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To Sam Bennett and Oonah McFarlane Wells – then practically strangers to me – who wouldn’t let me fail at a difficult time, but showed immense love and compassion by teaching me how to draw myself a new map in life.








	IN STOCKHOLM

	 





	Magnus Stille

	Administrator at Bergskollegium, Swedish Board of Mines.





	Isabella Stille

	Magnus’s wife. Daughter of State Minister of Justice. 





	Ellen, Harriet, Peter

	Their children. 





	Karl Rosenblad

	State Minister of Justice.





	Ingeborg Rosenblad

	His wife.





	Lovisa Rosenblad

	His daughter, Isabella’s sister. 





	Gabriel Mårtensson

	Works for Magnus at Bergskollegium.














	ABOARD STEAMER

	 





	Hans Rexius

	Priest, journeying to Norwegian border.





	Fredrik Wetterlund

	Priest, journeying to Norwegian border.





	Lars (last name unknown)

	Warden of the county prison in Luleå.













	IN LULEÅ

	 





	Gunnar Cronstedt

	County Governor.





	Frans Svensson

	
Bergskollegium’s regional master of the mountain. 













	AT TANA RAPIDS

	 





	Ove and Anna-Maria Edgren

	Farmers at Tana Rapids.













	BLACKÅSEN VILLAGE

	 





	Jacob Palm (Merchant)

	Born in Stockholm. Arrived to Blackåsen in 1845.





	Helena Palm

	Jacob’s wife.





	Ulf Liljeblad (Priest)

	Born on Blackåsen. Educated in Uppsala. Deceased: one of the victims. 





	Frida Liljeblad (Priest’s Wife)

	Originally from Uppsala. Arrived in Blackåsen in 1835.





	Jan-Erik Persson (Constable) 

	Born on Blackåsen. Educated in Uppsala. Deceased: one of the victims.





	His wife (Constable’s Wife)

	Born on Blackåsen. 





	Her father (Blind Man)

	Born on Blackåsen.





	Jan-Erik’s sister (Constable’s Sister)

	Born on Blackåsen. Maid at the vicarage.





	Adelaide Gustavsdotter (Holy Woman)

	Born on Blackåsen. Leader of a religious sect of separatists (have exited the state church).





	Matts Fjellström (Hunter)

	Born on Blackåsen. Farmer.





	Daniel Fjellström (Long Beard) 

	Born on Blackåsen. Matts’s brother. Farmer.





	Lars Berg (Giant)

	Born in Stockholm. Farmer.





	Rune Dahlbom

	Born on Blackåsen. Educated in Uppsala. Teacher at Falu Mining School. Deceased: one of the victims.





	Sigrid Rudin (Child of Village)

	Born on Blackåsen. Lives with Adelaide Gustavsdotter.





	Susanna Rudin (Singing One)

	Born on Blackåsen. Deceased in 1840. Self-murderess. Sigrid’s mother. 





	Per Eriksson (Night Man)

	Born on Blackåsen. Spent time in prison for murdering his father. Returned and became the night man. 





	Anders (Lone One)

	Born on Blackåsen. Recluse. Lives on the other side of the lake.













	SAMI TRIBE

	 





	Biijá (Ester)

	One of the elderly women in a Sami tribe.





	Nila (Nils)

	Biijá’s deceased husband, former noiade/leader of the tribe.





	Dávvet

	Likely new leader of the tribe.





	Livli

	Sent away for illicit love affair with Dávvet when young.





	Suonjar, Innga, Aili, Beahkká

	Tribe members.













	GLOSSARY

	 





	
sita – Sami tribe





	
kåta – Sami tent





	
joik – traditional Sami singing style





	
noiade – Sami shaman













	The Sami nomadic tribe counts eight seasons: EARLY SPRING March–April, SPRING May–June, EARLY SUMMER June, SUMMER July–August, LATE SUMMER August, AUTUMN September–October, LATE AUTUMN November, WINTER December–March (Source: People of Eight Seasons, Ernst Manker, Wahlström & Widstrand, 1972).
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Blackåsen, Spring 1856


In death, something departs. Life – yes, yes – but also something physical. Why else would a person’s bulk shrink so? Their chest caves in, their arms shrivel, their legs shorten … The skin droops and the palate blackens. It is clear that there remains nothing but the dry shell of a nut.


At the Resurrection, Jesus will return to wake the Faithful. What will He do if He finds them incomplete?


This is what I first think when I see Nila’s body.


Then I wonder when he became so old.


We give him the ancient burial. None of us suggests we imprison the man who led us under six feet of soil. Not even Sunojar says we ought to take him to the village to be put in Holy Ground. Our fingers work to some forgotten cadence; wrap his body in bark – the dry wood against our hands smooth as water and coarse as rock. We lay him into his sleigh and lift it in a hollow tree trunk on the ground.


Then we stand in silence. At once, my chest pulls together and I can’t breathe. I lurch forwards. Hands grasp my elbows, bodies press against mine. I have to bite the inside of my cheek not to scream and push them away. For the members of the sita are one and the same. And so I don’t struggle. I make no noise. I think myself up, up, and gone, pretend it is not my body being touched.


I sit in my kåta. I light a fire though it is hot, and after a while I stink of sour sweat. I stare into the thin flames and wait for grief to find me, but I am as empty as the wooden food bowl by my feet. Outside, the sita is quiet, waiting for me to mourn. We ought to leave our spring camp and continue our walk – the snow has disappeared, the reindeer herd has left for the high mountains followed and guarded by a few of ours. Yes, early summer will soon be upon us with midges and gadflies, and here we are, caught in journey land, first because of Nila and now because of me. And inside my kåta – inside me – still nothing.


My mother once said the sita was a castle. I thought of thick walls, of safety inside. But she didn’t look happy when she said it. I guess walls can do many things.


Early morning on the fourth day, before the others wake, I pack my reindeer hide and my kettle. I hesitate and add my china cup. I take some dried reindeer meat, coffee, cheese. In my pouch I have my knife, steel, flint stone, birch-bark, spoon, and comb. The others will hurt when they discover I have gone, but they will settle down. ‘Wandering’, they will say. ‘Biijá has gone wandering.’ I step outside, and one of the dogs yelps. I point at the ground with my walking stick and it lies belly down, nose to the dirt, only its eyes trailing me.


My feet take me back down Crowfoot Trail. They follow the river for a while, and then cross it – me wobbling on the wet stones, supporting myself on my stick – and carry me into the valley. The smells of fresh pine and lofty summer wind remind me of the journey we undertook, Nila and I, newly married: the excitement and curiosity about each other; the freedom of a future yet to be revealed. Night comes, light blue, starless. I am not tired and keep walking. When the cuckoo tells me morning has come, I lie down under a spruce tree, sheltered by its branches. I wake again as the sun weakens.


And so I continue: during the night, I walk, during the day, I sleep. I don’t eat. I am in a dream, going wherever my feet take me.


Then, one night, my feet turn determined. The feeling of leisure disappears. Now they hasten towards the mountain on the other side of the valley, and now I try to divert them – aim them perhaps towards the round hillocks in the west, or, better, the coast by the eastern sea, but they won’t have it.


By the base of Blackåsen Mountain, they stop.


I look up at the ashen mountain. I don’t like it. But my limbs refuse to move. This is where grief will come and find me. Here. Perhaps it is appropriate.


I set up camp on the south side, in a glade thick with reindeer moss, close to some juniper shrubs and a stream. From a rock, I have a view over the mountain top. I will sit here and wait until my soul catches up with me. Then I shall pick recent events apart like you clean a fish from its bones, lay them bare and look at them until I understand them and can sort them back into myself again, one by one, in some kind of order.


I build a fire ring. Old age can mellow a being – I put one stone down, then the next – slow them down and soften them. Or it can rouse them, garble their qualities, so what used to please begins to jar and shriek. We didn’t expect it to happen to Nila, that’s all.


In my mind there is a sudden image of Nila, eyes round, white beard quivering, screaming: ‘Listen to me!’


I shut it down. Tomorrow. Tomorrow, I will think about all of it.


This night, I lie awake and listen. I know the Blackåsen of winter very well; our usual site is not far, but never before have I been here this late. The high mountains have different sounds. Here, the forest ticks and croaks. The high wind is absent, there is no gahw of snowy owls.


I lift myself off the craggy ground and adjust my body, all angles and aches. Old age again. Lately, my past has started cohabiting with my daily life, the one becoming more vivid than the other. As I go about my chores, I think as much about people long gone as I do about those alive. We used to say the dead and the living were two sides of the same coin. Priest would be horrified. Anyway, that was a long time ago.


‘Dear Jesus.’


I hear myself mumble this in between consciousness and sleep.


The second morning, Merchant comes. Not to see me – when he notices me on my rock, he flinches.


He has airs, Merchant. Walks with the stiffness that makes a person stumble in the forest, or scrape their side against a tree. Merchant. Jacob Palm. We have names for all of the settlers. There’s ‘Priest’; ‘Constable’; ‘Holy Woman’ …


Nila used the settlers’ real names. Even with me, he did. ‘Ulf Liljeblad,’ he said, or ‘Jan-Erik Persson,’ lips pointed in a whistle. Behind his back, I laughed. His eagerness to get it right made me think of a child.


The settlers might call me things, too. Though most likely, they just use my other name, the one the priest bestowed upon me and printed into his book with ink: Ester. Said out loud, it sounds like a person who is going and coming at the same time. Es.Ter.


Biijá is my real name. It’s what my mother whispered that autumn night when I was born – scent of snow in the air, reindeer rustling outside the kåta.


In Nila’s mouth, the B softened to a P. ‘Piijá,’ he said. ‘My Piijá.’


‘Are you living here now?’ Merchant asks.


His eyes have already walked over my bed, my fire, and back. He wipes his forehead with a cloth.


It might anger the villagers that I have come here. Perhaps they will say I should have asked permission, though this is Lapp land and it is they who ought to ask. But Merchant doesn’t seem upset. He wants to go, looks up mountain, body tense in an arch.


‘Then we’ll meet again,’ he says, and that’s when I say, ‘Do you want coffee?’ And he says, ‘Perhaps another time,’ and leaves.


I sit back down on the stone and stick my fingers in its hollows.


Merchant had neither rifle to hunt, nor vessels to gather. Perhaps he was out taking stock. Knowing where to find a specific plant or where to set a trap can be the difference between life and death. Perhaps Merchant is learning.


I put my hands at the back of my knees and raise them up – first one, then the other.


When my mother died, I grieved so much I vomited out my insides, and what remained was raw, newborn, shrieking in sharp light.


Time has come to think it through, I tell myself, but my mind stays blank. I can’t remember a thing.


There is only this: I am relieved my husband is dead.
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~Five weeks later~


Stockholm, June 1856



The State Minister of Justice is standing with his back towards me, looking out. The light coming from the window might make his shoulders seem hollow, but that’s an illusion. He is as tall and broad-shouldered as me.


‘The man who came said it was the worst thing he’d ever seen.’ He turns to look me in the eyes to make sure I have understood the gravity of what he’s just told me. I nod. A massacre in one of the Lapland mountain settlements – a priest, a law enforcement officer, and a local settler – slaughtered by the Lapps. That’s what he’s telling me now: ‘slaughtered’, not ‘killed’.


The minister sits down and waves to the chair at the other side of his desk. ‘This is worrisome. A similar tragedy took place in Norway four years ago.’


‘I remember. A local religious movement turned violent. Lapps demanding a ban on the sale of spirits?’


‘I need to know what happened. And why. Is this a co-incidence, or are we at risk of a Lapp uprising? Of course, I can’t afford to be seen interfering with any local process, nor, God forbid, can I be suspected of doubting the capacities of my esteemed colleague in charge of the Lapps.’


As he says the last sentence, he scowls. He and the Minister of Public Administration have been warring since they were students. Something about a woman.


He sighs, leans back in his chair, joins his fingertips and gazes at the ceiling. ‘My real concern is the King’s sale of the Gällivare-verken that took place last year. What most people don’t know is that the transaction is not yet secure. Already there is some dispute between the Swedes and the Norwegians in the acquiring consortia; the bill of sale is not signed, and nothing has been paid. The King has been trying to sell the estates for several years. If the sale were to fall through, it would be the second time this has happened. How on earth would he then find a purchaser?’


I am not surprised at the news. The King’s mines in Lapland, with their accompanying land, iron works, and sawmills that jointly go under the term Gällivare-verken, are highly cumbersome administratively and not profitable. Only last week I saw numbers documenting how, at the moment, it is cheaper to mine the iron in central Sweden, bring it north and develop it in the ironworks there, than to transport the Lappish iron found inland the short distances to the smelters at the coast. There aren’t any means of passage, the terrain is hopeless, as is the weather. All signs indicate that the war in Crimea, albeit over, has stifled the economy. In fact, I’ve been certain these men of affairs are after the forest, not the minerals. If they really bought the Gällivare-verken for the sake of the iron, I can imagine that after getting a closer look at the estates, they might regret their decision …


I look up to find the minister watching me. As always, his eyes have come to rest on my scar. As always, because it’s him, I don’t mind. ‘Shame about the scar,’ he has said many times, ‘though it does give you a certain draw.’


‘The event took place at Blackåsen Mountain. The perpetrator has been taken to Luleå town pending his trial. Justice will run its course. But I was hoping you might find a reason to travel north? In view of the mineral resources of the region, if an administrator at Bergskollegium were to ask questions, I don’t think it would be perceived as strange. Do you, Magnus? After all, looking after Sweden’s mineral deposits is what you do.’


‘I’ll go,’ I say.


The minister studies me. ‘I don’t want you on Blackåsen. There is no need. People in Luleå will be able to give you answers. The county governor has just taken up residence there. Perhaps you can get access to the perpetrator. Ask him …’ He shakes his head. ‘You know what to ask him. And then I want an account of events to shut this down before it turns into something that could be seen as a valid reason for the sale to be reversed.’


He rises, and I follow suit.


‘Shut it down,’ he repeats. ‘And tell no one the real reason behind your journey.’


I wonder if this includes not telling his daughter, my wife.


‘No one at all,’ the minister says. ‘This city of ours sometimes feels no larger than a village, and I don’t want the Minister of Public Administration to hear we are taking an interest.’


As I am walking out, he says: ‘Magnus—’


I turn. ‘Yes?’


At once, he looks his age; the short wrinkles that run along his eyebrows are deep, the white-yellow hair that coils around his temples, unwashed. He shakes his head. ‘Nothing, Magnus. Nothing. Be careful.’


The sun has warmed the wooden door to the Bergskollegium and it reflects the heat a yard away. It’s been hot since the middle of May. I have expected an outbreak of cholera, like last summer, but so far we have escaped. The stone stairway inside lies cool. I take the stairs two at a time.


As I enter my office, Gabriel Mårtensson, my clerk, stands up. ‘What did the minister want?’


I throw my hat on my desk. ‘To complain about his poor health.’


Gabriel guffaws. Yes, you can’t easily imagine the State Minister of Justice, ill. ‘I’d like to see the maps of the area around Luleå,’ I say to Gabriel. ‘Blackåsen Mountain in particular.’


Gabriel disappears. He has been at the Board of Mines much longer than me. I inherited him on my arrival, and he is a good worker, conscientious …


I flick through the papers that have gathered on my desk in my absence.


‘Shut it down,’ the minister said. I am hoping I won’t find anything that needs shutting down. The minister is used to opening doors and then closing them by the turn of a hand or a mere signature on a paper. He doesn’t want to accept that things might be changing, with the marches, the riots, and the demands for equality. He has taken to shrugging whenever people speak of the dissent – a rapid motion, irritated, as if to say, obviously not everyone can be pleased. Perhaps the nation’s unrest has reached the north? Apart from that one time in Norway, I cannot remember ever hearing of any problems with the Lapps. They are a peaceful group. Ignorant, yes. Some say apathetic; without any willingness to better themselves or create proper lives …


The doorway is still empty. No Gabriel. I am excited about the journey ahead. For a mineralogist, Lapland is the most interesting region in Sweden; Blackåsen itself the largest find the nation has. I ought to have travelled there a long time ago. In fact, I don’t know why I haven’t.


‘We can’t find it.’ Gabriel speaks before he enters the office.


‘Find what?’


He has brought just one map roll, which he flattens out on my desk. It is a coloured print. The upper bodies of tiny conjoining angels create a frame at its edges. With a white finger, Gabriel trails the coastline. ‘Blackåsen Mountain is on the same latitude as Luleå.’ He moves his finger inland.


The mapmaker has drawn forest, lots of forest. There is a river and a lake, forest, forest, forest … But no mountain.


‘Whose map is this?’


‘Hermelin’s.’


Some of Gällivare-verken’s properties once belonged to Samuel Gustaf Hermelin. His efforts as a cartographer of the region were successful. And his maps are usually accurate.


We lean over the print. What about further north, west, south …? No elevation. Blackåsen lies inland of Luleå. Everyone knows this. Am I mistaken? Is it further towards Norway? No.


‘And we have nothing else on Blackåsen,’ Gabriel says. ‘The file is empty.’


He speaks the last words more quietly, as an afterthought, but he looks at me, waiting.


‘How is that possible?’ I ask.


All the finds have been charted, often many times over. Developed or not, Bergskollegium has drawings, maps, accounts of mining claims …


‘Perhaps the information was needed when the King sold Gällivare-verken?’ Gabriel sounds hesitant.


‘The papers would never have been removed from our building.’


We both look again at the map before us.


Gabriel clears his throat. ‘There were rumours about Blackåsen.’


‘What kind of rumours?’


‘Things happened there … Accidents, other mishaps.’


I think about three dead people. Three slaughtered people. I shake my head. ‘But that makes no sense. Is there then no order in our archives?’


‘I don’t understand it.’


‘Look again. And I need to leave for Lapland as soon as possible. Book me a steamboat ticket to Luleå.’


‘I am going away,’ I say to my wife, Isabella.


The dining room feels muggy. Supper has been cleared from the table, and my daughters sit there doing their schoolwork. Their foreheads glow and their hair has curled of its own accord. The boy looks as if he’s folding paper. Isabella sits in her rocking chair embroidering, her blonde hair parted, wound around her head and pinned up above her neck. From time to time, she pushes with her foot and rocks the chair. It seems to me it’s too hot for needlework, but then what do I know? At least plenty of light enters the large windows, so she can see what she is doing. The city has constructed a gasworks by Klara Lake. Soon, street lamps will gleam on Brunkenberg Square – yellow, soft balls in the air – but until that day we must rely on natural light and paraffin. Stockholm is changing. Buildings are going up everywhere, the town metamorphosing into something unknown before my very eyes.


‘Yes,’ Isabella says.


‘Not for long.’


‘Are you going on behalf of my father? I heard you went to see him today.’


The minister is right; how small then Stockholm is. When I don’t respond, Isabella pushes with her foot again, rocks and focuses on her handiwork. I don’t understand why the minister minds her knowing. She and her father are close, and Isabella knows better than most how to keep secrets. Though it’s true one doesn’t need to tell everyone everything. In general, people talk too much.


I walk out onto the balcony, feel in my pocket and retrieve my pipe. The sun hovers orange-red above the horizon. The angles of house roofs turn the town into a patchwork. Beneath me, the square lies vacant. The perfume from Isabella’s orchids imbues the air. She cultivates them in clay pots to press their flowers and make pictures; she pricks the leaves and petals with a needle so the mucus can ooze out and the flower dry. I never knew orchids were full of slime.


At least the scent of the plants covers the stench from the streets. If only it would rain. Even the minister looked worn today, though that was most likely the matter at hand. It’s a journey of about five hundred miles to Luleå. Not as arduous as it might sound. The steamboat goes all the way. Four or five days’ journey perhaps, depending on the amount of cargo to be unloaded. A few days to meet with people and find out what happened, and then the journey back. The missing information bothers me. My staff has searched in vain for it the whole afternoon. It is clear it was not simply mislaid, and I don’t know what that means.


‘Slaughtered.’ I shake my head. Inside the apartment my father-in-law has been renting for us ever since our marriage, my family sits with their heads bent over their pursuits. Some consider me, too, one of the minister’s children. I grew up in his household, lived there before the minister married and had children of his own. Later, much later, I wedded Isabella, and my membership of the family became official.


I feel a rush. Nausea?


My hearing fades. I can’t breathe. The orchids … the smell. I sway, reach out for the stone wall, and my hand trembles. My pipe falls to the ground. Through the open door, as if in a fog, I see the children rise. Isabella stands behind them, a spirit dressed in white.


‘Go and say goodnight to your father,’ this spirit says, voice warped. The sentence reaches me through the haze.


It takes a massive effort for me to stand up straight as the children join me.


‘Goodnight, Father.’ Ellen, my eldest, kisses me on my cheek, a cool peck.


Harriet picks up my pipe, sticks it in my hand, then leans in towards me and squeezes my waist hard. Peter kicks one of the clay pots with his foot.


‘Give Father a kiss,’ Ellen says, so like her mother.


Peter comes close enough for me to kiss him, but I can’t bend down. I lift my hand, which weighs a thousand tons, and put it on my son’s head. I want to lean on it for support.


Inside, the white spirit opens the door to the hallway, waits as the children go through, and follows them.


My thought is absurd, but unmistakeable: something has begun, something I ought to have no part in. And it has to do with the events on Blackåsen Mountain.


All night, I sit in my leather chair in the library with the painted wallpaper from England, the outsized crystal chandelier, and the thick carpet. With my eyes, I trace the spirals of the gilded picture frames, I draw the pattern of the wallpaper’s velvet medallions. The smell of decay coming from outside is overbearing. I can taste it in my mouth. The hand of the mahogany wall clock moves forward, one step, then another, and the sound is not one of stillness but of threat. I wait for the fever, the runs, the vomiting. Why haven’t we talked about what to do if one of us gets cholera? Where to go so as not to infect the others? Do we think we are beyond its reach?


When the sun rises over Brunkenberg Square nothing more has happened. The dizziness must have been due to not taking enough fluids. I feel fine. I’ll remember to drink more.


Before leaving, I look in on my children. Harriet sleeps on her back with her hands behind her head, her black hair spread over the pillow. Peter’s face appears flushed, his bowed neck and back sweaty. I push his covers away. Ellen lies on her side, knees pulled up, both hands underneath her cheek. She has braided her hair and pinned it up on the crown of her head, like Isabella does before she goes to sleep. I don’t enter her room, but stop in the doorway. Ellen is too old now for me to look in on her. It won’t be long before she leaves our home to marry. I am losing my children, I think, but know I am not thinking of loss through marriage. The door to the bedroom I share with Isabella is ajar. I try to be quiet as I walk out of the house.


It’s a short walk from Brunkenberg Square down to Gustaf Adolf Square. The sunshine floods the cobbled street. The open sewers teem with refuse. I lengthen my steps. In Gustaf Adolf Square, the large buildings of the Hereditary Prince’s Palace and the Royal Theatre sit stout and pale, windows like empty eyes, resting between what must have been an eventful night and what will be an equally demanding morning. Across the water lies the yellow building that is the King’s Palace. Further away, in Blaiseholm Port, men load the boats, rolling barrels up the wooden walkways, carrying chests and crates.


The line to board the steamer is quiet. People don’t speak, but shuffle towards the boat, eyes half closed to the bright light.


A team of horses storms onto the quayside. The coach behind them slithers on the cobbles, and I recognise the black carriage as the minister’s horseman jumps down and runs towards the steamer, his eyes searching the queue until I step forward.


‘It’s the minister,’ he calls. ‘He needs you.’


‘The boat is leaving within the hour.’


The horseman shakes his head and runs back to the carriage. He doesn’t open the door, and I climb up beside him on the coachman’s seat. He uses his whip to set the animals in motion. People run left and right to avoid the horses’ hooves.


The State Minister of Justice’s house lies quiet. As the carriage pulls up, the door opens and the maid stands in the doorway. She takes a rapid step aside and glances towards the library. Someone’s sick. I knock.


‘Enter.’ The minister’s voice. ‘Close the door behind you.’


The minister stands in front of his desk. By the hearth, Ingeborg, his wife, sits on the edge of the sofa, holding a handkerchief to her face. On the other side of the fireplace stands Lovisa, their twenty-year-old daughter, my sister-in-law, eyes closed, dark red flames on her cheeks and neck. Oh, no. What has she done this time?


The minister’s breathing sounds laboured. A twitch on the left side of his nose pulls his skin upwards in tiny irregular movements.


‘Lovisa will be coming with you,’ he says, his polished voice at odds with the scene in front of me.


Long wisps of brown hair lie scattered around Lovisa’s feet. A pair of scissors rests on the minister’s desk. He’s cut her hair.


‘Her travel pass and her ticket.’ The minister holds out a set of papers. His hand trembles.


‘With all due respect, that’s impossible.’


The minister stares at me. The vein by his nose pulsates.


‘It is not appropriate.’ I manage to catch his eye.


‘I’ll explain the matter to Isabella,’ he says, but the air seems to have left his lungs.


‘It’s Lapland,’ I say. ‘It’s no journey for a woman.’


The girl’s mother emits a loud sob, and the minister’s gaze hardens.


‘She thinks she’s a man, then let her live like one,’ he says. ‘For all I care, you can leave her up north. I don’t want to see her again.’


‘Karl …’


We ought to speak about this without the girl, without the girl’s mother.


‘Have I ever asked you to do anything important for me?’ the minister shouts. His eyes bulge from his head. ‘And yet have I not raised you like my own?’ He takes a deep breath and lets the air out.


‘I am asking you for something now.’
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Voices, horses’ hooves, and the slamming of boxes being loaded come together to press against my eardrums. I try to swallow it away. The boat tilts, and I imagine water moving underneath it, a thick body. I cannot breathe. I put my arms on the railing and lean my forehead on them. On the lower deck, people circulate, prattle: Oh how lucky we are with the weather now that we are undertaking such a long and dangerous journey … Their laughter resembles the honking of geese. A man in a top hat and a jacket with long tails glances up. Our eyes meet.


I stand, collect my skirts in one hand and with the other I run my fingers along the side of the cabin wall. Excuse me. Excuse me. Move!


But people abound on the other side of the boat, too. I grab the warm railing and strain to look past our city, out to sea. There, where water meets sky. I stare at the horizon until my eyes hurt. A whistle sounds. Breathe, I tell myself. Don’t think, just breathe.


He cut my hair. My father cut my hair. The blue before me turns to white haze. My ribs cave in on themselves. For a moment, I am certain I will have to fold myself over the pain in my chest and wail it out. He threw me out. Oh God. What will I do?


The engines whir. Another whistle, and black smoke blows out of the chimney on top of the boat. We can’t be leaving already?


I begin to walk, then I run. I collide with someone. My heart thumps. I taste iron.


‘Goodbye!’ the people around me shout to those on shore. They lean against the railing and wave.


I push, but so does everybody else.


‘Goodbye.’


A yank underneath us. Water gushes, churns.


‘Wait!’ I scream.


But my voice drowns in the third whistle. My heart rips, my eyes well up. We are off.


The steamboat chugs its way up country. Outside Stockholm, there were a thousand islands, as if our nation had smashed into shards. Here, further north, the coastline arches in a solid line, smeared by a giant finger. Forest. Dark green, thick, tall – a barricade of it. On the other side of the boat, water, choppy and inky. I try to make my mind blank, keep it blank, listen to the steam engine. Chug-chug-chug.


What did you think? My mind won’t leave me be. What did you expect?


My father’s face. Never have I seen him look the way he did this morning, as he threw open the door to the library – I rose to escape, though I knew I wouldn’t make it. Then he had me by my hair and pulled me. I had to bend sideways and run so as not to fall. From the library, out into the kitchen. I glimpsed the housekeeper with a hand clasped to her mouth, my mother’s white face … My father groped in the drawer, found the scissors. This time, he’d kill me. He turned and dragged me into his study. His hands shook and the scissor points quaked before my face. Then there were only the thick sounds of blades cutting into hair and my mother’s yelps with each lock that fell to the floor.


I shut my eyes. A fluttering image of Eva. What did I expect?


In the afternoon, the wind howls more strongly and white hats top the waves. People have retired into the dining saloon or their cabins, but I remain, chest challenging the gusts. Freeze me. Numb me. If I can relax into it, the wind will take me. A flash of ballooning skirts and I’ll be gone. But my body refuses to let go. Soon I shiver so much I can barely stand.


‘Here.’


Magnus has appeared beside me. He holds out a coat. The long, dark hair he has combed back from his face and tied at the nape of his neck in a twist hits his shoulders. His scar is unavoidable in the white light: ragged deep, ringing his left eye and emptying down his cheek.


I don’t want it. I want to tell him this, and about ballooning skirts. I don’t want your coat. I don’t want to be warm.


He pushes the coat into my arms.


‘There is bread in the pocket,’ he says, and leaves.


‘I don’t want it,’ I say.





[image: Image Missing]



Blackåsen, Spring 1856


I lie on my knees at my campsite, drinking cold water from the rivulet; in the village, a woman screams. Her cry slashes down the settlement dirt road, tumbles onto the forest trail, and hits the mountain side beneath me.


I push off the ground and climb the rock. I stretch, but I can’t see.


All turns quiet. Much too quiet.


I pace the glade. Back and forth. Back. Forth. What happened?


The silence endures, and I have no choice but to go there, to the settlement. My chest is heaving. Still, I tell myself, and put my hand on my heart as though to hold it. It was likely nothing.


But that silence …


I make my way in amongst the trees, between the trunks of pine, on the dense mat made from their needles. By the village entrance, an owl barks, its warning followed by heavy wings indenting the air. I hesitate, but take the road. I am not coming with evil intentions. I should not hide.


Then the smell of blood engulfs me. Walking this dirt road is like wading the River of Blood. My limbs become heavy. My heartbeats slow down, deepen and press inwards until the sound hurts my ears. I leave the road for the forest and become part of its shadows. The church appears first. Inside, people stand and walk about. They pass before a window and disappear again.


Coming towards me on the road, shoes crunching gravel. I squat down beneath the tough leaves of marsh tea.


It is Holy Woman. She passes so close I could touch her skirt if I stretched out my hand. Cold sweat, the reek of fear. Holy Woman runs towards the church. More steps: Hunter, and his brother. The door opens to let them in.


The muscles in my thighs quiver as I rise. I float amongst the trees – a fog – then between gravestones – a breeze. One of the windows yawns open. I sit down beneath it, back against the wood, the boneyard in front of me, beyond it, the spruce forest. At first, from inside, there is a mass of sounds. Footsteps, voices: ‘But that is impossible!’ and ‘Do something!’


The evening sunlight turns the headstones dark grey. They lean in towards me, towards the building. The light reddens the outer spruce trees of the forest but can’t touch the blackness behind. The noises from inside separate into a hushed conversation.


‘Who is in there?’


‘My husband!’


Another desperate voice: ‘Mine, too!’


‘They are dead.’


I hear myself gasp.


‘We know!’ A woman’s cry. ‘But why won’t he leave? He’s killed them now, why is he still there?’


‘Who is he?’


‘I want my husband. Oh God. I want his body!’


Grief. I have to close my eyes.


‘A Lapp did this.’


My eyes spring open. The last person speaking was the Holy Woman.


Inside, they have fallen silent.


‘I … I ran back inside,’ Holy Woman says. ‘Then Frida came … We both saw him.’ She falters.


‘One of the Lapps has set up camp westwards,’ Merchant says. ‘Old Nils’s wife.’


‘She’s set up camp? Here? But why?’


‘Was Nils with her?’


‘No, she was alone.’


‘Well, was it Nils who …?’


‘No, no. That is not him inside.’


‘But it can’t be a coincidence …?’


Then the voices are too many. They shriek like crows and I can no longer follow.


Back at my campsite, I start pacing anew. Three people are dead? Killed by a Lapp who is still with them?


Nila said something would happen on Blackåsen. Impossible. He couldn’t have known.


The image of Nila shouting is before me again – ‘Listen to me!’ I press my hands against my temples.


I have to leave. No. The settlers will come and find me. If I leave now, they’ll think I have something to hide. Who knows what that might unleash?


Why is this Lapp with the bodies? What is he doing with them?


Bile rises in my throat. I hurry to the stream, huddle and rinse my mouth with the cold water, again and again, spitting it out. I wish I could use the reindeer brush and scrub my insides.


Why did I come here? To sit on a rock and gawk? What a stupid old woman I am. I should be walking along with my people towards the blue massifs, seeing the herd move above us, a dark cloud on the mountain’s side. Grief would have found me eventually. Now I am trapped here. Oh, what shall I do?


Sleep.


As if Nila has said the word out loud. Not the Nila of late, but the young Nila, the one I trusted to tell me what to do. Yes. I must sleep, so my mind will be clear when the settlers arrive and the words will come out right. I must think away what I have heard and pretend it’s new to me.


I lie down with my back against the rock. It’s warm after the day’s sun and I shuffle closer. Sleep, I tell myself. Sleep, sleep, sleep.


None of ours would commit a crime like this.


I try to evoke a memory of young Nila … the short, dark hair, the firm chin and straight nose, the eyes that glowed as though he were made of a different material. But all I can summon in my mind is the white-haired stranger he was towards the end.


That last night, his screaming woke me up. It woke all of us. ‘Worship?’


I reached for him even though I already knew, and when his place was empty, shame washed over me. Shame and something stronger, blinding white, hot. Why? I thought. Why was he doing this to me? To himself?


‘Worship!’


I grabbed a shawl, folded the opening of our kåta aside. Nila stood by the large pine, hands bloodied. The dogs were loping around him, back pelts raised. Nila had carved a face into the tree and smeared it with reindeer’s blood. Dear Jesus. I looked around for the carcass.


‘Nila.’ Dávvet appeared beside me. For once, I felt happy for him trying to take control. ‘You’ve had a bad dream,’ Dávvet said.


The whole sita was there now, huddling together in the dull night light, rubbing their eyes, nodding with Dávvet. Go back to bed, old man. A dream.


Nila wavered. For a moment, I thought he was coming to his senses. But when Dávvet took a step forward, Nila raised the hand holding the knife. ‘Don’t come near!’ He stabbed in the air around him.


I didn’t meet Dávvet’s gaze. I didn’t dare to try to soothe my husband, couldn’t have the others see me fail.


We could do nothing but leave him, but there was no more sleep to be had. This … person that used to be my love shrieked and moaned. There was smacking, as if he were hitting himself. I put my hands over my ears; I covered my head. Still, I heard him. Later in the night, it stopped. After a while, the door to the kåta was pushed aside. Nila stepped in, his knees buckled and he fell face forward onto the birch twigs and into deep sleep.


Morning came and the sita pretended everything was normal. We made as if we didn’t see the tree and the face carved into it. But our sentences were short, our manners, harsh. It was supposed to be our day of departure, but it was clear we wouldn’t leave. Not that day.


How I hated the carving with its chiselled nose and high forehead. Wherever I went, whatever I was doing, it sat in the corner of my eye, watching me.


I bite the memory off there. Ten days and nights I have been on Blackåsen Mountain seeking grief, begging for the memories to come, all the while remaining cold, unfeeling.Now it comes?


I slap at a mosquito. The insects are wearing. Up in the high mountains, there are none. Once the settlers have been to see me, I will pack up and leave. I grab the corner of my reindeer hide and roll so it covers me.
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