, the rapid two-four rhythm, and the repeating four-note figures, the tune was just right to clear the air. Eventually the mood created by the fight dissipated and disappeared altogether when the huge midsummer’s night bonfire roared high into the sky, sucking air so furiously that the women’s skirts ruffled at their ankles. Then, with a heavy crashing noise, collapsing timber sent up a column of burning cinders into the clear, pale sky. Around the circle, Finns and Russians both were cast in foreboding red.
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Sergeant Kozlov was a sullen drunk. When he got this way, it felt like a storm cloud moving toward you, the air stirring at your feet and around your shoulders; all you could do was weather it, hoping lightning wouldn’t strike.


Kozlov and Corporal Kusnetsov were slumped in the straight-backed wooden chairs at the kitchen table, a bottle of vodka and a plate with their cigarette ashes between them. Aino was knitting a winter sweater for Matti. Maíjaliisa was darning stockings. Both sat next to the woodstove. The fire that had heated supper and coffee was down to just embers, the door and windows were open to let the June air blow through the house. Matti was carving a dinner plate to replace one broken by Kozlov during a previous drunk and Tapio was resoling a winter boot. No Finnish farm family was foolish enough to waste the endless summer twilight. Those who didn’t prepare for winter never saw spring.


The Koskis didn’t tiptoe when Kozlov was in one of his drunks, but they knew to keep quiet. Laulu, however, lying on the floor in front of Aino with her legs splayed out, suddenly jerked up, came to her feet, and in the way of dogs everywhere began to bark furiously, raising the alarm at something not detectable by humans, something passing over the roof or in the trees across the fields.


Kozlov startled. Springing upright, eyes wild, knocking back his chair, he reached for his revolver, which was always with him like a touchstone of safety and violence. He shouted a string of obscenities at Laulu. Aino dropped her knitting and rushed to Laulu, kneeling next to her, to soothe and quiet her, whispering into her ear, “Shh, shh. It’s just Ilmatar flying over us,” the spirit of the air. Kozlov sat back down.


She let Laulu go and Laulu padded to the open door, then to the window, checking the perimeter, then padded back to settle in front of Aino, who had again taken her chair next to Maíjaliisa.


Corporal Kusnetsov, his head on the table, was apparently asleep. Kozlov raised his glass to Tapio and asked him in Russian if he wanted a drink. Tapio played dumb, wrinkling his eyebrows in puzzlement. Kozlov then held the glass out to Aino and Maíjaliisa, asking the same question. The combination of hatred for Russians in general, detestation of Kozlov in particular, and the insult to her womanhood made by the proffered drink, as if she and Aino were prostitutes, was too much for Maíjaliisa. She scowled, her jaw set with anger.


Kozlov rose from the table, smiling coldly. He held the glass out to Maíjaliisa, walking toward her, saying he’d by God make her drink and wipe that sanctimonious look off her face. Aino, knowing that her father understood every word, even if Maíjaliisa only intuited the intent, looked at Tapio as he rose to his feet. Matti rose with him, the plate dropping to the floor, his puukko in his hand. Tapio put his hand on Matti’s arm.


Matti lowered the puukko.


Laulu gave a low ominous growl.


Kozlov lurched forward, holding out the vodka glass, and stepped on Laulu’s outstretched paw. Laulu attacked, latching onto Kozlov’s leg just above the ankle. Kozlov threw the glass at her and began kicking her against the stove, screaming with rage and pain. Tapio and Matti both ran to pull Laulu off but didn’t reach her before Kozlov had pulled his revolver. The pistol shot froze everyone in place. Laulu sighed, her eyes looking up, and went stiff, blood running from where the rifle-size

.30-caliber bullet had exited behind her heart. Kozlov kicked the inert dog away from him. Aino went to the floor, covering Laulu’s body.


Tapio was on Kozlov like a wolverine. His rush knocked the drunken Russian sideways and they both went down to the floor, Tapio pounding Kozlov’s face with his right fist while trying to push the Russian’s gun arm downward toward the man’s feet. The pistol went off again. Matti was kicking Kozlov, while Kozlov was trying to bring the pistol up to bear on Tapio, who was trying to keep it turned down and away from him. One of Matti’s kicks hit Kozlov’s gun arm, and a third shot sent a bullet through Kozlov’s cavalry boot into his calf. Tapio wrenched the pistol from Kozlov’s hand and threw it between Aino and Maíjaliisa. Matti kicked Kozlov again and Aino started to make a grab for the pistol, but before she reached it, another pistol shot sent a bullet into the planks next to it. Aino jumped back. Everyone froze. Corporal Kusnetsov stood by the kitchen table, smoke curling from his revolver.


Kozlov scrambled over, retrieved his pistol, and tried to stand. He immediately collapsed. He crawled away from the Koskis, his pistol moving to cover them, Tapio rising to his feet to join Matti, Maíjaliisa still by the stove, Aino on the floor hugging Laulu with tears in her eyes—and raw hate.


It was an instant when motion seemed unrelated to time, Kozlov dragging his wounded leg, the Koskis standing by the stove, Aino at their feet on the floor hugging and rocking Laulu’s body, Kusnetsov standing behind the kitchen table, smoke from the various pistol shots moving lazily in the twilight air, and stunned silence. There are moments in life when everything is changed and there is no changing back.


Aino heard Corporal Kusnetsov ask Sergeant Kozlov if he could remain conscious and Kozlov answer him that he could and would remain so until this shit-head Finnish revolutionary was in prison for the rest of his life.


With Kozlov keeping his pistol on the family, Kusnetsov took Matti’s and Tapio’s puukkos. He tied their hands behind them with Aino’s and Maíjaliisa’s head scarves and forced them to their knees. He turned to Aino and said, “Ysti.” Aino glared at him. He fired his pistol into the floor in front of her and she scrambled to get the horse.


Aino held on to Ysti’s harness as he stood patiently in front of the wagon. Matti and Tapio were now bound hand and foot on the wagon’s floor and Sergeant Kozlov, pale but obviously tough and in total control, was on the driver’s seat facing backward toward them, his pistol out.


Kusnetsov climbed up to the driver’s seat and took up the reins. He looked with sadness at Aino and Maíjaliisa and nodded his head back toward Tapio and Matti. “Hyvästi,” he said quietly, indicating that it was time to say goodbye.


Maíjaliisa hurried to the wagon’s side and touched her hand to Tapio’s face. “I’ll wait as long as it takes. I am your wife for eternity.” She then reached for Matti’s head, trying to pull it up closer to her over the wagon’s sideboard, but Kozlov rapped Matti with his pistol barrel and Maíjaliisa let him go. “Now is when you must remember your sisu,” she whispered.


Aino stood next to her mother, fighting tears. Tapio said to Maíjaliisa: “Put your hand on our daughter’s head.” Maíjaliisa hesitated, knowing what this meant, then she placed her hand on Aino’s dark, warm hair. Tapio said, “I cannot give my blessing in the old way, but now my little girl will go into the world a grown woman. I cannot give you silver or gold but take my blessing and keep it. Remember the ways and the prayers of the old people and remember those who love you and all will be well.” He nodded to Maíjaliisa, who removed her hand.


Aino and Maíjaliisa watched the wagon until it disappeared behind the birches at the road’s turning, keeping everything in: the utter helplessness, the emptiness, the two of them alone in the silence.


Matti came back to them two days later with Ysti and the wagon, his face bruised and eyes blackened, his back raw and still weeping blood and fluid from the whipping. They would never see Tapio again.
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The burden of planting and harvesting would fall on Maíjaliisa, a forty-six-year-old woman; Aino, a sixteen-year-old girl; and Matti, a boy not yet fifteen. The little cash Maíjaliisa could earn from her midwifery practice wouldn’t begin to take care of the monthly rent. And as strong and willing as he was, Matti simply couldn’t match a grown man’s obligation for the work rent.


Maíjaliisa, of course, tried to hide her fear from her children, as was expected of her, and Aino tried to hide her fear from Matti, as was expected of her. They needn’t have worried. Matti was too filled with rage to be worried about the future.


They worked frantically, taking advantage of the long days, sometimes even working through the twilight of the summer night, missing out entirely on sleep. Still, they missed July’s rent. In mid-July, just two weeks after the rent was due, a letter arrived from the count’s manager, Mr. Melker Gustafsson, in Turku. After reading it, Maíjaliisa took it in to the bedroom and shut the door. Emerging about ten minutes later without it, her face grim and determined, she said nothing. She didn’t have to say anything. Aino and Matti just gave each other a look.


Gustafsson arrived at the house on the eighth of August after the Koskis underpaid their August rent. He knocked on the door but entered the house as if he owned it, which his boss did. He presented Maíjaliisa with the letter she’d written several weeks earlier, saying she’d make up the shortfall in July’s rent. Maíjaliisa had to admit she didn’t have the money. Gustafsson said he wanted it in two weeks and left. Until then, Aino had never seen her mother cry.


Voitto came to help whenever he could, but between school and his work with the socialists, he couldn’t come as much as Aino wished. He was also slow and inefficient at farmwork. Neighbors tried to help, but harvest came to every farm at the same time, so in the crucial last days the Koskis couldn’t get the hay cut and stacked before rain fell for several days, leaving it sodden and almost sure to rot. The cows might weather the bad hay because they had two stomachs, but their milk would be severely reduced. If Ysti was fed bad hay, it could kill him. They tried selling the cherries from the older trees as well as the potatoes from the garden but really couldn’t get much for them. The apples were looking good, but they wouldn’t be ripe for another month and, since virtually every other farm had a good apple crop, the market would be bad. So Maíjaliisa and Aino spent days picking deep-red lingonberries that grew in the forest and pale-orange cloudberries that liked to live on little hillocks in the wet pastureland or swampy ground near lakes and rivers, which meant fighting mosquitoes, sometimes so thick that Aino had to put her scarf over her nose and mouth so she wouldn’t breathe them in. No one in the district cultivated cloudberries—it was too difficult—so they were able to sell those for cash in Kokkola where the people liked to eat them, either fresh or as jam, with heated leipäjuusto, a local cheese made from cow colostrum.


Maíjaliisa began taking Aino with her on every midwife visit, not just the occasional easy one. With two midwives in the family, there would be two times the income—if only the families who needed midwives could pay in cash.


None of them said it, but winter was coming, and they might not even have a house.


In mid-September Mrs. Puumala went into labor. There was a chance of some actual cash payment as the Puumalas owned their own farm and were good at working it.


“Four centimeters,” Aino said. She looked up from between Mrs. Puumala’s legs at her mother. Maíjaliisa motioned her aside, peered closely at Mrs. Puumala’s cervix, and grunted approval. Aino did not have a ruler. She was using her mother’s finger scale.


“Is there any depth?”


“Just a little.”


“So, what do you do now?”


Aino hesitated a moment. “Nothing?”


Maíjaliisa stood up and laughed. “You get coffee.”


Aino was learning fast—but it wasn’t all about midwifery. While waiting for Mrs. Puumala she picked up Marx’s The Civil War in France and a German-Swedish dictionary to help her through it, both lent by Voitto. She was deep into it when she heard a horse outside and Mr. Puumala say to his wife, “It’s your sister’s nephew—the socialist.”


Aino’s heart lurched. She quickly took her glasses off and stood up. Her hair, which she had piled in thick braids on top of her head, must be a mess from spending the whole morning looking up Mrs. Puumala’s kusipää.


Voitto’s lean form stood in the doorway, his head nearly touching the lintel. Aino couldn’t decide whether to pull her hair together or whether that would be too obvious.


“We heard Fanny-täti was in labor,” Voitto said.


“So how long have you had this interest in babies?” Maíjaliisa asked Voitto. There wasn’t a hint of it, but Aino knew the question was dripping with irony.


Voitto looked her square in the face and said, “I really came to see Aino.”


Aino sat down with her mouth open. For a Finnish boy, this was a declaration of love.


Maíjaliisa turned to Aino. “He isn’t shy.”


Aino dumbly shook her head no.


Maíjaliisa took out her pocket watch, always with her to time contractions. She turned back to Voitto. “If she isn’t back here at noon it’ll be the last time you see her because she’ll be a prisoner sentenced to hard labor.” She turned to Aino and said so no one else could hear, “And you keep your skirt down.”


Aino gave Maíjaliisa a look, squeezed past her, and was out the door. Voitto was just out of sight of those inside and she ran to him. He lifted her feet off the ground and twirled one time around before putting her down. He nodded to his horse, mounted, and she was up behind him, long skirt and apron bunched beneath her bottom, her bare legs dangling down, holding him tight with her head resting on his back. She wanted to stay there forever.


They found a spot near the small stream that formed the boundary between Puumala’s land and the farm next to it. They were both on their backs, next to a large smooth rock, holding hands, looking up at the August clouds.


“That one,” Voitto said. “See. A house with a chimney.”


“And to the right, a horse.”


“No, that’s a cow,” he said.


“A horse.”


He rolled over and kissed her quickly on the forehead. She laughed. “OK. You win. A cow.”


They both waded into the river, ostensibly looking for crawdads. Voitto was carrying the crawdads in his hat, constantly shaking them down as they tried to crawl out. “My uncle can cook them for Fanny after the baby comes,” Voitto said.


Aino nodded, happy with the idea. Then she turned serious. “Do you think there will be marriage after the revolution?”


Voitto shrugged. “Probably for a while. But after the state withers away, no reason will exist for marriage. It’s all about property rights, isn’t it.” It wasn’t a question.


“Sure.” Aino paused. “Of course.” She snuggled against him as they waded.


“But there will still be …” He colored. “I mean people will still love each other.” He turned her to him and, looking into her eyes, put both of his hands gently on the back of her exposed neck. He kissed her, fully and forever.


She felt him through her skirt and apron. Looking up at him, pushing against him, she whispered. “And everyone will have healthy, well-fed babies.”


He smiled warmly and shook his head back and forth in wonder, as if he couldn’t believe his good fortune to have her for his girl. “And everyone will have healthy, well-fed babies,” he repeated.


There was a brief moment; then his whole countenance changed. “Babies,” he gasped.


They both hissed, “Saatana!” and ran for the horse.


Mrs. Puumala delivered a healthy baby girl with no complications. Sitting on the buckboard with Maíjaliisa on the way home, Aino felt she was moving into her mother’s sphere as a participant, not just an appendage, and it felt good. Maíjaliisa went over the delivery in detail, questioning Aino about what might have gone, but didn’t go, wrong at each step and Aino had the thought that maybe, just maybe, she might follow in her mother’s footsteps.


When they arrived at the house, several buggies were in front. Maíjaliisa’s hand went to her mouth, she dropped the reins, and she ran into the house. Aino, torn between following her and taking care of Ysti, compromised by tying him next to a water trough and went in after her mother.


Inside the kitchen were two policemen from Kokkola and Gustafsson. Matti was seated on the floor with his hands on his head. One policeman held Matti’s puukko; the other one, older, looked uncomfortable. Her mother was literally on her knees in front of Gustafsson, who was seated at the kitchen table having helped himself to some raspberry pudding.


“Mother, get up,” Aino said quietly. She asked the two policemen, “Will you let him up if he promises he’ll do no harm?”


“He’ll do no harm in jail. He assaulted a police officer,” the man with Matti’s puukko said.


“They came to take the farm,” Matti blurted out.


“You’ll be quiet,” the younger officer thundered, pointing the puukko at Matti.


“Surely, these are extraordinary circumstances,” Aino said. “He’s fifteen.” She looked down at Matti. Matti wouldn’t look at her. She looked pleadingly at the older officer who had seemed uncomfortable.


“We’re sorry, Mrs. Koski,” the older officer said to her mother. “It’s the law. Mr. Gustafsson here has given you two weeks.”


“And two months before that,” Gustafsson said. He took another spoonful of pudding. “I hope you understand my position. I’m responsible for making the estate work efficiently. Clearly, you are no longer able to work the farm. Your husband’s agreement with the father of the current owner—which we were prepared to honor fully—to pay him a third of the crops or the cash equivalent is moot. Then there’s the undone work rent.”


“Surely, my husband will be back soon.” Maíjaliisa turned to the older policeman. “It was an accident!” she pleaded. “The Russian was drunk.” The police looked down at the table. Maíjaliisa turned to Gustafsson. “He could be back within the month.”


Gustafsson sighed. “Mrs. Koski, I have a perfectly healthy man in his thirties with three young children and a wife who will pay half the crops instead of a third. The farm is obviously worth far more now than when your husband made his agreement with the owner’s father.”


“But we built—” Aino blurted.


“I’m not finished, young lady.” Gustafsson cut Aino off. He turned back to Maíjaliisa. “Your husband won’t be back in a month or even a year, if ever, and you know it.”


Gustafsson gave the older policeman a self-righteous, I-demand-justice look. “We all have our duty.” The man looked at Aino, then spoke to Maíjaliisa, still on her knees. “We have no choice. We’ll have to take him in.”


Maíjaliisa groaned. At best, it meant years in jail.


Maíjaliisa slowly rose to her feet.


Aino watched her struggle for control. She found it. “Aino,” Maíjaliisa said. “Please get out the visitor glasses.” Then she added, “And the napkins in my dresser.” She turned to Gustafsson. “Please. Can’t we just have a cordial and talk. He’s just a boy.”


Gustafsson drew himself up. “It’s too late for that.”


Aino knew there were no napkins in Maíjaliisa’s dresser. What was in her dresser was the family savings, held beneath a false bottom. She swallowed and gave her mother a look to signify that she understood the mission. She went into the bedroom where she nearly tore the false bottom out. She returned to the kitchen, their small savings palmed in the hand that held her apron.


Matti was standing. The younger policeman was taking his handcuffs from his belt.


Maíjaliisa went to her knees again, sobbing hysterically, pleading with them not to take her son. Everyone was looking at her. Aino slipped Matti the bills. There was the briefest of moments when their eyes met, then Matti was running out the door.


The two policemen were trying to get past Aino, who stood firmly in the door until she was thrown against the wall. She watched their backs. There would be no chance for them to catch Matti. She could only hope he’d elude the certain manhunt to come.


Aino looked calmly at Gustafsson. “You’ll be the first one we get when the revolution comes.”


He slapped her face.


The two police officers returned, winded. Gustafsson pointed at Aino. “Arrest her. She’s a revolutionary. She threatened to kill me when the revolution comes.”


Maíjaliisa came up to Aino and put her arm around her shoulder, staring defiantly at the three men.


“I heard her. She’s a goddamned red,” Gustafsson said.


The older police officer sighed. “She’s a child—and she’s just lost the only home she’s ever had.”


Maíjaliisa asked Mr. and Mrs. Laakkonen if she and Aino could move into their barn, and they gladly agreed. Laakkonen, taking advantage of the railroad and new creamery in Jakobstad, had switched his rye and barley crops to oats to feed his cows, which increased their milk production, and he was now finding himself with more cash and cows but short of labor.


The law said that the Koskis could take all their personal possessions and Maíjaliisa argued that Ysti was a personal possession. That became irrelevant when Gustafsson said he’d be willing to take Ysti and the wagon in lieu of what was owed for back rent. He also magnanimously agreed to let them use what was now the estate’s horse and wagon to haul their goods to the Laakkonens’.


On the last trip, they brought Maíjaliisa and Tapio’s bed and Maíjaliisa set it up against the hewn logs of the south wall of the barn, where it could get some heat from the sun. The logs were well fitted with a wide groove on one side overlapping the curved top of the log below in the Finnish style. It required very little chinking. There would also be heat from the cows. Aino and Maíjaliisa were grateful and relieved. They would be safe for winter.


Aino and her mother mounted the wagon behind Ysti for the last time. Down the road, Aino asked Maíjaliisa to stop and she climbed on Ysti’s back. Coming up on the farm—with its expanded orchards, tidy rows of new and old trees breathing in the early fall sun, the birches and the alders already starting to turn color; the new outbuildings crisp and solid, the work of months by her father and brothers; the solid old house with its board-and-batten sides, its birch-bark roof, the loft window through which she and Matti would jump with their skis onto fresh snow piled nearly over the sill, the new addition that Maíjaliisa had insisted be built when Aino came of age and that for the past two years had been her very own room; and the neat well-tended graves of old Musti, the baby boy found in the snow, and young Laulu—Maíjaliisa pulled the horse gently to a stop.


“I can’t go any closer,” she said quietly.


Aino understood. She slid off Ysti’s hindquarters to the ground. Maíjaliisa joined her and tied the reins loosely to the seat. Then she gently slapped Ystävä, clucking to him, and said, “Home, Ysti, home.”


The horse turned to look at the two of them. Aino couldn’t be sure, but she thought Ysti must know that this was a final parting. He slowly and gently bent his large head around toward them and Maíjaliisa scratched his muzzle. Aino let out a cry and grabbed him around the neck, burrowing her head into his wiry hair, feeling his heat for the last time. She pulled back and Maíjaliisa again slapped him on his hindquarters saying, “Home, Ysti, home.”


Ysti gave them a long look. Then he turned toward the house and walked away.


Six days later, Aino found work as a housemaid with a merchant family in Kokkola, where she could sleep in the windowless basement near the coal chute, sharing a pallet with another girl. She would have Sundays off to be with her family, given of course that everything had been cleaned up after breakfast and that she was back by four to help prepare supper. Since she had to walk the six kilometers to the Laakkonens’ and back, this would give her three or four hours.


Two days after beginning her new job, she joined Voitto’s growing cell of the Finnish Active Resistance Party, violent revolutionaries.
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The pallet Aino shared was only ten feet from the coal bin. She breathed coal dust all night and constantly fought to keep her uniform and underclothes clean. On the other hand, the coal bin was next to the warm furnace. The other advantage of living in the basement was that it was easier to slip away to attend meetings. Which she did, bribing her pallet mate to cover for her with extra food that she managed to sneak out from under the watchful eye of the cook who was also the head housekeeper and had a tiny room to herself just off the kitchen.


Aino’s workday started at six in the morning and she had to be dressed and have eaten breakfast before then. She could go to the basement and her pallet only after the kitchen and parlor were spotless, often after ten at night. If the family was entertaining, it was later.


On meeting nights, she could snatch only two or three hours of sleep. She was often late and sometimes missed entire meetings, even though meetings started at ten to accommodate working people like her. It would be her first insight into organizing; working people don’t have time to debate theory. That was why most socialist theorists and organizers weren’t from the working class.


Aino and Voitto agreed that before meetings he would wait for her by the stone wall of the old Kaarlela church on Kirkkopolku Street. She would usually know from a distance whether he was still waiting for her, because she would see the glow of his cigarette long before she could make out his form in the darkness. From there they would make their way down to the docks, where a sympathetic longshoreman let the small group meet in the attic of one of the many warehouses that lined the harbor. Meeting in the Kokkolan Työväentalo, where the social democrats mostly held sway, was too risky. The police monitored everyone who went there, as Voitto pointed out, to talk. The Finnish Active Resistance Party despised social democrats and anyone else who compromised with the corrupt system—and the party wanted to do far more than talk. The time for talking had ended, but a frustrated Voitto had found it difficult to move the group from rhetoric to action. Action meant risk.


On a still, cold night in February 1905, Aino smelled Voitto’s cigarette before she saw its glow by the stone wall. She ran into his arms and they held each other, feeling each other’s warmth from beneath their many layers of stiff clothing.


He took her by the hand and started off. “Come. We can’t be late tonight. What took you so long?”


“My mistress had company and wanted me to serve coffee.” Voitto was already in front of her, pulling her along. “Hey, hätähousut,” Aino laughed, calling him a name that literally meant “emergency pants.” “What’s going on?”


“Rauta, from Helsinki, is coming tonight.”


The chill evoked by the name Rauta came with a tremor of excitement. There might be action. Why else would the party send him this far north? She linked her arm closely inside Voitto’s and buried her cheek against his wool coat, feeling the moisture from her breath freezing on his sleeve. Fresh snow squeaked beneath their shoes in the silence of the sleeping town.


Everyone knew that Rauta, which meant “iron,” wasn’t his real name. None of them knew how high up in the party he went. Everyone was nervous. This was Voitto’s only link to the larger party and Rauta’s orders were to be obeyed without hesitation.


Rauta wasted no time. “This student debating society must act. I mean illegal action in defiance of laws that protect the rich.” He scanned the room, making eye contact. “The party has decided that you will be reorganized for action into independent cells of just three people each. However, you will continue meeting with this larger group, discussing theory, putting out pamphlets, and making speeches. We know that army intelligence, the local police, and even the Okhrana think—with good reason—you’re woolly-headed student radicals playing at revolution.”


He surveyed the room. “Backsliders and reactionaries will be purged.” He paused, the word “purged” hanging in the air. “Am I perfectly clear?”


Aino studied Voitto to see if there was any sign of how he felt about all the changes. He showed nothing.


Then Gunnar Långström spoke. “Don’t we get a say in what we’ll be asked to do?” he asked. Voitto could not contain a visible wince, nor could Rauta contain his anger.


“Who are you?” The voice was ice cold.


Voitto jumped in to protect Gunnar. “We haven’t studied democratic centralism as a group, yet,” he said to Rauta. He turned to Gunnar. “We must trust party leadership to exercise democratic centralization. Bourgeois democracies are palliatives to keep the people working for capitalists.” Aino knew that Voitto was struggling to show Rauta that Gunnar and by association the others weren’t reactionaries. “Knowledge of the organization must be limited. You know that, Gunnar. The Okhrana can be very persuasive.”


“Yoh,” Gunnar said. He and Voitto held each other’s eyes.


Rauta stared at Gunnar, then said, “I see we understand each other.” Gunnar nodded, shifting his eyes to the tabletop.


“Just last month,” Rauta went on, “the czar murdered more than one hundred of our comrades in front of the Winter Palace. The czar’s response to the appeasing petition of that collaborating priest, Father Gapon.” He paused, making sure no one agreed with Gapon. “The Finnish Active Resistance Party retaliated by killing Grand Duke Alexandrovich and that bastard traitor Soisalon-Soininen. We need to keep up the pressure.”


The room was silent.


“Only active resistance,” Rauta continued, “not stupid ineffective petitions begging the czar for crumbs, will stop the Russians from squeezing us into slavery and continuing to throw Finnish boys on the corpse piles of imperialism and capitalism in a war with Japan that is not our war. We need to hit the Russian imperialists again.” He slapped a palm on the table. “And again. And again. And again.” He was now pounding the table, a fleck of spit at one side of his mouth.


Rauta stopped pounding the table and stood up straight. “You have been given the privilege of attacking the army base south of Kokkola. The party will help you with explosives and weapons.”


Aino felt a thrill of excitement mingled with fear.


Gunnar stood up from the table, his jaw set. “What about the Finnish workers inside the compound?” he asked.


Rauta’s eyes bulged as he turned to Gunnar.


Voitto quickly interposed. “Comrade Långström,” he said, carefully choosing his words. “We have repeatedly let it be known, through flyers, newspaper articles, even speaking with these people directly, that collaborating with Russian imperialists and capitalists is morally reprehensible. These people chose easy money.”


“You know my mother’s sister works there.”


“People make choices,” Rauta said. “They live with the consequences.”


Rauta’s face settled once again into its cold mask. He addressed the group, his voice going soft but intense. “At this very moment, the people are rising with the tide of history. Nothing will stop the revolution. Those who fight the party and history will die.” He looked directly at Gunnar.


With murmurs of approval, hands thumped on the table in solidarity with Rauta.


Gunnar sat down.


Aino’s heart was now pounding in her throat from excitement.


The attack was set for April.
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By the first week in April, the sea ice was fast disappearing. Aksel’s father was driving him and Gunnar hard repairing the net for the spring runs.


Aksel pulled a knot tight with his hand-carved wooden net-mending needle, twisting his wrist to put friction on its inner tongue so the twine wouldn’t slip. He wanted to talk with his brother, who was at the other end of the net rack, but he was afraid. Ever since that February morning when Gunnar had come back from spending the night in Kokkola “visiting friends,” he’d become grim, as when a seal got in the net and he had to club it to death.


The night before, Gunnar had slipped out of the bed he and Aksel shared, and Aksel had lain awake most of the night. At the noon meal, Gunnar had been uncharacteristically sharp, arguing with their parents about socialism in general and in particular the assassination last summer of Nikolai Bobrikov, the governor general of Finland. Their mother and father weren’t pro-Russian, but their father kept saying to Gunnar: “You can’t just kill people.” When Gunnar gloated openly about Russia’s defeat by the Japanese at Port Arthur, their mother pointed out that Finns and Swedes had gone down with the Russians. Gunnar said he didn’t care. You couldn’t stand in the way of history. Their father told him to leave the table, which he did, slamming the door.


Aksel looked over his shoulder to make sure their father was gone. “You were out again last night,” he said to Gunnar.


Gunnar pulled a knot tight and grunted.


Aksel continued to cut and tie, filling in the holes so the net would neither sag nor be pulled too tight after the mending. Aksel usually liked mending net—if the weather was warm. With the thaw just ending, however, his hands ached with the cold.


“What are you doing at night?”


Gunnar stopped working. Looking gravely at Aksel, he said, “For your own good, no more questions. Promise?”


“Promise.”


Aksel hadn’t promised not to follow Gunnar. Like most Finnish boys, Aksel was a good hunter. Following undetected was a cinch.


He watched from the woods as Gunnar met someone on the road to Kokkola. Something was exchanged. Then he followed to where Gunnar hid the something beneath a pile of brush about four hundred meters into the woods just north of their house.


The next night, Aksel crept out of the house while Gunnar slept. The waxing moon was almost full behind scudding clouds, so it was easy to find Gunnar’s hiding place. When he saw the dynamite and two pistols, fear coursed through his body. Aksel knew that with Gunnar it was never about capitalists and workers, despite his socialist rhetoric; it was always about Russia and independence. The target had to be the Russian army base just up the coast road.


Two days later, a Saturday evening, the fifteenth of April, Aksel and Gunnar were washing blood and fish scales from the boat when Gunnar said, a little too casually, “I told mother and father that I’m going into Kokkola to see about a pair of boots that Alvar Johansson’s uncle left behind when he migrated to America.”


“So, they assume you’re drinking.”


“Yes.” Gunnar put both of his hands on Aksel’s shoulders. “You assume it, too.”


Gunnar hardly ever touched him. Why now? Aksel’s stomach felt a lift of anxiety. The anxiety grew when he saw Gunnar leave for Kokkola with a knapsack too large for boots.


* * *


As Gunnar was walking toward Kokkola, Voitto and Aino were whispering angrily outside the house of Aino’s employer, looking up and down the street every so often.


“You can’t do this to me,” Aino whispered.


“I can, and I will.” He grabbed her by her arms, looking intensely into her eyes. “It’s no place for a girl and if we fail …” He swallowed.


“If we fail, I will fail with you. You can’t leave me alone.”


“They’ll do horrible things to a girl.”


“They’ll probably treat me better than the boys.”


Voitto shook his head at that. “Stubborn,” he said.


“Yes,” she answered.


“And wrong.” Voitto reached his arms around her, pulling her close to him. “We won’t fail. Trust me, we won’t.”


“Then take me with you.”


“If you’re there, I won’t be able to keep my mind on the job and we will fail.”


“That’s not on me.”


“Nor me. It’s the way it is. It’s how we’re built.”


They stood against each other, feeling their body heat coming through the wool of their clothes and the quilting of their jackets, as a cold April wind blew all around them.


“I promise you,” Voitto said. “As soon as it’s over, I’ll come to the Laakkonens’ on your Sunday visit home or get word to you there if I can’t come. Kokkola will be crawling with police and soldiers.”


“Just come.”


He pushed back from her and she leaned after him, seeking him with her mouth. He pulled her in close and kissed her. Then he pushed her back more firmly and held her at arm’s length. They looked into each other’s eyes, knowing it could be the last time, ever.


Aksel knew that the sun would set just after nine and that it wouldn’t be dark enough to see stars until after ten, so whatever Gunnar was up to would probably happen around eleven. Just after Gunnar left, Aksel told his older sister, Anna Britta, who was hanging clothes, that he was going to check out the salt lick for any moose activity. Anna Britta’s eyes were troubled. She touched the back of Aksel’s hand.


Aksel grabbed the family bicycle and caught up to Gunnar, but he was careful not to reveal himself. He waited in the trees by the road for Gunnar to return from the hiding place. When Gunnar emerged from the forest, Aksel pushed the bicycle out from the trees and confronted him.


Gunnar was savagely angry. “You go back home. Now!”


“You have dynamite in that rucksack.”


“Do not get tangled up in this. You go home. I mean it. I’ll beat hell out of you if you don’t. You’re not so big yet that I can’t.”


“It’s the army base.”


Gunnar stared at him, lips sealed.


“Finns are working there.”


“You think I don’t know that?”


“Gunnar, Aunt Jennie works there.”


There was a brief silence.


“Go home,” Gunnar said. Aksel had never seen Gunnar so intense. “Any slip of the tongue, the slightest hint, could bring the Russians down on the whole family. You must understand this. Army intelligence and the Okhrana have informers everywhere.” He held Aksel’s shoulders and looked him in the eye. “You must know nothing about this.”


“Gunnar, it’s murder.”


The two brothers stood looking at each other, Aksel standing astride the bicycle, Gunnar, his jaw muscles working, slightly hunched under the heavy pack. Finally, Gunnar spoke. “I know you don’t understand, but I have to do this. There’s no turning back. Aksel, if you love me, go home and say nothing.”


Aksel’s throat tightened. Don’t cry now, damn it. He grasped the handlebar grips so tightly that his fingers were white and his forearms trembled.


Gunnar gently put a hand on one of Aksel’s. “I’ll be all right. I promise you I’ll be back, maybe not for a while, but I’ll be back and everything is going to be better.”


Aksel watched Gunnar disappear around a bend. He gave a cry of anguish and grabbed a large rock. Remounting the bicycle he pedaled furiously after Gunnar. Gunnar turned around to see him coming and his eyes widened in fear. Aksel hit him square on the forehead and Gunnar went down like a poleaxed cow.


Aksel careened to a stop and ran to his downed brother. He tore open the rucksack and found, along with the dynamite, a rope and grappling hook. They were obviously planning on going over the walls. He took the rope and bound Gunnar, hog-tying him wrists to ankles; slung him over his shoulder; and dumped him into the bushes. He threw the rucksack and its dynamite even farther into the brush and pedaled up the road to the army base.


Aksel lay beside his bicycle just off the road and studied the front gate of the compound. It was all going too fast. He’d pedaled up the road thinking he would tell his aunt Jennie so she could quietly warn the others. He soon realized that if he told her, she might go immediately to the Russians. After all, she had chosen to work for them. Even if she did try to help, someone else could tell the Russians. They would trace the warning back to Jennie and she would quickly be frightened into saying who told her. The army intelligence people for sure, maybe even the Okhrana, would be at the house in a matter of hours.


Aksel realized he didn’t even know where in the compound Voitto and his people would be likely to strike. Maybe several buildings were targeted. How many people were involved? He knew next to nothing. He put his face down on the earth and held his head in his hands. What was he doing here?


He looked up at the sound of harness bells. A wagon was coming, spurring an idea. If the wagon contained food or anything bound for the post’s kitchen, it would go directly to the cooks. They were all Finns. Maybe he could get a note inside one of the bags somehow. He knocked his forehead against the ground in frustration. He never carried pencils or paper.


With the wagon nearly in sight, he pulled his puukko out and quickly sliced off a slab of bark from a birch. Hurriedly he carved a message on the soft inside of the bark. “Finnish patriots attack tonight.” If he had written socialists or communists, whoever found the note would be far more likely to go directly to the Russians. But how was he going to get the note to that someone? He would need to trust the driver to deliver it. The odds were too high that the driver would be afraid and tell the Russians.


The wagon had the name of a local flour mill on it and carried large white bags. Aksel again lay there, face to the dirt. Only one way seemed possible and it was dangerous.


He cut a strip of cloth from his shirttail and bound the bark to a rock. Setting off in a loop through the woods, well out of view of the road, he worked his way carefully up to the low wall of the compound. He waited. No one walked along the perimeter. As far as the Russians were concerned, this was just a sleepy post inside their own country. The only guards were at the gate.


Aksel climbed up a young fir tree, using the branches to conceal him. When he could see over the wall, he paused. The wagon was approaching a building with several chimneys emitting smoke. It had to be the kitchen. Where else would the flour go?


He tried to control his breath. He waited until the flour was unloaded and the wagon left the compound, memorizing the layout he’d seen. He moved up to a point on the wall nearest to the kitchen. He threw the rock over the wall and heard a welcome thud as it hit a wooden wall. He turned quickly and disappeared into the forest, again looping from the road to return to the bicycle. He had done the best he could. Now it would be up to the finder of the note and God.


He met Gunnar on the road. Gunnar had managed to get himself loose and had found the rucksack. Aksel halted in front of him. Gunnar looked at him, his hair matted with drying blood. “You warned the Finns.”


Aksel nodded yes.


“Aksel. Aksel.” Gunnar looked at him with anguish. “You’ve killed me.”


Dread coursed through Aksel’s body. “What? What do you mean?”


Gunnar took a deep breath, looked up at the cool twilit sky for a long moment, as if saying goodbye to it. His eyes moist, he looked down at Aksel with nothing but love.


“You told Jennie.”


“No. I realized they’d trace it back. I wrote a note and threw it over the wall to the kitchen.”


Gunnar looked back up at the sky. A bird flew from one tree to another. He bent in close to Aksel and smelled his brother’s hair, nuzzling his nose in it, taking in all he could. He stepped back, his hands on Aksel’s arms. “If it gets to the Russians, they’ll be waiting for us. If I tell my comrades before the raid that you warned the Finns, the party will kill me for telling you and they’ll hunt you down and kill you for betraying the raid. Discipline will require it. If I don’t show up tonight and the Russians are waiting for them, they’ll think I sold them out and they’ll hunt me down for that.”


“Gunnar.” Aksel had started crying. “Gunnar. I didn’t know. I didn’t mean—”


Gunnar tightened his grip. “You listen. Your life depends on this. Are you listening?”


Aksel nodded yes through his tears.


“I’m already under suspicion because I spoke up about the Finnish workers in front of a very scary man from Helsinki. They’ll torture me before they kill me. If I’m captured by the Russians …” He hesitated. “Only a fool would believe that I won’t talk. Either way, I’ll be executed and the Russians or the party will come after you. If I know you’re safe, I’ll feel a lot better when I finally break.”


Aksel started to talk but Gunnar put his hand on Aksel’s mouth. “You must get out. Tonight. Father has a cousin in Stockholm.”


“I won’t go.”


“If you don’t go, I will die knowing you’ll be next. Will you leave me to die like that?”


Aksel shook his head no.


“Of course not.” Gunnar held him to his chest, soothing the back of Aksel’s head. “Of course not.” Hugging Aksel close, Gunnar whispered in his ear: “I will never, never hold this against you. Go home. Tell Mother and Father that I”—he took a quick, deep breath—“that I …” he momentarily choked. “And tell our sisters, too.”


Holding him at arm’s distance he said, “I’ll always love you.” Gunnar squeezed Aksel’s arms hard and walked away. Aksel held forever the memory of seeing his big brother turn to wave as he disappeared at the bend in the road.


Although Aino knew no details, she knew the raid was tonight. She was barely able to abide the chatter of her fellow servant and the conversation of the merchant and his wife as they placidly ate their Saturday night supper. When the couple rose from the table, Aino curtsied and asked permission to go home so she could attend church in the morning with her mother, which was granted. She was able to leave around ten and half walking, half running in the darkness made it to the Laakkonens’ barn after midnight. Maíjaliisa had fallen asleep with some of Mrs. Laakkonen’s mending in her lap.


Aino didn’t sleep the whole night.


After early church, she tried to pretend that everything was normal as she went about her chores, struggling to ignore a terrible sinking feeling that pulled deep in her body’s core.


Late that afternoon the Laakkonens’ dogs started barking and Aino ran out of the barn door, her heart soaring. It had to be Voitto, alive, alive.


It was two strange men in a small trap. Maíjaliisa came to the door, her face questioning. The men walked up to the two women.


“Aino Koski?” one of the men asked without the trace of a smile. He spoke with a Russian accent.


Aino nodded, her heart pounding. Something must have gone terribly wrong. She wanted to run, but she was rooted to the ground, her heart sinking, wanting to know what had happened to Voitto, but knowing she couldn’t ask for fear of implicating herself.


“You’re under arrest for treason and sedition.”


Aino and Maíjaliisa gasped, both grabbing at their throats.


“No,” Maíjaliisa croaked. “This must be a mistake.” She was ashen faced. “Aino,” she pleaded. “What’s going on? What have you done?”


Aino looked down at the ground, her lips compressed.


“Aino!” Maíjaliisa cried, grabbing her arm, trying to pull her around to face her.


The men didn’t even acknowledge Maíjaliisa. Jerking Aino away from her, they handcuffed her arms behind her back and pulled her stumbling to the small trap. Mr. Laakkonen, who’d been spreading hay for the cows, watched from a distance. Mrs. Laakkonen stuck her head out of the house and quickly pulled back inside.


One of the men lifted Aino and threw her onto the floor of the trap, wrenching her shoulder. She would not cry out.


Maíjaliisa rushed toward the trap and grabbed Aino by her skirt, pulling on her. The man who’d thrown her down was mounting beside the other man who’d already taken up the reins. He shoved Maíjaliisa with his boot and drew a pistol.


“Where are you taking her?” Maíjaliisa cried, running alongside.


The men did not answer her. The driver whipped the horse into a trot, leaving Maíjaliisa alone on the road.


As Aino lay on the boards of the trap, Aksel and his father were ten kilometers out to sea, the sail fluttering slightly at the luff, moving the little fishing boat with maximum efficiency. Aksel’s father hadn’t spoken in over two hours.


Earlier that day, Aksel had waited, saying nothing, filled with anxiety and guilt, letting his parents believe that Gunnar was missing because he’d drunk too much the night before. By midmorning, however, their anxiety started to rise and Aksel broke, blurting out the story.


When Aksel finished, the entire family was silent. Then, his father rose and took out the puukko he wore on special occasions. Its blade had been incised with beautiful old runes, a magic incantation that asked for safety on the sea. The birch handle had been carved with a slight blade guard to keep it dry in wet conditions.


Aksel shook his head no. The puukko was passed down through the oldest son. It would be Gunnar’s when their father died. “If by grace of God’s goodness, he is returned to us,” his father said quietly, “you can give it back to him.” He looked down at the knife. “Gunnar’s life was his to give for what he felt was right. You had nothing to do with that. Maybe some Finn lives because of you, and Gunnar will have less blood on his hands when he meets his Savior.”


He straightened his back. “Now, you must do as Gunnar told you. You have a man’s body. You have the skills of a seaman and you already know that you’re a better fisherman than me, or Gunnar.” He smiled. “It was you who got the gift of kenning the mind of those we seek beneath the water.” He handed the puukko to Aksel. “The police will be on the roads—and the others, too.” He looked at Aksel and Aksel nodded that he understood. “My cousin works for a shipping company in Stockholm. I will take you across to Holmsund. Now, say goodbye to your sisters and your mother.”
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Maíjaliisa went to every official who would see her. She was met with condescending sympathy. No one knew. Maybe Okhrana. Maybe Russian army intelligence. Whatever the case, the matter was out of their hands. Sorry about your daughter. From most, she felt a polite, silent disapproval. It was her daughter’s choice to be a radical. She went to the army barracks to ask Corporal Kusnetsov for help. Kusnetsov looked out across the fields. When he turned to her, he shook his head no and walked off.


Maíjaliisa went all the way to Helsinki, staying there two nights with her cousin. After a week of fruitless searching, Maíjaliisa returned home to keep up with the chores and her obligation to the Laakkonens. Every night she wrote by candlelight in the barn to Finnish officials in the required Russian, painstakingly using the pastor’s Russian/Finnish dictionary.


Then, sixteen days after Aino’s arrest, the telegram from Maíjaliisa’s cousin in Helsinki arrived: “Alive. On 11:16 train.”


When Aino got off the train at Kokkola, Maíjaliisa saw that her cousin had given Aino fresh clothes. They hung on her gaunt body. Aino collapsed into her arms. Maíjaliisa winced when she pulled Aino’s head against her chest; her head scarf was covered with wet spots. Maijaliisa pulled it back, exposing bald patches, oozing fluid where skin had been torn away along with hair. The Okhrana’s notorious “goose-plucking.”


When Aino leaned into her, Maíjaliisa saw the raw sores on her wrists. Watching her climbing painfully into the Laakkonens’ wagon, she knew she’d been tortured in other ways.


Mrs. Laakkonen immediately offered Aino their bedroom and she and Maíjaliisa shooed the men out of the house. Mrs. Laakkonen helped Maíjaliisa get Aino onto the bed and then left them alone.


Maíjaliisa recoiled when she saw the damage. Then she went to work, gently moving aside Aino’s hands every time she tried to cover herself in shame. When she had done all she could, she lay next to Aino and let her sob it out.


She’d been kept alone for nearly a week, not allowed to sleep, slapped during questioning. But she’d not talked. Then they removed her clothes and doused her with water for five days. She proudly never cracked. That was when the goose-plucking started, and it wasn’t just on her head. She’d been hung by her wrists with her shackled feet pulled up behind her, leaving her suspended in a sort of upright bow.


“He kept whispering over my shoulder, nuzzling his cheek against my ear, asking me for names,” she sobbed. “God, his breath stank.” She twisted to look at Maíjaliisa’s face. “I never betrayed Voitto. Never.” She started crying again. Maíjaliisa stroked her hair, gently murmering, rearranging it to cover as best it could the bald spots on her mangled scalp.


Aino groaned and twisted away to look at the wall. “But then he said just give us names of people you don’t know, just who you’ve heard about. You’ll betray none of your friends. I spit on him.”


“Shh, shhh. My darling.”


Aino was trembling. “There was a stool.” She stopped. “There was a stool. They turned it upside down and …”


Maíjaliisa hugged here tightly.


“And they lowered me.” Aino wailed, choking with the horror of what had happened and with shame at what she’d done. “I gave them every name I’d ever heard . . . Raitanen in Turku, three in Helsinki, and even one in Riga, Latvia.” She clutched at her mother. “I never gave them Voitto or anyone in the cell.”


When the crying stopped, in a husky voice she asked, “Will I have babies?”


Maíjaliisa caressed her hair, murmuring, “Of course, my baby.” She pulled away slightly, her tone becoming clinical. “The cervix and everything behind it is untouched. You’ll heal”—she looked Aino straight in the eye—“physically.”


That night, Maíjaliisa dug up the ceramic jar she’d secreted in the wall of the barn. It held the money that she had managed to save after Matti fled. She helped Aino pack, carefully folding her good dress and second skirt in newspaper, placing them in a small leather valise, along with all of Aino’s underclothes and a jar of viili starter. Every family had its own culture of viili, a Finnish yogurt, that often had been passed down for generations. It would be unthinkable to begin a new life without it.


Just before they climbed into the Laakkonens’ wagon, Maíjaliisa handed Aino a letter she’d written to her sons. “You’ll get there faster than the mail service. This explains everything. You know your brothers. They’ll take care of you.”


It was a very quiet ride. Aino was trying to take everything in, everything she could hold of her home in her heart, the gentle landscape with its thousands of lakes hidden in quiet birches, spruce, and pine trees, as if the retreating glacier had left behind tears that mourned its passing, the neat fields where rye, barley, and hay were shooting bright and green up to the white spring sky as they moved toward their full golden destiny in the nearly constant summer light, racing to grow to fullness against the retreating sun before Pokkanen laid the land to sleep under his frost and all the world would dream of spring again.


She ached to be able to say goodbye to Voitto. Instead, she stood before the train that would take her to Hanko on the south coast and said goodbye to what was left of her family, her mother. At Hanko she would take a boat to Hull in England and board another train there for Liverpool where she would embark for America. Crying was beneath both of them. Standing erect, her face controlled, Maíjaliisa said, “You keep your sisu.” She gave Aino one last quick kiss and pulled back.


The last Aino ever saw of her mother was at the Kokkola train station, her face stoic and noble.


She sat down on the hard bench of the compartment, refusing to cry, feeling her own face hardened beyond anything she could have imagined just three weeks ago. She vowed that if she ever found out who’d betrayed them, she would kill him.


Three days later, as the steamer picked its way carefully between the rocky islands that surrounded Hanko, she stood on the deck watching the shore pines slide past and the islands recede in the wake. The next time she would see trees and islands would be from the rail of a ship on Willapa Bay in the state of Washington as she made her way south to her brother’s farm on Deep River.





PART TWO


1904–1910





Prologue


The majestic westward-flowing river went without a name for millions of years, but for nearly four thousand years she was called Wimah, Big River, by the first immigrants to her shores. Since 113 years before Aino’s arrival, she has been called the Columbia.


She begins life in rills along the immense north-south crest of a complex chain of mountains starting with the Selkirks in British Columbia, which merge into the Bitterroots of Idaho and Montana and then turn into the Grand Tetons of Wyoming. The rills become rivulets that become creeks that push and flow through waterfalls and rapids, pulled on by inexorable gravity to form the Duncan, the Kootenay, the Pend Oreille, the Kettle, and the Spokane, all flowing to join her. From the eastern slopes of the Cascade mountains that divide Oregon and Washington and merge into the Sierra Nevada of California, she is met by the Okanogan, the Wenatchee, and the Yakima. The immense Snake River, formed by the Boise, the Owyhee, the Malheur, the Salmon, the Grande Ronde, and the Clearwater, merges with her from the south. From the highlands of eastern Oregon, the Umatilla, the John Day, and the Deschutes add to her strength. She cuts through the scarp lands of the great lava flood of millions of years ago forming deep canyons and passes the sunrise side of the great mountain called Klickitat by the Yakima Indians and Adams by American settlers. She alone of all rivers has the strength to force her way through the Cascade mountains, themselves pushed ever skyward by the vast power of the Pacific and Juan de Fuca Plates diving beneath the North American continent where former ocean floors are turned into hot liquid that makes the land groan and tremble with the strain, until the lava bursts forth, forming peak after snow-covered volcanic peak from Mount Silver-throne by the Straits of Georgia in British Columbia to horizon-filling Ta-koma of the Lushootseed speakers, the English-speakers’ Mount Rainier, which broods, waiting until it can again pour lava into the Salish Sea, all the way to translucent Shasta and dark-skinned Lassen, volcanoes deep into California. The river, cutting faster than these mountains rise, forms the majestic Columbia River gorge that separates the perfectly proportioned maiden Loowit and Klickitat’s angry rival for her hand, fierce Wyeast, named by the British navy, Mount Saint Helens, and Mount Hood.


Now, with the force of all her tributaries, she emerges alone from the western end of the great gorge to meet the broad north-flowing Willamette, giver of rich, black earth. Then, through forests so thick the sun does not reach their floors, flowing a mile wide, flowing two miles wide, flowing west, adding the rain-swollen waters of the Lewis and the Cowlitz Rivers, now flowing five miles wide, she reaches her mother the sea, bearing her salmon fry, depositing her silt and sand, the carved rock of her battles with the land, forming twenty-mile-long beaches on both sides of the ship-killing bar where the great river meets the surging tide, throwing up forty-foot standing waves as she shudders and bludgeons her way back to her origins, the sea, fecund with latent heat, cold to the human touch, but the source of enormous energy, feeding and growing the vast ocean storms that move ever eastward until they collide with the mountains and transform into the steady rain that nurses the rivulets, causing them to grow like sprawling children, until they are born again in the great river that cycles, cycles . . .


Where the great river reaches the Pacific, a vast temperate rain forest grows faster and denser than the Amazon jungle, producing trees inconceivable to Europeans and Asians before they saw for themselves. The first people to see these forests did not penetrate them. Moving ever south in the blink of time when the great glaciers sucked the shoreline thirty miles from their present position and formed a bridge for them to cross from Asia, they settled along the rising shorelines, rivers formed by the melting glaciers, taking only from the very edge of the vast forest the occasional cedar to make a canoe to help gather fish and whales from their mother, the sea, to help them build shelter against the rain and snow falling from their father, the sky. The ice passed from memory. The forest, sea, and rivers provided; time, like the salmon that every year returned without fail, cycled, cycled . . .


Strangers came in canoes large enough to hold small villages and took away the pelts of the sea otter and beaver, leaving iron axes, beads of wondrous color that glowed with light, and an overwhelming knowledge that those who came first had known only a tiny part of a vast world. New villages rose, made of the same cedar and fir, but the dwellings were stiff and angular and had eyes that allowed you to see through their walls. The strangers kept on cutting the cedar and fir, forming the logs into lumber and sending the lumber on the huge ships to that vast unknown world where the trees must not grow. So, too, these people without trees were a people without salmon, and the strangers caught the salmon, cut the salmon to put in metal containers, and shipped the containers, as they did the lumber, to the distant insatiable people who lived where the salmon did not. And the large ships came back for more and cycled, cycled . . .
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When Matti left home in the summer of 1904, he had fled inland. Avoiding towns, taking on odd jobs at farms for food, he moved steadily north, the land becoming increasingly forested and then increasingly barren as the forest gave way to reindeer country. After several months, he crossed an unmarked border into Norway. At Hammerfest, a lively center where Lapps, Finns, Swedes, Russians, and Norwegians all came together to trade with each other and the wider world, he talked his way on to a boat headed for England, not using and not telling anyone about the money he’d sewn into his clothes. There, he used part of it to buy passage to Boston, near where he found work in a shoe factory in Fitchburg. As soon as he’d earned enough for a train ticket, he set out for his brother’s farm on Deep River.


As Matti was leaving Boston, Ilmari was climbing over the trunk of a huge, newly felled Oregon oak. He had spent most of the summer clearing ground for more pasture by felling the smaller trees and drilling fire holes deep into the larger ones. It pained him, but alfalfa didn’t grow in shade.


Ilmari had named his farm Ilmahenki, after Ilmatar, the spirit of the air. It stood on the south bank of Deep River, twelve miles by river east of its mouth on Willapa Bay. About a mile downstream was the nascent settlement of Tapiola, which, in the dreams of John Higgins, who’d established a general store next to a natural landing site at the edge of tidewater, would someday become a thriving valley town.


The house was surrounded by newly planted apple trees and hay fields, wrested from the forest through labor that equaled that of any Russian penal colony. The fields were dotted with cattle that grazed around piles of limbs and smoldering seven-foot-high stumps, which were slowly disappearing because of the drilled holes into which Ilmari stuffed hot coals that he relentlessly tended day and night. It was also the way he’d felled the enormous old-growth hemlocks and Douglas firs, many twelve or fourteen feet in diameter. He let fire do his work, while he plowed and planted between the massive trees and stumps. He’d have starved if he’d tried to clear them before planting.


Slow and majestic beating of large wings caused him to look upward, and he watched an eagle descend onto a branch of one of the light-barked alder trees he had left standing by the river to remind him of the birch trees in Finland. The eagle ruffled itself slightly and then remained still, its eyes intent on the river. Ilmari tried to imagine what the river looked like through the eagle’s eyes. The sun, usually hidden by clouds in June, warmed his back as he lost track of himself, just being with the eagle and the alders and the river. A flicker of white belly feathers caught his eye as another bird flashed against the edge of the dark forest. Long white feathers with black ends formed what looked like stripes on the bird’s tail, which flared wide, slowing the bird’s speed so it could perch on the limb of a Douglas fir. It turned its head toward him and a prominent yellow beak identified it as a yellow-billed cuckoo. Ilmari’s neck hair rose. He once again got the feeling, the one other people didn’t get, the feeling he couldn’t explain. The yellow-bill normally lived east of the Cascade mountains. Someone was coming. Maybe two. The eagle and the cuckoo.


Ilmari’s house had grown from a single lean-to cabin to the bottom floor of a planned two-story farmhouse that he hoped someday would shelter a wife and children. The interior of the house had no furniture other than a raised platform he used as a bed in the single bedroom, a kitchen table and four chairs, and an ornate red-velvet couch a mill owner, short of cash, had offered in lieu of payment. It had taken Ilmari two days to haul it home, first by steamer to the mouth of Deep River and then by his flat-bottomed rowboat. Ilmari took it good-naturedly when his friend Hannu Ullakko kidded him about the yet unknown woman he hoped to entice with the couch.


The couch stood on a hard-packed dirt floor in an otherwise empty living room with a river-stone fireplace and chimney. In the kitchen, however, Ilmari already had laid a floor of clear Douglas fir planks, upon which he proudly set a large wood-burning kitchen stove built from various scrap parts he picked up for next to nothing. He’d placed the stairs to the incomplete second story in the kitchen, because he knew that the kitchen would be the warm center of the family and where the children could dress on cold mornings. He also envisioned a wife sitting before the fireplaces, should fortune smile on him. Single Finnish girls, even single Scandinavian girls, even any girls at all were rarer than cash.


Close to the house was the first thing Ilmari had built: the low, six-by-eight-foot chimneyless sauna made of logs, dug in against a gentle hill and covered with turf. Once it was completed, he’d slept on its two-foot-wide stair-step benches and cooked on its kiuas, not much more that a pile of round river rocks heated during the day by burning the slash from tree clearing. When the day’s work was done, he would let the smoke out and stay warm next to the hot stones throughout the night. Every Saturday evening, without fail, he heated the kiuas until some of the rocks glowed. Throwing water from Deep River onto the stones, he filled the sauna with löyly, the sacred cleansing steam, and remembered Suomi.


“Yes, yes, someone is coming,” Hannu Ullakko said. “So is Christmas.” Ullakko lifted the saucer onto which he’d poured his coffee and sucked the coffee in through a sugar cube that he held between his lips.


Ilmari smiled. He expected no other reaction from his recently widowed friend.


The two often met on Sunday afternoon to have coffee together. Sunday was the day of rest, but neither took more than a couple of hours. Only God could get His work done in six days.


Ilmari had borrowed money from Ullakko, who owned a prosperous dairy farm, to build a blacksmith shop that stood just downstream from Ilmahenki, close to the river. Ilmari didn’t like being in debt, but he liked even less cutting his timber, which many did to get much-needed cash. For Ilmari, timber was wealth that grew every day. It could be looked at and smelled. Ilmari didn’t trust banks, and holding wealth in the form of paper seemed foolish.


Farmers around Tapiola needed blacksmith work and Ilmari’s business had grown with each new logging operation and sawmill. Still, Ilmari was diversifying, ever aware that good fortune would eventually turn to bad. He paid for two Hereford cows and the stud fees to breed them. Loggers loved beef but hated it canned. Beef cattle also meant he wouldn’t be tied to twice-daily milking, other than tending one or two cows for his own milk and butter. Ullakko, too, had prospered, not only selling dairy products to the camps but also turning his hay into a cash crop to feed the enormous appetites of the oxen the logging companies used to drag the logs to the edge of water where they could be floated to a mill. Ilmari, however, had repaired two of the new steam donkeys. He knew that the price of hay would plummet.


They were in Ullakko’s kitchen, whittling large cooking spoons out of cedar with their puukkos, the male equivalent of knitting. No one was idle, ever. From skilled hands and a sharp puukko came tools and artifacts of all kinds: duck decoys and fishing lures, knobs and handles, kitchen utensils, gate latches. When there wasn’t an immediate need for something useful, Ilmari worked on a nativity crèche and a kantele with more strings than the one he used now. The coffeepot empty, the friends broke up. Ilmari didn’t bother with a kerosene lamp to find his way to Ilmahenki. The sun set around eight, but the long-lingering July days didn’t bring full dark before ten, long after his bedtime. Dawn and the next day of work came around four in the morning.


He said goodbye to Ullakko and set out for Ilmahenki. He passed the grave of Ullakko’s wife, buried next to a copse of dogwood. Ullakko had asked him to read the burial service. The nearest pastor was in Astoria, and although he came often, he couldn’t always do so.


Just half a mile from Tapiola, Ilmari passed a huge lightning-struck snag, over twenty feet tall, whitened with age and scarred black from fire. Ilmari thought of God’s wrath, striking down from heaven. Why would God make a man prosperous enough to lend someone money and then take away his wife and baby? Why would He give and then take away Ilmari’s own baby brother and two sisters? Why was there hell? He thought of burning, screaming with pain, forever. How could God be so cruel? But he had sent Jesus to save him, so he wasn’t cruel. He was just. He decided to stop thinking, because no one should question God.


When he reached Ilmahenki, he saw a figure standing on the far bank, barely observable against the wall of the forest that covered the high hills across Deep River to the north of Ilmahenki. It was Vasutäti, the name given to the old Indian woman by the Finnish immigrants. It meant “Aunty Basket.” Every two or three weeks Vasutäti made the rounds of the farms and logging camps selling her handwoven baskets. She was the last of the Ini’sal Indians, a small tribe of Chinookan-speakers who had lived on Deep River until they were decimated by European diseases.
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