
  [image: Cover]


Title Page

  [image: Last Winter's Snow by Hans M Hirschi]

  [image: Beaten Track Logo]

  Beaten Track

  www.beatentrackpublishing.com


About this Book

  This is the story of Nilas and how he navigates life, trying to reconcile being gay as well as being Sami. Set over several decades, we follow Nilas and his Swedish husband Casper, as they build a life amid the shallows of bigotry, discrimination, and the onset of the AIDS crisis.


  Last Winter’s Snow portrays recent LGBT history from a Swedish perspective, from the days when being gay was considered a “mental disorder” to today’s modern anti-discrimination legislation and the move toward equality. It’s also the story of one couple and the ups and downs of everyday life in the face of changing rules and attitudes toward them and their relationship.


  Last, not least, it’s a book that celebrates the rich history and culture of the Sami and their land, Sápmi, as well as their ongoing struggle to achieve recognition and win back the right to self-determination over lands they’ve lived on for thousands of years.


  Last Winter’s Snow is Hans M Hirschi’s first novel set almost entirely in Sweden, but it is the second time (after The Fallen Angels of Karnataka) he takes his readers on a journey into the mountainous regions of Scandinavia in one of his acclaimed novels.
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  Dedication


  This book is dedicated to the oppressed minorities of the world.


  Today, more than ever.


  You know who you are and you are not alone!


  The Sami and the land they call Sápmi


  Humans began to wander north not long after the ice had begun to retreat at the end of the last ice age. Before them, the arctic fox, the eagle, the hawk, the lemming, the moose, the reindeer, and others had already found their way to Sápmi, “the land.” They made it their own, domesticating the reindeer, keeping small herds of about a hundred head to feed their family, supplemented with fishing and hunting, trading with others, sometimes as far away as the Americas, long before the Vikings sailed. They pitched their tents in well-thought-out locations near fresh cold-water springs, for instance, on a mound from where they had a good outlook over the immediate vicinity.


  These humans settled in the mountains and at the shores of Sápmi, in the north of Scandinavia, Finland, and the Kola peninsula in what is now Russia. Over the millennia, the migration streams into Sápmi evolved into seven distinctive cultures and languages, related yet different, with subtle cultural differences between those people living primarily off the sea and those who herded reindeer.


  The reindeer lived in Sápmi before the Sami arrived. They lived in the mountains, eating the tender grass and alpine flowers that grow in the short but warm summers in Sápmi. They give birth to their calves near cold-water springs, mountain lakes, and rolling hills where the last patches of last year’s winter snow still linger.


  Young reindeer calves spend their first summer imprinting on the mountain. They will always, instinctively, return to the same spot, year after year, renewing the cycle of life.


  When the days grow shorter, and the first snow falls, they begin to migrate, east, down into the forest lands and toward the Baltic Sea shores, away from the freezing mountain range, eating lichen off the trees and digging up the grass with their hooves, wherever possible. In late summer, the males stop eating as they engage in mating fights against each other, losing much of the body weight they gained during the summer. Some of the weaker ones will not survive the onslaught of the winter. The winning male will mate with over a dozen of females.


  When the snow begins to melt again and the days anew grow longer, both the reindeer and the Sami who, to various degrees, domesticated them, begin their trek westward bound, up toward the mountains again, and the cycle starts over. The reindeer is the focal point of Sami culture, providing milk, food, clothing, tools, and shelter. Some individuals are trained to pull sleighs with goods. The white reindeer is particularly revered, and used to be sacrificed to the gods, their most valuable gift to them.


  For thousands of years, the Sami have lived on and cultivated their land, undisturbed but for the occasional visitor from the south, until, four centuries ago, the first settlers arrived in bigger groups. The Sami call them dádtjh. They welcomed them, learning new building and hunting techniques from them, implementing new materials into their clothes, shelters and tools, admiring the technology they brought along, making use of it.


  But these settlers not only brought cattle, horses, modern tools and technology, they also brought laws, new languages, and a new religion. The settlers conquered Sápmi, making it their own, drawing nation borders where no borders had ever existed before, enforcing laws that contradicted and invalidated Sami culture, subjecting the Sami to a vengeful Christian god and unforgiving rulers in cities far, far away. The settlers forced the Sami into slave-like labor, to transport silver and iron ores from the mountains to the coast. They burned invaluable cultural artifacts, such as spiritual drums, forced many Sami to undress, measuring and photographing them for their so-called “race biology” well into the 1930s, and stealing the bones of the deceased as cultural artifacts to be displayed in museums in the south.


  The Swedes forbade the Sami to speak their language or wear their garb well into our time.


  Before the colonizers reached Sápmi, the Sami lived mainly in family groups, where each family possessed a stretch of land in the mountains. It is there, where the freshest grass grows and the most tender flowers bloom among mountain lakes, that the reindeer give birth to their young. Generation after generation return to the same birthing place.


  The first Swedes to show interest in Sápmi were the kings of the thirteenth century, but after the bubonic plague, their interest waned, as plenty of land became available in the south. In the seventeenth century, that changed, permanently. Only very recently have the courts begun to slowly reverse such rulings, gradually strengthening the rights of the Sami to their land, and the reindeer’s winter pastures. Only now it’s too late, with farms, towns, (rail-)roads, and industrial complexes built across traditional migration paths, creating ever-new struggles between the Sami and the settlers, making the annual migration difficult, if not impossible. The effects of climate change are also beginning to have an effect on land and creature.


  To the settlers and their governments in the south, the mountain ranges of Sápmi are an undisturbed “wilderness” to be protected from human interference, or to be used for military purposes or potentially disastrous but profitable mineral mining, while the forests and grasslands near the sea are considered agricultural land. But to the Sami, it’s home, their backyard, where they have lived for countless generations. The struggle to preserve Sápmi continues: wilderness or cultural landscape, which will it be?


  Most Sami were assimilated, and many were forced to give up their traditional lifestyle as new laws were enforced and farmers permanently settled on and claimed the land. Yet to this day, the Sami are a proud and peaceful people, and many try to live their lives the way their ancestors did, to preserve and celebrate their heritage. And while they are eager to embrace new technologies and tools—such as snowmobiles, quads, and radio—to help them move about the land and find their animals more easily, they remember their past, many still make sacrifices to their gods, and they work tirelessly to preserve their languages, culture, and their land, Sápmi.


  For all their differences, the Sami share the love for Sápmi, the mountain, the river, and the forest. Nomads, they live on the land, off the land, with the land, in harmony. Their gods sprang from the land and the heavens, and they revere the land as such.


  2016


  The Pillow


  He picked up the pillow. It was still warm. His warmth was still lingering on it. It still smelled of him. That scent he’d gotten to know so intimately in the past thirty-four years. Nilas fell to the floor in a heap of sobs and wails, hugging the pillow as tightly as he could, knees pulled up to his belly as he lay on the floor of their bedroom, screaming his despair into the pillow. Their bedroom. Never again. Just minutes ago, the ambulance had left the house, leaving Nilas behind, alone, forever.


  Casper’s passing had been so sudden, so unexpected. What was he going to do?


  ***


  Nilas woke up, as always, getting ready to jump out of bed, hit the shower and get ready for work, while his husband would stay in bed a bit longer. Casper worked from the house these days, so there was no reason for him to get up as early as Nilas had to. There was no commute, no office to get to, no Monday meetings to attend. This morning, Casper was lying on his side, his left arm stretched up over his head, covering his ear. He’d always slept like that, covering his ear. It helped to keep out the noises that might otherwise wake him up.


  Casper was an author, or had been, until the stroke a few months ago, and was fairly successful. He’d recently been awarded a big literary prize for his latest novel, and had overseen several of his books turned into films. But, like so many artists, he was always thinking, overthinking even, pondering, contemplating, plotting, and it kept him from falling asleep, or from falling asleep again if he woke during the night. Casper woke easily. Almost any noise would disturb him. Hence the arm.


  Nilas turned over to kiss the back of Casper’s arm, a small gesture of love that wouldn’t wake him but was still an acknowledgement of his presence, the love Nilas felt for his husband. He knew it was ridiculous; Casper wouldn’t even know, not consciously anyway, wouldn’t remember it when he woke up, but it was—nonetheless—a gesture that Nilas felt was important.


  They’d been married for more than twenty years and had been a couple much longer, long before they were legally able to get married. They were part of that first generation of queers to get married, to fight for equality, to fight for the right to be just as boring as everyone else: early mornings of work, early nights to catch up on sleep. They’d both left the gay scene when they were still relatively young, having found each other and domestic bliss. That, and the AIDS hysteria of their formative days as a couple, had expedited their hasty departure from the club scene.


  Nilas’s lips touched Casper’s upper arm, but the triceps had felt strange, cold to the touch, but not just cold because of the fact that it wasn’t covered by their comforter. It felt odd somehow, stiff, lifeless. Instinctively, Nilas sat up, took Casper’s arm and pulled him toward him, but it was not accompanied by the moan of an unhappy, rude awakening. No, Casper’s mouth was oddly open, his eyes closed, and he wasn’t breathing. The scream that escaped Nilas would’ve woken anyone in the house, but they lived alone.


  Nilas shook Casper, to no avail. He dialed the emergency services, and within fifteen minutes, the ambulance appeared in front of the house. The paramedics confirmed Casper’s death, loaded him on a gurney, and drove him to the hospital’s morgue where the cause of death was to be determined.


  Casper was gone, leaving Nilas behind, alone, to deal with his grief, and the memories…


  1982


  Is This Seat Taken?


  Nilas walked into the bar as he often did after school. While he wasn’t exactly stressed out by the university classes he attended this fall, it was still nice to go to their local gay bar and grab a beer before returning to his dorm room, facing the night, alone. Again.


  At twenty-two, Nilas was halfway through his college years—well, almost—and he really wanted to go all the way. Nilas wasn’t very tall, around five feet nine; he had dark hair and beautiful, almond-shaped, brown eyes. His face was defined by a heavy, squarish jawbone. He’d moved to Stockholm to study and to get away from his rural upbringing in the forest and mountain country up north. His parents had felt that, in order to get anywhere in life, he should get an education.


  His parents both came from traditional Sami families, but they had no animals of their own. A combination of misfortune and the effects of discriminating Swedish legislation had made it impossible for them to own a herd. Instead, they helped out other extended family members who had been more lucky in the lottery that was the Swedish “reindeer legislation.”


  Growing up herding reindeer, hunting, and fishing had been great for Nilas while he was a boy, but when he came out, some people began to retreat from him, and he heard the strangest comments like “how can you herd reindeer if you’re gay?” He wasn’t a fairy, fem, or camp, or whatever curse words people tossed around at guys who weren’t “real men.” He was just an ordinary bloke. If anything, he’d be considered a geek. Then again, who needed more labels? But without animals of his own, Nilas would never be able to live a traditional Sami life, and his parents wanted more for him than what they’d had, having to work for others and supplement their income with the odd job here and there.


  As a Sami boy, he had often been the outsider, anyway. Other kids in school would often call him and other Sami kids “fucking Laps” and tease them endlessly. Growing up in a tiny town, he had to commute eighty miles, twice every day, from seventh grade onward, and by the time he got to high school, he only came home every few weeks, living in a dormitory in Lycksele. After coming out, he’d become a double outsider, as some within his own people shunned him as well. Nilas couldn’t decide which stung more: to be called “fucking faggot” or “fucking Lap.” Eventually, he accepted his parents’ advice and moved south to study in the anonymity of the capital of the dádtjh.


  He’d been here in Stockholm more than three years now, having narrowly escaped the draft for military service, and was studying engineering at the Royal Institute of Technology. He was enjoying it. Life was good, but yeah, lonely. Stockholm was huge, compared to the little town of Ammarnäs in Sorsele commune, in what the Swedes generally refer to as “Lapland.” He simply called it home: Sápmi; “the land.” Compared to the one-hundred-something souls that lived in Ammarnäs, describing Stockholm as “huge” wasn’t anywhere near big enough.


  His entire family was Sami, and he was proud of his heritage. His immediate family had been okay with him being gay, even though it was very difficult to be open as a Sami. The entire life of being Sami revolved around the reindeer, and as they traveled with them, east to the coast in the fall, west to the mountains in the spring, the nomadic lifestyle and living in close quarters had made some people feel uncomfortable around him. Moving away made his life a lot easier; it also avoided controversy back home. And, as long as he was single, it really hadn’t been an issue going home for the holidays or during the summer to help his family and relatives with the animals, fishing, and hunting.


  Stockholm was the gay promised land. Every queer in Sweden turned wide-eyed upon their arrival in this majestic city that connected the Baltic Sea with Lake Malar, combining sweet and salt in an exquisite combination unlike any other city in the Nordics. It had been no different for Nilas.


  Still, as he stood by the bar, waiting for the bartender’s attention, he was impressed that there were places like this: bars open every day of the week. Heck, they didn’t even have a café back home, and whatever water hole they had was only open during tourist season. Here, they even had bars catering for the likes of him, Christopher’s kind.


  Sam, the bartender, smiled at him, recognizing one of his regulars, and asked him if it’d be the usual.


  “Yes, a large beer, please!”


  Beer in hand, Nilas proceeded farther into the bar to find a place to sit or a familiar face, but the bar was oddly empty this time of day. Well, maybe traffic will pick up soon, Nilas thought and sat at one of the tables overlooking the street. At least this way, he would be able to follow what was going on outside.


  His attention was focused on the whitish foam on top of his glass, while he nursed thoughts about the lecture he’d attended today. As part of their engineering curriculum, the students were also encouraged to study a humanistic subject of their choice, and Nilas had chosen a series of seminars about philosophy. Today’s lecture had been particularly interesting, as the professor had introduced them to the work of Danish philosopher Kierkegaard and his existentialism.


  It resonated strangely with Nilas, who pondered the path in life he’d chosen and what he’d do, given that he firmly rejected any notion of the Christian god in his life, which, according to Kierkegaard, would be man’s final stage in life, to live in accordance with the laws of the Christian god.


  It made him think about his family’s beliefs. The traditional gods of the Sami were closely tied to every aspect of their life, ruling over the heavens, mountains, waters, and forests. When the Swedes had conquered the land, they had all been forced into accepting the Christian faith. They had all been baptized, or, at least, they’d kept up the pretense. Behind the backs of the Swedes, many Sami continued to pray to their own gods and sacrificed to them, as they always had, although animal sacrifices had ceased.


  Nilas knew that his father and many of his relatives would never walk by an ancient sacrificial place without leaving a gift for the gods. They respected them too much. Being young and rebellious, Nilas had questioned those beliefs at times—not only the faith forced upon them by the Swedish colonists and rulers, but also his own people’s. Kierkegaard wouldn’t have been pleased. At all.


  “Hey! Is this seat taken?” Nilas was startled by the question that suddenly woke him from his philosophical reveries. He looked up to see a young man standing there, tall and slim in stature, with shoulder-length, straight, rye-blond hair, bright-green eyes, and a beautiful, dimpled smile. He looked expectantly at Nilas.


  “No, go ahead. Have a seat,” Nilas responded almost automatically, intrigued why this stranger would want to sit next to him when he could’ve chosen any other empty table in the bar. How very un-Swedish.


  The guy stretched out his hand. “Hi, I’m Casper. You looked lonely. I figured you might want some company.”


  How Did You Sleep?


  Good morning, Casper.” Nilas woke him by gently kissing his forehead. The man stirred in his sleep, opened his mouth, yawned, and stretched his body in the far too narrow single bed in Nilas’s tiny dorm room. “How did you sleep?” Nilas knew the answer already. Casper had been out like a light the minute after they had finished making love to each other and cleaned up. By then, it was already two or three in the morning, and while it was nice to finally be holding someone, to feel someone’s warm body next to his, sleep had eluded Nilas. He’d simply listened to Casper’s deep, calm breathing as he held him tightly.


  There was never any doubt that Casper would stay and spend the night. They had been talking for hours at the bar, completely shutting out the rest of the world—guests walking into the bar, chatting, drinking, leaving again. They’d talked about everything, from how and where they had grown up to their families, their schools, what brought them to Stockholm, how and when they had realized they were gay, and on to politics, entertainment, and everything in between. They’d disappeared into a bubble that was just for the two of them. No one else fit in.


  When Sam approached their table to tell them he was about to close up, they were still nursing that first beer, having barely touched it. They left the bar and returned to Nilas’s dorm to continue their conversation. Nilas’s room was a tiny square with space for a bed, a cupboard, and a desk under the window looking out over the inner courtyard. It was connected through a corridor to a small shared bathroom with a shower, toilet, and sink. On the other side, another student had his bedroom. There was a communal kitchen on the floor, shared by all students. There was only the bed and the one chair at the desk to sit on, and Casper had almost instantly plopped down on the bed, a grin on his face.


  “Have you ever been with another man? I mean, sexually?”


  Nilas shook his head. “I haven’t even kissed a guy yet.” He felt his ears burn as the embarrassment of his virginity became painfully obvious. “But I’d like to…” Nilas lowered his gaze and stared at the floor, afraid he may have said the wrong thing.


  When he felt Casper’s hand under his chin, gently tilting his head upward, Nilas found himself looking straight into Casper’s eyes, those bright-green orbs outlined by his beautiful blond hair. The first kiss was tentative, just a brush of lips, really, but the intensity of the emotion rushing through Nilas was something he’d never experienced before. It caught him by surprise.


  Casper quickly returned for more, and Nilas felt Casper’s lips parting, his tongue gently probing the seal of his own lips. Without resistance, he parted them and welcomed Casper. That second kiss seemed to last forever; it felt to Nilas as if time itself had stopped. Two young men, discovering each other for the first time, holding on to each other, connected by the power of those first kisses.


  “So,” Casper continued after a long while, “I would really like to get to know you better…” His last words trailed, and Nilas was unsure what he meant, exactly. But he didn’t have to worry for very long, as Casper began to unbutton Nilas’s shirt, slowly, meticulously, from the top to the bottom. From within, Nilas felt a heat rise, and his cock sprang to life, straining against the confines of his close-fitting jeans. Casper gently pulled at the shirt, completely pulling it out of Nilas’s jeans, exposing his lightly tanned torso.


  The chill of the cool air from the room hit Nilas’s skin, making for the oddest sensation, as he was all hot inside, barely able to contain his excitement. He began to shake uncontrollably.


  “Are you cold?” Casper asked.


  “No. At least, I don’t think so,” Nilas stuttered, shivering like a leaf.


  Casper laughed, quickly undressing himself. “I think you’re just horny, s’all. Sometimes, when your body is overexcited, it begins to shiver. Take off your pants and get into bed. I’ll take care of you!” With that, Casper pulled off his socks and his pale-blue briefs and jumped naked into Nilas’s bed, covering himself with the sheet and blanket. Nilas could barely move, but managed to get his clothes off and joined Casper in bed.


  “You have cold feet!” Casper complained, half laughing, half mocking Nilas. “But the rest of you is nice and warm.” Casper climbed on top of Nilas, their bodies grinding together, as they began exploring each other with their hands, almost always looking into each other’s eyes. Nilas could’ve spent the rest of his life just looking at Casper and those beautiful emerald-green eyes.


  “What?” Casper asked after a while. “Don’t you like what you see?”


  “Quite the contrary,” Nilas whispered, and planted a kiss on Casper’s lips.


  Slowly, almost systematically, yet tentatively, they explored each other. Apparently, Casper had been with other men before, but had never really gone beyond masturbation and getting a blow job, once, at a nightclub. They talked about the joys of sex, the different things they could do, things they might enjoy.


  “Have you ever, like fucked, or been fucked?” Nilas murmured quietly, scared to ask, unsure of the consequences the answer might imply.


  “No, I have not. I mean, I’ve seen a porn movie once, in the darkroom at one of the clubs, but until today, I’ve never really felt like trying it. Why, would you like to?”


  Under him, Nilas shrugged, while he felt Casper harden even more. “I don’t know. I guess… But I don’t even know if I can. Or if I’d like it…”


  Casper kissed him again. “There’s only one way to find out.”


  “But how? And who goes first? I don’t even know how. I mean, the ass hole isn’t made for things to go in, is it?”


  Casper laughed out loud before responding, “From what I saw in that porn movie, they use some sort of lubrication, spit or grease, and they loosen up the ass with fingers first. First one, then two or three, always applying some lube.”


  Nilas wasn’t convinced. “But what about, you know…”


  “Poop? I guess one just has to go to the bathroom first? Make sure you’re empty? I don’t know. They don’t ever seem to have a problem with that in porn movies.”


  Nilas’s erection waned, causing Casper to worry. “We don’t have to do anything like that today, or ever. Not unless you want to. Sex is supposed to be fun, enjoyable. Okay?” He kissed Nilas, not just on the lips, but all over his face, and rolled off him, propping himself on his elbow, and putting his arm over Nilas’s abdomen.


  “I guess I’d like to try, but not now, not today. Are you mad? Are you disappointed?” Nilas was almost afraid of the answer.


  “No.” Casper shook his head. “Not at all. Like I said, I haven’t tried this, either, and while I’d like to, we have all the time in the world. It looks really enjoyable in the movies, but yeah, I’m not sure if I’d want that huge dick of yours trying to get in…” He laughed and kissed Nilas again, fondling his dick until he got the desired response.


  “Well, maybe you can fuck me first, then?” Nilas suggested before they dropped this particular subject for the night, instead focusing on exploring other aspects of their sexuality.


  Nilas had to smile at the memories of the night before, and his morning wood was as hard as it had ever been. A quick check of Casper showed him to be in the same predicament. Nilas gently took Casper’s dick in his hand and began stroking it, eliciting the faintest sighs from the man’s lips. It didn’t take long until Casper bucked under Nilas’s ministrations and shot his load into the sheets and Nilas’s hand. “Sorry, I, uh, I tend to come quickly, and your hands… I mean, uh, you’re really good.” Casper blushed.


  “Eh, don’t worry. I can wash those. Good morning!”


  “Good morning to you, mind if I return the favor?” Casper smiled, got up, threw away the sheets and blanket, and went down on Nilas’s erection.


  ***


  After getting showered and dressed, the two men headed out into the communal kitchen to have some breakfast. It was a Saturday, and the place was deserted. Most students had probably been out partying the night before and were still asleep.


  “Coffee or tea?” Nilas asked, suddenly overcome by the amazing sensation of comfort from this question of domesticity. His imagination momentarily whisked him away on a journey where he and Casper sat at the kitchen table every morning, drinking tea, having breakfast, and reading the morning paper.


  If only that were a possibility for a gay couple. Nilas didn’t know of any gays living together, but the prospect of living the way his parents and grandparents had their entire adult lives was compelling. Yet the realization of just how impossible or unlikely this all was brought him back to the harsh reality and the cold temperature of the kitchen.


  “Are you okay?” Casper stood next to him, an arm around the small of Nilas’s back. “For a second, you seemed to be a million miles away.”


  “Yeah, I’m fine. Just a daydream… Now, what can I get you?”


  “Coffee, if you have any?”


  “I think we do. I normally drink tea. Let me see what’s around.” Nilas began to root in the cupboards, looking for coffee to make for Casper. Finally, he found a pack and set up a coffee pot with cold water, added the coarsely ground coffee to it, making sure, through reassuring eye contact with Casper, that he’d used enough coffee, and put on a separate little electric kettle for his tea water.


  “How come you drink tea?” Casper asked. “Is that common in Lapland?”


  Nilas shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. My parents are both coffee drinkers, but I guess I just never took to the taste of it. I prefer my Yellow Label…”


  “So, what do you eat for breakfast?” Casper’s voice had a teasing yet curious tone.


  “Porridge, sometimes, but usually just some bread with sandwich caviar or soft whey butter. Back home, we usually also eat a lot of reindeer meat, either air dried or smoked, but I don’t think you can get that here. What about you?”


  “Wow, that’s a wholesome breakfast, right there. Me? I don’t eat much. I’d rather spend the extra time in bed. Coffee is usually all I have for breakfast. Is that a problem?”


  “Even on weekends, or when you’re at home?”


  “It depends. I live in a dorm, just like you, and I don’t usually get up that early. I’d rather have my brunch or dinner. But yeah, my mom always makes sure I eat a real breakfast at home. I’m not a big porridge fan, so I usually settle for cornflakes or bread with cheese or jam—to get her off my case more than because I’m hungry. If I had a choice, I’d much rather just drink coffee. So, tell me, would that be a problem?”


  “A problem? Why do you ask?”


  “No reason. I was just wondering what it would be like to wake up next to you more often?”


  Nilas was stunned. Had Casper had the same thought? What if they both felt the same? What if they both wanted to live the impossible dream? Would it be possible? He’d seen gay couples out at the clubs or in the bars, mostly women, but some guys, too. But did they also live together or were they simply content in spending some of their free time together and living separately?


  “Nilas? You’re drifting again.” Casper had a concerned look on his face. “Don’t you like me?”


  That last sentence tore through Nilas, who felt quite the opposite, but didn’t dare say so. “No, I mean yes, I do like you. And no, it’s not a problem if you don’t eat breakfast. Do you mind if I do?” The smile on Casper’s face was all the answer he needed.


  On the stove, the coffee was about to boil, and Nilas turned down the heat. He knew from his mom that cooking coffee, a bit of a Swedish specialty, needed to simmer for a while but not boil, or it would become really bitter. Next to the stove, the tea kettle had whistled and turned itself off, and Nilas poured the hot liquid over the bag which was already waiting inside his favorite mug. He added a couple of teaspoons of sugar and a spritz from a plastic lemon filled with the sour fruit’s pale juice.


  “Are you going to make porridge?”


  “No, I don’t think so. Not if you’re not eating. I’ll just have some crispbread. I haven’t been grocery shopping yet.”


  “You’re not doing that because of me, are you? I wouldn’t want you to spend the rest of your life without a proper breakfast.”


  Nilas didn’t respond. The sound of Casper’s last words were echoing through his entire body. A life, together?


  Building A Nest


  Over the coming weeks, Nilas and Casper spent virtually every free minute with each other, so much so that Nilas’s studies began to suffer, forcing him to pull back a bit, to focus on his upcoming finals.


  “Is Nilas Jonsson in?” Casper had called him on the phone to the dorm’s floor, as he had no phone of his own. The student who’d answered the phone in the kitchen scurried down the corridor to see if Nilas was home or not.


  “Nilas? There’s a phone call for you…” She knocked on his door as she spoke the words, loud enough for Nilas to hear them if he was in his room.


  The answer came promptly—“I’m coming. Who’s calling?”—before she heard the footsteps approach the door. Nilas emerged, hair tousled, wearing a brown-white-patterned woolen sweater and a pair of jeans.


  The girl shrugged. “He didn’t say. Sounded youngish, though.”


  “Thanks!” Nilas ran ahead of the girl back to the kitchen. “Nilas Jonsson here! Who’s this?”


  “Take a guess.” Casper laughed on the other end of the line. “What are you doing tonight? Wanna go for a walk? Catch a movie? It’s the last weekend before Christmas, and I don’t want to go home without seeing you at least one more time.” There was a pleading edge to his voice.


  “Of course I want to see you. My train’s not until Sunday afternoon, anyway. I’m on the night train to Vindeln. When are you leaving?”


  “Tomorrow. I couldn’t get tickets for the Sunday train. I guess there are too many people traveling then, since all the schools are out for the year. So, see you at Sergel’s square at seven?”


  “What do you want to watch?”


  “I was thinking we could see the new Spielberg movie that opened last week, E.T.? It’s sort of a science fiction movie. I hear it’s pretty good.”


  “Fine with me. As long as I’m with you…” Nilas smiled, and a warmth spread throughout his body.


  ***


  After the movie, they didn’t feel like going out to one of the bars. Instead, they decided to go for a walk, heading south, to the old town of Stockholm, sitting on its own little island in the sea. After a long period without speaking, during which Nilas got the impression that something was amiss with Casper, the latter finally broke the silence.


  “I don’t want to go home tomorrow, but I had already bought the tickets, and my parents will be furious if I don’t make an appearance for Christmas.”


  “I kind of look forward to going home. It’s so dark and depressing here. I’d much rather see the stars and the moonlight reflect in the snow. I don’t know, somehow it feels as if we have more light back home than here, even though the days are so much shorter. Plus, I miss my family.”


  “I’d love to come see that part of the country one day. I’ve only ever seen photographs. I’ve never been north of Uppsala, and that’s barely a third of the country. My parents were always more interested in going south, to Denmark and Germany, for vacations.”


  “Well, I’m sure I can bring you home someday, if you like. I mean, my parents know I’m gay, and they’re okay with it, which is kind of odd, given that I’ve never had a boyfriend or anything.”


  ”When did you tell them?”


  “I didn’t. Not really. I just kind of answered a question incorrectly when I was sixteen, and well…”


  “What? I don’t understand? What happened?” Casper looked concerned.


  “Well, one day, after I finished eighth grade, my parents sat me down, to have, you know, ‘the talk.’” Nilas made air quotes to underline what he was trying to say. “Mom talked about girls, how they develop in puberty, with breasts and getting their first period, and Dad tried to explain what had happened to me, with pubic and facial hair, that it was the male equivalent of basically growing up to be an adult. Then they went on to talk about how they had met, fallen in love and well, how they had me.


  Nilas took a deep breath. “You know, we’d talked about some of that already in social studies in school, but Mom and Dad added the whole emotional aspect of it—love, being horny, the whole desire to have sex, masturbate…” He began to blush, “I don’t know how they did it. I thought it was the most embarrassing night of my life, and I couldn’t help picture them going at it. It was gross.


  “But then Mom asked me if I had already felt like that for a girl, you know? The whole butterfly thing, and erections? I must have been completely confused and kind of fucked up royally that night and basically told them I hadn’t fallen for a girl, but I had a big crush on the son of our town priest who was in the same class as me.”


  Nilas had to laugh at the memory, as embarrassing as it had been. “The silence in the house was eerie. You could hear the mice breathe under the floorboards. I had no idea that what I’d said was strange, somehow. In school, the teacher had said that some people were homosexuals and that it was considered a mental disease, but at the time, I just didn’t connect the dots. I thought that was only about sex. Mom and Dad were talking about emotions. I was so naïve… I always assumed that homosexuality was about—you know—fucking, and that being in love was something else entirely.”


  Casper had stopped walking and began to laugh. “So, basically, you told your parents you were in love with a guy at the age of sixteen? That you had a crush on him? Man, to have been a fly on that wall… How did they take it?”


  Nilas was blushing a deep crimson. “I know, I’m nuts. Obviously, I realized that what I’d said was really, really awful, because Mom began to cry, and Dad was sort of resting his head in the palms of his hands, just staring at me incredulously. He was the first to speak and asked me if we didn’t have any sex education in school. Then he asked me if I was gay. I remember shrugging, telling him I didn’t know. It was a nightmare. They sent me to my room, and I remember Mom crying for a long time downstairs, arguing with Dad.


  “The next days were really awkward. I was home all day because school was out. Dad didn’t want me to help with the farm or join him and the family as they tended to the reindeer, and Mom cried as soon as she saw me. I mostly stayed in my room, reading. After about three days, Mom came up to my room and we talked, for hours. She explained what homosexuality was, asked me again if I had always felt attracted to boys, told me about her brother, my uncle Lars-Sjul, and why he had never gotten married. I guess that was why they weren’t, you know, angry and didn’t try to change me? They already knew someone who was gay, and my uncle is the nicest guy I know. But Mom was sad, sad about what my life would be like, afraid that I would be lonely and bullied.”

OEBPS/Images/titlepage.png
LAST
WINTERS
SNOW

Hans M Hirschi





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Hans M Hirschi

- _anovel






OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





