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For Jan



PROLOGUE

THERE ONCE WAS A GIRL with tangles in her hair. She liked the tangles. She dug her fingers into them, twirled and spun them with curious, searching fingers. Her name was Hulda.

Hulda had a sister whose hair was as smooth as river water. The mother brushed the sister’s hair like it was something precious. “Like spun gold,” the mother said. Hulda had never seen spun gold. But if it was anything like the sister’s hair, she thought it must be very beautiful.

Maybe, Hulda thought, spun gold was like snakeskin. Snakeskin shimmered like the sister’s hair. Hulda wondered if the sister’s hair felt like a snake’s skin, too. Cool and alive. But the sister didn’t let Hulda touch her hair. “Dirty hands,” the sister would say, and wrinkle her pretty nose. Hulda’s hands were often dirty, it was true. It was only when the sister was sleeping in the bed next to hers that Hulda could creep over and pick up a coil of the sister’s hair, spread it across her arm. The hair lay there, lifeless. Not like a snake at all. Hulda let it drop to the pillow. Wrinkled her own less pretty nose.

Every evening after that, she watched with altered eyes while the mother brushed the sister’s hair, the firelight turning each strand a different shade of sunshine-yellow. Hulda felt caught in a place between envy and disdain. It was a silly thing to fuss over something so dead. And yet she saw the pleasure the mother took in each stroke, the way the sister’s eyes half closed like a drowsy cat’s.

The mother used to brush Hulda’s hair that way. That was a long time ago. Hulda was little then, years before her first bleed. She could hardly recall the feel of the mother’s hands in her hair. The last time, the mother had threatened to cut it all off. “Child, if you can’t keep the tangles out yourself and you cry so when I brush it, what choice do I have?” But the father had insisted no. “A woman’s hair is her glory,” he said. Hulda hadn’t known what that meant at the time. Now she did. On her wedding night a woman was supposed to unwrap her hair and offer it to her husband like a gift, something only he was allowed to see and touch. This was why the sister, on her eighteenth birthday, had taken to braiding her hair and winding it around her head, a secret to be revealed to none other than the man she married.

Hulda was sixteen, and such things only played at the periphery of her vision, like a bird fluttering off before she could catch sight of what it was. But birds didn’t interest Hulda so much anymore.

When they were little, Hulda and the sister had been always together. When the mother woke them in the morning, she’d find them curled up in the same narrow bed, legs and arms and hair intertwined. After breakfast the girls fussed over the baby animals on their parents’ farm. The puffy white lambs and yellow chicks. They’d even taken to naming them. But the parents had admonished them that there was no sense naming something that they or one of their neighbors would someday be eating. The sister lost interest in the game after that, but Hulda had concluded that in the natural order of things, one didn’t eat what one named. So she took to naming the creatures that weren’t likely to be eaten by anyone in the village. The parents made this difficult, though. It seemed there were few living things in Hulda’s world that weren’t ultimately headed for someone’s dinner table. Deer. Doves. Rabbits. So she turned her attention to smaller things. Ants. Beetles. Butterflies and moths. Fireflies on summer evenings. She’d catch one in her hands, whisper a name into her palms, and then let it go. “Fly, Asmund! Enjoy a nice long life!”

Years passed that way, and while the sister pinned her hair to her head and grew into a woman, Hulda christened salamanders and snacked on wild berries until her lips turned purple. She liked to think each time she named a creature was a sort of blessing, like the pastor’s upraised hands at the end of Sunday service. An invocation of some magical, protective gift. She loved to lie in the field near home, the one that gently sank into marsh, and let the wind blow the long grasses softly over her in tickles and strokes. She’d lay perfectly still, her fingernails dug into the earth as if she too were dug in, while bees buzzed around her, flies landed but never bit. She named each one.

The first time a snake slithered over her, she held her breath. It wasn’t fright that made her still. It was delight. The feel of snake scale on skin was so delicious it sent a tremor up her spine. The snake was slender and green and its tiny black eyes regarded her with a calm that made her calm as well. She named it Grön, which seemed only fitting.

After that, the snakes became her special friends. They spoke to her. Not in a way that she could hear, but in a place that she could feel. They told her their secret names, the names they held within themselves. It was a presumption, Hulda realized, to have given a name to the snake she called Grön. When she found him again, she apologized. He flicked her earlobe with his gentle forked tongue and she knew she was forgiven. His name, he told her, wasn’t Grön at all.

While the sister stayed at home collecting eggs and learning to churn butter, Hulda escaped immediately after breakfast and rarely returned before supper. This way she mostly avoided the mother’s despairing gaze. Still, she felt the mother’s eyes following her hands as she reached for bread at the table. When the mother’s lips thinned with disgust, Hulda knew what would happen. Once the dishes had been cleared, the mother would take Hulda’s hands in her own and scrape the dirt from under her fingernails. Hulda quietly endured the digging of the mother’s file in those tender places. While the mother labored, she didn’t marvel over Hulda’s hands the way she did over the sister’s hair. Instead the mother said, “Life is difficult enough without your daughter making it more so.”

One day Hulda sat at the roots of a large tree. She was still learning all the snakes’ names, concentrating hard on the task, and that was why she didn’t notice the approach of the farmer boy the sister’s age. He was more man than boy, really—broad in the shoulders and sprouting a new beard.

The snakes were gathered around Hulda, patiently whispering to her, nestled among the tree roots, and maybe that was why the boy didn’t see them until they were almost underfoot.

Hulda’s favorite snake had woven itself into her hair like a green ribbon. She and it looked up when they sensed the boy’s presence. The boy’s eyes widened. He lifted his finger and started to say something. But then he saw the snakes. All the snakes. And the snakes saw him, and they all raised their heads and turned to him. If the boy had known anything about snakes he might have been calmer, but he wasn’t that kind of boy. He was the kind of boy who stomped, and that was what he did then. He stomped those snakes, stomped them hard. Hulda screamed. She got to her feet and the sounds coming out of her weren’t girl sounds at all, the boy would swear later. The eyes that looked back at him from her face weren’t girl eyes, either. He fled.

Hulda ran her fingers over the snakes the boy had bruised with his awful boy feet. They coiled around her wrists, sought solace in the crooks of her arms. The green snake slithered more deeply into her hair.

Hours later, in the cool of dusk, she went home to the sound of crickets. She’d forgotten all about the clumsy boy. She’d learned so many names since then.
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They were all there when Hulda got home. The mother and father. The sister. The boy and his mother and father. The memory of the boy’s stomping feet came back to Hulda in a rush, and she nearly opened her mouth to tell them how horrible he’d been, but the words dissolved on her tongue. They were looking at Hulda with accusing eyes. The boy’s mother said to Hulda’s mother, “You’ll do as we agreed?” Hulda’s mother nodded.

Hulda was sent to bed hungry, and downstairs she heard her family talking.

“We’ll keep her locked up. No more running wild,” the father said.

“You can’t make me sleep in the same room with her,” the sister said.

“In the barn with her then,” the father said.

“No, not that,” the mother said. “Besides, what would the neighbors think?”

“What do the neighbors think already?” the sister said. “I wish I had no sister. She’ll ruin us all. Who will want to marry me with a creature like that for a relation?”

Hulda lay in her bed listening to all of this while hot tears stung the corners of her eyes. She remembered when the sister and she had been as woven together as a single braid. She mourned the loss in a rush that emptied her heart and left nothing in its place. She’d never felt so alone.

Just then, a delicate stroke above her left ear reminded her that she wasn’t alone, and never would be. The slender green snake slid down her cheek and throat, grazed her earlobe with its tongue, and then wove himself into her hair once again. Hulda fell asleep that way.

Hours later, Hulda woke to a dark room and the sister’s screams. “It’s crawling on me! It’s crawling on me!”

Hulda’s hands flew to her hair, searched her scalp. The slender green snake was gone.

The darkness was broken by lamplight and the mother and father in the doorway. “What’s happened, child? What’s crawling on you?”

Hulda held her breath, but the mother and father found nothing. The sister was untouched, despite her wailing to the contrary. She pointed at Hulda. “It was a snake crawling on me. She did it.” The parents looked at Hulda.

“I was asleep,” Hulda said. “I woke up to her screaming, same as you. I did nothing.”

The sister’s eyes narrowed at Hulda and then at the parents. “You believe her and not me?”

“No, child, it’s not like that,” the mother said.

“What’s it like, then? You heard what happened. She’s a monster. You’ll know it when she’s killed me in my bed.”

“All right, child. There, there.” The mother placed soothing hands on the sister’s brow. Stroked her rivers of golden hair. “Nothing evil can befall you here. It was a dream, that’s all.”

The father said nothing, but looked at Hulda with cold eyes. Hulda lay her head down on her pillow.

The door closed and the room darkened to black again.

Minutes passed and Hulda felt the cool stroke of scales on her cheek, and the green snake nestled himself in her hair once again. Hulda let go of the breath she’d been holding in her chest since the sister first screamed.

Then the sister spoke to her soft and low from across the room. “I hate you, Hulda.”

“I hate you, too,” Hulda said.
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It didn’t happen every night. Days might go by when Hulda woke to the dawn and the snake was nestled in her hair, right where he belonged. But just often enough, the sister woke up in the night screaming, and the slender green snake was nowhere to be found. The mother always insisted these were nothing but nightmares. The trouble would pass, she said. Dreams always did. And the father always looked at Hulda with cold eyes.

In the meantime the mother kept Hulda locked inside. When Hulda wasn’t helping the mother in the kitchen, or mending socks with uneven stitches, she stared longingly through the window, craving the dirt under her fingernails, the snakes whispering their names in her ears. The slender green snake was a comfort, but Hulda sensed he was ailing. Hulda felt herself sickening as well. As fall sank into winter, leaves browning and drifting, Hulda also withered and drifted. She wasn’t really the girl sitting in the chair by the window, the green snake coiled in her hair. Her body was there. But the other part of her, the better part, was gone.

She longed for the voices of the snakes in her ears. They’d been silent to her for so long. The green snake spoke to her still, but his whisper was so faint she had to strain to hear it. Call to them, the green snake said, tell them we’re dying.

In her bones, Hulda knew this to be true. If she didn’t get out, she would die here in this chair by the window. She and the green snake.

She begged the mother to let her out for even an hour. “I could help you,” Hulda said. “I could fetch father for dinner. I could sell eggs in the village for you.”

But the mother always said, “You stay here.”

Then one Sunday morning, Hulda woke up and the snake voices were loud and there were so many of them, all talking at once. The words hissed over each other, but Hulda felt their meaning.

Get out, they said. Get out. He’s coming.
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It was the boy the snakes were warning her about. The boy who’d stomped them.

The mother and father had invited him to dinner after church. The sister had made cake.

Sunday mornings were the only time the mother and father let Hulda place a foot on the ground outside their farmhouse, and to breathe air that wasn’t still and stale. This wasn’t a mercy, Hulda knew. It was because they feared what she might do if they left her alone.

Hulda carried herself like any other girl attending service with her family. Mostly. She sat with folded hands. She bowed her head. And when all the rest of the congregation whispered their prayers, Hulda whispered to the snakes, ever so quietly and under her breath. She felt them far beneath her, in their deep winter dens where they burrowed and warmed each other in the cold. The soles of her feet tickled.

In the back of the wagon on the way home from church, the sister pinched Hulda hard in the fleshy part of her arm. “Behave,” she said. “They’ll send you away if you don’t.”

“Good,” Hulda said, and smiled in a way that caused the sister to shrink from her.

“There’s something very wrong with you,” the sister said.

Hulda didn’t talk to the snakes while the boy was there that afternoon, but the snakes talked to her. Get out, they said. Get out. He’s here.

Hulda was quiet while the father talked to the boy, asking him polite questions about his family’s farm, their yield and horses. The sister smiled and served the boy her cake. The mother smiled and cleared the table while the boy and the sister pulled chairs up to the fire.

Hulda darned socks and rocked with the voices in her head.

She felt the boy’s eyes on her, and she wondered why he was looking at her. She touched her hand to her hair, making sure the green snake was where he belonged. He moved against her index finger. She stroked him and then pulled her hand away.

The sister’s eyes were bright, lit by the fire and her desire for the boy’s attention. “Why, I daresay Hulda’s fixing her hair for you,” she said to the boy.

The boy laughed and Hulda felt her cheeks burn. “I wasn’t,” she said.

The father laughed now, too. “There are worse things than fixing your hair for a boy, Hulda. You’re old enough for braiding now.” He looked over at the mother where she sat with her own mending.

The mother caught Hulda’s eye and what Hulda saw when she looked back was fear. Not fear of Hulda, but rather fear for Hulda. “There’s time for that,” the mother said. “But not yet.”

Hulda’s heart filled and opened toward the mother, suddenly and painfully. It had been so long since she’d felt cared for. Her eyes widened and she almost smiled. Maybe this was why Hulda didn’t notice how the sister’s excitement had grown, and how the sister’s hand reached for her, picking up a tangled hank of Hulda’s hair.

Hulda’s gasp of surprise was drowned by the sister’s shriek. The green snake had reared its head and hissed at the moment the sister’s hand invaded his home.

The sister fell backward. The father shot to his feet, sending his cup of tea spilling and rolling across the floor. The mother whitened and froze, her needle held midair.

The boy was more decisive. He leapt toward Hulda, grasped the green snake with his fist, and threw him into the fire.

Hulda heard the green snake screaming in her head, and she matched his screams with her own. Then the green snake screamed no more, but Hulda couldn’t stop.
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Hulda felt herself being held and she couldn’t have said who it was that held her. She thrashed and bucked. The scent of burnt flesh was in her nostrils, and she felt burnt herself, heated up outside and in. Too hot. Too hot. When she could scream words they were words of burning. “I’m on fire,” she howled. “On fire.”

The snakes in her head were all screaming at once and she could no longer make out what they were saying. Were they burning, too? Were they all burning?

Hulda felt something cold and wet on her forehead and she looked up at the mother leaning over her, resting a cloth there. Hulda was in her bed; she and the mother were alone. “Child,” the mother said. “You must calm yourself. This screaming and carrying on, it’ll do you no good. Nor any of us.”

Hulda looked up at the mother’s face, written with concern. This time the mother’s concern was for herself, not for Hulda.

“Mother,” she said. “If I could. If only I could.” And then the snakes in her head screamed and so did Hulda. “I’m on fire,” she howled. “On fire.”
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For three days and nights Hulda writhed, twisted, and sweat through her bed linens.

On the fourth day, a woman appeared in the doorway to Hulda’s bedroom. Hulda recognized her: the midwife.

The midwife said, “She looks well enough.”

“Well enough?” the mother said. “She’s burning up! You can feel it yourself. She’ll burn away to ash before long.”

“You mistake me,” the midwife said. “She looks well, but she isn’t well. I believe her . . . suffering . . . is spiritual in nature.”

The mother narrowed her eyes at the midwife. “How so?”

“If it were a fever she’d be weak and pliable. But look at her strength! Look how she twists and screams. And that heat. That’s not fever heat. No. This is something . . . else.”

The midwife stepped gingerly toward Hulda. The nearer she came, the more Hulda thrashed. She felt the midwife closing in, sensed her looming body. She tried to shrink from the midwife; she pressed down into the pillow and bed linens. In her head the snakes were still talking over each other, a jumble of voices that sounded like pain felt. Her skin burned hotter. She couldn’t bear it, the heat, the fire, the terrible heat.

She leapt up from the bed and hurled herself toward the open window. She would throw herself through it, she thought. Into the cold and snow. Put out the fire. Then there would be no more burning, no voices screaming in her head. No more frightened faces staring at her from across rooms. No more sitting in chairs looking through windows at places she couldn’t go. She could dig her fingers into earth once again, if only to die there.

But before she could leap through the window the father’s hands were on her, and the midwife’s hands were on her, and where they touched her she felt scorched, as if her flesh might pull away in their grips. She screamed in agony. To make them stop was all she wanted. But they forced her down to the floor, the father holding her arms, the midwife straddling her legs.

So she used the only weapon they’d left her with. She sank her teeth into the father’s fleshy earlobe and didn’t let go until she tasted blood.

Finally, she wasn’t the only one screaming.

[image: Image]

Later, after Hulda’s hands and feet had been tied to the bedposts, the midwife said, “I told you. It’s the demon heat.”

“Yes, the demon heat,” the father said, cradling his ear.

The sister fled to her aunt and uncle’s farm and promised she never would return so long as that monster was in the house.

The mother wept. “Why us? We’ve done nothing to deserve this.”

“We cannot know why some are stricken,” the midwife said.

“What’s to be done about it?” the father said. “How can we purge ourselves of . . .” He gestured at Hulda.

The midwife said that the best way to battle a demon so fiery was to douse its flame. She would freeze the demon out of Hulda. Take her away from the farm, into the woods, and leave her there for three days, long enough for the demon to pass out of her. The third day would be a Sunday, which they all agreed was fitting. After church and praying for the Lord’s mercy on her soul, they would return for the child that remained once the demon was gone.

The mother asked if she might clothe Hulda, but the midwife refused. “No, that will only give shelter to the demon.”

Hulda was left alone again. When the light through the window had dimmed to afternoon, Hulda felt herself surrounded. She was untied from the bed, and though she thrashed, there were too many hands and arms upon her. They wrapped ropes around her and she could no longer move, only scream.

Her eyes cleared for a moment and she saw the mother there, hands twisted together, face drawn tight. Hulda said, “Mother?”

The mother’s hands went to her mouth. Then to her eyes.

Then there was no mother anymore. No father. Only the fire inside Hulda and the screaming of the snakes.

Hulda felt the bite of the cold as she was carried out of the house and into the woods. Her wet nightshift froze to her skin.

They laid her down. Hulda looked up at the branches of an evergreen white with snow. She shook. There was no fire inside her anymore. There were no voices in her head. There was only terror. Cold like the ground she lay upon. Colder even than the snow they piled over her.

“Cover her head, too?” someone asked.

The midwife bent over Hulda, considering. Hulda looked up at her, shivered, felt the meager heat of her own breath as it curled over her lips. “I hate you,” she said.

The midwife shook her head at Hulda. “Yes. The head, too.” As the first scoop of snow dropped over Hulda’s face she heard the midwife add, “Vile creature.”
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Hulda couldn’t say how long it took for the cold to overtake her. Minutes or hours. Time had lost meaning for her, ever since the screaming started.

At first the cold was painful to her, but then that passed, and for a brief while, she felt almost warm. Or maybe it was a memory of warmth. Of a time when she hadn’t been made of ice. When there had been warm blood in her veins, warm breath in her chest, heat in the places where her limbs met her body.

But then the cold reached her bones. The cold was in her bones. And that was when she allowed herself one last cry for help.

She didn’t cry for her mother or her father.

She didn’t cry for her sister.

She cried for no one who had abandoned her.

She cried for the snakes.

She called them by name.

She called to them where they huddled in their dens, warming each other. She asked them to come stroke her cheeks, to curl around her wrists, to remind her of what it had been like when she too felt warm and free to move through the grass, to feel soil on her skin.

And the snakes came. They rose from their near-slumber and worked their way up to her. They wrapped themselves around her limbs and belly. They wove themselves through her fingers. They threaded themselves into her hair. They didn’t scream in her head anymore. They whispered to her, soft and sweet. We’re here, they said. And we will never leave you.

The snakes didn’t come to her alone, however. They brought another with them.
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The morning of the third day dawned bright, clear, and cold. So cold. The mother and father met their oldest daughter at church, and the family sat together and prayed.

After the service, the congregation spilled from the church. The children turned gleeful, the adults murmured and chatted, their eyes drifting to the family with the demon child.

Stories of what happened next would be told many times and in many ways. The people saw what they saw and felt what they felt. And who’s to say what they did or didn’t?

This is what really happened:

Hulda came to church.

She broke through the trees, a girl made of snakes. A girl with snakes for hair, and arms, and fingers. A girl with snakes for legs. A girl with fangs.

And the people backed away from her; they fled into the church, they tried to bar the doors.

But there was no more backing away from Hulda. With her body made more of muscle than of bone, she pushed through the church doors and blocked their retreat.

Then she spoke.

Or rather, she hissed. It was hundreds of hisses together, thousands. The people felt her hisses in their own heads, and they clapped their hands to their ears, but they couldn’t drown out the sound. The hissing only grew louder.

She cursed them. She cursed them all. From the oldest to the youngest. She cursed their mothers and fathers, their sisters and brothers. She cursed the babies they had yet to dream of having.

They would know this curse when it woke up in their homes. They would know this curse when it sat at their kitchen tables. They would know this curse when it reached out for the milk and bread.

The curse would grow among them, and it would spread. And they would never feel peace or contentment again.

The coldness of Hulda’s curse sank into them. Babies whimpered. Adults clutched their chests. Children shivered.

And then Hulda left them. She went away where they couldn’t find her, even if they’d tried. But her curse remained, and it settled in. It sat on stools in warm corners of kitchens. It fed chickens and milked cows. It cuddled in laps and braided hair. It went to church on Sunday.

The people tried to forget the curse. But the curse wouldn’t be forgotten. The curse reached up to them with soft, chubby fingers. The curse held their hands.



PART ONE
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TO PROTECT YOUR HOME FROM demons:

1. If you see a snake, kill it. Then burn it.

2. Pour salt where the air comes in—sills, thresholds, hearths.

3. Stay inside after dark. Lock tight doors and windows.

4. Pray.



2
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MILLA POURED THE SALT IN a straight line, left to right. It was daytime, so the window was open and the breeze scattered a few grains that caught in the grooves of the wooden sill. When she was little, Milla would make drifts of the salt, like snow, then walk her fingers through. She’d furtively lick the tips when she was done.

But she wasn’t little anymore. She was sixteen, and it had been a long time since she’d done anything as rebellious as wasting salt.

“Don’t dawdle so.” Milla’s mother looked over her shoulder at Milla, a pinched expression on her face. Gitta’s face was a lock, and Milla had yet to find the key to opening it.

Gitta was already turning away, headed out to fetch some eggs for breakfast, when Milla said, “Yes, Mamma. I’m sorry.” Milla knew that she had nothing to be sorry for. She hadn’t been dawdling. But this was the way of things, and if Milla wanted to smooth even one line from her mother’s forehead, the only thing was to give in. To say: Yes, I know, I was wrong, and I’ll do better next time. Anything less than agreement would seem like disobedience—or worse, wildness. And that was what the demons wanted; that was how they got you. Run off the path, skip your chores, carelessly leave an opening in the white line of salt around the hearth, and whoosh down the chimney a demon would come and make you its own. Next thing you knew, you were waking up in the morning far less you and a lot more it.

Milla went to the next window and poured another fresh line of salt. She’d never received a good answer for why salt kept demons away. She’d learned not to ask questions about such things. It was another sign of disobedience to ask a question that shouldn’t be asked, had no answer, or that had an answer you should already know. “A question that shouldn’t be asked doesn’t deserve an answer.” That was what her father, Jakob, said whenever she asked why they’d always done things a certain way, why they couldn’t do things a different way. Milla had long ago learned that for Pappa there was simply one right way of doing things, and no argument to be made for the wrong way.

Her brother, Niklas, seemed less bothered by the rules than she was. Maybe that was because it wasn’t such an effort for him to follow them. He was naturally so pleasant, so good-natured. He was the one person who had the key to their mother’s face. When Niklas walked in the room, the lines on her forehead relaxed and she looked years younger, and so pretty. Pretty in a way that Milla could never hope to be. “Pretty is as pretty does,” Gitta had always said to Milla. But Milla knew that couldn’t be right. Milla had never done anything but behave, and still she wasn’t pretty the way her mother was. If she were, she’d know it. She’d see proof of her prettiness in her mother’s eyes, or her father’s. Instead what she saw there was disappointment. Perhaps it wasn’t true that pretty is as pretty does. Maybe, Milla worried, it was pretty is as pretty thinks. And if that was the case, then Milla was doomed. Because she could control her behavior, but she couldn’t control her mind. Her mind would have its way.

It wasn’t quite true that Milla had always behaved. There was one time Milla had disobeyed so horribly that it made her never want to misbehave again. This was back when she and Niklas were very young. All one summer afternoon, they’d fought together in the woods, with knobby sticks as their swords. They screamed battle cries that shook the earth and the leaves and sent the birds circling up and up, and terrified their imaginary troll enemies. Just as the sky turned a deeper blue, they walked toward home with dirt under their nails and leaves in their hair and mud smeared across their cheeks.

From the corner of her eye, Milla regarded Niklas—happy Niklas whom their mother loved. He looked so jolly. So confident that he’d be embraced upon his return, no matter how dirty he was, or how torn his clothing. Something came over Milla then, and she wanted to frighten him. Niklas was two years older then Milla, but never as brave. He was fine when the enemy was something big and oafish like a troll, but Milla’s imagination traveled to darker places than his. “Oh, Niklas,” Milla whispered, “I smell blood. Fresh boy blood. It must be a forest witch. There she is, see her? The blood from her last kill is dripping from her teeth. But she’s still hungry. And now she’s coming for you. You’d better run.”

Niklas paled. “That’s not funny, Milla. You shouldn’t say such things. I’ll tell Mamma.”

Now it was Milla’s turn to pale. “I’m sorry.” Niklas’s face was hard and scared at the same time. Then she made the mistake of trying to tease him out of his upset. “Silly. You know I was making it up.”

Niklas turned on her, hands on hips. “I’m not silly, and you’re a bad girl.”

Milla felt his words like a slap. “I’m not. I’m a good girl.”

“No. You’re not. Mamma and Pappa both say so.” His eyes traveled to her hair. “You’re a mess. You’ll never brush out all those tangles before Mamma sees you. Remember what happened the last time you went home like that.”

Milla did remember. She’d cried and cried as her mother ripped the tangles from her hair with her comb, all the while berating Milla for being so rough and wild. Now Milla forgot all about forest witches, and she wanted only to be good and smooth for Mamma. “Oh, Niklas,” she said. Her eyes welled with tears and some spilled over.

Niklas seemed to soften. “There, there, Milla,” he said, patting her shoulder. “You can cut them out before we get home. Mamma will never know.” Niklas pulled his sharp knife from his pack, the one their father had given him when he turned eight. “Here, you can use this.”

“Oh no,” Milla said. “I don’t think I can.” Milla was only six, and while she had the heart of a bear about most things, she knew her limits. “You do it, Niklas. Please?”

So, one by one, Niklas sawed the tangled clumps from her hair. He stood back now and then to survey his work. Then he sawed off some more, and some more. Milla looked down at her feet, and it seemed like an awful lot of hair was collecting there. Finally he stopped. She looked at him. “How is it now? Better?”

Niklas smiled. “Much.”

As they walked home, Milla gingerly touched her head. It felt so much lighter. And there was so much air on her neck. That didn’t seem like a good thing at all, but it felt kind of nice. She told herself that it must be all right, because Niklas had said so.

When they got home, Milla expected to see her mother’s usual locked face, the one that opened the moment she turned to Niklas. Perhaps a part of Milla expected a little worse than that. But she wasn’t expecting her mother to drop a bowl and shriek at the sight of her.

“What have you done, Milla? What in all of creation have you done?”

Milla looked at her brother, and for an instant, one corner of his mouth turned up with satisfaction. Milla knew in that moment that he’d gotten her back for having frightened him and then laughed at him. At the sight of their mother’s shattered bowl, though, his half smile vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

Milla’s mouth opened and closed, and her hands went to her head, searching, hoping to find more hair than she now knew there was. For the first time she allowed herself to realize that it was all gone. Her hair was back there in the woods, in a pile. Where she’d once had bark-brown ringlets that grazed the middle of her back, she was left with uneven clumps no longer than her little finger.

Gitta gripped her by the shoulders. “Why did you do that? You stupid, stupid girl.”

“Mamma,” Niklas said. “It’s not her fault. We were playing and her hair got all tangled, and I suggested she cut it. And she wouldn’t use my knife to do it, even though I said she should. I did it, Mamma, I’m the one who did it.”

“Oh, Niklas,” Gitta said. She shook her head at him the way she did when he spilled milk at the breakfast table. Then she looked back at Milla, her face closed again. “Why must you always be so wild? If you hadn’t made such a mess of yourself, your brother wouldn’t have had to try to fix you.” Gitta released Milla’s shoulders and turned toward the kitchen. “Pappa won’t like this. Not one bit. Now go and get clean and then I’ll see what sense I can make of your hair. I suppose the way you look is punishment enough, but your father may think different.”

In the kitchen yard, Niklas pumped water into two pitchers and handed one to Milla. “Is my hair so very bad?” she asked him.

Niklas laughed. “Oh, Milla. It’s horrible.”

Milla burst into tears.

“There, there.” He patted her shoulder the way he had back in the woods, only this time she sensed he meant it. “It’s all right. I’ll handle Mamma and Pappa.” Then he took the pitcher back from her, and he had Milla hold out her hands while he helped her wash with a fresh bar of soap. When he finished rinsing her hair he said, “Well, that was quick. Maybe you should keep it this way, right?”

Then she finally stopped crying, because it was impossible to keep feeling awful with Niklas standing there smiling at her.

That was a long time ago.

[image: Image]

Once she had laid the salt down in perfect lines along every window and doorway and arching in a perfect semicircle around the hearth, Milla went out to help Niklas finish loading the wagon. She should have stayed behind to help Mamma with breakfast. But she’d go back inside in a moment—after she’d spoken to Niklas.

In the end, she didn’t say anything to him at all. He’d finished loading the wagon with strong, confident arms just as she arrived to help him. Then he looked at her and said, “I’m hungry.” So they went back inside.

Don’t leave me, she had wanted to say to him. But if she’d said it, her brother would only have laughed at her, the way he always did. It would be a laugh that wasn’t meant to make her feel stupid, and yet it would have that effect all the same. His face would break into a smile like sunshine, if sunshine were made of teeth.

She’d said it to him many times before when he and father would go off to the market in the village, leaving her and Mamma behind. And each time he’d respond the same way. “Silly Milla.” She was silly Milla, just a girl. Silly Milla, just a lonely girl. Silly Milla, just a lonely girl who must stay at home on the farm while her brother went off and had adventures.

“I’m not having adventures,” Niklas always said. “I’m working with Pappa. Standing ankle-deep in manure while he haggles with the other farmers. You’re lucky you don’t have to go. You get to stay here where it’s clean, and Mamma takes care of you, and all you have to do is sew and feed the chickens.”

“But you get to see things,” she’d argue. “I don’t understand why I can’t go. It’s not fair.”

Then he’d smile and laugh like always. “Silly Milla.”

Milla knew better than to make such arguments to her father and mother. Pappa would ignore her. Mamma would look frightened. Of what, Milla could never figure out. But her mother’s fear was always there, always hanging between Milla and Gitta like an impenetrable fog. It lifted when Niklas was at home. Gitta’s face lit up then, and she laughed at Niklas’s jokes and she swept his hair from his forehead and kissed him there. Niklas wrapped his arms around Gitta’s waist, even when she was cooking, and she let him. If Milla had done that, Gitta would have shooed her off and told her not to hang on her so. When Gitta spoke to Milla at all, it was a word of caution. Don’t do that. Be careful there. Watch you don’t get dirty. Lower your voice. Brush your hair. Put on a clean apron. Milla couldn’t remember a time when it wasn’t that way, and so it didn’t occur to her any longer to try to soften her mother toward her. Nor did it occur to Milla to blame Niklas. After all, she loved Niklas best, too. It was impossible not to.

That loving was from a distance these days—ever since Niklas had turned thirteen, five years ago, and Pappa had said he was man enough to learn how to run things. Running things meant packing the wagon, and saddling a horse and driving cows and goats to the village—the village where Milla wasn’t allowed to go.

When she entered the kitchen, Milla felt Gitta’s eyes on her, scanning her, making sure her hair was smooth, her apron tied, and her fingernails clean of grime before she set the bread in front of Pappa and took her place at the breakfast table. Milla thought it hardly mattered what she looked like, because she couldn’t remember the last time her father had really noticed her. Jakob would have noticed if the bread wasn’t fresh, or if the meal wasn’t hot. But if all was in order, if the meal was served at the right time and his fork was to the left of his plate, Jakob would see nothing else. Milla might have traded places with a goat, she thought to herself. As long as the goat was well-behaved, Pappa would be none the wiser. Milla imagined herself as a goat, placing the big wooden bread board in front of her father with her teeth instead of her hands, and she laughed.

Gitta wrinkled her brow at Milla then. “What’s funny,” she said. She said it like a statement, not a question. As if she were really saying, There’s nothing funny. And we don’t laugh for no reason.

Niklas came to the rescue, as he often did. “Did you hear Trude’s rooster chased Wolf right out of the kitchen yard?” Trude and Stig were their family’s only neighbors, and Wolf was their elkhound. Stig worked for her father, and since Niklas was so often away now, either in the fields or traveling to the village, Milla spent as much time sitting and sewing with Trude as she did with Gitta. “That old rooster is more of a guard dog than Wolf is.”

OEBPS/images/snake.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
MARGARET K. McELDERRY BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi






OEBPS/images/9781481488464.jpg
v "‘3.‘;_ ‘ -
SN Feternelle van Arsdales) -





OEBPS/images/part.jpg





OEBPS/images/secbreak.jpg









