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I




Out in the forest


Writing a line


My faithful damsel


Singing so fine


My deepest wish


Invading your heart


The pain of love


To thee will impart
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I WAKE TO A COMPLETE absence of sound in a world biding its time before coming to life. Enclosed by darkness and sky, I lie with my eyes directed like conduits towards the great expanse, but there is nothing there, not even air. In the midst of the vast silence my chest begins to tremble and shake. The waves intensify; something growing inside threatens to force its way out. My ribs are prised apart like the bars of a cage. There is nothing I can do except submit to this formidable force, as a child grovelling on the floor at the feet of an enraged father, never knowing when the next blow will strike. I am that child. I am that father.


Before the world is fully formed, I rush out into the dawn with my knapsack on my back and the hand-forged axe in my fist. A short distance from the low byre I stop and shelter at the edge of the forest, pretending to busy myself with my clothing in case someone should see me and start to wonder; I wind a shoelace round and round, empty my cap of invisible lice, pretending to shake them onto the swarming anthill at my feet. All the while I watch the farmyard out of the corner of my eye. The first smoke of the morning rises from the cabin stove, signalling that the household is astir.


And then she emerges. Empty pails swing from her hands. Her headscarf stands out, white like a winter ptarmigan; her face is a circle of light, her eyes bright, her brows dark. I imagine the smoothness of her cheeks and her small rosy lips singing softly, shaping tender little words. The cows, their udders taut, low in response and expectation when she opens the heavy barn door and slips inside. It all happens at such speed, far too fast, and I try to keep my senses sharp, to hold this picture so that I can summon it again and again. And yet it is not enough. I have to see her tomorrow as well. Her swinging hips under the apron, the gentle round of her bosom, the hand that grips the latch on the barn door. I steal closer, almost breaking into a run across the farmyard as if I were a thief, and at the door I stop. I let my hand close round the handle. My rough, sinewy hand on the place where hers, so small and soft, has just been. Inside, her fingers squeezing the cow’s large teats, squirting white jets into the pail. For a split second I pull on the handle as if to enter, but I promptly turn and hurry away, afraid someone will have seen me. But I keep it in my hand for the rest of the day. The warmth from her skin.
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AT MEALTIMES I ALWAYS wait until last. I hold back in the corner while the pastor’s wife places the heavy cauldron of oatmeal on the table. It is smoking and black as death on the outside, as though fetched straight from the Devil’s inferno. But inside, the porridge is light and golden, slightly grainy, creamy where it sticks to the wooden ladle. Brita Kajsa stirs with the broad wooden spatula, digging down to the bottom and then up again, breaking the skin that has formed on top and filling every corner of the cabin with the aroma of hay and pollen. The children and hired hands sit waiting; I see their pale faces, a silent wall of hunger. Her expression stern, she takes the bowls and gives large scoops to the oldest and smaller dollops to the younger ones; she serves the workers and the visitors who have dropped in. When they all have received their share, heads are lowered and fingers intertwined across the table. The pastor waits until there is quiet, then he too bows his head and gives heartfelt thanks for everyone’s daily bread. They eat in silence, apart from the sound of chewing and the licking of wooden spoons. The oldest want more, and more is given. The breaking of bread, the eating of cold boiled pike with deft fingers, bones piling up on the table like shiny pins. When everyone has almost finished, the mistress will chance to cast an eye towards the corner where I sit.


“Come and eat too.”


“It doesn’t matter.”


“But come and sit down. Make room for Jussi, children.”


“I can wait.”


I see the master turn as well. His eyes are glazed; I detect the pain in them and how he struggles to conceal it. A brief nod from him brings me to the table. I hold out my guksi, the wooden cup I crafted myself up in Karesuando, the one that has accompanied me on my life’s journey. At first it was white as the skin of a suckling babe; over time it has darkened with sun and salt and a thousand washings. I feel the weight when the mistress empties her ladle and I watch her scrape the sides to gather more, but I am already back in my corner, cross-legged on the floor. The sticky, barley-tasting porridge I devour has cooled by now to the same temperature as my mouth. I feel it slip down my throat, then enclosed by my stomach’s muscles. There it grows into the strength and warmth that will help keep me alive. I eat like a dog, ravenous and watchful.


“Come and have some more,” the mistress urges.


But she knows I will not come. I eat only once. I take my allotted portion, never more.


The cup is empty. I wipe my thumb like a swab round the curved surface and pass my tongue over it; I lick and suck until it is all clean. It slides gently into my pocket. The cup is what provides me with food, drawing to it the edible things that happenstance delivers. Many times, weak with hunger, I have been close to collapse. But whenever I took out my cup, it was filled with a fish’s head. Or a reindeer’s blood. Or with frozen berries from a mountain slope. Just like that. And I have eaten and regained my strength. Enough to withstand the day. This is all I hope for and this is how I have survived. This is why I sit down on the floor, for never would I assert myself or make demands, never snatch like a raven or snarl like a wolverine. I would rather turn aside. If no-one sees me, I stay in the shadows. But the mistress, she sees me. I ask for nothing, but she provides nonetheless. Her brusque kindness, the same concern for all beings, for cows, for dogs. All living things need to survive. That is about the size of it.


*


I might leave at any moment. As a wanderer does. I am here now, and the next thing you know I am somewhere else. I get to my feet, grab my knapsack and walk. That is all. When you are poor, you can live like this. Everything I own, I carry with me. Clothes on my back, knife in my belt, fire striker and cup, horn spoon, pouch of salt. Their combined weight is almost nothing. I am agile and fleet of foot, in the next river valley before anyone misses me. There is hardly a trace of me left behind, no more than an animal’s. My feet tread on grass and moss that spring back up. When I build a fire I use old firepits, and the ash I make settles, invisible, on the ash others have made. I answer the call of nature in the forest, lifting up a clod of earth and replacing it afterwards. The next traveller can place his foot right on top without noticing a thing; only the fox can detect a faint human scent. In winter my ski tracks fly across the pillowy skies of snow several cubits above the ground; and on spring’s arrival all the pockmarks left by my sticks will melt away. It is possible for humans to live this way, without damaging, without disturbing, without really existing: being like the forest, like a host of summer leaves and autumn detritus, like midwinter snow and a myriad buds opened by the sun in spring. When it is finally time to leave, it is as though you have never been here.
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MY MASTER IS WROUGHT with anguish. I see his lips contort, smack and pucker round words that will not form. His enemies are drawing ever nearer; not a day goes by without more attacks and more contempt. And the only thing he has in his defence is a pen. Against their swords and cudgels he lifts his quill, but the words will not flow. At each attempt I want to beat myself, pinch myself hard to relieve him of his burden. Anything that will let the light into his mind. He could have been my father. That is how I think of him, but when I hinted at it once it made him angry, and I saw the colour rise in his averted cheek. I sink down onto the rug and like a loyal dog I wait, nose resting on paw, hour after hour, ready to follow him at any moment.


His brow is furrowed by years of thinking. It is dirty, marked by tobacco juice perhaps, or soot from the lamp wick. His hair is long and hangs in greasy strands that he brushes aside from time to time, like dangling branchlets. Alone he treads a path through shadows and overgrown marshes, in places where no-one has ventured before him. He is, however, not entirely on his own. I follow him in silence, padding behind him with my nose on his trail: the tarred leather of his curled-toe shoes, the rustle of their straw lining, the damp wool of his trouser legs. He pushes further on into the unknown, but I am always there. My stomach is empty, but I don’t complain.


*


On one of our treks we sat down by a natural spring. As we slaked our thirst, he gave me a thoughtful sideways look.


“What makes a good person?” he asked, eventually.


I had no answer.


“What makes us good, Jussi?” he persisted. “What does it mean, to be a good person?”


“I don’t know,” I muttered.


The master continued to stare at me, radiating a strong light, a warmth.


“But look at the two of us, Jussi. Look at you and me. Which one of us is good, would you say?”


“It’s my master.”


“Don’t call me master when we’re in the forest.”


“I mean . . . the pastor.”


“And why?”


“Because the pastor is a priest. You give us God’s words. You can give us the Lord’s forgiveness.”


“That’s my job. Can a job alone make a person good? Are there no evil priests?”


“No, none at all. I can’t imagine that’s the case!”


“Priests who drink, who fornicate, who beat their wives half to death. Truly, I have encountered them.”


I didn’t answer, but fixed my gaze on the smouldering polypore we had lit to ward off the swarms of gnats.


“Look at yourself, Jussi. You’re no glutton, no drunkard.”


“But that’s because I’m poor.”


“You don’t brag. When something is offered, you’re the last to step forward. If someone pays you a compliment, you deflect it.”


“I don’t, Pastor. It’s just . . .”


“Often I don’t even notice you’re there. I have to turn and look at you to be sure. If you’re so quiet that you disappear, how could you be evil?”


“But the pastor does so many good things.”


“Does that come from God, Jussi? Think about it, think about it. Could it just be the devil of ambition whispering in my ear? Luring me with worldly ostentation and applause? When I die, I hope people will remember me as one of the greats. Whilst you, Jussi, will be wiped out like a phantom that never existed.”


“I’m happy with my lot.”


“Is that really true?”


“Mm.”


“That’s what makes you good. You’re the kindest, finest person I have ever met.”


“No, Pastor.”


“Indeed you are, Jussi. But wait. Listen. Does that make you a good person?”


“I don’t think so.”


“No. Maybe all you can do is follow your nature. Fundamentally you and I have very different ways. And that’s why I compare the two of us so often. Which of us walks the right path? How should we live, essentially? My accomplishments are significant, it’s true, but so, too, is the hurt I inflict. I make enemies, I wound my opponents and trample upon them. Whilst you turn the other cheek.”


He could see that I wanted to protest and he raised his hand.


“Wait, Jussi. Is that what makes you good? Is that what the Creator meant?”


For several moments I gazed at a horsefly travelling up and down his trouser leg, its shimmering green eyes shining brightly as it tried in vain to bite through the cloth.


“I taught you to read, Jussi. You borrow my books, you’re improving yourself. I can see that you think, but what do you do with your thoughts? If someone picks a fight with you, you turn aside, you simply pick up your knapsack and walk away. You flee to the north, to the mountains. Is that how we should confront the world’s foolishness? Think about it, Jussi. Are you right never to fight back?”


“Wretched worm and wanderer that I am.”


The pastor couldn’t help but smile when I recited from his favourite hymn.


“You’re an observer, Jussi. I’ve noticed it. You study the world around you, don’t you?”


“Yes, but . . .”


“You want to understand what the world and human beings are made of. But are you putting your pound to work, Jussi, as the parable teaches? That’s my question to you, Jussi. What are you doing to combat the world’s evil?”


There was nothing I could say. My throat tightened. I felt wrongfully accused and I wanted to run away and leave him there; I am so quick that I would be out of reach in the blink of an eye. He saw my anguish, leaned forward and laid his hand upon my arm. That was how he held on to me: he fastened a string to my wing, as though I were a sparrow, frantically flapping.


*


It was the pastor who taught me to see. To learn that the world around you can be transformed entirely through your gaze. All my childhood I wandered through mountain valleys and birch forests, crossed pine moorland and splashed over swaying bogs. This countryside was mine. I knew it inside out, this barren northern land of stony riversides and twisting animal trails.


And yet I had seen almost nothing at all.


I remember when the pastor took me on one of his “excursions”. My birch-bark haversack was filled with food and drawing materials and sheaves of thick, grey paper, and we covered a considerable distance. As evening approached we made camp in a lehto, a grove of trees surrounded by a waterlogged mosaic of marshland. We were both tired. I built a fire and started to prepare our camp for the night. He broke up loaves of bread and cut dried meat into thin strips, as we settled down on the spruce twigs to regain our strength. The air was full of buzzing, biting mosquitoes. The pastor offered me some tar, but instead I pulled a handful of needles off a stalk beside me, crushed them and rubbed them on my wrists. The pungent smell they exuded repelled the mosquitoes.


“Wild rosemary,” he said.


“What?”


“The plant you rubbed on your skin. Ledum palustre.”


“Ledum . . . ?” I mumbled.


With an eager look on his face, he leaped to his feet.


“Follow me!”


We left our knapsacks at the camp. The pine moorland sloped down and soon the dry ground gave way to wet, undulating bog. I could sense his enthusiasm as he quickened his pace, his head bent, his eyes searching in all directions.


“I’ve wanted to visit this garden of herbs for so long,” he said. “And at last I’m here, standing before these riches.”


I looked. It was a bog. It was wide and it was wet.


“What do you see, Jussi?”


“Nothing.”


He half-turned and smiled.


“Nothing? What about all this?”


“Grass.”


“No, Jussi. It’s not grass. It’s sedge.”


“Oh yes, sedge. I see sedge.”


He took a deep breath and turned towards the marshland. I realised that out there was our destination. It was the beginning of July, and the water was still high. We were wearing clothes that covered us completely and had scarves wrapped round our necks as a shield against the clouds of flesh-eating insects hatching in every pool.


“From this point I can see more than ten species, Jussi. And I’m only talking about the sedges. And then there’s the osier, that mysterious genus. Have you noticed how many different kinds there are here? Can you make them out?”


“No.”


“And look over there! We’ll examine them more closely tomorrow. See how bright they are!”


“Does the pastor mean the flowers?”


“Orchids, Jussi. Orchids in our barren northland. Look! Right in front of you!”


I looked down and saw, protruding by my foot, the tiny stalk I had almost trodden on.


“Look carefully, Jussi. Bend down. An orchis. The flower is irregular, with six tepals and a labellum.”


The stem was covered with deep-pink blossoms. He held the stalk gently, and I had to kneel down in the wet to take a proper look.


“Closer, Jussi, closer. And then sniff.”


With my nostrils right up to it, I breathed in. The hint of a faint, almost imperceptible sweetness, and then it was gone.


“Did you smell anything? Did you?”


“Yes . . .”


“I say to myself, that is what God smells like.”


*


Where previously I had seen merely trees, grass and moss, now I faced a cornucopia of treasures. Wherever I turned my gaze, new discoveries lay in wait. And everything could be identified and allotted its own page in God’s mighty lexicon. It was a marvel to observe how diverse all the little plants could be. To discover in a magnifying glass that the stem was covered in small, silvery hairs, that a leaf-edge could be serrated or wavy or notched, and that these characteristics were not accidental, but each and every one pertaining to its own species.


The pastor explained how all plants were classified into genus and family. How monocots had parallel leaf veins, in the same way as grasses and lilies, while dicots had a midrib from which smaller veins branched off, as in birch leaves. Why some plants were showy with flamboyant flower heads, such as the crown of the water lily or the tall, spiky flowers of the willowherb, in order to be fertilised by insects. Whereas others, such as the grey-greenish elder or grass flowers, were barely visible, scattering clouds of pollen in the wind. The flowers with four petals were named Cruciferae, the ones like brushes were called Umbelliferae; there were blooms shaped like cups, there were legumes with blossoms resembling a butterfly. The pastor could stand in reverence at the sight of a richly flowering marsh and with a sigh lament that life was too short, far too brief to embrace all of this. Then he dropped to his knees and held his magnifying glass to the stem he had just discovered down there, scarcely the height of a finger.


It was the pastor who taught me the secret of memory. Knowledge was best retained when acquired through the eyes. When you happened upon a plant you had never seen before, this is what you should do: first walk around it and observe it from all angles; next bend down and inspect every tiny detail of the leaves, their point of growth, the shape of the stem, the sepals, the colour of the pollen. Absolutely everything had to be appraised. In this way a mental image would be preserved. And the next time you came across it, albeit ten years later, the joy of recognition would be awakened. It was more difficult with names – all that Latin; there I had to resort to tedious repetition. When I heard that the frothy white meadowsweet was called Filipendula ulmaria, though I tried to repeat it twenty times, a hundred times even, it had deserted me an hour or two later.


After numerous excursions with the pastor, my way of seeing altered. Shrubs and trees assumed the form of friends, of individuals I came to know as living beings. “Well, there you are, soaking up the sun. And with your brother and sister too.” When summer arrived I experienced the pleasure of reunion. I looked forward to seeing every plant and worked out when it would bloom. The very fact that the plants became familiar meant that I had a keen eye for any anomaly. Deep in a waterlogged forest of spruce I might encounter something new and unknown. In the past I would have trampled on it without another thought. But now I stopped to point it out. The pastor smiled with glee.


“Corallorhiza trifida,” he said. “Coralroot. Not entirely common here in the north. Well done, Jussi. Well done.”


His encouragement brought colour to my cheeks and I hurriedly bent down. I recognised the typical orchid shape, the six tepals and the labellum’s distinctive appearance, and I began to recite: Corallorhiza trifida, Corallorhiza trifida . . .


Soon she, too, would be my friend.
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ONE EVENING THE PASTOR and I were in his study, pressing our latest finds. We had discovered them in a marsh not far from Kengis. Some insignificant stalks of sedge in particular had caused the pastor to quiver like a gun dog. With great care I carried the specimens home in his vasculum, the roots gently laid bare and wrapped in a soft cloth, and now I was helping him exchange the damp grey paper for dry, in order to best preserve the plants. Together we tightened the plant press, pulling the cord until it creaked and then securing it with the wooden pins.


We were interrupted by the sound of the front door opening and a stranger’s voice asking for the pastor. This was immediately followed by a knock and the pastor’s daughter Selma peeping in through the crack in the door.


“Father?”


The pastor wiped his hands on a rag and gathered up the wad of tobacco I had just cut for him from the twist.


“I’m coming.”


At the same moment the study door was thrown wide open and a raw-boned youth barged in. There was something disturbing about him, a preoccupied look in his eye, something uneasy. The man was afraid.


“Reverend,” he stammered in Finnish, “the reverend must come.”


The pastor looked calmly at the visitor. His expression betrayed no displeasure at being disturbed. Yet I knew that he jealously guarded his time in this writing chamber. The man was standing there with sweat dripping from the end of his nose, his shirt soaked as if he had been running for hours. His arms were flailing in an effort to stress the urgency, as though he were striking at something.


“What’s happened?”


“She’s . . . we don’t know . . . she was in the woods with the cows.”


“Who are you talking about?”


“Our maid, Hilda . . . Hilda Fredriksdotter Alatalo.”


I looked up when I heard the name. I knew the woman. She had been hired on one of the farms nearby, and I had often seen her in church with the rest of the servants. She was a pale, chubby girl with an upturned nose, a little slow in her movements. She always held a handkerchief in her hand, in the manner of an old lady. Whenever her spirit was moved, she used it to dry her eyes and nose.


“Yes?”


“The girl’s . . . gone. Reverend must come at once.”


The pastor gave me a look. The hour was already late and we were both tired after a long day’s trekking. But it was summer, and some light would remain throughout the night. The youth detected our hesitation and stamped his feet, giving the impression that he wanted to grab hold of the pastor and forcibly drag him away.


“We’re coming,” the pastor said. “Jussi, will you give him something to drink?”


I hurried out into the cabin and handed a ladle of water to our sweat-drenched visitor, who drank it like a horse.


*


It was the early hours when we reached their farm. The man who had come to fetch us was called Albin and was the eldest son of the house. All the way there, he ran thirty metres ahead of us, stopped to wait for us to catch up, then ran on again. The pastor and I kept an even, steady pace, accustomed as we were to journeying on foot. Everyone inside the farmhouse must have been watching through the window, for as we drew near they rushed out to meet us. There was the master, his wife, and behind them a swarm of sleepy children with tousled hair. The master and his son didn’t pause to offer us anything, but started at once down a path into the forest, where we followed. The sun was nearing the horizon in the north, as we struggled through the tangled undergrowth. The master was called Heikki Alalehto, and in confused and incoherent bursts he told us how the maid Hilda had gone out into the woods with the cows as normal that morning, but hadn’t returned for evening milking. Most of the herd had plodded back to the farmyard by themselves, but there was no sign of the maid.


“Perhaps the girl has gone looking for a missing cow?” the pastor suggested.


Heikki agreed that it was a possibility. But she had never been away so long before.


Every now and then they shouted her name. The echo of their voices rebounded off a distant ridge. The pastor and I walked in silence; I saw his eye rest on a Gramineae that appeared to be unfamiliar to him and I noticed how he hastily picked the sample and placed it in his knapsack.


Deep into the forest, we came across a place where someone had set up a modest camp. A few sticks remained in a burnt-out fire.


“She usually takes a rest here.”


Heikki was just about to trample down the campfire, when the pastor took hold of his arm. For several moments he stood without speaking, studying the scene. His gaze moved from the firepit to the broken spruce twigs she had been sitting on. A small milk pail lay overturned; its lid had come off and milk had splashed onto the moss, so white it seemed luminescent. The pastor inclined his head to mine.


“What do you see, Jussi?” he said in a low voice.


“Well, that . . . Hilda has been sitting here, having a rest. She made a fire. And then she knocked over the milk canister.”


“Do you know it was Hilda who knocked it over?”


“No-o-o . . . I don’t.”


“Use your eyes. Tell me what happened, Jussi.”


He spoke in an undertone, but his voice was filled with intensity. With an impatient hand he brushed away the hank of hair constantly falling in front of his eyes. I made an effort to register every detail, trying hard to summon up the girl’s image.


“Hilda was sitting by the fire having a rest. It would have been in the middle of the day, when the sun was at its highest. That’s when a person usually feels hungry. But all of a sudden something happens that makes her run away. Although . . . for all I know she doesn’t run, but she does, I think. That’s what it seems like. And then maybe . . . maybe she gets lost. Can’t find her way back. That’s what might have happened. At least, I think so.”


“Proceed only on the basis of what you can see,” the master said, pinching his lower lip with his thumb and index finger. “Stick to the facts. What do we have before us?”


I realised he was disappointed in me. I spent several moments struggling to deduce more from the scene.


“Her headscarf is still hanging on a bush. So she didn’t have time to take it when she ran away. And therefore she must have been in a hurry.”


“Good, Jussi.”


Heikki was shifting impatiently from one foot to the other, noticeably on edge. He wanted us to stop talking and start searching, but the pastor was determined we should wait. He half-closed his eyes, squinting in a strange kind of way.


“Her headscarf is hanging on the bush to dry,” he said. “In which case it must have been midday and warm enough to make her perspire. Despite the temperature, she lit a fire so the smoke would disperse the mosquitoes. The fire was still burning when she ran off, but it’s out now. We can see that the wood in the middle has burned down and a dusting of ash has blown in an easterly direction over the lingonberry twigs. There isn’t a breath of air at the moment, but it was blowing in an easterly direction this afternoon. Hence it must be several hours since she disappeared. Was she alone?”


“Er . . . I think she was. Or rather, I’m sure she was.”


“How so?”


“If there had been someone with her, she would have been wearing her headscarf, as befitting the respectable girl she was.”


“That’s possible. At any rate, she was sitting here eating a piece of bread when something happened. The milk canister was tipped over and she dropped the bread on the moss.”


“Dropped . . . But there’s no bread here, is there?”


The pastor pointed to the snag of a pine tree standing right next to us.


“Do you see what’s on the branch? Thin, white flakes. It’s the milk that’s dried. Some little birds must have been hopping around in the milk and kept returning to the branch. Something edible, probably a piece of bread, must have ended up in the spilt milk.”


“Of course!” I exclaimed, impressed.


“So the girl rushes away. You can see footprints in the moss. Strides the length of someone who’s running.”


Only now did I notice the scarcely visible indentations he was indicating.


“But there are . . . there are bigger tracks as well?”


“Good, Jussi. From someone larger than her. And heavier. You can see the prints are pressed deeper.”


Heikki, who had been standing there listening to us, suddenly let out a groan. Before the pastor could stop him he ran over to the trunk of a pine tree and pointed. There was evidence of fresh damage to the bark. Heikki ran his fingers over the deep gouges.


“Karhu!” he said, a look of horror on his face.


“Bear!” I echoed, aghast.


The pastor examined the claw marks with care.


“We have to muster people for a search party,” he said. “Somebody needs to tell Sheriff Brahe. I’m afraid something’s happened to the poor girl.”


Heikki nodded, plainly scared and glancing around nervously in the summer night. He began running back down the path towards the farm while the pastor remained where he was. I saw the master carefully lift the milk pail and inspect it from all angles. He put his finger in the spilt milk, swirled it gently round and spread it out, and then picked up something long and almost invisible. I realised it was a hair. He cleaned it, wrapped it in a piece of cloth and put it in his pocket. With the same care, he investigated her knapsack, which was still laced up, propped against a tussock. Without comment he studied the claw marks on the tree one more time. We began to follow the footprints, our eyes peeled. I saw the pastor bend to pick something up before we continued. The impressions were visible for about fifty steps, until the ground rose and became harder. There the tracks were more difficult to follow, and we soon lost them completely.


With mounting concern we returned to Heikki’s farm. I shouted Hilda’s name and looked around uneasily. The thick mass of willow branches suddenly seemed threatening. Anything large could hide in there and at any moment it might charge out and sink its jaws into the tendons of my neck. His lips moving, the pastor appeared to be talking to himself, or perhaps to higher powers. For my part, I gathered up a heavy branch to swing in the air. At regular intervals I smashed it against the tree trunks as we passed and heard the dull thuds recede into the misty veils of the summer night.
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IT WAS SUNDAY AND the churchgoers were gathering outside Kengis Church. I stood among the congregation keeping a furtive eye out for my beloved. She was usually in the company of some of the other maids, a posy of summer blossoms in which she was the prettiest of all. I used to follow the girls into the church, walking a few steps behind, close enough to smell her fragrance. Sometimes there was a throng at the church door, people pushing from the back, and then I might find myself so close to her that I could touch the cloth of her dress. Only the fine warp and weft between me and her warm nakedness. Every Sunday I hoped that it would happen.


The owner of the foundry was not yet present, it being the gentry’s wont to be among the last to arrive and undoubtedly meant as a slight upon the pastor. Sohlberg had voted against the appointment of the controversial prophet from Lappmark and afterwards contested the decision; he would rather have had the mild-mannered curate Sjöding. The pastor on the other hand had established from the start where the battle lines would be drawn:


“Finns and Swedes genuflect before the brandy barrel, they crawl on all fours when brandy takes the strength from their legs, they blubber to God with their heads full of brandy.”


He had achieved success in Karesuando, where the parish had been made almost entirely dry and the one who held on tightest to the bottle was the sexton. Even the innkeepers had emptied out their liquor barrels and redeemed themselves. But it was a different situation in the parish of Pajala.


“A third are innkeepers, a third old sots and a third miserable wretches who can’t live without subsidy,” the pastor had declared.


Now the judgmental burghers of Pajala were huddled in murmuring groups. There was Forsström the merchant and Hackzell the bailiff, surrounded by their families and lackeys. The gentlemen had reported the reverend to the cathedral chapter for the deplorable tone of his church services. People shrieked, men danced with women in the aisle, and the pastor himself employed an exceedingly coarse and offensive mode of speech inappropriate for church. When the bishop was made aware of the shenanigans, the pastor would indeed be in hot water.


Many were of the opinion that the pastor was quite simply insane. Rumours about his rampage in Karesuando had spread far across the north country. But if some were fearful, there were more who were curious. Who wouldn’t want to listen to a crazy priest? And so church folk travelled from miles around to enjoy the show.


The corpulent Sheriff Brahe arrived now from the village road wearing his uniform, driven in a horse-drawn carriage from Pajala. He alighted, wiped the perspiration from his neck with a checked handkerchief and swayed slightly from side to side with a hefty gait suggestive of an ox. He casually greeted people left and right, conscious of his importance. For several days he had led the search for the missing maid Hilda Fredriksdotter and inquisitive onlookers now flocked around him to hear what had happened. Constable Michelsson, a head shorter and of considerably slighter build, climbed down from the coachman’s seat. In his hand he clasped his modest cap, his thin lips intermittently drawn together in a shape resembling a snout. Michelsson was ginger, but despite his young age his hair had already thinned and only a sparse ring remained round his chalky pate.


I edged nearer, to hear Sheriff Brahe warn the churchgoers about the killer bear which was prowling around out there. During the search they had discovered traces of the monster: moose calves had been found slaughtered, their remains scattered over the ground, and anthills had been torn up by the force of mighty paws. But the poor girl hadn’t yet been found. The beast must have devoured every last bit of her. Brahe cautioned people not to go into the forest alone, and if they must, to take a sturdy wood-axe for self-defence.


From the direction of the parsonage women’s voices could now be heard.


“Pappi, Pappi . . .”


Hands were raised and people pushed forward. I realised the pastor was on his way. He was so short that he had to clear a path through the crowd by swinging his arms in what were practically swimming movements. A young maid threw herself at him, flung her arms around his neck and broke into convulsive sobs. The pastor mumbled something in her ear, but she wouldn’t let go and the people closest had to help shield him. The gentry could be seen exchanging knowing looks. All the pastor’s women. Ahem! You could guess what went on behind the closed doors of pastoral visits.


Now another horse-drawn carriage arrived, from which the foundry owner Karl Johan and his young son emerged. Sohlberg was wearing a dark suit with a shirt and waistcoat. He was an enterprising gent who had come here from the Karlskoga area as a works inspector and had gradually acquired all stakes in the foundry. People bowed and curtsied and doffed their caps as he strolled up to the assembled burghers. He and his son nodded briefly to the pastor who was standing some distance away; the coolness between them was noticeable. Sheriff Brahe saluted the foundry owner and made a suggestion to him that I couldn’t hear. But then I saw Sohlberg take out his large purse and extract a few notes.


“Reward offered to anyone who deals the death blow to the killer bear!” he said loudly.


His mid-Swedish dialect was unusual in these parts, and several people looked blank.


“Kyllä se hyvän rahan saapi joka karhun tappaa,” Sheriff Brahe translated.


He put the money in his livery hat and looked around, clearly delighted to be the centre of attention. Forsström and Hackzell hurriedly produced their wallets. Brahe left it to Michelsson to take charge of the collection among the crowd, and soon the clink could be heard of copper coins from the less well off landing in the cap.


“Would the reverend like to contribute?”


Michelsson watched him with his moist blue eyes.


“I have no money on me.”


“None at all?”


Michelsson couldn’t disguise the sarcasm in his voice. He was stingy, the new parson, it was common knowledge. After all, huge sums were pouring in from new believers, but wasn’t most of it ending up in the parson’s pocket? Or so gossip had it.


When the pastor turned and entered the church, the troop of converted souls crowded in after him. I heard him caution those nearest to him against idolatry, they must remember he was merely an instrument of the Lord. But religious revival was like a fire. Not even he could control it. And when it came to preaching, he pulled no punches.


“Until now the clergy have preached the gospel to the rich. To whores who have shown no remorse, to thieves who have carried on stealing. They have heard such a sweet gospel promised that the milk of harlots has gushed and traders in liquor have shed snake-tears. Whereas I preach to the poor, the grieving, doubting, burdened, weeping, for all those who have lost hope. How does it help an innkeeper, to tell him that he is decent and good? It helps him on his way to hell. Instead the priest should say to the fornicators: ‘Your father is the devil. You are fighting the Holy Spirit. If you do not repent there is no-one who can pluck you out of hell.’”


The pastor’s voice was melodic and composed. His simple, unpretentious Finnish steadily permeated the congregation. It was not long before the first wailing could be heard. A swaying arm was raised in the air. Now one of the old women stood up, closely followed by another. A rocking motion spread along the pews, the crush intensified, people stepped out into the aisle to have more room to move. It was terrifying to see their faces, their eyes were fixed, jaws clenched and grinding, incomprehensible words mingled with cries and consternation. I felt the pastor’s gaze, bent my body forward and moved back and forth in time with my neighbours on the bench, hiding my face as I glanced furtively across to the women’s side. There she was. My beloved. Her chest heaving as she breathed, her eyes half-closed, her lips forming murmurs. Filled with despair, I felt the intensity of my desire for her. My face creased with tears, and following the others’ example I held it up to the light and showed the pastor my unsightly wet cheeks.


The mill owner shuffled uneasily, his jaw muscles tightening. Hackzell took out a piece of writing paper and made a note. There they sat, surrounded by their own shrieking workfolk, the maidservants, farmhands and crofters of Kengis and Pajala, who raised their clenched fists to the heavens. The force of this crowd was alarming. Surely no good could come of it?


But the pastor ruthlessly continued his tirade, driving the pack further and further until they were teetering on the edge of hell’s abyss and beheld the flames and the lakes of brimstone with their own eyes and smelled the foetid stench from the underworld. Only then, when all seemed lost, did he take a deep breath. And with that he let the light in. At first a mere ray, and then a sword, and finally a blaze of light, whereupon the Saviour himself appeared to float above the altar in his crown of thorns, blood trickling from the side. The Son of God himself held out his hand. And the workers’ clenched fists opened up like flowers, their fingers transformed into white petals reaching for salvation, tremulous with hope. And, having superhuman strength, the Saviour took hold of the congregation and pulled them out of the burning house, lifted them up and held them in his arms like baby birds. And they pecked up the dripping honey of the gospel and like frightened children found safe shelter in their heavenly parent.


And all around, husbands and wives, brothers and sisters, even neighbours and enemies, could be seen embracing one another and asking for forgiveness, while the flesh and blood for communion was laid out by the altar rail. With perspiring maids and crofters, I knelt and received it on my tongue. That which was called Jesus.


*


At the end of the Mass the pastor announced the promise of a reward for slaying the local killer bear. He also requested that anyone who knew anything about the disappearance of the maid Hilda Fredriksdotter Alatalo should inform Sheriff Brahe.


After the service many of the worshippers pressed forward to thank the pastor, to touch him, assure themselves he was real. He followed the mob out onto the parvis and soon found himself besieged. There were awakened souls, there were those who repented their sins and there were others who were mostly intrigued. Everyone wanted a little piece of the pastor. I hung back in the nave, and when no-one was looking I sat down on the women’s side. The pew had cooled down, but this was where she had been sitting. I hastily dropped to my knees. Rested my nose against the wood and breathed in her scent.


The next moment I heard a cough. I leaped to my feet and looked around in terror, belatedly realising someone was lying down on one of the pews. It was a woman dressed in black, breathing strangely, viscid phlegm slavering from the corners of her mouth.


“Haluaisin . . . haluaisin puhua . . . I would like to speak to the pastor . . . Bid the pastor give me his blessing . . .”


A foul smell emanated from her rotten teeth when she reached for me. She was struggling to sit up, but only managed to move a fraction before she slipped off the pew. I heard the dull thud of her head hitting the floor. Everything happened too fast for me to intervene. Nervously, I attempted to help her to her feet; her nose was pouring with blood and there were even bubbles of red between her lips. I swiftly placed my arms under her neck and behind her knees and lifted her limp body. Her clothes stank of urine. She was heavier than I had imagined, but with a huge effort I managed to stagger out into the bright light. I stood on the church steps. The old woman coughed and I felt something wet splatter over my face. When I saw the appalled gaze of the onlookers I realised it was blood. All I could do was stand there with the black bundle in my arms. Stand there holding this dying body while the congregation stared at me.


“What’s the little noaidi doing now?” I heard them cry.


I promptly laid down my burden on the church steps and hurried back into the shadows of the church.
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MY MOTHER USED TO say I was evil. It was a difficult thing for a child to hear. She said I did evil things, that I stole bread or hit my sister. I did many evil things. I knew while I was doing them that they were wrong, but I did them all the same. But it’s one thing to be disobedient and feel a stinging slap against your cheek. It is far worse for a child to hear that he has been created evil, that his intrinsic, true nature comes from the devil. If you hear it time and again from an early age, if it is repeated often enough, it becomes a wound that will heal only to tear apart, heal again and tear apart, weeping and oozing and then hardening to a thick scab. I often think of it as a shabby leather glove, so old the reindeer hairs have long since worn off, wrinkled by long, hard toil, soaked and dried and cracked by sweat and pus many times over until it looks like a worn-out shrivelled lung. That is what my soul looks like, my sorrow.


When I encounter other people I think how easily they glide through life. They greet one another with warmth, they can chat about simple things and laugh at petty troubles instead of being vexed. A fellow can say to a woman that her steps are so light, perhaps she has a sweetheart? Just like that. And the woman doesn’t seem to take offence and she might reply that slow girls never fill a berry pail. And then they can stand and exchange pleasantries, and as they do, something unseen happens between them. Something that makes them both happy, something warming and still present after they have gone their separate ways. Or it may be in the shop where you want to buy some trifle, a pouch of rock salt or tobacco. And the merchant prattles on. About the weather and how the plants are growing and people who have come and gone, and you can only throw in a yes or a no. There is something in my nature that puts people off. Perhaps it is because of my shameful soul, because of the damage my mother inflicted upon me. Or maybe I would have been like this regardless.


I am not loveable. No-one looking at me breaks into a smile or feels the easy joy I have seen in others. No woman meets my eye with a grin, but instead she will tense and turn away. When I state my errand the girl in the shop gives a curt response. It makes my life a lonely one, but I understand that it has to be like this. Whenever I have tried to appear cheerful or jocular, it has all gone wrong and only made me look odd.


“Tobacco,” I say. “Please may I have some royal tobacco.”


But there is no smile from the girl behind the counter. No mischievous twinkle, no jaunty comment about how this, one of Sweden’s least regal parts, unfortunately won’t receive its delivery of royal tobacco until next week, when the court purveyor passes in his four-horse landau. I am met with only an averted gaze at the shelves.


“I’ll have a twist of ordinary tobacco then,” I mumble, fiddling with my purse as I take it out. I spill some coins, they roll over the floor like eyes and I crawl around on all fours like a sow. Gathering up the hard copper rounds. Dropping them onto the shop counter.


*


When the silence feels too great, I walk down to the river. Preferably in the evening when the day’s chores are done, when man and beast are both at rest. I stand on stones visible now that the water level has dropped after the spring floods. The river is flowing right in front of me. It is like glass, I always think, like the parsonage window panes. An everlasting glass floor sliding along, smashed in the rapids into smithereens and spume. Lacerations splitting open the water’s tender skin and letting its entrails well up from the deep. A waterfall’s alarming noise, warning of danger. A glimpse of black stone skulls in the swirl, boat hulls careering past with a hair’s breadth to spare. But then it all flattens out again, the river spreads its arms into a vast pool. The agitated voice stills, the foaming surface heals and levels. While underneath it all remains.


The river washes away all the ugliness. I balance on the stones and let anxiety drain out of me. I give myself up, let my innermost thoughts be carried away and disappear. Perhaps the river is the most perfect representation of life. The soul that has no beginning and no end, it simply is. The river thinks for me. It helps me endure. I might feel pinned down, but it tells me that everything is in motion, nothing lasts. If I look at the river for long enough, I am turned into water. It is a powerful experience. When I am the river, I am the one who is becalmed whereas the banks begin to move. I lie outstretched to my full length while on either side the land sails by, the primordial forests and marshland bogs. I let it all be and embrace my summer sky.


This is the image I try to conjure up in the evenings when anxiety takes hold of me. While I close my eyes and keep very still, blurry clouds pass overhead. The good sleep of the river, restorative and healing, its gentle purl drowning out the buzz of the mosquitoes.


*


I often reflect that I have the pastor to thank for my life. It was he who created me, once and for all. He fixed me in time, and thus I became a person. From then on I was in the book, I was registered. Now my name can never be forgotten. Because surely the worst thing to befall you is to be forgotten while you are still alive. To go through life without ever being legitimised in letters. Letters of the alphabet are like metal spikes forged with the skill of Walloons, hot at first and pulled straight out of molten iron, gradually cooling and turning red, and in the fullness of time becoming black and strong. I think of them as plants: the contorted trunks of tortured trees, twisted peatland pines or crooked birches found on mountain slopes. That is where the letters are. Sometimes I stop and find a K, a squiggly A or perhaps an R; the outlines of black branches are writing on the air’s grey paper. You can read them. If you take the time, remarkable tales can be deciphered in them.


The summer I was registered in the book, I was crouching by the cart path, sore, beaten, my stomach empty. Sometimes I might receive a crumb from passing wayfarers, a sliver of rancid fat from the shank they were slicing, a little wad of spat-out tobacco you could suck to forget the hunger. I saw his figure from afar and instantly felt fear. There was something harsh about him, an urgency in his pace. He was clothed in coarse woollen wadmal, his hair was long and unkempt; he could have been taken for a tramp. But his eyes were watchful. He peered around the whole time, switched his gaze from one side to the other, sometimes up to the crowns of the trees and the next moment down to the tips of his toes, whereupon he would suddenly bend down and pick up a tiny straw. With mounting alarm, I tried to squeeze myself into the grass at the side of the track, to make myself invisible. But naturally he noticed me. Poised to run, I said nothing. But then I tried stretching out a suppliant hand.


“Onkos sulla nälkä?” the stranger asked in Finnish. When I didn’t reply, he changed to Sami.


“Lea go nealgon? Are you hungry?”


I understood both languages, but I was afraid of being beaten. My dirty, childish hand shook, but I forced myself to keep it there. He rummaged in his knapsack for a moment before bringing out a darkened bent-wood box. He dipped his hand in and scooped something up. When he drew it out I could see his thumb was yellow. He held it out to me, a grown man’s large, protruding thumb topped with a sticky hat. He nodded solemnly. I tried to take hold of it with my own hand, but he waved it away. He quietly placed his thumb against my tightly shut lips and dabbed them. I could feel the stickiness and licked it automatically. Something inside me ignited. The roof of my mouth started to sing. He waited until I opened my mouth again. This time I sucked the blob in. Rapturous warmth filled my mouth. I smacked my lips and I felt the globule melt and fill my palate with the colour of sunshine. And now nothing could stop me. I was like a calf, licking and sucking until his thumb was clean.


“Was it good?” he asked.


Good was the wrong word. I had never tasted anything like it. I hadn’t even known that the world could contain something so exquisite.


“It’s called butter,” he said. “Voita.”


“More,” I whispered in Finnish.


He looked at me in his intense, critical way.


“What’s your name?”


“Jussi.”


“What’s your father’s name? Mikäs sinun isän nimi on?”


I stared at the ground.


“How old are you? You must be nine? Or ten?”


“I don’t know.”


“You don’t know?”


He bent down closer and I thought he was going to hit me. Instinctively I squeezed my eyes shut and hunched my shoulders. But the hard blow never came. Instead I felt his fingers in my hair, over my little ear.


“Do you know who the blessed are? Do you know who the kingdom of heaven belongs to?” I shook my head again.


“It is the children.”


I had never heard anyone say anything like this. When I cautiously looked up, his face was close to mine. He observed me silently. His eyes were pale blue with flecks of Sami green. Like the streams. And the mountains.


*


That night I slept in a proper house for the first time. I had spent the night in barns, in forest huts and goahtis, in all manner of burrows and gullies, or simply under the drooping branches of a fir tree. But never before had I slept in a log cabin. At first I was reluctant, and I tried to sneak out into the cowshed to make a nest for myself in the hay, but he promptly brought me back. I baulked at lying in a bed; I kicked and tossed until he accepted that he had to make my bed on the floor. The house was occupied by an elderly couple, friends of the pastor’s, who sat talking to him for a long time after supper. Their calm voices were filled with the commonplace, and with love. I rolled myself up in the scratchy blanket they had given me and felt the food warm me from within like a lamp. The pastor had spent the whole evening trying to make me tell him about my parents and my family, but I just kept repeating that I was on the move. He knew I came from the north. From my clothes he judged I was a Lapp, but he couldn’t be sure. The name Jussi was Finnish and I could speak both languages.


Imperceptibly, I drifted off. I was so unaccustomed to falling asleep like this, without being cold or hearing my stomach roar, without the need to protect my face from biting insects. Not even my stick was at the ready, the one I had in case a wild dog should approach. I imagined I was lying in a boat on a large stretch of still water. My hands were clasped behind my head, my eyes turned to the sky. The clouds on high were travelling just as I was, steering like ships towards the horizon. Someone – it must have been an angel – rowed the boat with effortless strokes. I dared to sleep on my back, although that position held the greatest risk, for it exposed the stomach, the softest part of a person, the belly, the easiest to penetrate with knives or teeth. But I was far from the treacherous shores and their beasts of prey, no ill could befall me here, everything was safe. And the helmsman, the figure of light, would guide me safely through the foaming rapids.


I quietly fell asleep like the child I was, slipping into the unfamiliar river landscape to the gentle stroke of the oars. I don’t know how much time elapsed. Everything was blank and blurred, until suddenly my eyes opened wide and I was seized with indescribable terror. Without moving a muscle, I could sense the heinous threat of imminent danger. There in the semi-darkness of the cabin; the ceiling, the walls, the towering furniture. And a wild animal, a lion, its black jaws wide open, its paw raised to strike at my head.


“Rauhotu,” came the whisper.


A hand brushed my cheek, its warmth and life almost surreal. I felt the fingers, the gentle brush of the fingertips.


“Shhhh, shh . . .”


The pastor moved his face closer until it was right next to mine. He had lain down beside me and I felt the warmth of his body. Hesitantly, he placed his arm around me and held me.


“You were screaming,” he said softly. “You were writhing around, screaming.”


“A-a-h-h,” I gasped.


“But I’m here now. I’m here, they can’t get you.”


“It was . . . nothing.”


“Did you see a bear? Were you afraid?”


I was shuddering. I wanted to flee, force my burning limbs to let me bolt and rush out of the cabin, tear through the forests and marshlands until my heart burst. But his strong arms restrained me.


“There, there, my child.”


His breath smelled of tobacco and herring. Like a recumbent ox, he made himself comfortable beside me. I was going nowhere.


*


In the morning, when the housekeeper started clattering the firewood and preparing the porridge, I was on my own. I sat up and could see from her bemused look that I must have caused a commotion during the night and kept them awake. The farm dog came in and sniffed at the corners of my mouth and then at my private parts and down to my kneecaps, at which point I hurried out into the yard. At that moment the pastor was coming out of the privy, buttoning up his trousers.


“Come with me,” he said brusquely.


I didn’t reply.


“We’ll eat first and then you’re coming home with me.”


It was a long walk to the parsonage in Karesuando and when we arrived he led me into a small room inside the log cabin. I had never seen anything like it. Along the walls were shelves filled with flat, leather-bound objects. For the first time, I beheld books. He reached for one of them, opened the cover and leafed through the closely written pages.


“How old can you be? And is your name really Jussi? Maybe you were baptised Johan or Johannes? Surely you’ve been baptised?”


The pages were gleaming white and I just wanted to stroke the surface of the paper with the tips of my fingers. Black curlicues in long columns could be seen on page after page. The pastor thumbed back and forth, frowning. He exchanged the book for another, searching everywhere.


“What are your parents called? Your father and mother? Surely you know their first names, at least?”


I shook my head.


“And where did you grow up? Who looked after you?”


“A witch,” I said.


Pausing, he raised his eyes from the book’s pages and regarded me quizzically.


“A witch?”


“Yes.”


“But what was she called? Even witches have names.”


“Sie . . . Sieppi . . .”


“Sieppi? Is she a Lapp?”


I began to shiver as a chill swept through me.


“They’re not people,” I said.


Clearing his throat, the pastor fiddled with his tobacco knife and then his writing implements before returning to the book.


“You look ten or eleven years old. But I can’t find you anywhere. We can’t have this.”


There was no answer to that and I sat in silence.


“Your name shall be Johan. We can call you Jussi, but you’ll be baptised Johan Sieppi.”


“Not Sieppi!”


“Very well, Sieppinen then. Johan Sieppinen.”


The pastor was smiling now. He opened the inkpot and dipped the pen into it. Then he seized a jug of water and poured some into a glass bowl.


“Do you want to enter the Christian faith?”


“But . . .”


“That’s a yes.”


“Yes.”


“Then I baptise thee, Johan Sieppinen, in the name of the Father . . . and of the Son . . . and of the Holy Ghost.”


The water ran in a cold trickle down my forehead and under my collar. He dried me with the sleeve of his jacket, and looked at me with such compassion that it warmed my heart.


“And when would you like to have been born, Jussi? There aren’t many people who can choose their own birthday. Shall we say yesterday’s date, the 29th of June? That’s the day we met. And what about the year of your birth? Shall we say you turned eleven yesterday? Does that feel like a good age?”


Without waiting for an answer he turned to the back of the book, where there were a few blank pages.


“I’ll record you as of no fixed abode, temporarily residing in the parish. So . . . Johan Sieppinen . . . born the 29th of June . . . 1831.”


He held the book up and pointed to a wavy line, moist with fresh ink.


“There you are, Jussi. Now you exist.”
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MY BELOVED. I CAN see her from afar, coming to meet me along the cart track. I am out of breath after running all the way over the meadows to intercept her, but I do my utmost to appear relaxed and let a smile play on my lips. My idea is to address her casually so that she might stop or at least slow her pace. Maybe to meet her gaze briefly, look into her clear blue eyes and coax a dimple onto her otherwise smooth cheeks. As she approaches I see she is weighed down; in one hand she is carrying a lidded pail and the narrow handle is cutting into her fingers. She keeps changing hands and bends her body over in the opposite direction to balance the weight. I try to think of something to say that will sound as natural as possible, but my heart is pounding so hard I feel sick. The nearer she comes, the worse my condition. My vision clouds and I feel my throat constrict, which makes it hard to breathe; I normally only come this close to her in the church aisle when we are all pushing our way out after the service. I want to flee, but at the same time this is where I want to be more than anywhere else, on this village road with the woman I love. She is very close now, at any moment we’ll pass one another. She has noticed me but turns her face towards the ditch, and that might be the reason she doesn’t catch my croaky greeting. Once again she switches hands and I see my opportunity. I will help her carry and thus afford myself the right to accompany her part of the way. I reach out to take hold of the sharp-edged handle.


“Allow me . . .” I manage to mutter.


But she gives a shrill scream and tries to snatch the pail back. When I, at long last, meet her gaze, it is entirely black. Her face muscles are twisted and her soft pink lips are now as sharp as a pocket-knife. Bewildered, I loosen my grip, but then she loses her balance and stumbles. The pail overturns and fish come spilling out onto the grass; shiny, newly cleaned fish bodies, pike and perch and here and there a grayling, slithering like silver between our feet. I feel my face burn with shame and hastily kneel down to scoop them back into the bucket. As I do so she gives me a hefty kick, which strikes me in the chest and sends me staggering backwards.


“Hello! What are you doing?” comes a gruff voice.


“He’s pestering me!” she cries, pointing at me squatting there with a huge pike in my hands.


“Clear off!” yells a man, and as he approaches he removes his belt and swings it menacingly in front of him.


I drop the pike into the pail. I recognise the man as Roope, one of Sohlberg’s workers, a broad-shouldered youth with a ginger moustache, who is taller than me by a head. I spring to my feet like a cat and adopt a crouching position. Roope is feared for his viciousness and yet I don’t hesitate. It all happens so quickly, I have no time to think. I only know that now I have to flatten him. With all my weight I have to topple him and hammer my fists into his face until it is soaked in blood. My entire soul, all my sorrow and shame, turn to uncontrollable hatred. He senses it, I see him waver, he swings the belt with such force that the metal clasp whistles through the air. And maybe he will manage to deliver a punch, but after that he’ll be done for.


“He’s just standing there, keeping his mouth shut!” Roope screams.


How I wish I had a bold retort, something caustic, wounding. But I can’t think of anything. Inside me there is just a calmness, a motionless void, and as my beloved raises the fish-reeking pail like a shield before her, I am in two minds. Still I say nothing. And then I turn and walk away. When I look over my shoulder they are walking in the other direction, side by side, as though they belong together. Roope is carrying the heavy bucket for her. I see them chatting. Laughing heartily, he turns and gives me a scornful look, and she does too. I feel the sticky slime from the pike on my hand. My chest aches where she kicked me. She struck me right over my heart. There is a pain in my ribs. As I lift my hand the strong smell of fish hits me. With great care I place my lips against the edge of my little finger, on the skin by the third knuckle, the place where our two bodies met. Where my skin brushed against hers when I grabbed the handle. Where I touched her sheer sweetness.
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