

[image: Bog Queen by Anna North. An illustrated tangle of deep green foliage is overlaid across a black and white photograph of a woman's face, rotated so she appears to lie on her side amidst the bog foliage. A line reads: 'From the bestselling author of Outlawed'. A quote from Lucy Rose reads: 'An iridescent contemporary folktale'. A quote from Kaliane Bradley reads: 'Sparkles like unearthed treasure'.]






Praise for Bog Queen


‘Bog Queen is an iridescent contemporary folktale, steeped with peat, memory and myth. Its writing shimmers with strange beauty, perfect for those who crave the haunting stories the earth remembers for us’


Lucy Rose


‘A page-turning mystery and a graceful, sincere evocation of internal and external power struggles in changing worlds, from Roman Britain to a climate-broken UK. Bog Queen sparkles like unearthed treasure’


Kaliane Bradley


‘Bog Queen is a story I won’t soon forget: exquisitely observed and filled with details about moss, druids and dead bodies I wasn’t aware I needed to know (but am now pleased to). Daring, delightful and moving, this novel should be required reading for all of us facing a changing climate and uncertain future. I loved being inside Anna North’s curious, compassionate perspective; I’ll follow her anywhere, and to any time’


Rachel Khong


‘I can’t remember the last time a novel so moved and transfixed me. Bog Queen is infused with a profound wisdom about human ambition across the millennia – how enormous it has been, and also how insignificant – that seems to transcend human understanding, as if delivered by the old gods themselves. An absolute astonishment’


Vauhini Vara


‘A lightning strike of a novel by a visionary storyteller. Bog Queen is an earthly meditation; a page-turning mystery; and a tale of power, profit and dominion as old as time. Anna North is simply brilliant’


Jung Yun


‘With rich, elegiac prose, Anna North’s Bog Queen travels between modern day England and the druidic order of Celtic Europe to ask what we owe the past, the earth and, ultimately, each other. A book of magic and healing’


Jenny Tinghui Zhang


‘Wise, beautifully written and transcendent in feeling, Bog Queen is exactly the kind of novel I love. North deftly weaves between the past and present to show us the complicated and far-reaching web that connects us all through time and space’


Rita Chang-Eppig


‘A memorable tale of the unexpected linkages of history, land and female power. North widens her range with this layered mystery-meets-ancient-history mashup’


Kirkus





Praise for Anna North


‘I read The Life and Death of Sophie Stark with my heart in my mouth. Not only a dissection of genius and the havoc it can wreak, but also a thunderously good story’


Emma Donoghue on The Life and Death of Sophie Stark


‘North is a natural, butter-smooth storyteller, and The Life and Death of Sophie Stark is an elegant, kaleidoscopic look at a challenging artist and at the way our lives are, in some respects, only silhouettes made from the perceptions of those who know us’


Maggie Shipstead on The Life and Death of Sophie Stark


‘Anna North has woven a circle of longing and frustration around her commanding central character, the enigmatic Sophie Stark … A narrative high wire act, deftly executed’


Rebecca Makkai on The Life and Death of Sophie Stark


‘A captivating portrait of the artist as a young woman’


Independent on The Life and Death of Sophie Stark


‘This richly realised novel gives us multiple perspectives on its elusive protagonist … Gripping and graceful’


Guardian on The Life and Death of Sophie Stark


‘The world is crackling with electric praise for Anna North’s new novel’


Grazia on The Life and Death of Sophie Stark


‘A feminist Western about a world in which women’s worth and right to live are determined by the vagaries of fertility, Outlawed is a masterpiece’


R.O. Kwon on Outlawed


‘Outlawed flips the script on the beloved Western genre and gives us the iconic heroine-on-the-run we deserve. Anna North is a riveting storyteller … Reader, you are in for a real treat’


Jenny Zhang on Outlawed


‘Outlawed stirs up the Western with a provocative blend of althistory and feminist consciousness. The result is a thrilling tale eerily familiar but utterly transformed … In North’s galloping prose, it’s a fantastically cinematic adventure that turns the sexual politics of the Old West inside out’


Washington Post on Outlawed


‘An absolute romp … contains basically everything I want in a book: witchy nuns, heists, a marriage of convenience and a midwife trying to build a bomb out of horse dung’


Vox on Outlawed


‘A Western unlike any other, Outlawed features queer cowgirls, gender nonconforming robbers and a band of feminists that fight against the grain for autonomy, agency and the power to define their own worth’


Ms. on Outlawed


‘Outlawed shares concerns with The Handmaid’s Tale and The Crucible, but is distinctly itself’


i Paper on Outlawed
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The cured wound


opens inwards to a dark


elderberry place.


Who will say “corpse”


to his vivid cast?


Who will say “body”


to his opaque repose?


—SEAMUS HEANEY, 
“THE GRAUBALLE MAN”








Time of ending and beginning


A colony of moss does not speak or think in language. But if such a colony could tell the story of its life, it might say this: Once, we flourished. Our capsules popped and our spores spread far and wide. We drank what we needed from the rain and stored the rest in our spongy depths. We made a rich home for ourselves, of ourselves. This time lasted many thousands of daylights and nighttimes, and it was good.


We knew, however, that our flourishing would end, and so it did. One day large wheels came rumbling across our body; iron claws reached down and yanked us up by our roots. In number we were much reduced; our home became dry and barren. This time also lasted many daylights and it, obviously, was not as good.


But our memory and foresight are long—so long, in fact, they are nearly infinite. We knew our time of struggle would end too, and indeed, one day the large wheels rolled to a stop.


A fine day. Wind out of the west. Above our surface, a great panicked scurrying-about. The people come and press their faces so close to us that we might, if we had hands, reach out and touch them.


We have had ample time to observe human behavior, and we can tell they have found something in our flesh, something they did not expect and do not understand. But, of course, we know whose head they draw so slowly from the mud, brushing our remaining tendrils from the temples. Whose shoulders, whose fine, well-protected hands.


A colony of moss does not experience emotions like fondness or intimacy, but if it did, it might say this: We held her. We kept her safe under the surface, in our bath of earth, for many times her lifespan. That we give her up now may seem to be purely random, an accident of excavation. In fact, the hour of her service is at hand.











April 2018


Agnes comes into the coroner’s office streaming with rainwater. Eight months in this country and you would think she would have learned to carry an umbrella, but no, she has not.


How must she look now, six feet tall and dripping on the carpet? She is still trying to understand it, the way she is perceived, the imprint her body makes on the world.


“I’m here,” she says.


Agnes is very late. She came in on the train, and her phone said you could walk to the office from the station, but somehow instead of shortening as she continued along the road, the distance between her and her destination seemed to dilate, as though the town was growing, new low brown-brick houses appearing in between the houses, new dark-green unfriendly shrubbery. Agnes remembered a story from her childhood: a fairy circle, a hex on the land to trap the unsuspecting. The brownies giggling in the brush as humans stumbled hopelessly, their paths curving ever backward on themselves, bringing them again and again to the beginning.


“Wonderful to meet you, can we get you anything,” they are saying, the people in the office, in a way that makes it clear they are annoyed with her. They introduce themselves: Kieran, the coroner, and the secretary, Melinda. Kieran is not much older than Agnes, maybe thirty, but he has all the solidity of adulthood about him—not just a wedding ring on his finger and a picture of a white-haired toddler on his desk, though he has those things, but also a settled calm, a stillness in his body.


Melinda is in her midforties, but with the weariness of someone older: a childhood illness, Agnes thinks, or she has lost someone. She has lived more than her share of life already. Agnes can always sense that quality, and it makes her feel a sympathy she cannot quite express. She apologizes as Melinda takes her sopping coat and her umbrella and hands her a folder.


“I know we sent you the report already,” she says, “but I always like to give a hard copy.”


Agnes read the report last night in her bad flat with the yellowy walls; she knows the husband’s story.


He and his wife were fighting, he says. They fought all the time, as he has never fought with anyone before or since. He believes she hated him. He knows it is not an excuse.


That night, he says, she came at him, trying to claw his face. She had done it before, he says, he has the scar beneath his eye to prove it. This time he stuck his arms out in front of him to try to keep her back. But she lost her footing and fell down the stone stairs to the basement of that house, their little house that used to stand on the edge of the moss, where the factory is now.


No, he says, it was not self-defense. Or, he doesn’t know. He does not ask for a lawyer. He is glad they finally found her, he says. When he buried her in the moss, he thought for sure she would be discovered in a day or two. That was in 1961. Ever since then her death has haunted him. She attacks him in his dreams, scratching and screaming. Now he is free.


It is not Agnes’s job to pass judgment on the husband. Her only job is to confirm that the woman lying here in the coroner’s office in Ludlow, England, is Isabela Navarro, born in 1940 in Málaga, Spain, and that she was killed by blunt trauma to the skull. The folder contains a photograph of Isabela, taken at her wedding in 1959. She is handsome, with a strong chin and high cheekbones, and looks forceful, her head held high. But her shoulders are narrow and rounded forward, a pronounced kyphosis that would surely have led to back pain in middle age, if she had lived long enough to see it.


“Would you like tea or anything before we—” Kieran begins.


“No, no thanks, no,” she says, which is the answer he is hoping for, but also the truth. She wants to get to the exam room.


Her sneakers squelch down the hallway. She must buy boots, but what kind, where? Anyway her Chuck Taylors comfort her, they remind her of home, even when their bright red has gone wine-dark in the wet.


In the elevator she and Kieran stand an awkward distance from one another, the quiet chatters in her ears. When they reach the basement he turns to her.


“I should warn you, the remains look”—he pauses—“unusual.” 


“Unusual how?” Agnes asks.


Kieran shakes his head as he pushes open the exam room door. “You’ll see what I mean.”


If she believed in God or the supernatural she would call it sacred: the moment when she sees a body for the first time. She remembers, always, the day it came to her that this would be her life. In graduate school, her father had discouraged her from pursuing forensic work—too stressful, was his rationale, all the red tape, the interaction with law enforcement. But when the medical examiner in Las Minas needed an expert in dentition and her adviser recommended her, she felt a pull, not merely because she knew she was the best in the region, but also because she had never encountered a decedent like this before—lying out in the open air, the story of the death unwritten. Her subjects to that point had been in museum collections or computer databases, the questions of their lives all settled and hardened into history.


She drove out to the desert on a white-hot day in August. The remains were still at the find site, in the center of a parched square surrounded by caution tape. The medical examiner and two police officers stood aside for her as she came across the sand.


She can see it now, that first body. It was almost completely skeletonized, the skull whipped pale and clean by the desert wind, the long bones beginning to fissure in the heat. A polyester jacket hung limp over the ribs and shoulders, in color a sun-bleached dirty blue. Four teeth were missing from the maxilla, and this was why the medical examiner had called Agnes: He wanted to know if they had been lost premortem or knocked out at the time of death.


Eye to eye with the body, as she photographed his skull (the chin and brow ridge marked him out, more likely than not, as male), as she bent low to peer inside his mouth and saw the jagged edges where his incisors had snapped off, probably forced backward by a blunt object like the butt of a gun, what overtook her was a calm and tender feeling, a kind of love. This, she felt as she measured the maxilla and mandible, was a person who had been hurt and then abandoned out in the heat, and now he needed a particular kind of skillful care that only she could offer him. She spent hours there on the hard-packed sand, sweating into her coveralls, because she wanted to be sure to get it right, to understand and record his body’s story, to witness him. His feet were very long and narrow; he would have had a hard time finding shoes.


From then on it was different, her work, her life. She felt a sense of purpose that was larger than herself, like a voice calling to her across a distance. She feels it every time she works on a case, feels it even now—perhaps especially now, when she is alone and far from home, with nothing else to guide her.


Kieran is right: This body is unusual.


Like metal, is her first thought, a metal cast of a human being. That perfectly made, that detailed. The eyebrows, eyelashes. The tiny lines on the skin of the lips. Agnes is still accustomed to bones blown dry and crackling in the desert wind. This body is as though transformed into something precious—on the taut smooth skin of the forehead, the cheeks, an aureate dark-bright glow. Full fathom five, she lets herself think, she has never been a reader, but she likes that one, her father used to read it aloud to her. Rich and strange indeed.


She circles, taking her photographs. Joy and calm descending on her as they always do, her heartbeat growing regular.


The body lies in the fetal position, the hands folded beneath the head. The legs too are bent and drawn toward the chest. The left leg is skeletonized and the bones of the foot are mostly missing; she counts phalanges, metatarsals, and two cuneiforms lost to the bog.


And yet from the waist up the skin shows almost no sign of decay or degradation. Agnes can see a round scar on the skin of the left arm, perhaps from chicken pox or a childhood accident. Just under the ribs on the right side is a wound at least ten centimeters long, where something sharp has punctured the flesh. It might have been a branch during the body’s years in the bog, or perhaps her husband stabbed her before he pushed her down the stairs; “fighting,” after all, can mean many things.


The head is bare and shining, the hair rubbed or worn away. The forehead is high-domed, the chin pronounced. Parietal and occipital bones both appear undamaged, but that means little—an impact doesn’t have to break the skull open to be fatal. The neck is thin and delicate; Agnes can see the seventh cervical vertebra pushing up against the skin.


The face suggests a young person, the cheeks unlined, the skin smooth around the eyes. But the bones will tell a better story. Agnes is careful not to read too much into the expression—the pressure of the peat may have deformed the skin and facial muscles into new shapes. All the same, there’s a surprising animation to the features, the mouth open, a deep furrow in the brow. It does not look like fear—it looks, perhaps, like rage.


“Okay,” she says. “Let’s look inside.”


Kieran lays the body out on the bed of the X-ray machine. His movements are careful but assured.


And then it appears on the monitor above the X-ray bed: the skull. The coroner whistles low. He must be looking at the brain, which is shrunken but extraordinarily well-preserved. You can see the transverse fissure and even the folds of the cerebrum, delicate gray lines against the white. But what excites Agnes is the bone. It has lost some of its calcium to the acid of the bog, as she expected, and it is hard to distinguish in places from the flesh—the effect is one of layers of gauze or spiderweb laid one on top of the other. But the basic structure is intact—now she can see the evidence of impact, a network of microfractures to the frontal bone.


“He said she fell backward, right?” Agnes asks.


“Yeah,” Kieran says. “But it was almost sixty years ago. Maybe he misremembered.”


Agnes nods. The blunt-force injury those fractures indicate could have been fatal, but Agnes wants a CT scan to be sure. For now she ticks the rest of the head and neck bones off her inventory, all undamaged: maxilla, mandible, cervical verts one, two, three. She flips to the odontogram.


Here she stops.


“We have the dental records?” she asks.


“The dentist in town burned down in 1967,” the coroner says. “We were able to get her records from Spain, but they’re from childhood. 1953. So there might be some discrepancies.”


Agnes pages through the papers in the folder. She looks again at the image on the screen. Something is wrong.


Isabela Navarro’s childhood dental records show early signs of decay to the right cuspid and bicuspid, which is not surprising. Drinking-water fluoridation wasn’t widespread in Spain until the 1960s, and dental hygiene at that time wasn’t what it is today. By the time Navarro disappeared, when she was in her early twenties, she would have had either fillings or severe cavities, perhaps both. But the image on the X-ray screen shows no sign of decay whatsoever—the teeth lie smooth in the cup of the jaw, like stones. And there’s something else, even more unusual: The molars are so deeply worn they are nearly flat on top, the cusps all sanded down to almost nothing. Sometimes you can see this level of abrasion in people in their sixties or seventies, but by that age, you’d expect fillings too, even crowns or bridges. It doesn’t make sense. Agnes has seen a jaw like this only once before, and it’s not in the records the coroner got from Málaga.


Agnes hands the folder back. She shakes her head. A moment of utter confidence, of pure cool clarity.


“I’m sorry,” she says. “This isn’t her.”
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New Moon, Third Cycle


It was bright and fine the day we set out for Camulodunon, and the horses were eager and all the auguries were good. I wore my blue dress made of sturdy northern wool, and the red cloak my mother had brought with her from Aremorio, where she was born. I took with me the neighbors’ son Crab, who has a calm and easy manner and is good with horses, as well as my youngest brother, my favorite, Aesu. We left early in the morning and took the forest road, the river road having been partially flooded in the recent rain and, according to Crab, still covered in a thick squelchy muck that could snap a horse’s ankle.


This was the first long journey I had undertaken in my official capacity, and I admit I felt powerful and sat high in the saddle as we passed by the potter’s house and the forge on our way to the moss. I had been the druid for two seasons at that point, and everyone said I was doing very well. I had reformed the recordkeeping so that each family’s sheep were clearly marked and accounted for, and the lowland farmers could no longer simply claim the upland animals as their own when they wandered across the creek and into the lowland pasture to graze, as was their wont in summer. I had also adjudicated several disputes, including a serious one between Butu the blacksmith’s son and his neighbor Duro, who had cut off two of Butu’s fingers in a threshing accident. My decision in this case (two sheep and a goat to be paid to Butu’s family along with all the grain threshed on the day of the accident) did not satisfy everyone, but I believe it was widely regarded as fair and wise. In addition to all this, I had organized a festival dedicated to our town gods, after which we had the richest harvest in five years, with enough grain to put away for the winter and plenty more to sell at a handsome profit in the summer markets.


So it was with pride but not surprise that I had received the invitation to appear before the new king in the great city to the south. Even my mother had never been granted an audience at Camulodunon, but the young king had made it known that he was anxious to strengthen his relationship with the northern towns, and ours, though not large, was known for the strong swords and helmets from its forge. We brought with us gifts—a shield, three arm-rings, and a drinking cup—as tribute and to show the king the quality of our wares and the advantages of an alliance with us. Crab had packed them carefully into his horse’s saddlebags; on my shoulder as I rode I carried a leather satchel, heavy with our offering to the gods.


Unlike the river road, which is well-trod by farmers on their way to market, the forest road is quiet and peaceful, a pleasant beginning to a long journey. With light hearts we passed by the Small Rock and the Large Rock, and the stand of pine that my mother had consecrated to the old druid when he died, and then we arrived at the moss.


It was my first time performing the offering on my own, and my heart pounded in my chest as I accepted the materials from Crab. His mild countenance, his eyes the blue-gray of the river after rain, eased my mind a little as I strapped the heavy satchel to my back and set off on foot.


The morning was warm and the moss was bright with new growth, a carpet of green stretching from the forest road to the river road in one direction, and in the other from the rise where we performed our festivals to the wild woods where the wolves howled and the deer nestled in the shadows with their fawns. All children in the village learned that the moss was treacherous, that what looked like solid ground was in fact a thin skin over murky water that would take hold of an unsuspecting wanderer by the ankles and pull her down and down into the place from which no one returns alive. But only I, as the future druid, had learned the safe path to the place where the gods exchanged with us: our offerings for their favor.


My mother had walked the moss with me many times during my training, showing me how to use the lines of sedge and horsetail as a guide. But once I took on the role of druid, she explained, I would have to go alone. She did not say so, but I understood this as a test, one from which even my mother could not shield me.


At first my path was easy enough—the ground, though soft, held my weight and did not betray me. But when I came to the center of the moss, the most holy and also the most dangerous part because the pools there were the deepest, I made what I thought was the right move and then felt the surface give way, my left leg plunging knee-deep into the wet darkness. Moving as though under its own power, my leg jerked sharply back to free itself, but the muck beneath responded in kind and held me fast, and there I stood half-trapped in the low place that forms the edge of the world.


I was sweating, insects screamed and circled me to bite, and overhead I saw the black wings of the crows whose job it is to pick clean what the gods do not. I remembered, however, a lesson from my mother: that panic drives a stuck body deeper into the moss, and that only the slowest, surest motion will make the mud release its grip. I took a deep breath. I remembered the dance we had performed at the recent festival, in the cool sunrise, the swallows wheeling overhead and the seven of us below, anointed that morning with milk and saltwater for the celebration, our arms sweeping up and back, up and back.


Smooth, calm as I could, thinking of beauty: In this way I freed my trapped leg from the mire. But now around me was all confusion; I had lost count of my steps and track of the landmarks, and I saw only green to the sunrise side and green to the sunset side, green to the forest side and green to the river side, and far off, on the rise, Crab and Aesu on their horses, powerless to help me.


My mother had always told me that if all else failed, I should call out to the gods and they would come to my aid. But herein lay my weakness, the only flaw in what had been, otherwise, a swift and auspicious ascent to the position of druid: I had never been able to hear the gods speak. My mother had taken me to all the holy places within a day’s ride of our village—not just the moss, but also the stand of pines, the bend in the river where the stags drank, and the meadow deep in no-man’s-land where the ancients had placed the sunset stones. Each was beautiful in its own way, and each time I felt a lifting of the heart as I set foot on the very spot where my fellow druids had walked since the beginning of time and would walk until its end. And yet I soon realized this feeling was not what my mother meant when she spoke of the sublime and ineffable voices of the gods. Next she had given me mugwort to drink, and a tea made from black flowers, but the former made me vomit and the latter made me shiver, terrified, against the far wall of my mother’s house for a full day and night, scratching at the spiders I believed were crawling on my skin.


In the end my mother simply advised me to keep practicing, and said that the gods would reveal themselves to me once I learned to pay the proper quality of attention. I did practice, walking to the edge of the moss in the early morning and standing very still, listening as carefully as I could. It unnerved me to hear only the sounds of the birds and animals, the wind in the reeds—the time of the solstice festival was approaching, and I would need to drink the sacred draught before all my assembled neighbors, and speak to them in the gods’ voice. Still, concerned as I was, I had also been consumed by the many other duties of my new position, most of which I found more pleasant and less frustrating. Only now did I wish I had spent more time listening on those mornings, before I turned my back on the moss.


Marooned as I was, I tried to attend to the elements as my mother had shown me, but each seemed more oppressive and threatening than the one before. The air was thick with bugsong. The water sent up a fetid stench. The earth slipped sickeningly beneath my feet, as if at any moment I might plunge back into its sticky mouth. The sun blazed in the sky above me, burning the back of my neck and the part in my hair. Only the moss itself seemed benign, its colors more various up close than they had been from far away, pale and deep, gilded and silvered.


Indeed, as I bent low to the ground I could see that the tiny feathered fronds formed a kind of pattern, a lane of vibrant green bounded on each side by a duller tone, like vegetables left in the pot to stew. With a crooked stick I poked the green in its brightest heart, and it gave way: water underneath. I laughed to myself. I looked up at Crab and Aesu on the rise and gave them a wave of the hand.


Stepping only on the dullest patches, I made my way back to the last landmark I remembered, the pine stump that had been split by lightning in my great-great-grandfather’s time. From there the going was easy: Guided by the moss beneath me, I made no more false steps, and soon arrived at the semicircle of bulrushes that marks the offering place, my left leg drying in the sun.


Vasso the assistant smith had prepared the offering, and as usual he had been excessive, wrapping everything in three layers of heavy wool and including four figurines he had carved from hardwood—three women and what appeared to be a goat. He was ambitious and hoped to impress me, the head smith, and perhaps the gods themselves with this display of piety, but my mother had always told me that the gods only want what is valuable. I put the figures back in my satchel for the village children, and I removed from its scabbard the real substance of the offering: a broadsword, stout and well-balanced, its pommel stamped with the symbol of our village. Vasso could be annoying but his workmanship was good; I tested the sword against the bulrushes as my mother had taught me, and the sharp blade cut them swift and clean.


I chanted the sacred words, both in my language and in my mother’s native tongue. I presented the sword to the sunrise and sunset directions, as well as to the direction of the wide water in honor of my mother’s local gods. Then I made my requests: for safety on the road, a successful visit with the king, and—some believed we should be modest in what we asked of the gods, but I knew nothing was ever gained from half measures—an alliance that would yield prosperity and renown for our village. I measured the exact spot with the span of my hands, and then I laid the sword atop the moss and watched it slip beneath the surface to join its ancestors.


I admit I thought I would feel something this time, some holiness, especially after my earlier trial, but all I found in my mind and heart was the satisfaction of a task completed. Disconcerted, I began to make my way back to the rise, and I had reached the edge where the moss dries away to grass when I realized I had forgotten part of the offering ceremony—the appeal on behalf of the dead.


Our village had not buried someone in the moss since before I was born, a man named Inam who purported to be a mystic, but who was regarded by most of his neighbors as simply insane. He fell or jumped from an oak tree onto the forest road and cracked his skull open in the back and died there, looking up at the branches and the sky. No one knew if his was a holy death—a sacrifice of his body and spirit to the gods according to their direction—or if Inam had merely slipped from the oak in the midst of his ravings, and so he was interred in one of the burial pools that ring the moss, which are reserved for the unsettled dead.


The exact site of Inam’s burial was not marked in any way, and so I cast my gaze broadly over the whole of the moss as I made the appeal: peace for Inam’s family and for all the families of the moss-buried dead, and justice for them and for anyone with a hand in their deaths, if not today, then in the gods’ time. I did not expect a response to this request, which had always seemed vague and abstract to me—what use was justice in the gods’ time if I was not around to see it?—and I did not receive one.


I returned to the rise with my dress soaked in sweat, my shoes covered in mud, and midge bites swelling hot and itchy at the corner of each eye. Nonetheless I smiled widely at my brother and my friend, and hailed them in a loud voice, shouting that the offering had been a success and the gods had conferred great favor on our journey.











April 2018


Agnes recognizes the woman from the back. She is seated alone in front of Kieran’s desk when Agnes walks in, and the curve of her upper spine is unmistakable, much more severe in a woman of her age. Agnes speaks without thinking.


“You must be Ms. Navarro’s daughter.”


The woman looks at her. She is still dressed for travel, in black slacks and a black wool sweater, a heavy brass necklace like a sheet of armor over her breastbone. She is in her late fifties, her face lined and her hair streaked with gray, and her presence has a weight and gravity to it, the way she turns in her chair but does not rise.


“My name is Dorotea Navarro,” she says. “I came here to bring my aunt home.”


Kieran enters the room then, looking harried and holding two cups of tea.


“I see you’ve met Dr. Linstrom,” he says.


“Yes,” says Dorotea, and then to Agnes, “Maybe you can explain it to me, because I still don’t understand. This man, Mr. Bergmann, has confessed to killing my aunt and burying her body. You have found a body, just where he says he buried her, but you’re saying it is not her body? It is someone else?”


Dorotea is obviously angry, but her clarity of purpose is calming to Agnes, who responds with her own.


“It is my determination,” she says, “that the remains discovered on Tuesday are not those of Isabela Navarro.”


Dorotea leans forward. She is wearing dark-red lipstick. Her gray eyes are sharp.


“If it is not my aunt,” she asks, “then who is it?”


In Agnes’s last year of grad school, when she was working two days a week at the medical examiner’s office in Las Minas, a man came to the front desk with a jawbone in a plastic bag. He was a detectorist, his hair and skin desert-fried, he had found no gold or silver in ten years but he had found this: a bleached-out time-cracked hunk of human skull.


Right away Agnes could see it was not normal. She had this gift, everyone said it, an instinct for the body and its forms. It extends to the living too; she knows when women are pregnant before they show, sometimes she can guess people’s jobs by their gait or the way they hold their shoulders. Her father is always surprised by what she can divine, even some of her professors have been impressed, but to her it is no trick or miracle, only the result of years spent looking at each human body with curiosity and care.


This jawbone did not give her much to go on. Only one tooth remained, and it was damaged, split in half by some postmortem trauma. But even half a tooth was enough for Agnes to spot the distinctive pattern of wear: Flour or meal ground by hand in a stone quern contains tiny flecks of rock that abrade the chewing surfaces of the teeth, producing, over a lifetime of such a diet, a smoothed and flattened appearance. The jawbone at Las Minas had belonged to someone who lived in the area between 500 and 600 C.E., likely a member of an Ancestral Puebloan group who consumed a diet high in cornmeal or other stone-ground corn. The fragment was returned, after carbon dating, to officials of the Hopi tribe. Agnes delivered it herself, she felt light but mournful afterward, she had the feeling of a circle closing. The image of the jaw and stone-burnished tooth had slept in Agnes’s mind until it was needed again.


“I’m not sure yet,” Agnes says. “But I think she lived a really long time ago.”


Dorotea nods. She maintains a firm and searching eye contact that makes Agnes sweat under the arms.


“And where,” she asks, “is my aunt?”


“We—” Agnes begins, taking a breath, her expertise now exhausted. “We don’t know.”


Agnes did not deal with families in Las Minas, her work was out in the desert or down in the basement with the cold light. She saw them coming in and out sometimes, pink-eyed, their faces baggy from lack of sleep, and she felt a tug toward them, a desire to give or impart something. But it was not her place; her responsibility, she told herself, was to the dead.


“The police will continue looking for her, of course,” Agnes says, uncertainty making her voice sound tight and unconvincing.


“This is the number for the police liaison,” Kieran says, sliding a card across his desk. “He’s really your best point of contact going forward.”


“What will happen to Mr. Bergmann?” Dorotea asks. “Will there be a trial? Or will he go free now because there is no body?”


Kieran’s phone lights up. “I apologize,” he says shortly, and leaves the room.


“As my colleague says, I think the police liaison—” Agnes attempts.


“I spent a lot of money to come here,” Dorotea interrupts. “A lot of money, and I am not a wealthy person. I got the first flight I could. They told me my aunt was here. They told me I could bring her home.”


“I’m very sorry if you were given inaccurate information,” Agnes says. She heard the medical examiner speak on the phone this way sometimes, in difficult situations: the passive voice, the conditional “if,” like a recording on a bus or in an airport. The conversations usually ended quickly; no one argues with the airport voice. Agnes, however, cannot accomplish this effect—her words in her own head sound feckless and whiny. Dorotea leans forward in her chair, looking at once vehement and self-contained.


“Our mother never got over losing her sister,” she says. “She had pictures all over the house. I will show you.”


She pulls the images up on her phone: Isabela as a girl of seven or eight, standing next to a bicycle; Isabela as a teenager, giving the camera a challenging stare; Isabela as a child again, this time with another girl who must be her sister, both in white dresses and white socks with seed pearls, the sister softer in the face and body with a little bob haircut, Isabela with something mocking in her gaze; Isabela as a young woman, her head thrown back in laughter. The two of them together, maybe fourteen and sixteen—Isabela, the older girl, looks at something outside the frame of the photo, but her sister, still with that softness in her cheeks and chin, gazes upward at Isabela in frank adoration.


Agnes is not a stranger to grief, not exactly. This is what she knows of her own mother, most of it gleaned from her father in small pieces over the course of many years: She liked to paint. She played the violin. She was nearly six feet tall. (Agnes gets her height from her mother, since she was sixteen she has been able to look down at the top of her father’s head.) She had a brilliant mind, if she had gone to college she could have been a mathematician. This Agnes’s father told Agnes one October evening—the dark falling, that surprise desert cold—when her seventh-grade math teacher had sent her home with a calculus textbook and a note stating that there were no classes appropriate to her level available at the school.


Her mother’s parents had eight children, they were part of a fundamentalist religious sect, they were very poor and believed that women, especially, should be educated in the home. Agnes’s mother left when she turned eighteen and enrolled in bookkeeping classes at a community college outside Denver, where she met Agnes’s father, who was studying electrical engineering. They were married five years before Agnes was born. Agnes’s father badly wanted children; her mother consented to have just one. When Agnes was not quite two years old, her mother died suddenly of a heart condition that would have been identified in childhood had she gotten proper medical care.


Until Agnes was ten she had to attend regular appointments with a cardiologist to determine whether she too would develop the condition. Agnes was not told the purpose of the appointments until much later, but she felt her father’s fear. When she was very young she believed the doctors might hurt or even kill her; she continued to experience this as a feeling long after she knew it to be false as an idea. She was a shy child, often a half step behind the others, and she was more comfortable with her father than with other children, a preference he did not discourage. The two of them formed a unit, safe and impregnable, as long as they stayed together, she felt—and did this feeling come from him or from within herself, it was almost impossible to tease the two apart—no one could harm either of them, they were protected from loss.


Now, today, Agnes wonders what it was like for Dorotea to grow up under the photographs of the lost girl with the forthright stare. Was it like Agnes’s father’s house, that warm dark womb smelling of grilled cheese and solder? And what did Dorotea do when she left that place, when she emerged adult from within the walls of her mother’s loss, how did she spend her youth and enter into the thick-skinned steadiness of middle age? Did she feel panicked and unequipped, was she confident, how long did it take her to stop looking up for her mother’s reaction to whatever she was doing, did she ever stop looking?


“Um,” Agnes says, “are you close? With your mother?”


Dorotea looks confused and annoyed.


“My mother died last year,” she says.


“I’m so sorry,” Agnes says, her face hot. “I didn’t realize. I—”


“Close? What kind of a question is that? Was I close with my mother? She was my mother.”


“I just meant, it must have made an impact on you, your mother, losing her sister—”


Dorotea narrows her eyes. “What is your job here? You are a student?”


Agnes stands embarrassed in her red sneakers.


“No. No, I’m an anthropologist. I consult with the county on cases involving bones and teeth.”


“You came from America to do this? They don’t have anthropologists in this country?”


“No, they do.”


“Are you some kind of expert, then? They brought you over just for this case?”


“No. I mean yes, I am an expert in dentition, but I came here a while back. I’m a postdoctoral fellow, I don’t know if you know what that means?”


“Of course I know what it means,” Dorotea says. “For a moment I thought, ‘Ah, perhaps they requested someone really special for this case, a woman who has been missing for fifty-seven years.’ But no, you are just a very young person, not a student but very recently a student. Perhaps last year?”


“Last year,” Agnes admits.


“And you are the one I am supposed to trust when you say these remains are not Isabela’s?”


Agnes’s embarrassment and insecurity fall away. She knows what she’s seen: on the X-rays, in the old records with their handwritten measurements, and on the cold uncanny body itself. She draws herself up so that her eyes look down into Dorotea’s eyes.
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