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DÁLVI WINTER 2008





CHAPTER ONE Okta


Elsa didn’t turn around. She straightened her spine and concentrated on finding her rhythm, but still she had to glance at her skis to make sure they stayed in the tracks. It was a little too dark to head out, but she was so eager.

Her cheeks were windburnt. From the corner of her eye she caught a glimpse of her dark hair sticking out from beneath her hat and turning silvery gray with frost. Her eyelashes had changed color too, and she could feel the cold moisture when she blinked. It was like she was becoming a different person.

The lake was crisscrossed with snowmobile tracks leading home and away. To neighbors and cousins. To the reindeer corral. She followed the widest track. She’d found her rhythm, and her skis swished beneath her. She was nine years old. A big girl now. With skis of her own, not hand-me-downs from Mattias.

She poled onward, her arms strong and powerful, with each glide long. She knew the house would soon be a tiny dot behind her. The lake gave way to forest, but she wasn’t afraid. She was never afraid, because she knew exactly where she was and could always find her way home. She didn’t usually go beyond the lake. But now she was big.

It was early January, so the sun had found its way back, but it hardly rose over the horizon before dipping down again, leaving a pink shimmer in the sky. Today the clouds absorbed the light faster than she’d expected, but it wouldn’t be pitch-black for a while yet. She would make it there before dark. The snow weighed down the firs and birches. It looked like they were all bowing to her, welcoming her home. To think, that they recognized her even with her frosty silver hair and new skis.

She heard the reindeer and skied faster, though her thighs were stiff. Her breath came faster too, stinging her throat. She must not lick her dry lips or they would redden and crack. She didn’t like the taste of blood.

No one was there now, she knew that. Mom, Dad, and Mattias were at home. It wasn’t time to feed the reindeer yet, but she was going to surprise them. Get the pellets ready, haul out the bags, and maybe even go in and scatter some of the feed. Hold the reindeer lichen in her hand so the animals would flock around her, not the least bit afraid.

The sound of a snowmobile starting up halted her in her tracks. Such disappointment. She wasn’t the first one here after all. The snowmobile was idling. She pushed off with her poles, almost silent, then grabbed the trunk of a pine and peered around it.

It was him.

She never said his name.

In his mouth, between taut lips, was something soft and downy. In his hand, a bloody knife. Elsa squeezed her poles so hard her cold knuckles ached inside her mittens.

He took the piece of ear from his mouth and stuffed it into the pocket of his grimy yellow pants, the kind road construction workers wore. The wide reflective strips flashed as he passed in front of the snowmobile’s headlights. The dead calf lay next to the fence, just outside the corral. He bent down—for what? To take it with him? Her throat betrayed her and he looked up. His eyes were searching, quick and deft, until he found her. Maybe he wouldn’t recognize her with her silver hair?

It looked like he was swearing, stomping toward her in his boots. His tongue bulged behind his upper lip, pressing against the snus to release the nicotine.

Then he grinned and pointed at her, holding an index finger to his thin lips—shhh—before drawing his finger across his throat.

Death. She knew that meant death.

He went back to the snowmobile, took a pair of black gloves from his pocket, and swung his leg over the seat. He was unaware that he had pulled out more than just the gloves. The small, downy ear fluttered through the air and landed in the snow. It bore the mark that proved the calf belonged to their herd.

He revved the engine, releasing the stench of exhaust, but also something undefinable that made Elsa’s nose crinkle.

She skied on shaky legs to where the man was last standing, removed her mitten, and picked up the ear. She wiped the snow away and got blood on her palm. It wasn’t the whole ear; he’d cut off just the outermost part, where the marking was.

She glanced at the dead body by the fence.

It was Nástegallu—Elsa’s reindeer. The white patch between her eyes, and her unusually long legs. Drops of blood covered her soft fur. Elsa’s reindeer, without her earmark to show where she belonged. Elsa couldn’t cry, couldn’t scream. There was a frightening clamor in her head. The thought that one day she would kill the man who did this.






CHAPTER TWO Guokte


Mom and Dad were whispering above her. She was tucked into the snowmobile sled, wrapped in a blanket. Her skis were under the reindeer pelt. No one was even thinking about how she’d skied all the way to the corral; no one said a word about it. Elsa closed her eyes. The snowflakes that brushed her face melted fast and the silvery frost in her hair was gone. She was herself again.

Her parents, her Enná and Isa, had found her sitting beside her reindeer. They asked what had happened, but she was mute. Inside her mitten she squeezed the little piece of ear. The blood had congealed but the fur was still soft. She didn’t show it to them, even when they exclaimed, upset, that “that bastard” had taken the ears, all of one and half of the other. Sometimes you were required to show the ear markings to prove your ownership of a reindeer if it had been run over or killed by a predator. But she wouldn’t let anyone have this ear. Her Nástegallu was dead.

Mom sat down beside Elsa and pulled her close. Enná was crying. Her mom always cried. She tried to stay calm, to wait until they were back home so she could shut herself in her bedroom where she thought no one could hear.

Dad and Mattias were taking gentle care of her reindeer. It had been dark for a long time, and Elsa couldn’t see everything they were doing, but she could hear them mumbling.

“She must have seen them, or else they would have taken the reindeer,” Mattias said.

“Oh no, they just want to kill and make sure we see it.”

Dad walked around, aiming his flashlight at the snowmobile tracks. Elsa could have pointed out which way he’d gone and which tracks were his, but she couldn’t lift her hand. It was as if the ear kept her still, weighing down her arm. She had seen the man make the sign for death, so she knew this was serious.

The beam of light bounced over snowbanks, sagging trees, and snowmobile tracks. Dad bent down and took several pictures on his phone. They had photographed Nástegallu too, before they moved her. Elsa was sure they had called the police, but they all knew no one would come tonight.

“We have to go now, Nils Johan. She’s freezing,” Mom said.

Elsa wasn’t freezing, but she was trembling. Mom held her tighter and rubbed her whole body with a firm hand. It didn’t help.

Dad hit the gas so fast they fell backwards on the sled. Mattias passed them on his snowmobile. He sped out into the drifted snow, his engine roaring through the forest. Elsa knew he was angry. You could always tell by the sound of his snowmobile. Soon his taillights were just two red points far across the lake.

Her hand fumbled under the reindeer pelt and found her skis. She felt their smooth surface. She would never ski to the corral again.






CHAPTER THREE Golbma


Mattias found reasons to peek into Elsa’s room all evening. She studied him, her big brother. Stuoraviellja. Seven years her elder, no longer a child but not grown either. In between—“gasku,” as Áhkku liked to say. Her grandmother had a word for everything, but only in Sámi. In Swedish, Áhkku felt she had too few words, but sometimes she couldn’t speak Sámi without having to mix in some Swedish.

The adults said Mattias was like Mom; he was tall like her, and they said he was so grown up. Elsa thought he had the face of a little boy. Mom and Mattias had the same dark hair and the same eyes, but Mattias’s eyes were more watchful.

He dug through the wardrobe in the corner of Elsa’s room but wouldn’t say what he was looking for.

“Did you see him?” he asked without turning around. “Was it Robert Isaksson?”

She lay under the covers, the ear in her hand. She couldn’t hold it too tightly, because then it got sweaty and wasn’t as alive and as soft as it should be. But she didn’t dare let it go.

“You have to talk, or they’ll think you’ve gone crazy and need to go to the hospital,” Mattias said, stomping around the room.

It was sweaty under the covers because Áhkku had turned up the heat in the room. She thought heat was the remedy for everything, rather than snuggling and being close, because she had trouble lifting her arms when she gave a hug. It was unsettling to hug someone who didn’t hug back, but if Elsa lifted her grandmother’s arms for her, she could keep them there. And sometimes her fingers moved across Elsa’s back, almost shyly.

No one had mentioned yet that it was Elsa’s reindeer, the one she had marked herself with the little knife she always had on her belt. Her fingers stroked the cuts in the ear. She could draw the ear marking, cut it in her mind, the marking that was hers, theirs, the family’s. She let her index finger slip across the small edge of the cut, remembering how difficult it had been to make. The larger, round cut had been simpler, as had the one that cleaved the very tip of the ear by just under half an inch.

She truly did want to tell Mattias everything, but he would do something stupid—she knew it. That’s what always happened back when he was in school. It was in self-defense, but no one cared and he was always to blame. According to Áhkku, Mattias was just like Áddjá at that age. Grandpa used to get into fights at school too. But Mattias would never be able to beat up a grown man. And never that man. He was tall, taller than everyone else, with broad shoulders and huge hands.

Stalking back and forth, Mattias rubbed his scalp with the tips of his fingers.

“All you have to do is nod, unna oabba. Nod so I know it was him.”

Elsa lay perfectly still to keep herself from nodding by accident. To be on the safe side, she closed her eyes. But that made Mattias angry; she heard him snort. It was best to peek again.

Maybe she couldn’t talk anymore. That’s how it felt, as if the words would no longer allow themselves to be said. That scared her, because it was important to be able to talk at school. She cleared her throat, testing it out a little, and Mattias fixed his eyes on her. She didn’t want to disappoint him, but she didn’t want him to die either.

“Why did you have to go out there by yourself?” he snapped.

She swallowed hard, willing herself to think about something else.






CHAPTER FOUR Njeallje


That evening, Dad cracked open the door to her room. Elsa shut her eyes and breathed calmly, as though she were sleeping. She knew it was him, had recognized his footsteps. He closed the door again, gingerly, but it still creaked.

When she could no longer hear anyone outside her door, she sat up in bed and let her eyes adjust to the dark. She pulled off her nightgown, which was stuck to her back. Goose bumps rose on her skin as she slipped silently out of bed and tiptoed to the window facing the lake. The wind blew hard, whining between the houses scattered around the lake. The streetlamp at the crown of the village had the hiccups. Its light flickered. The township had decided to stop lighting the lamps along the road that ran past their house. It was too expensive—that was the only explanation Elsa had heard—so only the more populated part of their village was well lit. At their house, which was farthest out and by the lake, Dad had installed lights that automatically turned on when someone entered the property. Now and then Elsa liked to sneak out onto the front steps when the darkness got to be too scary. The floodlight illuminated the whole yard so that no one could hide.

The house wasn’t large. She and Mattias each had their own room, and Mom and Dad had their bedroom, although Dad mostly slept on the living-room floor on a mattress he rolled up every morning. Elsa could hear him snoring out there, and if she woke up at night to no snores she grew frightened and had to get up. Sometimes it turned out Dad was standing by the stove, holding a cup of coffee even though it was the middle of the night. His face was gray; his stubble was turning gray. All of him was getting grayer.

Áhkku and Áddjá lived next door. If she pressed her nose to her window, she could see part of their house. It was small too. Áhkku said it had been built by the state sometime in the fifties when reindeer herders were allowed to have a domicile and own property. Elsa didn’t know what “domicile” meant, and Áhkku spit the word out when she said it. Elsa wasn’t supposed to hear this sort of thing, but she did.

Áddjá had painted the house a sunny yellow. He wanted to build additions, but the men in town who made decisions about houses said no, so he built an equally yellow storage shed and often slept there. When Elsa stopped to think about it, not many adults slept together. But then again, the dads were often away for long stretches, following the reindeer on their natural migration paths.

Between the houses was the wooden goahti where they smoked meat. The chunks of smoked meat were suspended in long rows to dry in the wind in a cage on top of the roof of the shed. Elsa’s mouth watered when she thought about the finished product, goike biergu. In their yard sat four-wheelers, trailers, two cars, two snowmobiles, and, under a tarp next to the shed, another old snowmobile that they really ought to sell. Their closest neighbor besides Áhkku and Áddjá had complained that their yard “looked like shit.” Elsa had heard them call it “the Lapps’ place.” The neighbors liked to mow their lawn and plant flowers. They liked quiet, so when Gabo barked they got even grumpier. But dogs bark, everyone knows that. Elsa wished Gabo was in her room now so she could bury her nose in her fur. She should have brought her to the corral, sicced her on him.

Gabo was a mutt, but most of her was Australian shepherd. She was the best herding dog they’d ever had. She could smell danger a mile away.

Elsa leaned her head against the windowpane. She could feel the wind buffeting the walls of the house. Maybe it wanted to move them out of the way too, blow them somewhere else.

She heard mumbling from the kitchen and tiptoed over to the door, where she pressed her ear to its cool, white surface.

“We’ll have to take shifts in the corral tonight.” Dad’s voice was sharp. He often sounded like that when he was on the phone.

“Every goddamn trace is blowing away as we speak, and of course the police say they don’t have time to come.” He paused for a moment. “I know it’s Sunday, but since when did the police stop working on Sundays?”

There was silence, and then he spoke in a low voice. She could only hear the occasional snippet.

“It was Elsa’s… found… Ears were gone… in shock.”

Her cheeks felt hot. This was the first time someone had said it was her reindeer. It was like they’d been hoping she hadn’t realized which one it was. But of course she knew. She was nine years old. She recognized her own reindeer.

Dad said his name: Robert Isaksson. Goose bumps covered her arms.

“No, Elsa didn’t see him.”

She threw herself under the covers and squeezed the rough duvet, which was new and uncomfortable. She hadn’t lied. Not saying anything wasn’t the same as lying. All she had to do was remain quiet.






CHAPTER FIVE Vihtta


It smelled like coffee and wet dog in the kitchen, but Gabo had been let back outside. Elsa stifled a yawn as she sat down at the kitchen table with Dad and Mattias. As usual, Mom couldn’t sit down in the morning. She was too antsy to sit with them at supper too. But she wasn’t as bad as Áhkku, who always stood at the stove, frying another round of suovas or testing the potatoes with a skewer.

“I’ll be right there,” Mom always said when Elsa asked her to come to the table.

But by the time she finally arrived everyone was finished eating.

Right now she was rummaging in the freezer, trying to find the bread she’d baked last week. The coffeepot was whistling on the stove. Dad hurried out of his seat with an open-faced sandwich hanging from the corner of his mouth, the slice of cheese almost falling off. He pulled the pot off the burner. Mom shot him a look of irritation. She was good at giving him nasty looks. There were a lot of glances flying across the table that morning. Dad shook his head, probably unaware of what he’d done wrong. Men were seldom aware, as Áhkku often told Elsa. Áhkku was even better at nasty looks. She did everything just a tiny bit better than Mom.

“You’ll have to come along to the police station,” Dad said gruffly.

Elsa froze, her glass of milk at her lips, and looked at him. There were dark circles under his eyes and the whites of his eyes were red, but his chin was smooth and almost shiny. He had shaved.

“Why?”

“You have to tell them where you found the reindeer.”

She glared at him.

“Right, your reindeer,” he clarified. “I just want them to understand what you’ve been through. Maybe you even saw someone? Or…?”

He ran out of air at that point. He couldn’t bring himself to look her in the eye.

“This time they killed the reindeer just to harass us. And the police won’t understand the difference. They’ll think this is only about the money, if they even believe it’s our reindeer.” Mattias’s voice trembled, but not because he was about to cry. He was angry, and Elsa didn’t dare look at him.

“Stop it!” Dad snapped. “Not now.” He nodded discreetly at Elsa.

“But it’s true!” Mattias was rocking back and forth on the pine chair, balancing his juice glass in his hand.

Mom cleared away the butter, wrapped the cheese in a plastic bag, and dropped the cheese slicer in the sink. She put away the milk and juice, wiped up the crumbs, and took out coffee cups for herself and Dad.

Elsa drank her milk very, very slowly. She wondered exactly how illegal it was to lie to a policeman. Prison-illegal, or just a little illegal? According to Mattias, the police always lied to them, so why couldn’t she do the same thing? She thought of the ear, which she’d hidden under the bed for the time being, buried beneath her clothes. She’d held it for a while before falling asleep, but she didn’t want to risk keeping it in bed since Mom always woke her up in the morning.

The wall clock ticked loudly. Mom sat down.

“I think we should say it was Mattias who found it. She’s too little.”

The legs of Mattias’s chair hit the floor, and he slammed his juice glass on the table.

“Definitely! I’ll do it.”

Elsa gazed longingly out the window at the big road. If only she were standing there right now, waiting for the bus with Anna-Stina, with no reason to think about the police or how she’d lost what was hers.

Mom rubbed her temples, and Elsa looked at the gray strands that grizzled her dark hair with silver streaks. Maybe Mom was on her way to becoming someone else too, like Elsa in the forest, because she didn’t quite recognize her anymore. She cried a lot, and shouted even more, mostly at Mattias, who hunched his shoulders and slunk away.

People sometimes called Mom “rivgu,” a word spoken by malicious tongues, a word to describe women who weren’t Sámi. Mom wasn’t from the village—she was “Marika from town.” Elsa didn’t believe all this rivgu stuff; after all, Mom spoke Sámi, sewed gákti herself and wore them too, and she was a reindeer herder. But she’d said she had to learn all of this when Dad decided he wanted to marry her.

“He’d made up his mind, yes sir, and you know that when Dad makes up his mind no one can change it,” she laughed.

It had been a long time since she reminded Elsa how they fell in love. Now there was mostly just tension in the air.

Once Mom married Dad, and Mattias was born, the rivgu talk diminished. Mom also started to wear a gákti. Áhkku had explained that people didn’t always use rivgu in a mean way; you had to listen carefully to how they said it. It might just be that someone was clarifying that she didn’t have Sámi roots, because it was important to know who was related to whom. Still, Elsa didn’t like the word “rivgu.” And Mom had said people didn’t know what they were talking about.

“I am Sámi too,” she had whispered in Elsa’s ear one night, back when she still read her bedtime stories.

Elsa, who had never suspected anything different, had absorbed this information in silence. And Mom had suddenly looked scared as if she’d told a secret.

“You’re too little,” she’d muttered.

“We’re the same,” Elsa replied firmly.

Mattias claimed it was impossible to remember anything from before you were six, but Elsa did.

She’d also heard that rivgu talk out in the village, when someone mentioned Mom in passing. When she came home and asked about it, Mom laughed at the old ladies and their gossip. It wasn’t a real laugh, though, because Elsa knew how it sounded when it came bubbling up from your belly.

At around the same time, Elsa had realized that Áhkku and Áddjá actually had other names, and that Mormor and Morfar, her mother’s parents, did too. “Áhkku” and “Áddjá” could mean a grandparent on either side of the family, but the Swedish words for grandparents couldn’t.

Elsa had always been best at Sámi, better than at Swedish, so her tongue felt most at home with Áddjá and Áhkku. There, it was easy to talk and say what you wanted. It was difficult with Mormor and Morfar in town. School is where she learned to grow comfortable with Swedish. Even though it was a Sámi school, she had classmates who preferred to speak Swedish.

Once Dad arrived at her side and cleared his throat, she could no longer bury herself in her memories.

“Elsa is coming with me. If we start lying now, and it gets out, we’ll never be believed or get any sort of justice.”

He didn’t wait for Mom’s reaction. He just stood up suddenly to rinse out his coffee cup.

Mattias shrugged and sighed. Mom stared at Dad’s back, and Elsa felt like her breakfast was coming up. She swallowed it back down.

Dad went to the bedroom, and Mom stood up and left the kitchen too.

“Elsa! Your room smells funny. Did you leave a piece of fruit or a wet towel in your bag again? What is that?” Mom asked with a displeased wrinkle on her forehead.

The ear! It must smell. She hadn’t noticed it herself.

“Yeah, maybe I forgot something. I’ll check,” she mumbled.

Mom moved on to the bedroom and Elsa hurried to her room. Maybe it was a little smelly. She would have to take the ear out to the shed as soon as she got home from school. It would dry properly out there. She quickly emptied her little green box of necklaces and placed the ear in it. Then she put the box on the bookcase and laid two books on top of it. Surely that would keep any bad smells from leaking out.

She went back to the kitchen. Annoyed muttering came from Mom and Dad’s room.

She leaned across the kitchen table so she could see the bus stop through the window. The sign was almost completely snowed over. The plow had come by that morning, piling the snow into huge banks.

Anna-Stina was standing on her own. There were only two girls in the village who went to the Sámi school, Anna-Stina and Elsa. The rest went to the Swedish village school, which was next to the Sámi school. Anna-Stina was two years older than Elsa, in the fourth grade, but they still got along. They didn’t have a choice since there was no one else around.

She made up her mind, hurried into the hall and put on her coat, stuck her feet into the still-too-big boots without tying them, wrapped her scarf twice around her neck, tugged her red hat low on her forehead, grabbed her mittens in one hand and her school bag in the other—and she was out the door. The snow on the steps crunched under her boots and she jumped over the last one. The approaching bus echoed across the forest. The morning was so quiet that the bus could be heard from miles away. The cold nipped at her cheeks and her lungs contracted. It might be almost twenty below.

Anna-Stina waved as she made a dash for the road.






CHAPTER SIX Guhtta


Mattias started the Phazer snowmobile, then pulled his neck gaiter over his nose and his hat way down over his forehead and ears. Only his eyes were exposed, and they teared in the cold air until he put his goggles on. He felt a chill and his movements grew stiffer, despite his outerwear. He wasn’t freezing, though.

“Your helmet!” Mom called, just as he was about to take off.

“Eh!”

If he’d stayed at home for a second longer, he would have broken something. He was so goddamn tired of all of them. So fucking weak! Everyone knew who was stealing and killing their reindeer, but did they do anything about it? No!

He squeezed the throttle hard, and the sound of the engine and all the rumbling power beneath him was just what he needed. He carved a track between the birches, ducking and leaning into the curves to keep from getting stuck in snowdrifts. On the river he could go even faster.

He aimed for the dip to make the snowmobile fly. More than four hundred pounds of machine launched into the air. The snow swirled around him as he landed, and he had to tense every muscle to maintain control. It was his longest jump ever, and no one was around to see.

“Fuck!”

His roar echoed through the surrounding forest. He sped up, facing a long lane of snowmobile tracks. The river wound through the villages, tying them together. In the summertime he liked to drive the snowmobile on the river. Not even then did his heartbeat quicken; he knew what he was doing. He knew how much gas it took to keep him afloat. There was nothing he couldn’t handle. He’d been driving snowmobiles since he was five, and the older he got, the more often he snuck out on his own. Sometimes it upset Mom, but Dad understood because he’d done the same when he was Mattias’s age. In a calm voice he told his wife that Mattias needed to be able to drive. She protested—it was illegal. And she didn’t stop protesting when he turned fifteen and it became legal. She was still just as upset every time he went out.

He slowed down as he approached the next village. Smoke rose from chimneys. He heard dogs barking as he passed a few of the houses. Otherwise the quiet was deafening; it was that particular silence that descended when snow blanketed the villages.

There was no real plan; he just wanted to go by the house, see what that bastard had done with the reindeer he killed. But there was always the risk that Mattias wouldn’t be able to stop himself. He didn’t get into fights if he could help it, but sometimes there was no choice. His belly was full of that smoldering sensation again. It wasn’t a good idea to go on his own. He should call someone. It was common knowledge that Robert Isaksson was crazy, just like his father, who was a drunk. But there were two of them, and he was all alone. As this thought took root, he hesitated, which made him even more furious.

The Phazer hummed, idling. He pulled down his gaiter and leaned to the side, rocketing out snot.

What did it help, seeing his house? The police wouldn’t give a shit this time either.

“Fuck!”

He yanked the handlebars sharply to the right. He turned homeward again, watched the speedometer soar.






CHAPTER SEVEN Čieža


A sour smell wafted from the wet snow pants and sweaty fleeces hanging on the hooks outside the classroom. Through the window came voices, laughter, and shouts from the playground in Sámi and Swedish. Elsa dressed slowly, pulled her gray knit sweater over her head so her hair stood up around her face like a floating electric halo. Her bangs were slicked to her forehead.

She could see him out there—Markus, who was related to him. Mondays were the worst because they had recess at the same time. What if he knew what she had seen? Blood on the knife, the ear in his mouth. What happened to people who had seen too much? She had read what someone had written on Dad’s Facebook. The only good Lapp is a dead Lapp. After that, she stopped reading Dad’s page, even though she really wanted to see when he posted pretty pictures from the reindeer forest.

In the third kitchen drawer by the dishwasher at home, Mattias said there were documents from the police. In that drawer were all sorts of things you might need for various emergencies. Bandages, tape, scissors, Tylenol, magnifying glasses, fishing lures, blister kits, and bottle openers. You had to be careful with the red-and-yellow lures, to keep from getting caught on the hooks. Elsa had seen Dad operate on Mom after she got one stuck in her thumb when they were fishing in the river. You had to get rid of the barbs by clipping the hook where it bent, with pliers, and then pulling out the straight part that was caught in the skin.

Elsa had never seen the police documents, but she thought it might be a good idea to look at them now. Once, a police officer had come to their house and written details of their conversation in a notebook. They were talking about a slaughtering spot, which was weird because it wasn’t even slaughtering season. That was the first time she’d heard a name that would pop up over and over again. He was dangerous, but she couldn’t figure out why. Now she knew.

Robert Isaksson from the next village over was a reindeer killer.

She had asked Mom and Dad about the police officer in their kitchen. They had forced a little laugh, saying, “It’s nothing, unna oabba.” Unna oabba, little sister. When you were the littlest, you didn’t need to know everything. It was as simple as that. They seldom called her Elsa, neither her parents nor Mattias. She was their unna oabba.

Markus was staring at the window. Elsa quickly slid down the bench, her heart galloping wildly. He was looking for her! If only Mattias still went to school. He would have protected her. She knew Mattias and Markus had fought the year before. Markus had had a lot of friends on his side, and they’d all kicked Mattias. He had a fat lip for a whole week. Dad filed a police report and called the school, but all he got in response was that boys will be boys.

She tied her laces with trembling fingers. The minutes ticked by. Recess would soon be over. Maybe she wouldn’t have to go outside.

By now Markus had climbed the snowbank outside the window, and when he breathed on the glass it made a fog that slowly faded away until he was visible again. He was glaring at her. Under his chin was a cluster of pimples. He didn’t make any threatening gestures. No, he just stared at her until she looked down at her feet.

A snowball struck the windowpane with such force that the sound thundered down the hallway. She jumped. Markus turned around, laughing, and vanished down the snowbank. Elsa kicked off her boots, pulled her legs onto the bench, and tucked herself into a little ball. She wrapped her arms around her calves and pressed so hard that she squeezed the air out of her lungs. Her forehead rested against her hard kneecaps.

“What are you doing?” Anna-Stina was at the other end of the hallway.

“I have a stomachache.”

“Should I get a teacher?”

Elsa shook her head.

“Did something happen?”

Elsa pictured her reindeer, wished she had brought the ear to school. She longed to feel its softness in her palm. Suddenly she was crying. Her cheeks were wet, her nose was running, and deep down in her throat, it hurt, ached.

Anna-Stina took a few tentative steps forward. Elsa lay down on the bench, as if she no longer had the strength to sit up. Sweat broke out on her forehead; it took effort to cry this hard.

The classroom door opened and out came Marja, her teacher. She sank to her knees and brushed the hair out of Elsa’s face.

“Mii lea dáhpáhuvvan? Anna-Stina? What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. I just got here.” Anna-Stina’s voice was tiny.

Elsa was small for her age. Marja had no trouble picking her up and carrying her down the hall to the teachers’ lounge. Elsa let her arms drop, her body suddenly lifeless. Marja smelled faintly of cigarettes. Elsa had always suspected that her teacher secretly smoked in the classroom. During recess she always opened the windows wide, even when it was freezing out. Elsa usually shivered when she came in and sat down on her cold chair.

As Marja lay her down on the red sofa in the teachers’ lounge, many anxious faces flickered by. She heard them speaking in Sámi and Swedish. Someone said they ought to call her parents. Elsa shook her head vehemently. Marja stroked her hair. And once again the tears came pouring out.

“Oh, sweetheart, honey, what’s wrong?”

Elsa grabbed the back of Marja’s neck and pulled her closer. She whispered, “My reindeer was killed.”

“What happened? Did it get run over?”

“No. She was murdered.” When she said it aloud, it was so enormous that she tried to suck the words back in. She changed her mind but it was too late. Marja’s eyes had already gone wide.

“Murdered?”

“Don’t say it loud. Don’t tell anyone!”

Marja dried Elsa’s wet cheeks with her palm. She had reindeer too; she understood. Not everyone did, but Marja understood.

“I don’t know if someone killed her. But she was bloody. And dead.” She couldn’t look her teacher in the eye as she told the lie.

Marja clenched her fist, but then she relaxed and stroked Elsa’s forehead.

“You’re warm. You should have stayed home today.”

Elsa nodded. Suddenly she was so tired and had to close her eyes. “Can I stay here until the bus comes?”

She opened her eyes, just for a moment, and saw Marja checking her watch.

“Don’t you want me to call your parents to come get you?”

Elsa shook her head but kept her eyes closed.

“Well, get some rest then, and I’ll come get you later.”

She grabbed Marja’s wrist. “Don’t say anything about my reindeer. Not to anyone.”

Marja nodded but looked displeased.

The hum of activity in the teachers’ lounge was soothing and numbing. Elsa tried to stay awake, but it was impossible. It was like lying under the kitchen table when the grown-ups were talking. And the sofa, which smelled dusty, was so soft.






CHAPTER EIGHT Gávcci


When Elsa woke up, Áhkku was there. She was a tiny old woman, not even as tall as the measuring tape in Mom’s sewing kit. She was wearing a speckled knit hat, and the zipper on her blue down coat was halfway undone. Áhkku had pulled a chair up to the sofa and was perched on it, her feet dangling. She was wearing her best shoes, nuvtthahat, which she had sewn herself out of white reindeer hide.

She didn’t look concerned in the least, the way all other grown-ups did when something wasn’t right.

“What are you doing here?” Elsa asked.

Áhkku nodded back toward Marja, who was standing at the kitchenette counter and dipping a teabag into her mug.

“She called.”

Elsa sat up and began sucking on a chunk of her hair. Anna-Stina always said it was gross to suck on your own hair, but Elsa often forgot and did it anyway.

“What did she say?”

“That you probably have a fever.”

Áhkku leaned over and felt Elsa’s forehead, then shook her head. Mom usually used her lips, pressing them softly to Elsa’s skin.

“Let’s go now,” Áhkku said. She seemed eager to leave.

“Marja said you went here together. Back when it was a nomad school.”

Elsa should have known not to say anything. Áhkku didn’t want to talk about the nomad school. She thought it was unnecessary when people wrote books or even talked about the church and state-run schools the children of reindeer herders had been forced to attend. She often muttered that nothing good could come of dragging all that up again.

In the hallway, Áhkku began to breathe faster. She opened her coat, fanning both sides back and forth.

“Well, hurry up, go get your things.”

Elsa took Áhkku’s hand and tugged at her. Her knuckles felt like the sandpaper Áddjá kept in the garage.

“Don’t you want to see my drawing? In my classroom?”

Elsa looked down the dark hallway. What if Markus was there? She pressed the light switch and the fluorescent tubes popped and flickered overhead as they came on. Áhkku grabbed the wall for support; tiny beads of sweat had appeared on her upper lip.

“Please,” said Elsa. “You’ll just have to stand here anyway. You can’t leave me.”

Áhkku nudged her between the shoulder blades and began to walk. Elsa immediately found the bounce in her steps.

Outside her classroom, she pulled on her snow pants and her coat, smiling at Áhkku all the while. Her socks bunched around her toes as she stuffed her feet into her boots. She took Áhkku’s hand again and opened the door. The drawings hung in a row across the room. Elsa ran over and pointed.

“That’s you! See?”

But Áhkku wasn’t looking. Her gaze was steady on the floor, and she was gripping the door frame, her hands like claws.

Elsa was surprised, but she stood on tiptoe and pulled loose the pins that held her drawing in place.

“Look! That’s you,” she said, holding the paper close to Áhkku’s face.

Áhkku peered with one eye and nodded. Maybe she didn’t like that Elsa had drawn her in her black gákti. She should have chosen the blue one. She let her hand fall and walked back to the wall, her steps slow. The drawing ended up crooked after she pinned it up again, but it would have to do.

The cold hit them when they went outside. Elsa’s nostrils felt dry and she had to cough. Áhkku was already in the car, and the exhaust turned into a mushroom-shaped cloud. The seat was cold and ice crystals had formed on the inside of the windshield. Áhkku attacked it with the scraper and muttered in a low voice as the frost flew down onto their legs and the gearshift. She got out and scraped the outside just as violently. She bellied onto the hood but still couldn’t reach the middle of the windshield. A white string of ice remained. The heat was on full blast but it didn’t help. The air was still ice-cold. Now Áhkku was scraping the rear window, even though Áddjá said it wasn’t allowed. Back in the car, she didn’t put on her seatbelt and stayed in first gear for too long. Áhkku couldn’t see over the steering wheel; instead she peered through it like an owl.

It was black as night outside, even though it wasn’t even dinnertime. Áhkku yanked off her hat and Elsa could see that her hair was all sweaty. She had coiled her long braid into a bun at the nape of her neck.

It was unclear whether Áhkku actually had a driver’s license. One day she simply began to drive, Dad had said. Áhkku claimed she’d taken an intensive driving course in town a long time ago, but didn’t drive until she thought it was absolutely necessary. And that time coincided with when Áddjá broke his leg in a snowmobile accident the same year Mattias was born. No one seemed to know if her story was true. Dad liked to say that they’d find out once she got stopped at a checkpoint. It hadn’t happened so far. But then again, the police didn’t much care about the villages.

“Your father called. We’re going to the police station.”

Áhkku finally had a clear view through the windshield, and she pressed the gas harder. Snow-heavy firs and birches bowed to them as usual, but they could hardly see them as they sped down the road. The snowplow had cleared the roadway, which looked wider than it was. Just a bit too far to one side and they might end up in the ditch. But Áhkku didn’t care about that. She drove down the center of the road and made everyone else swerve around her.

An oncoming truck dimmed its high beams but Áhkku didn’t bother to do the same. How else could I see if there’s a moose? she typically murmured to herself. It’s enough for one of us to dim our lights. The truck flashed its lights to remind Áhkku to turn hers down. When she didn’t, he turned his high beams back on and it was like they were seeing the white light that would take them to heaven. The truck had headlights above and below the cab. Elsa and Áhkku felt like they were being struck by lightning, and they closed their eyes as the truck thundered by.

“What an idiot!” Áhkku snapped.

Elsa was blinded and couldn’t see anything, even though her eyes were open again.

“I don’t want to talk to the police.”

“You only have to say that you found the reindeer, and where it was.”

“That’s all?”

Áhkku cast a quick glance her way.

“Is there more?”

Elsa curled her lips over her teeth and bit them from the inside.

“Did you see him?”

Áhkku had almost caught up with another car, and didn’t dim her high beams this time either. The other driver tilted their rearview mirror and appeared to be waving a hand in irritation.

“Did you?”

Elsa counted how many people she had lied to at this point. Áhkku was a Christian as well, so it might be extra bad to lie to her.

“No.”

They drove past the village and Áhkku was looking at her house instead of the road.

“Áddjá hasn’t plowed the yard.”

Elsa couldn’t tell as they whizzed by. Motion sickness began to creep in and she looked for a salty candy in her coat pocket.

“Can’t Dad just say I found the reindeer? Mom said that’s what we were going to say.”

Áhkku snorted.

“I told him it doesn’t matter if you talk to the police, or if he does. They won’t care either way.”






CHAPTER NINE Ovcci


The police station was in the center of town, past the community center. It was surrounded by snowbanks and the lights were on in three ground-floor windows that faced the street. Áhkku parked careless and crooked just outside the three-story red-brick building. Dad’s Kia was a little farther on, and he was leaning against the passenger door with his arms crossed. His fleece hat was pulled low on his forehead, and his breath made white puffs in the cold air. The temperature had fallen fast and was approaching thirty below. It hurt to breathe, and Elsa pulled her scarf over her nose before opening the car door. Áhkku didn’t lock the car. She just slammed the door as hard as she could and rounded the front, hurrying toward Dad without waiting for Elsa, who trudged after her, kicking up snow from the sidewalk.

Dad held the station door open; Áhkku walked through first, with Elsa following slowly after. She stared stubbornly down at the shiny black stone floor. With a little luck maybe she would crash into something, fall down, hit her head, and pass out. If she was really lucky, she would lose her memory altogether.

Dad stood by the counter, which came up to his chest. Elsa could tell he was standing slightly on tiptoe, in his big boots, to appear taller. She often did the same thing when the gym teacher at school divided them up into teams by height.

Elsa wasn’t visible over the gray counter. Maybe the police officer could see her reindeer antler-print hat. The antlers were reflective if you shone a light at them.

There was a buzz like at the clinic when the window at the reception desk opened. Dad introduced himself in an authoritative voice she didn’t recognize.

“Do you have an appointment?” asked the woman behind the counter.

Elsa didn’t like her tone. That’s how it sounded in some places, when they came in wearing gákti. But none of them were wearing gákti right now, although Dad had his leatherwork belt on. It hung slightly askew, low down on his hip, and had round eyelets in white, yellow, and red. He’d come straight from the corral. His knife wasn’t hanging from the belt. You took that off; even if you were just getting gas, you knew to leave your knife in the car. And of course, you couldn’t bring a knife into a police station.

“I spoke with Martin Henriksson this morning and said that I would be coming by with more information for a police report.”

“Concerning?”

Elsa backed up a little so she could see the woman, who was aiming a sour look at Dad. She had sharp black lines around her eyes, and her dark hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail.

“A reindeer that was killed at the corral.”

“Name?”

“Nástegallu.”

Elsa’s voice was clear and steady. Dad, Áhkku, and the woman looked at her. Dad closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath.

“It means ‘white spot,’ ” she clarified.

The woman clucked her tongue.

“I meant your name.”

Dad responded in a less authoritative voice while the woman typed at the keyboard.

Elsa lowered her head and leaned against the counter. She felt like spitting on the floor.

“I’m not sure he has the time. In which case, I can take the information,” the woman said.

Elsa glanced up at Dad and shook her head. She would never speak to that person again.

“We need a good officer,” Dad began.

“I see.”

Elsa thought her voice sounded like sheets of ice creaking against each other in the spring, when the thaw had begun and the current wanted to open up the river.

“I just mean we need an officer who has experience with children. My daughter is a witness.”

Elsa suddenly needed to pee so badly that she couldn’t wait. She took a few steps toward Áhkku and whispered that she needed to go to the bathroom.

“Where’s the bathroom?” Áhkku asked loudly.

She didn’t like speaking Swedish; she had trouble making the intonation and the consonants come out right. According to Áhkku, Swedish was missing the melody of the heart.

The woman sighed and pointed past the red chairs in the hallway. Elsa stumbled over and yanked the door open, barely managing to pull down her snow pants in time. She sat there for a long while, then got up and washed her hands three times. She looked in the mirror and stuck out her tongue, spat a big glob onto the floor.

When she came out, a policeman was holding open the door to a long hallway. Dad was already on the other side, but Áhkku was waiting for her. Elsa looked up at the officer, who was over six feet tall. He held out a cool, dry hand that enveloped her skinny fingers.

“Elsa, is it?” he said with a smile.

Her eyes opened wide. The policeman had braces. He had to be as old as Dad, and he had braces. She couldn’t wait to tell Anna-Stina.

The hallway was long, with doors on either side, some open, some closed. Music was playing somewhere. Elsa tried to look into each office. To think there were so many police officers in town. No wonder they never had time to come to the village, if they all had to sit in offices and type on their computers.

Martin Henriksson’s office was the very last one down the hallway. He sat behind his desk with Dad across from him. There was only one other chair, so Elsa sat in Áhkku’s lap. It had been a long time since she’d sat in anyone’s lap, and Áhkku tensed her thigh muscles as if she were trying to make Elsa bounce right off.

They learned that Henriksson was new at the station. That was why the room was so bare, the bookcase almost empty, and the windowsill without flowers. He had just moved home again after going to school in the south and working in Stockholm. Elsa waited on tenterhooks to spot his braces again, but Henriksson hardly opened his mouth when he spoke.

“So…,” he said, pressing a key on his keyboard. “Further information, was it?”

Dad nodded. He had taken off his fleece hat and opened his coat. Elsa wasn’t about to take off her hat. She was ready to pull it down over face if necessary. Áhkku liked to talk about God’s trials and how everything happened for a reason. Elsa had decided a long time ago that God wasn’t for her, and when Nástegallu died she was totally convinced of it. She wanted to scream at Áhkku and ask why her reindeer had to be killed. What was the reason behind Elsa having to sit here and be interrogated by a policeman? And be forced to lie. It came over her again: she was about to lie to a policeman and a Christian áhkku. She couldn’t even look at Dad.

“So, Elsa, I hear you’re nine years old. So you can read and write, of course,” said Henriksson.

She snorted. She could read and write by the time she was five. Áhkku stiffened under her bottom and pinched her in the back.

“Yes.”

“What’s your favorite subject in school?”

Elsa pursed her lips. Why did he want to know that? When she didn’t respond, Henriksson smiled and she stared into his mouth.

“I was best at recess!” he said cheerfully.

“That’s not a subject,” she muttered.

He closed his mouth and she sank back against Áhkku, who gave a start.

“And you have reindeer. Is that fun?”

She nodded, and Áhkku seemed to hold her breath.

“As I understand it, you skied out to the reindeer paddock by yourself on Sunday. Well done! Because it’s a long way to go, isn’t it?”

Elsa looked down at her hands. The skis were back home in the garage, and she hadn’t touched them again. Didn’t even want to look at them. But she missed them.

“Can you tell me what happened that afternoon, when you were skiing? Was it cold? Were you chilly?”

Martin Henriksson leaned back in his leather office chair, which came all the way up to his head. The muscles of his upper arms tensed under his pale blue shirt. His dark hair was styled in a crew cut, and Elsa wondered if it would feel like petting a hedgehog.

Now she was thinking too much again, and forgot what had been said. Luckily, Henriksson repeated his question.

“It was pretty cold. But I wasn’t chilly. I was sweating.”

“Sure, that’s what happens when you go skiing,” said Henriksson. “Was there anyone around when you got there?”

She heard laughter in the hallway. And here she’d thought everyone at a police station was angry and strict.

“Are there children in the jail?” she asked in a thin voice.

Her knuckles turned white as she grabbed the arm of the chair. She almost had to pee again.

“No, absolutely not. Children can’t go to jail.”

She swallowed hard. Then the only one left to punish her, if she lied, was God. And she didn’t believe in God anyway.

“There was no one there,” she said firmly.

Dad and Henriksson exchanged glances, and Henriksson rubbed his chin and nodded slowly.

“Okay. Well, what did you see when you got there?”

Now it wasn’t lying anymore, but it was still hard to say.

“Mu miessi,” she whispered. “My calf.”

Henriksson leaned forward and rested his elbows on the desk. He was too close, and she pressed back against Áhkku, who in turn pressed herself back into the chair.

“Tell me about it.”

“She was bloody. Dead.”

Dad’s knee was bouncing up and down. When he did that at home, the whole kitchen bench would shake.

“Did you go up to it?”

Elsa nodded and looked straight at Henriksson. Now it was true, everything she was saying.

“And what did you see?”

“She had been killed. There was blood on her fur. Her eyes were afraid, even though she couldn’t see anymore.”

Dad’s knee stopped abruptly.

“And that made you sad,” said Henriksson, tilting his head to the side.

She nodded and had to look away from him.

“Where was your reindeer?”

“On the ground, next to the fence. Outside the corral.”

“Not inside it?”

“No, outside.”

“So someone purposely took the reindeer out of the corral to kill it,” Dad said, resting a heavy hand on her shoulder. “Elsa was forced to see her reindeer, dead.”

Henriksson didn’t look convinced.

“Could someone have left the gate open?”

“Not a chance,” Dad said, letting go of her shoulder.

Henriksson turned his gaze to the computer screen.

“Wounds on the throat, it says here. From a knife, you say. But couldn’t the animal have gotten too close to a sharp part of the fence?”

“Out of the question,” said Dad. “And that doesn’t explain how it ended up outside the corral. And without its ears.” Dad leaned to the side so he could shove his hand into his pocket and take out his phone. He looked through his pictures and handed the phone to Henriksson.

“And we found fresh snowmobile tracks, like I said.”

“Yes, those are snowmobile tracks, I can see that.”

Elsa listened carefully, because Henriksson’s voice wasn’t the same now. Not like when he was asking her about school.

“Right, we called you, the police, but no one came.”

“We were busy dealing with a car accident in town. And also, our snowmobile helmets were past their inspection date.”

Dad’s jaw muscles tensed; he took a deep breath.

“I’ll get you the pictures. We know for certain that these tracks aren’t from any of our snowmobiles.”

“But it can’t be that easy to just go in and take a reindeer from the corral. They’re timid—at least as far as I recall. I spent a lot of time around the corrals as a kid. My best friend had reindeer,” said Henriksson.

“If you have food in your hand, they’ll come,” Dad said, his voice rough and tired.

“Is it such a good idea to feed the reindeer? How does it affect the meat? I heard it’s not as good.”

Dad didn’t respond. He took his phone back and pressed his lips together.

Elsa felt Áhkku’s heart beating against her back, faster and faster. But she was sitting perfectly still.

“If you’d come out with us yesterday, you would have seen which direction these tracks were going,” said Dad.

Elsa thought of how Nástegallu would come when she held out the reindeer lichen. And she finally got to pet her.

“Unna oabba, leat go sihkkar ahte it oaidnán ovttage?” Dad asked in Sámi. Are you sure you didn’t see anyone?

She shook her head without looking up.

“Mus lea gožžahoahppu,” she whispered. I need to pee.

“Fas?” Again?

“You know I don’t understand Sámi, right?” said Henriksson.

“She needs the bathroom,” said Dad.

“There’s one next to my office. Go right ahead.”

She slid off Áhkku’s lap and walked, her legs unsteady, out of the office and into the bathroom. It smelled bad, and she had to hold her breath. Dad’s voice flared up and she pressed her ear to the wall, but couldn’t hear any better. She flushed an empty toilet and quickly washed her hands.

When she came back out, Áhkku was already walking down the hallway. Dad was standing stiffly beside Henriksson, and they were conversing in low voices. When they shook hands, it looked as if they were trying to beat each other at arm wrestling. Then Dad folded a sheet of white paper in his hand.

“What’s that?” Elsa asked.

Henriksson offered his big hand again.

“You were a big help, Elsa. Maybe you’ll want to become a police officer someday. We need brave girls who aren’t afraid to ski on their own in the dark.”

She rolled her eyes, even though that wasn’t allowed. She tried to squeeze his hand as hard as he’d squeezed Dad’s.

Henriksson closed the door behind him, and she and Dad walked down the hall together.

“What is that piece of paper?”

“It’s a copy of our police report. Another theft.”

“A theft? But she was killed, not stolen. Shouldn’t it say killed, or murdered?”

“It’s hard to explain.”

“Will the police catch whoever did it?”

They arrived at the glass door where Áhkku was waiting.

“No, that might be hard to do.”

They walked past the reception desk and the woman fixed her eyes on Elsa, who glared back.

“Did you and the policeman get in an argument?” she asked Dad once they were outside the station.

“No, but I agree with you—it shouldn’t be called theft. It should have said something else. And they should have come out to the corral.” He fell silent and unlocked the car door with a chirp.

“Thanks for this, Enná. See you.”

Áhkku nodded but didn’t move. Elsa wanted to give her a hug, but instead she just leaned against her upper arm. Áhkku smiled. “You did a good job. Not everyone can talk to the police.”

She left before Elsa could respond. Dad opened the car door, and as he belted her in, as if she were little again, he rested his forehead against hers.

Good thing it’s dark, black as night, so no one can see the tears, Elsa thought. And it was a good thing that children can’t go to jail. She would tell Anna-Stina tomorrow.






CHAPTER TEN Logi


The kicksled creaked beneath her. It went fastest in the center of the road, where the surface had been plowed and packed into hard ice. Elsa wasn’t technically allowed to use the kicksled in this part of the road, but she could hear the cars coming from far away and could make it into the ditch before they approached. She shoved off with her right foot, her left foot balancing steady on the runner. She held on tight to the handles, closing her eyes as she kicked as hard as she could, and zoomed down the road. It felt like she was flying.

School was closed for the day, and she was riding the kicksled back and forth, waiting for Anna-Stina to wake up. She always slept in late.

The sun peeked out from behind foggy clouds, barely clearing the treetops. The snowmobile tracks leading to the corral were like a wide street across the ice. Mom had wanted her to ski there instead, but Elsa couldn’t put them on again. Maybe she never would. She didn’t say so, just shook her head sullenly, closed the door, and dashed to the kicksled.

On her seventh pass, she heard snowmobiles in the distance—Dad and Mattias were on their way home. They’d gone out to the corral early that morning. They were almost always there, these days. Since Nástegallu died, they mostly came to the house to eat. Dad slurped meat stew and ate Mom’s gáhkku in silence. Mattias did the same, but with headphones on. Elsa and Mom were quiet too.

The snowmobiles pulled slowly into the yard. Dad and Mattias took off their helmets and sat for a moment, speaking in low voices.

“You know you’re not allowed to kicksled down the middle of the road!” Dad called.

She slowly slid toward the ditch, still kicking, but the runners got caught and she could no longer fly. Anna-Stina had to be awake by now. Elsa turned onto the road on the left and pushed the kicksled up the hill. This was the best hill in the village to ride down. But Mom and Dad said it was super dangerous, because it ended up on the big road. You could always skid at the last second and run into the snow in the ditch, though. When it was soft and fluffy, it was like falling into a cloud. But parents didn’t understand things like that.



ANNA-STINA WAS STILL SLEEPING, but her mother, Hanna, invited Elsa in with the same warm smile as always. It smelled like freshly baked cinnamon buns with a hint of the meat stew that had been simmering for hours. The kitchen window had fogged over.

Anna-Stina’s uncle, Lars-Erik, whom everyone called Lasse, was sitting in his usual spot with a view of the hill Elsa had just come up. He had a coffee cup in his hand and a tin of snus in front of him on the table. You might think an eanu would be old, but he was only a few years older than Mattias. Sometimes the two of them hung out, waking up the whole village when they motocrossed to the river rapids. Sometimes he helped Dad, and during those times Mattias wasn’t as surly or difficult. Lasse was the youngest of four siblings, a surprise baby—a váhkar, as they said. But when you were the youngest of four, and the third boy, it was hard to become the head of a household with a vote in the reindeer collective. Hanna was the oldest of her siblings, but of course there was no chance that the girl in the family would take over her father’s reindeer lands or become head-of-household. But it all worked out when she married the neighbor boy, who was also from a family of reindeer herders.

Elsa had asked Mattias why Lasse couldn’t work with the reindeer as much as everyone else did, and he had told her that Lasse wasn’t very rich in reindeer; he didn’t have enough of them to make a living that way. But when she asked why Hanna wasn’t allowed to become head-of-household, he only rolled his eyes in response.

Some people said Lasse was happy enough with how everything had turned out, and now and then he left the village and didn’t return for weeks. Sometimes he was very tan when he came back. Sometimes he returned with lots of money and would take Mattias out for pizza in town. Elsa was never allowed to tag along. But now he had his eyes on her. He grinned and she couldn’t help but laugh. He was the funniest out of all the grown-ups. Maybe because he wasn’t entirely grown up yet. He rebelled with motocross, and stayed up all night, gaming with Mattias.

He took out his phone and showed her a picture of a big sand dragon on a beach surrounded by palm trees.

“Think I can make one just like this on our beach this summer?”

She shook her head, grinning.

“I made this one when I was in Crete, I swear.”

She giggled and shook her head again.

“You did not!”

“You’ll see, next summer when the beach turns up.”

The softest sand was hidden in the river like a treasure only the villagers knew about. When the meltwater from the mountains had run through and the rains had abated, the river had a chance to subside. And then it appeared. The beach. First as a shadow beneath the water, and finally as a small island that grew larger by the day. The sun warmed and dried the sand until it was golden. Then they hopped in boats and set out for the island. They lay on towels, closed their eyes, and pretended they were in another country. When they got attacked by horseflies, they splashed into the icy water for some relief. There were sun-warmed puddles, into which the children released sticklebacks they’d caught in their nets. Elsa thought the water in those puddles must be warmer than the Mediterranean.

Hanna’s glass clinked as she stirred chocolate powder into milk. Elsa smiled, took the glass, and drank it in huge gulps.

“Do you have a boyfriend yet, Elsa?”

Lasse sometimes had a walleye, like now, but she knew to look at his right eye, because that one was holding still. Not drifting off like the other one.

“No way! I don’t like any boys.”

“That’s good. No one is good enough for Elsa, princess of the village!”

Hanna sighed. “You’re so full of crap.”

“I’m hungover,” Lasse whispered to Elsa.

Even though she didn’t understand, she nodded as if she did. Lasse whispering to you was a big deal, so you had to nod and look serious. He laughed again as Hanna snapped a dish towel above his head.

The cinnamon buns were swirls of heaven, Elsa thought as she gobbled down her third one.

Hanna sat down next to her and ran a hand over Elsa’s long, dark hair, which reached just past her shoulder blades. The back of her neck felt shivery.

“I heard about your reindeer,” she said gently.

Elsa stared down at the table, at the crumbs she ought to scrape together with her palm.

“It’s really too bad,” Hanna continued.

Lasse grunted. “Too bad doesn’t cover it. Messed up, is what it is.”

The princess of the village nodded quietly but didn’t look up.

“But it was brave of you to go to the police,” Hanna said, her voice rising a perky octave.

“The police. What a joke!”

“Lasse,” Hanna said in a low voice.

“Yeah, yeah,” he sighed.

Then they heard footsteps on the stairs. Anna-Stina was wearing her pink nightgown and the bright red ragg socks she’d knitted in crafting class.

The girls cuddled up next to each other on the bench. Anna-Stina’s eyes were puffy and she gave a big yawn. Elsa pressed up against her; she was warmer than the sun.

Lasse got up and stretched, groaning as he did.

“Well, I’m off. Thanks for the coffee, sis.”

“Where are you off to?”

“You never know. But there are plenty of people waiting for me. Doors open everywhere.”

He winked at Elsa, who couldn’t make up her mind whether to wink back. He was already in the hall, the moment gone. She heard him whistling as he was putting on his shoes and coat.

“See you, cuties!” he called before he opened the door and the cold air swept through the kitchen.

Hanna leaned over the table, wiped some of the fog from the window, and watched him go. She was shaking her head slightly but also smiling. Elsa knew he was skidding off so that snow flew up behind the green Volvo.



HALF AN HOUR LATER, Elsa and Anna-Stina were lying side by side, their faces flushed with the effort of digging a snow cave. By strict order from Hanna, their feet remained outside the opening. There had to be legs to pull on in case the snow collapsed on top of them.

Inside their cave the air was dull and it was quiet. The only sound came from their tiny gasps. The ground was cold beneath their backs, but their sweat was still warming. When Elsa moved, a hot gust escaped her collar.

“I saw a grown-up with braces,” she said.

Anna-Stina rolled her eyes and Elsa shrank. It was hard to surprise someone who was going to turn eleven soon.

“So what? I’ve seen lots of grown-ups with braces.”

Elsa ran her mitten along the wall of snow.

“I went to the police station yesterday.”

This time Anna-Stina turned her head.

“Is that a lie?”

“No! It’s true. I got interrogotated.” She hesitated. “Questioned.”

“It’s called ‘interrogated.’ ”

But Anna-Stina wasn’t acting superior this time, only eager for Elsa to get to the point.

“Was it because of your reindeer?”

She nodded.

“The police asked what I saw.”

Elsa took off her mitten and dug in the pocket of her snowsuit until she found the ear. She both did and didn’t want to take it out.

“So what did you tell them?”

“That Nástegallu was dead and bloody.”

“Dad thinks it was Robert Isaksson.”

Her hand stiffened around the ear. She didn’t like hearing his name and didn’t like that Anna-Stina was the one saying it out loud.

For generations, Elsa and Anna-Stina’s families had belonged to the same reindeer collective, the same čearru. They were cousins—not first cousins, but it didn’t matter, a cousin was a cousin. At home, Elsa’s family had the genealogy book that showed how all Sámi families in their area were related, close or distant. She and Anna-Stina each had their own page, and you could determine their family relation by way of numbers and codes. Even though Mom had shown her, Elsa didn’t know how; it was too complicated. The important thing was, Anna-Stina was her cousin, her oambealli. To have your name in a book, imagine that! Elsa liked to take it out and run her finger over her name and birthdate. And follow the steps back to Áhkku and Áddjá and their parents and back through centuries she couldn’t even imagine. Mom was in a different Sámi family book, but her family didn’t want to acknowledge it. Still, it was proof that Mom wasn’t a rivgu. She existed, just like everyone else. But there seemed to be a difference, between existing and not existing. No one had explained to Elsa how the invisible borders had been drawn, and she didn’t ask either.

“I’m sure it’s Robert. He’s the one who shoots reindeer, chases them down on his snowmobile, and tortures them. Once someone cut the uterus out of a cow. While she was still alive. And beat the calf to death.”

Elsa stared at Anna-Stina. Cutting out the uterus, where a calf was waiting to be alive?

“I know,” she said, her voice full of spirit even though her heart was pounding and her ears were ringing.

“Yeah, everyone knows. They’re filling their freezers with reindeer meat. Selling it.”

Elsa slowly pulled her hand from her pocket, leaving the ear behind. She closed the zipper.

She’d heard about reindeer getting killed, but not like this. Had Nástegallu been tortured before the knife went through her fur and reached her beating heart? Elsa got dizzy and felt like she couldn’t breathe. They must have run out of oxygen in their snow cave. She quickly sat up and scooched forward until she was out and could take deep, cold breaths. Anna-Stina wriggled out backwards like a centipede, which normally would have made Elsa burst into laughter.

“What’s wrong? You’re all pale.”

“Nothing.”

“What did they do to Nástegallu?”

“Stabbed her with a knife.”

“I once saw the intestines on the outside of a reindeer they cut open.”

Elsa stood up and ran for the kicksled. Anna-Stina called after her. But she was already going fast, and she knew the downhill slope would take care of the rest.
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