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PROLOGUE
She had taken off her shoes and was padding along the chilly floor of the hallway in socks. Anna had been given just a few minutes to gather her belongings. To leave, but without a chance to say goodbye to the children. If she’d known what was going to happen, she would have gathered several of them into her arms one last time, instead of simply waving as they boarded the bus, eager to go home for Christmas break to families they hadn’t seen in months.
The dormitories were empty and the beds stripped of their sheets, many of the mattresses stained. Sometimes the children wet the bed, and they weren’t always brave enough to confess.
The maids had returned after a few days off to scour the place before the next term. Anna had been meant to help, but she wasn’t one of them anymore.
She slowly approached Else-Maj’s bed, next to the wall, and picked up the pillow to press her nose against the soft fabric. She imagined that it still held the little girl’s scent. Suddenly finding it hard to stand, she sank onto the bed.
Six girls stayed in each dormitory, and they were all tiny when they first arrived, but Else-Maj had been so small that Anna thought something must be wrong. Could that short, skinny little girl really be seven years old? Now she was eleven, one of the older children, but she still hardly filled up her bed.
Anne-Risten had the bed next to Else-Maj, close to the window; she didn’t like the draft there. She was a beautiful child, all the maids agreed. They had talked about how they would have to keep an extra eye on her in the future, but right now she was only eight. Still, there were boys who couldn’t behave. Nilsa was the worst of them. He was trouble, that boy. The same age as Else-Maj, but already grown big, and sly besides.
When the door across the hallway opened, Anna leaped to her feet and pressed herself to the wall in the narrow gap between the beds. She didn’t want to face Housemother again. The radio sounded from Housemother’s quarters and then her quick footsteps tapped down the stairs.
Anna ran her fingers along the headboards, whispering goodbye to the children. Marge had been the only one who removed her sheets and pillowcase and folded them along with the blanket in a neat pile at the foot of the bed. Under them she left a paper heart that said “Anna.” Anna smiled at the memory; she had saved the heart, tucked it away in a box.
Housemother was back in the hallway and the walls shook as she flung open the door to her quarters. Anna walked past, stepping lightly, and went downstairs. She entered one of the boys’ dormitories, where a window was ajar. She shivered and stopped at little Jon-Ante’s bed. It hurt too much; this was too hard. But her voice held.
“I could have done more. I’m sorry.”
It wasn’t enough, she knew. It was unforgiveable.
She left the room and took the next flight of stairs down to the cellar, where she fetched her shoes and clothes, a lunch box, and her hairbrush. The sauna was cold and musty. Soon the maids would clean down here, but right now they were eating lunch in Lisbet’s kitchen. The switch hung on a nail outside the bathroom. It ought to be burned in the common room’s fireplace. Fury blazed up inside her, but she controlled herself. If the switch disappeared, one of the children would surely be blamed. She couldn’t bear it. And there was already so much else she had to live with.
At last she reached the front hall, turning around to gaze toward the common room, where the fire crackled, almost welcoming. An article pinned next to the front door showed Housemother in the common room with a few of the girls. Mrs. Rita Olsson, the children’s “extra mother,” the journalist had written below the photograph.
Anna placed her hand on the yellowed paper, her fingernails rasping over the words, leaving a rip in the devil woman’s eye.
She walked out the door for the last time. No one had yet swept away the snow on the steps outside. The wind whistled over the schoolyard, whipping the top layer into her face. It stung, and she cried.



ELSE-MAJ
1950
She was little, the smallest of them all. No one would have guessed she was seven. But what good did that do? Once you were seven, you were no longer allowed to live at home.
Else-Maj sat in the second row of the classroom, next to a girl called Biret. They were the same age, but Else-Maj only came up to Biret’s shoulder. Her feet didn’t touch the floor; if she’d been home at the kitchen table, or sitting on the milk churn stand in the village, she would have swung her legs. But she only did that when she was happy. Here, her body felt stiff with winter cold no matter the season.
Two weeks ago she had been taken from her family. Forced onto a bus that drove away from her home village of Badje Sohppar to Láttevárri, fifteen kilometers away. When she entered the dormitory building, the maids were all standing in a line, smiling at the children, whose faces were streaked with tears. At the front of the room stood the headmistress of the school, whom they were to address as Housemother. She was not smiling.
Else-Maj couldn’t speak Swedish and didn’t understand what they said. Her older brothers had told her, before she left, that she was no longer allowed to speak Sámi. They had warned her about Housemother. “Don’t annoy her, because—smack!” Else-Maj bit her lip each day to remind herself not to say anything in her own language.
After welcoming them to the nomad school that first day, the maids had shown the children to their dormitories. Else-Maj came last, her suitcase thumping up the steps behind her one at a time. The girls’ rooms were one floor up; she stopped to rest on the first landing and then everyone else was gone. They’d already made it to their rooms and seemed to know just how everything worked around here. Else-Maj herself had no idea. She glanced back at the front door and tears blurred her vision as she thought of being locked in. One of the maids came back and she hurriedly wiped away a tear.
“Come on, sweetheart,” said the young woman in Swedish, reaching for Else-Maj’s suitcase to lend a hand.
Else-Maj didn’t move, wondering what the woman had said, unsure of how to behave. When her lower lip began to tremble, the maid swiftly bent down and whispered in Sámi:
“You can talk to me if there’s anything you don’t understand. But remember: not when Housemother is nearby.”
The maid’s name was Anna, and she was from the nearby hamlet of Ađevuopmi. She was round and soft, with freckles and crooked teeth in a serious overbite, which she often hid by smiling with her mouth closed.
Now, as Else-Maj sat in the classroom in the school, she kept her eyes on the dormitory, longing for Anna. Lessons were hard; she couldn’t follow along and often daydreamed instead. But even so, it was safer to be in school, because Housemother wasn’t there. The teacher’s name was Bertil, but you were never allowed to call him that. He was strict, too, but no one was as bad as Housemother.
Else-Maj had seen her take the switch and haul a child out of the common room. She’d heard the screams. All the games stopped short, and the children stared at the floor. Everyone but Else-Maj, who’d spotted Anna in the hall. She stood up to dash into her arms, but Anna shook her head frantically and vanished from sight.
Else-Maj wanted to ask what the boy had done wrong, so she could make sure not to do the same thing by accident. She whispered into Biret’s ear, even though she knew it was risking their lives to do so—one of the big boys had said that Housemother once killed a child for speaking Sámi. That was the kind of talk you might hear if you snuck around the corner of the dormitory at recess or after dinner, because that’s where secret conversations in Sámi took place. Else-Maj seldom dared go over there, as she’d seen Housemother come rushing outside after she cracked a window and overheard the children.
Instead, Else-Maj tried to make herself invisible and stuck close to Anna anytime she had the chance. When Housemother shouted at the children, Else-Maj looked at Anna and saw that she, too, flinched. That she sometimes rocked back and forth as though she were bracing herself to speak up. But no one, no one, ever contradicted Housemother.
Outwardly, Housemother wasn’t so different from the ladies back in the village, maybe a bit taller and more broad-shouldered, almost like a man, but she wore a skirt and cardigan and often kept her dark hair in a bun at her nape. But it was that firm mouth, that jutting chin, and especially those narrowing eyes that marked her as dangerous. Else-Maj had seen her transform from a kindly older lady to something very different.

TEACHER BERTIL WAS UP at the blackboard, writing a sentence in white chalk. Else-Maj hated Swedish lessons. It was better when they got to do math, because even if she couldn’t say the numbers in Swedish, she could still work out the problems.
Best of all was when they got to recite Swedish in unison, because then she could mouth the words, but when Teacher wanted to hear them one by one her throat tightened and she gazed down at her desk.
Her stomach rumbled even though they’d just had breakfast. She stared at the clock over the door; she couldn’t tell time but had noticed that a lesson often ended when the big hand pointed straight up. Not long, now.
Suddenly the classroom was silent—she’d forgotten to mouth along, and it felt like everyone was waiting for something.
“Else-Maj, I said it was your turn.”
Hearing her name, she realized Teacher expected her to speak. Her heart pounded as he rose from his desk and approached her. He grabbed her cheeks with one hand and she smelled soap. He squeezed and said the word pedantically in front of her. Apparently Teacher would make her repeat after him, force her mouth to follow his movements.
She wet herself. It just came pouring out, and there was no way she could stop it. Pee ran down the chair legs and someone laughed. The teacher instinctively backed away, disgusted.
“Go!”
She looked up at him, not understanding.
“Go to the dormitories!”
He pointed at the door. She still didn’t understand.
“Mana!” whispered Biret.
Teacher stared at her friend, livid. Else-Maj knew this could only get worse, so she sprang to her feet and ran for the door, a chill on her bottom and legs. She raced across the schoolyard, toward the dormitory, and Anna swooped her up at the door. Else-Maj tried to keep her backside away from Anna, crying and saying that she had wet herself. The Sámi words flowed out of her, and Anna placed a warm hand gently over her mouth.
“She’s close by,” she whispered in Else-Maj’s ear. “You must stop crying.”
Anna took her hand away and they went down to the showers in the cellar.
Else-Maj peeled off her wet tights and underwear and nearly burst into tears again when she saw that the skirt her mother had sewn was stained. Anna took the clothes over to the washtub in the corner and began to scrub them.
“You rinse off quick.”
Else-Maj washed her legs in warm water, ashamed to be seen half-naked. She tried to turn away, wanting to crouch down and hide.
“I’ll get you some fresh clothes,” Anna said before she hurried off.
Else-Maj took her towel from the peg and shivered a little before she was dry. Then she heard heels against the floor—a sharp sound, at a pace different from Anna’s. She backed up and tried to disappear among the towels. The showerhead was dripping, and Housemother had come to turn it off. When she turned around, their eyes met. Else-Maj immediately cast her gaze down at her pale feet, already as wide as her enná’s.
“What are you doing here?”
Her voice hit the walls, striking Else-Maj, who looked up and shook her head slowly.
“Why are you undressed?”
Else-Maj looked at her mouth, that angry expression and severe lips. “I’m sorry,” she replied softly.
Anna had taught her these words in Swedish; it was what she was supposed to say if anything went wrong. Housemother grabbed her arm, and her towel fell to the floor. Else-Maj tried to turn away, but she didn’t want to show either her front or backside. She just wanted to sit down and let her thighs hide her. The switch hung on the wall, and she knew Housemother would whip even the littlest ones. It felt like she might wet herself again.
Anna’s soft steps returned, and she entered with a stack of clothing. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes wide. Housemother shook Else-Maj as she spoke sharply to Anna, who responded in a pleading tone. Else-Maj wanted to scream in pain as Housemother’s nails dug into her arm through the flimsy fabric. Tears welled in her eyes but she knew she had to swallow them down, try to imagine herself somewhere else. Somewhere else, but not home. If she thought of home for even a second, she would start to sob.
Housemother let go, gave Anna one last order, and left the shower room. Gone was the gentle Anna, her movements now brusque; she handed Else-Maj the fresh clothes without a word, only a wave, as if to say she must be quick. Else-Maj turned around and put on her underwear, but the tights balled up around her wet feet. Anna couldn’t wait and helped her pull them on. She smelled like sweat and didn’t look Else-Maj in the eyes, didn’t whisper anything in her ear. Well, until it was over. Just one word.
“Várálaš.”
Dangerous.
They hurried up the stairs together and Anna went into one of the bathrooms next to the boys’ dormitories, where she unrolled a big wad of toilet paper and gave it to Else-Maj, then gently herded her along. Hurry, hurry.
Else-Maj wanted to dig in her heels. She had to go back to the classroom? Was she supposed to wipe up the pee in front of everyone?
“In hálet…”
Anna covered her mouth, more roughly this time, and shook her head. She was clearly frightened. She pushed Else-Maj out the door, and there she stood, in the cold autumn sun, looking over at the yellow school building with its long rows of windows and stone steps with a cast-iron railing. She gazed down the road, the one that led home. No one had told her when she would be allowed to go home again. There was a sharp rap on a window, and she jumped. Anna stood behind the glass, waving. Mana! Go!
And so she went, walking slowly across the schoolyard. The gravel crunched, the sun was hidden for a moment by the clouds, and the wind tugged at the loose strands of her hair. She wasn’t very good at braiding, as she was used to her enná’s deft hands brushing past her ears. Her legs didn’t want to keep going, but she couldn’t stop. When she turned around, the window was empty. The coarse toilet paper was crumpled into a ball in her hand. She didn’t make it to the building before the door flew open and the class streamed out. Someone laughed at her, called her a poopy-butt. In Sámi, even. Baikabahta. It was strictly against the rules, but some of the children were naughty during outdoor recess. Else-Maj looked for her new friend Biret, the one who dared to whisper in Sámi. She didn’t want to miss out on the chance to play with her. She ran up the stairs and opened the classroom door to find Teacher still sitting at his desk, squinting behind his glasses.
She raised her hand to show him the toilet paper, and he gave a quick nod. She went to her chair and hurried to wipe the seat, the legs, and the floor. It smelled bad, and she got pee on her hands.
Teacher heaved loud and irritated sighs, so she tried to make quick work of it. Then she gave a little curtsey and held the wet paper behind her back as she trudged out of the classroom.



ELSE-MAJ
1985
She kept a close eye on the coffeepot over the fire, slapping at mosquitoes as she stood in the smoke, occasionally closing her eyes to get some relief. Her kerchief was tied tightly at the back of her neck, but still the gnats had left streaks of dried blood behind her ear.
Else-Maj gazed across the pasture, which drummed with reindeer walking in a counterclockwise circle. Her sons were out there. The younger one, Nils Johan, stood beside his father, Gustu, eager as always to learn from his isá. Big brother Per Duommá wouldn’t take any instructions; he wanted to appear self-taught, with his own methods. Even so, he made exactly the same flick as Gustu did when he sent his lasso sailing over the herd.
Else-Maj let her gaze wander on, stopping at an older teen boy she didn’t recognize. She usually knew who everyone was. He held the lasso awkwardly and looked uncertain. These kids showed up now and then, imagining that it would be easy to fit in, but if you hadn’t been part of this since childhood it was difficult. It wasn’t their fault; it was their parents’.
Walking past the boy was her cousin Inga, heading for the fire with her daughter, Hanna. The two had the tendency to duck their heads close together, often holding hands, even though the girl was twelve, just like Else-Maj’s daughter, Ella. She certainly didn’t hold Ella’s hand anymore. That would feel unnatural and strange. Ella was a big girl and conducted herself almost like a woman. Her nieida could do everything—cook, tan a hide, make blood sausage from scratch, weave shoe bands. And soon she would finish sewing her first gákti, or traditional Sámi outfit. Else-Maj had started early, taught her everything, and perhaps she had been strict sometimes, intolerant of carelessness. The faster Ella got the knack of things, the better, and as the years passed it would become natural. Perhaps her daughter couldn’t see it now, but eventually she would realize there was security in knowing how to take care of yourself.
Ella was a chatterbox, sometimes pushing the limits of what a person could take, and Else-Maj had to tell her to concentrate. “Don’t talk about other things, talk about what you’re doing with your hands right now if you absolutely must babble on.” That made the kid laugh, an infectious giggle that bubbled up into a guffaw. Her laugh had attracted attention since she was very small, always bringing a smile to people’s faces. She had a carefree side that was hard to comprehend, because no one else was like her, but Else-Maj had to confess it was a relief for an enná. Sometimes, when determined to be strict, she had to turn away and smile at Ella’s silliness.
Sons really were easier. They didn’t expect her to talk to them about anything but the reindeer operations. They were practical, coming to her when they needed something mended or washed. And they could handle the reindeer almost as well as grown men. She had raised her three children to be self-sufficient, never helpless, so that was one thing she could rely on.
Else-Maj and Gustu had worked hard to make sure the boys would have a future in reindeer husbandry, and the reindeer were all their sons cared about. Ella, however, was already talking about attending high school in town even though she was only twelve. She wanted to see the world, as she sometimes exclaimed. “And I guess I might as well start with Giron.” This worried Else-Maj, but it was also why she was hard on Ella and made sure she knew how to do everything. Their way of life needed to be in her bones.
Else-Maj scoffed when she heard Inga and Hanna speaking a mix of Sámi and Swedish. They weren’t the only ones. Even for people who mostly spoke Sámi, Swedish wormed its way in. Others in the family hadn’t given their children the language at all. Then they stood there facing one another, mute, for without gollegiella, the golden language, there was only silence. They spoke Swedish instead, probably thinking they sounded fancy. They blamed the nomad school and who knew what else. Ha! She’d gone to nomad school, too, but it had never even crossed her mind to let her children lose the language of her heart. They’d never heard Swedish at home, and she was proud of that fact.
Lots of folks had brought their Swedish-speaking teenagers to the pasture today. That awkward boy was probably one of them. Not even here could they speak Sámi, not even on their own land.
Inga and Hanna sat down on their seat pads and reached toward the fire to warm their hands.
“Chilly tonight,” said Inga.
“Yes, and it’s only going to get colder, so we have to hurry.”
Else-Maj had a good sense for the weather. She understood what the wind had to say, and she had taught her sons to keep an eye on the reindeer’s behavior in different seasons. The herd was affected by the changing climate, and in the spring they might start moving toward the mountains even before the calendar said it was time.
“Whose is that new boy?” she asked Inga.
“That’s Anne-Risten’s Niklas.”
“Her children are that big? Don’t think he’s been here before.”
“No, I guess it’s his first time.”
“I can tell. Anne-Risten isn’t here, is she?”
“As if that would ever happen,” said Inga, raising an eyebrow.
Hanna waved at someone and smiled. Inga liked to say smugly that her daughter was a ray of sunshine. Else-Maj looked at the girl, and sure enough, she never seemed far from a smile. Ella was the same, but that didn’t mean Else-Maj compared her daughter to sunshine. It just wasn’t done.
Else-Maj had recently sewn a gákti for Hanna. It had been down to the wire, but that was when they always came to her. Everyone knew how fast she could sew, and over the years she’d saved lots of folks who showed up in a panic, needing a new outfit for a wedding or a confirmation, or to wear to Jokkmokk Market.
“Have you started learning to sew, Hanna?”
The girl shook her head, making a show of it, putting on the sort of expression that Else-Maj had come to realize Inga could never resist.
“Enná tried to teach me, but I think it’s pretty boring.”
“She’s hopeless,” said Inga.
“Well, look at my role model.”
They laughed, pressed their shoulders together—it was plain uncomfortable to sit next to them, it was so, well, childish. Else-Maj lifted the coffeepot with a stick now that the water was boiling. She opened her áhkku’s old coffee pouch, and the scent of its leather and the grounds inside prompted her to inhale deeply, hold it in her lungs for a moment. Áhkku had smoked a pipe, and she could almost smell the cloud of tobacco smoke surrounding her grandmother, too. She poured the grounds in, knowing exactly how much to use, feeling it in her hand without needing to measure. She used the stick to shift the coffeepot to a more stable spot on the logs.
She heard Nils Johan call out and glanced around for him. But she wasn’t the one he needed, out there in the pasture. Still, she would always react to his voice.
Hanna stood up. She was tall, at least a head above Else-Maj already. But that was no great feat; most kids surpassed her in height by their early teens, if not before. She waved at a few girls who turned to head their way, then took out a plastic container with a blue lid and returned to the fire to offer it around.
“I’m good at baking cinnamon buns, at least. Want some?”
Else-Maj nabbed a perfectly shaped bun topped with pearl sugar. She needed something sweet now; it was starting to get late. Soon the sun would complete its circuit, but again, the winds suggested changing weather on the way.
Hanna and her friends got giggly around the fire. But they had their lassos with them; they weren’t entirely useless. They were learning, just like the boys. What happened later would be another story.
Else-Maj pulled the coffeepot to the side and poured some into the guksi that Gustu had carved. It suited her perfectly, dainty and easy for a small hand to hold. He hadn’t made a big deal of it, but of course she had noticed the size of the guksi when he gave it to her years ago. Back when they started referring to themselves as a “we.”
She poured the coffee back into the pot—yes, it was ready, the perfect strength. She served Inga, and they sat in silence as they drank. Else-Maj listened to the girls’ conversation and wrinkled her nose in annoyance.
“Why are you speaking Swedish?”
“Huh?” Hanna was the one who looked up from the group. “I dunno.”
“You should speak Sámi. My children only speak Sámi.”
The girls burst into low laughs, whispering to each other, and a moment later they walked off.
“I think some of them have a bit of a crush on Nils Johan,” said Inga.
“Is that so?”
Else-Maj watched them approach the reindeer and her boys. Showing off. She could tell even from over here.
“Oh yes, there’s a lot of chatter about him on the phone, I’ve heard. Not that I’ve been eavesdropping. Well, no, I actually have.”
Inga smiled, but got nothing in return. The girls were only twelve and thirteen—surely they weren’t thinking of all that? Her boys didn’t have their eyes on any girls yet, not that Else-Maj had noticed. They were either with the reindeer or playing soccer. She could count the moments they spent inside on one hand; their whole lives were lived outdoors.
“I still think it’s strange that they let their children speak Swedish.” Else-Maj nodded at the mothers standing nearby, hoping that Inga would take the dig personally.
“It’s no big deal.”
“Does Hanna take home-language classes?”
“She started to, but then she quit. She really doesn’t need them since we speak Sámi at home. And you know, it’s not uncommon for them to have it rough at school on account of being Sámi. It’s just easier to be like everyone else.” Inga shrugged.
Else-Maj couldn’t believe her ears. Rough? If only they knew how horrible school could be.
“I’ve heard that some of them get teased. Not Hanna, but others.”
Else-Maj nodded, looking around for her boys. Her stomach felt uneasy. Had she missed something?
She picked up the coffee pouch and tied its string firmly. Again she thought of Áhkku. In her last days, when she was at the nursing home in Vazáš, Else-Maj had decided to send her a birthday card.
But she found herself sitting with pen in hand, realizing that it was impossible. She couldn’t write in her own language, and even if she could have written it out more or less as it sounded, Áhkku was even less likely to be able to read it. Swedish was the only written language Else-Maj had in her fingers, and Áhkku only knew spoken Sámi. So nothing came of it.
It was remarkable, how she had taken it for granted for a moment there. At that time, she could hardly read the Sámi-language articles in Samefolket, would sit there sounding it out like a little kid until her rage took over and she threw the magazine down.
After that, she drilled her children hard, making sure they did their homework once they started school, that they learned to read and write as well in Sámi as they did in Swedish. The boys had objected, saying it was enough to learn to write Swedish, but she hadn’t given up.
Gustu didn’t care as much as she did. It didn’t matter to him that he couldn’t read or write Sámi. He wasn’t much for browsing periodicals anyway, didn’t think he was missing anything.



JON-ANTE
1954
He was mute. Not by birth, but by force.
It had been this way for a few days now. His tongue pressed to his palate, his lips tight together.
Jon-Ante obediently followed the stream of children from room to room in the school and dormitory, without uttering a word. His muteness actually wasn’t that remarkable. It happened in an instant, when he was assigned his bed in the dormitory four days ago and dropped his bag on the floor. He was no longer allowed to speak Sámi, and there was no other language in his body.
His enná had packed his belongings, and at first he couldn’t bring himself to open the canvas bag because he knew that the aroma of reindeer jerky would trigger homesick tears. And crying was not allowed either.
Eventually he opened the bag, squeezing his eyes shut and holding his breath as he dug out pajamas and toothbrush like the other boys had done. He zipped the bag up again and shoved it under the bed.
It was hard to be mute, and sometimes he was left panic-stricken, as though unable to breathe. And he had no control over his tears.
But soon he realized that the other children cried at night. That was when they could let out everything that had piled up inside them during the day. When the lights were out and the room filled with gentle snores, you could press your face to the pillow and hope no one heard the convulsions of your throat. Your nostrils filled with snot. Maybe that was why so many of them snored. Once they managed to fall asleep, it was with their mouths open because their noses were too stuffy.
This morning, when he stood in the front hall with the other children, his eyes were puffy, so he kept them trained on the floor, especially around Housemother. She seemed to be keeping a careful watch on him, but he wasn’t the one singled out today. That was Aslak, who came from the same village and had also just started at the school. Small and easy to lift up. She barked into his ear and squeezed his upper arms. Shook him so violently it looked like his head might fly off. Jon-Ante’s legs trembled and he felt sick; he wanted to close his eyes but couldn’t. Aslak tried to wriggle loose, but the movement only brought him closer to the wall, and she cracked the back of his head into the paneling. Everything stopped; everything went silent. She slammed Aslak’s head once more and his body went limp. Jon-Ante wanted to scream, his eyes darting around, looking for help among the big boys. The ones whose voices had already dropped or who were almost as tall as Housemother. Nilsa, Aslak’s older brother, was red in the face. He clenched his fists and was having trouble standing still, but neither he nor anyone else did more than that.
Housemother was breathing hard and let go of Aslak, who slumped to the floor with his eyes closed. Was he dead? Jon-Ante grabbed the doorframe to keep from collapsing as well. He heard the blood rushing in his ears, and black spots danced in his vision. He must not cry.
“What are you waiting for? Lessons are starting! Go!”
Her voice was strained, breathless; she brought her hand up to capture a strand of dark brown hair that had come loose from her bun. Her black glasses had slipped down her nose, and she pushed them back up, recovering her hawklike gaze and squeezing her fists as she left the hall.
Fear nailed Jon-Ante to the floor, and he hadn’t understood what she’d said anyway. Nilsa fell to his knees beside Aslak, who didn’t open his eyes. Another older boy, Johánas, nudged Jon-Ante in the back, but he resisted.
“We have to go. You don’t want to end up on the floor too,” he whispered in Sámi. To think that he dared.
“Muhto…” Jon-Ante began. His muteness gave way to his own, gentle language.
“Shh!” Johánas tugged at his arm and Jon-Ante let himself be led off. Down the steps, out into the autumn air, across rustling maple leaves, and into the school building. Aslak’s head was hanging, almost touching the top of his desk, but he was alive. Nilsa had carried him to the school building, where Aslak staggered to his desk. But once they all reached the classroom, Jon-Ante couldn’t help himself. He bawled like a baby. Teacher, up at his desk, was taken aback.
“What’s that mewling?”
He squinted, and Jon-Ante slipped off his chair and hid behind Anne-Risten, his cousin, who was in the next seat. He crouched there, trying to swallow his sobs.
“Did he fall down?”
Teacher had gotten to his feet, and his voice was stern. Anne-Risten reached back and grabbed Jon-Ante’s fingers, trying to pull him out. She had already been at school for a year and knew all the rules, and she turned to him and put a warning finger to her lips. Jon-Ante snuffled.
“Is that one of the little ones? Back in your chair, boy.”
Jon-Ante wiped his tears with a sweaty palm.
“Say you’re sorry,” Anne-Risten whispered between pursed lips.
“Ándagassii,” he muttered in a thick voice.
She gasped and dug her nails into his palm. He had spoken Sámi!
“Förlåt,” he quickly corrected himself, letting his tongue roll hard over the Swedish r sound. He bowed too, just to be safe.
Teacher slapped a ruler lightly against his palm, and Jon-Ante hurried to climb back into his chair.
“Well, it seems you’ve stopped crying. Fair enough.”
From the corner of his eye, he saw Teacher walking between the rows, brushing backs and making the children sit up properly. Jon-Ante straightened his back to keep from drawing more ire. But Teacher didn’t even come to his desk, just went back to the blackboard, where he put up the ruler to draw a line and continued his lesson.
Jon-Ante couldn’t believe it. He’d broken the rule yet hadn’t been beaten. He turned to Anne-Risten, who smiled at him. Her two braids coiled down her back. Just like Enná’s braids when she got ready for bed each night. Suddenly there was a worrying ache in his throat again, and he swallowed, looked at the other students, and tried to think of something else.
One of the boys from Láttevárri turned to Jon-Ante and brought his knuckles to his eyes, twisting them, silently mocking his tears. The friend next to him burst out laughing.
Teacher merely lifted a warning hand and clucked his tongue.
Jon-Ante stared down at his hands resting in his lap. His ears burned. He must never cry again; he wouldn’t be as lucky next time.
Anne-Risten clawed at her forearm. She stopped when she realized her cousin was looking, but soon her nails scratched at her skin again. She was biting her upper lip, where the skin was just as red.
Teacher turned around, pointed at the blackboard, and asked them to repeat the words after him. Jon-Ante listened intently but his mouth didn’t want to make those shapes. Anne-Risten simply kept chewing on her lip.
Jon-Ante leaned his head back against his seat and looked at the posters on the wall, drawings of flowers and trees he’d never seen in real life. At the back of the classroom was a row of shelving units with glass doors, and inside were so many books. The room had recently been scrubbed, and the smell of bleach stung his nostrils. He was familiar with that odor from the dormitory bathrooms. Everything smelled different here—not even his clothes smelled like home anymore. He had a new scent, one that wasn’t his own.
The boy from Láttevárri was called up front to recite the day’s date, the day of the week, the month, and the year. He pointed at words and numbers in the almanac that hung next to the blackboard and spoke confidently, having already been drilled in the thorny Swedish language.
“Nineteen hundred and fifty-four,” he said.
Jon-Ante didn’t understand how he would ever be able to stand in front of everyone and do the same thing. Or how gaskavahkku, Wednesday, would be called “onsdag” from now on. And borgemánnu was “augusti.” And all those words for the year—no, it was impossible to say.
Outside, the birch branches swayed in the breeze, whipping around like arms with claws. He imagined that Enná would be in bed with a headache right now. She was sensitive to rain and especially thunder, knew it was coming long before anyone else.
Oskar, his best friend, was the same. In the middle of a game he would stop short, the color draining from his cheeks, and say he had to go home. He would cross the meadow by the river with slow steps and a head hung low.
Oskar went to the village school in their hometown, Badje Sohppar. He was allowed to return home after the school day. Never would he have to board a bus to Láttevárri and to live in a dormitory.
“Why?” Jon-Ante had whined at the kitchen table a few days before he left. “I want to go to school here too! Why is he allowed, but not me?”
Enná put some more logs on the fire, pretending not to hear, and when he got louder his isá came in. Glared at his son.
“What’s all this shouting about? You’re going to the same school as your cousins.”
But Isá’s brother’s children weren’t at the nomad school any longer, they were grown and back at home, allowed to be out with the reindeer. And Jon-Ante knew that the bus would leave the village on Monday morning, not to return until Christmas. He’d seen his cousins disappear over the years. He, who had never slept without his little brothers right beside him, would now have to sleep alone. And his cousins used to scare him, showing him their bruises from school.
“Why can’t I sleep at home?”
At last they had a home, had been allowed to purchase the house. Someone had come up with the idea of calling their part of the village road the “Sámi loop.” Sámi folks had not been allowed to own homes before, but now their houses were all in a row. Each was the same: two bedrooms, a large kitchen, and a bathroom with a deep bathtub and a window to let the autumn sun blaze in. Their house was Jon-Ante’s safe place; that was where he should be.
“Why?” he asked again.
“That’s just what they’ve decided, so that’s the way it is. You’re going to Láttevárri,” said Enná, without turning around.
He’d heard many times about these people who made decisions, but Enná never said who they were. Not even if he asked.
“It’s going to be fine,” she said, looking at him at last. He wanted to crawl into her arms.
“We could hardly recognize your cousins when they came home after their first term,” Isá said with a laugh.
There was no joy in that laugh. Although Jon-Ante was only seven, he wouldn’t let himself be so easily fooled.
“What if you don’t recognize me after, either?”
Enná joined in the cackling. “You’ll always be my big reaηga. I’d recognize you anywhere.”

OSKAR HAD PURSED HIS lips when Jon-Ante said he would be going to Láttevárri. Became sullen and angry, as though it were Jon-Ante’s fault. Then he said a bad word in Swedish. Oskar could speak three languages; Finnish was the one he liked best, but with Jon-Ante he switched to Sámi, which he’d learned from his mother. He was pretty good at Swedish too, but he preferred not to speak it—except when swearing.
In any case, they’d finally worked out that it was the children of reindeer-herding families who would be taking the bus on Monday. The others got to stay. Sleep next to their siblings. Smell their enná’s scent.
And still, Oskar had been mad at him. It wasn’t fair.
Jon-Ante cleared his throat there at his school desk and whispered “Oskar” softly to himself to see if his voice still worked. Teacher had scared his muteness away. But what was the use? Only the wrong language would come out.



JON-ANTE
1985
He stood beside the car parked in the yard, shading his eyes with his palm and squinting at the sun that licked the mountaintops on the horizon. Lots of people who lived in Kiruna became blind to their surroundings and didn’t appreciate the view, but Jon-Ante wasn’t like them. He directed his gaze that way as often as he could, and it was no accident that he’d looked for a place on the outskirts of the city, near what locals had come to call “the Norway road.” Last fall the Norwegian and Swedish kings had inaugurated this highway, and Jon-Ante had been one of the first to drive on it from Kiruna to Narvik. The 160-kilometer stretch was strikingly beautiful, but it was a tough blow for the campgrounds, shops, and gas stations in the eastern part of the municipality, where he’d grown up, because the tourists began to choose this new road over traveling to Norway via Karesuando. Oskar would curse the second anyone brought it up. His father had invested a lot of money in expanding their campground just a few years ago, and now their prospects were dim.
Jon-Ante closed his eyes. He liked the silence at night, especially in the company of the midnight sun. It was as though the whole world belonged to him, just for a moment. He’d had this feeling since childhood. When time didn’t matter, and he was standing next to his isá among the reindeer. Time was infinite in the summer light, and his body never tired.
He had that wakefulness now as he ran a gentle hand along the contours of the black car. The rays of sun hitting the chrome were blinding, and he lowered his gaze a notch. His 1956 Lincoln Premiere had been in the garage for almost two years. He’d let time pass, realizing that some of the most important parts of the rebuild were in the tiny details as he brought the car closer to perfection. There was no reason to rush it. If he did, he might be disappointed once the car was ready, sad the restoration was over.
All the parts he’d switched out—they were worth considering. Like the finish, which he had watched them apply, not to mention the special-order tires and the refurbished interior, which was identical to the original. It had taken time to find those parts; he’d combed through every motoring magazine and even placed want ads.
But now it was ready to be shown off at the drag race in Pite this July. Last year, he and his friends traveled there from Kiruna in a long caravan, and he’d ridden with Classe, who drove his heather-green 1967 Cadillac Fleetwood. In Pite they got to know a gang of guys from Värmland who’d come up in a ramshackle party bus, which had lived up to its name; they partied around the clock. The guys spoke in a strong dialect and sounded a little funny to Jon-Ante. But on the other hand, his own heritage sang in his voice, and they decided early on to call him “the Lapp.” They offered him a beer and didn’t mean anything by the derogatory nickname, but of course it stung.
The Värmlanders had promised to return this summer, and he knew they were expecting him to turn up in something extraordinary. After a few beers he hadn’t been able to help himself and started talking about the Lincoln. Its contours, the sound and capacity of the engine, the exhaust pipes, and all the original parts. They listened attentively, asked detailed questions. He had answers for every one.
Before they took off for Pite, Jon-Ante had combed an extra high swoop over the top of his head, using pomade to keep his dark hair in place. His forehead rose high above his dark, prominent eyebrows. In Kiruna, he normally wore his hair down and plain but for a drag-racing day, Midsummer at Tärendöholmen, or Children’s Day in town he took extra care to get the perfect pompadour.
Only Classe had been allowed to see the car so far. Classe and a few of the guys had rented a garage to work in, and they’d said there was room for Jon-Ante too, but no. He liked his own garage in the railyard-adjacent neighborhood of Lokstallarna, off Norgevägen. He’d been renting the house for a few years and expected to be able to buy it at some point. Which should have happened already, but he knew Betty and Evert were dubious when he steered his Lincoln into the garage, and since then they’d been delaying the sale.
He would never call himself a raggare—it was people in town who called the car buffs that. The general understanding was that raggare liked to run riot and get drunk, and Betty had seen him get dropped off late at night, often in Classe’s rumbling car. Still, it wasn’t until he showed up with his own car that his landlords really began to pay attention. Jon-Ante’d had a really nice American car that he sold before moving to Lokstallarna, a bright red 1970 Buick Electra convertible. Not like his first car, a crappy 1959 Chevrolet Impala Sport Coupe, but of course back then he’d also been quite a bit younger and something of a partier, and he’d let the car take a beating. In time, he began to feel too old for partying, but the dream of fixing up a great car never went away, and here he was.
Betty had come down from their new house, which was on the other side of Norgevägen.
“Do you drink?”
“Oh, no.”
It was a strange question to ask a grown man, an insult to his integrity, even, but he stood with cap in hand so as not to risk his home.
Jon-Ante had turned thirty-eight in early May. He hadn’t thrown a party, but everyone turned up anyway, the way they always did when someone in the family had a birthday, whether it was a milestone one or not. Cars streamed in, parking in the yard and the ditch—theirs was a big family. They’d dropped off presents and his enná had served sandwich cakes in the kitchen. She’d worn her gákti but didn’t expect him to. His brothers seemed to have arrived straight from the forest in their flannel shirts and work pants. Grumpy about having to come into town, talking about all the things they had to get done. But everyone knew they blazed through those 125 kilometers in under an hour, so it wasn’t like they had much to complain about. His nieces and nephews had come running up to ask, eyes wide, what kind of car was in the garage. They’d peered through the window; he’d forgotten to pull closed the yellow floral curtain Betty had hung up.
“Are you a raggare?” the youngest gasped in excitement. He’d never seen his uncle, his eahki, like this. That way.
At this, Enná looked up and stopped cutting the cake, her voice like Betty’s. “Jon-Ante, do you drink?” There was a streak of disappointment in her voice. She’d been aware he had bought a new car. He didn’t think she really had anything against the car itself, it was more the connotations it carried for her, and what it carried away from her. She closed herself off, as she had done so many times before, and he was annoyed at her question. She knew that he hardly drank.
Even so, the following weekend, he drank. Classe wouldn’t give in and dragged him along to a spontaneous garage party. The guys sang to him when they realized he’d just had a birthday. They bellowed the traditional four hurrahs. And Classe happened to call him “the Lapp.”
At that point, he took off, decided to trot all the way home on foot even though it was hellishly windy. It didn’t matter. After all, he’d been thoroughly celebrated. Classe called after him: “Jonne! We’re going out from here! Come on, we’ll give you a lift.”
The next day, it was forgotten. Classe didn’t apologize, thank goodness. Jon-Ante didn’t want to explain himself, didn’t want to talk about what it might mean at work. Some of the guys worked in the mine, too, and he’d heard their talk enough to know what they thought about people like him.

HE GOT BEHIND THE wheel and closed the door gently. A mosquito whined in his ear; they were aggressive right before a downpour. They’d shown up prior to Midsummer, and in the birch forest they could be unbearable. He clapped the mosquito between his palms. How could he let someone ride in this car if they didn’t get that you couldn’t slap mosquitoes against the upholstery? In fact, could he bear to let anyone ride in this car? He didn’t want anyone to treat it like Mjärden, the rusty Ford that Classe owned along with some other guys. That party wagon was always full to bursting, people sitting on top of the back seat with half their asses in the trunk. Drunk and carousing. Feet stomping snus into the floor mats, fingerprints on the finish, spilled beer. Classe had two cars, and the guys had bought Mjärden from a drunk in Gällivare who’d sold it for way too cheap. The old man had regretted it the next day; once he sobered up he’d called Classe and begged to cancel the deal, but it was too late.
Jon-Ante turned the key, and the purr of the engine stroked the back of his neck until the hairs stood up. His hands rested on the wheel, but his right little finger twisted outward, away. He placed that hand in his lap and, just as he’d done a thousand times before, tried and failed to get the finger to straighten out and obey.
Yes, he had a crooked pinky he didn’t like to look at, or let other people see, but fingers tended to be visible. As a child he’d thought he might as well cut it off. But of course, folks have a talent for spotting missing fingers, too.
He’d been afraid that he wouldn’t be able to manage a lasso anymore. It had been months before he got the chance to try, and he’d almost convinced himself that he might as well give up hope of being with the reindeer.
Once he came home after that first school term, he’d taken the lasso behind the house to try it out on a set of antlers he’d propped up in the snow, and it was fine. But in real life, reindeer didn’t stand still—they pulled, ducked their heads, and hurled themselves sideways. Your fingers couldn’t let you down.
In the winter, hidden in a mitten, his hand wouldn’t attract attention, but he knew it would be worse in the summertime. The finger wasn’t just crooked—it stuck out, too. Then again, when they were with the reindeer, most people wouldn’t have time to stare at a little finger that pointed to the stars. But who wanted to look like a snooty old lady picking up a dainty teacup? Jon-Ante would have liked to resemble his isá, strong and with all his fingers clasping tightly around a lasso that snared a calf. It didn’t quite turn out that way.
“Good thing it wasn’t your thumb,” Enná had said when he came home that first Christmas, after they hadn’t seen each other for months. The tears she’d tried to blink away hadn’t escaped his notice.
No one had examined his finger after it broke, and although he was only seven at the time he knew it was too late to brace and straighten the crooked bone. He’d almost been able to feel the new cartilage begin patching up what no doctor had taken care of.
Surely his enná was right—if it had been his thumb, there was no way he could have fixed up the car he was sitting in right now, and he wouldn’t have been able to work as a machinist in the mine. There were lots of things he would have missed out on, if it had been his thumb. But what if it hadn’t been any finger at all?
He slapped the back of his neck, and a bloody mosquito smeared his palm. He retrieved a wet-wipe from the glove box.
The lasso hadn’t been his only worry. He would never be a handball player, either. This insight had come to him in a flash just as his finger cracked. Oh well, it would have been a hopeless dream anyway, given who he was and where he lived. Most boys in the village wanted to be soccer stars, but he hadn’t been as quick on his feet and preferred to watch. He still did—he would head home and stand with his back against the clubhouse at Vuolle Sohppar, watching as teams from Hakkas, Leipojärvi, and Skaulo came to the village. The boys from Sohppar, both the upper and lower villages, were really good. They were often shorter than the competition, but they could stand up to tackling and strike back even harder. They were in good physical shape thanks to spending so much time among the reindeer. Not least Jon-Ante’s brother Mikkel—he had real talent.
Jon-Ante turned off the engine. He looked forward to driving the car to the village, cruising slowly past the houses, stopping by the store, and driving back home. Goahtu.
In the city, he didn’t have a place. Nor did he have the footsteps of those who had gone before him. That was all in the village. And yet he had left it behind.



MARGE
1954
Who was that?”
Tiny drops of saliva flew from Housemother’s lips. She stared at the flock of children pressed up against the wall in the common room.
“I heard someone joiking.” She brandished her index finger. “Only sinners joik. Acting like drunkards, ugh!”
Marge was baffled. How could Housemother say that about joiking? Marge’s isá’s voice sounded so lovely when he joiked. She found it so comforting; it made her happy and warm inside even when the melody was sad. Marge’s legs could hardly bear her, and her sweaty palms sought the support of the cool wall. Her glasses had slipped halfway down her nose, and her bangs brushed her eyelashes.
Her enná had cut her long, light brown hair just before she had to return to the nomad school after summer vacation, saying it would be easier to take care of a shorter style. But they hadn’t expected her bangs to grow so fast; after all, Enná had cut them straight and severe, rather high up on her forehead. At first Marge felt sad when Enná got out the scissors, because she’d been so proud to have hair that almost reached her bottom, but when she stood before the mirror and saw the hair stop at her shoulders, she was amazed. She looked like one of the big girls, even though she was only eight. But then there were her glasses, which she loathed, often dipping her head to hide them. None of the other pupils wore glasses. Nor had she, when she first came to the nomad school last year. No, she’d arrived with long, beautiful hair and Enná had kissed the red mark on her cheek and whispered that it looked like a heart, and that meant something. It was Teacher Bertil who realized Marge’s vision was poor. He’d noticed her squinting and moved her to the front row, but his handwriting still wasn’t large enough on the blackboard for her, so glasses it was. Marge was astonished at how clear the world became, and it was hard to tolerate. Somehow everything came too close and it made her want to back away. The boys got mean, called her “blind-eyes.” Čalmmehis Čalbmi. What did she care about that? But when they called Housemother “blind-eyes,” too, she slipped her glasses off. Marge, Housemother, and Teacher were the only ones with glasses, and she didn’t want to look like them.
Housemother stomped, and Marge jumped.
“Well? Who was it? If no one confesses, all of you will reap the consequences. All of you! Do you hear me? Do you want to be the reason your classmates are punished?”
No one moved; they hardly dared breathe. Marge knew. Everyone knew. It was Nilsa who had joiked, as a prank, goofing around as he usually did. It would be dangerous to tell on him, but now, not telling would be equally dangerous. Marge wished someone had the courage she lacked.
Housemother marched across the room and grabbed the switch from its hook beside the door. There was one on every floor, and Marge had heard that a couple of boys had been sent outside at the start of the term to fetch the very switch they would be whipped with. She wasn’t far from tears now and peered up at Nilsa, who stood with legs planted wide, defiant.
Why had she moved her head? Housemother noticed every motion, and here she came, switch in hand.
“Margit! Who was it?”
She didn’t dare look up, but fixed her gaze on Housemother’s black skirt and worn black shoes with their low heels. Thin blue lines snaked up her bare legs.
“Answer me!”
“I don’t know.”
“Of course you do. Look at me!”
Marge blinked and blinked. She quickly poked her pointer finger under her glasses, caught a tear.
The slap threw her head sideways and knocked her glasses out of place. Someone whimpered. Was it her? Or Anne-Risten, beside her?
“Don’t you stand here bawling.” Housemother turned around, her heels striking the floor, and then she spun about. “Girls, up to your beds. Boys, stay here.”
It might have seemed like they would run, but instead they stole along the wall with their heads hanging and tiptoed up the stairs. Marge felt nauseated and her ear rang from the blow that had struck both cheek and ear. She removed her glasses; everything went blurry, with soft edges, and she felt calmer.
Once in their dormitory, the girls undressed, whispering that none of them had even brushed their teeth, but they got in bed anyway. There were six girls to a room, and never had it been so quiet before they fell asleep. Marge stared at the ceiling. A shrill cry sounded from downstairs. She covered her ears, turned onto her side, and curled into a ball. Stupid witch, she thought, stupid, stupid witch!
“Does it hurt?” It was Anne-Risten, whispering from the next bed over.
“Yes, my ear is ringing.” Marge cupped a hand over her left ear, but it didn’t help.
“You should have said it was Nilsa.” Anne-Risten paused. “My ears hurt too. She shouted so loudly. Do you think it can be dangerous, can you lose your hearing if someone yells too close to your ears?”
Heels on the stairs. Someone shushed the girls.
Housemother stood in the doorway, backlit by the bright hallway. Without turning on the lights, she moved slowly from bed to bed. Marge pulled the covers up to her nose, trying to make herself invisible.
“I want you all to know that anyone who joiks is talking to the devil,” said Housemother. “Only the devil could produce that kind of noise.”
Marge thought of her isá joiking. When they came to their grounds, where the calves were marked each summer, he liked to stand on the highest point and joik for his place, the place that had been his family’s for generations. One hand in a fist before him, keeping rhythm. He closed his eyes and listened to the echo climb back up across the land. They said Marge would stand next to her isá even when she was only two years old, to chime in with the music that came from his chest.
“Only sinners joik. Only those who have sold their souls to the devil joik,” Housemother droned in a voice that grew more aggressive. “But one day the devil will turn against you and then you’ll see.”
Marge rubbed her cold feet together and held tight to the rough sheet.
“The devil has you all in his grasp already, all it takes is listening to the joik.”
Marge glanced at Anne-Risten, who was squeezing her eyes shut so tight that her nose wrinkled.
“I’m warning you. Next time you won’t get away with it. I want the name of the child who was joiking. Is that understood?”
They were unsure whether she expected a response, but someone piped up to say “Yes.”
“Surely you all realize that the stories you’ve heard, about the háldi and other ghosts, are proof that your parents have joined forces with the devil. Only Lapps see ghosts.”
Then she stalked out of the room, on to the next dormitory.
Marge had heard the háldi call for her. She’d been lying between her brother and sister in the goahti last summer up in the mountains. At first she thought it was the wind, but soon she heard it loud and clear:
“Maaaargeeee. Maaargeee. Boađe!”
The plaintive voice found its way inside the tent, begging her to follow. It sounded just like Enná, and she sat up, thinking she must go out and find her. When she stood up, she was surprised to see Enná asleep in her usual spot. Marge crawled over to her and shook her until she opened her eyes.
“Someone was calling for me. It sounded like you.”
Enná pulled Marge close and spoke with her lips near her temple. “It’s the háldi calling you. And you know that you must never go.”
“I don’t hear it now.”
“Yes, because you woke me up. You did good.”
The next day, she had told her cousin Gáren about it and they held each other’s hands tight. The hair on the backs of their necks stood up, and at last they had to giggle. So Marge knew Housemother was wrong, it wasn’t made up. She had heard it herself, the háldi’s call.
Now her mind was nothing but blackness. Was she so easily lured? Did the devil already have her in his grip? What about Isá?
Bedsheets rustled throughout the room, a few girls whispered. Anne-Risten mumbled to herself in the darkness, long harangues. She was always talking—too much, the adults sometimes muttered—but Marge liked listening to her, and she made the other girls laugh. Marge had never made anyone laugh. She was too slow to get a word in before others beat her to it. But this didn’t bother her, and whenever anyone pointed out that Marge was a quiet sort, Enná just said there was no need for everyone to talk all the time.
After her first year at the nomad school, the red mark on her cheek began to fade, and her enná had explained that soon it would vanish entirely. Marge would miss her heart and wondered if Enná would stop kissing her there. These days she also had to shift Marge’s clunky glasses out of the way to reach it with her lips.
Marge looked at Anne-Risten, who had fallen silent. She wanted to curl up next to her for comfort, but it was impossible to move. She was pressed to the bed; a weight had settled upon her chest.



ANNE-RISTEN
1985
It was a fantastic year for cloudberries, everyone in the village agreed. The Norwegians shuttled back and forth by way of Finland, crossing the bridge at Karesuando into Sweden to pick their own “multe” or look for homemade signs at the roadside offering the berries at a good price. Anne-Risten knew the campground in Vuolle Sohppar would purchase cloudberries for resale, maybe she would swing by later and sell them a few liters. Isá had given her a ride into the forest, asking first if she was sure she wanted to go alone. Oh yes, she would see to it that they got cloudberries this year. Enná’s knees were giving her trouble and her neck was no better, and when she called Anne-Risten to say the forest was gleaming gold without asking for help picking, all she could do was get on the bus and head home.
It would be sweaty work, the sun on her back as Anne-Risten tramped through the undergrowth in Enná’s tall boots. She whistled to keep bears away. At a fork in the path, she wasn’t sure which way to take and muttered grumpily. But the open bog appeared at last and while it didn’t look promising at first, when she crouched down to pick the first berry, she saw the rest. A sea of orange. They grew one per plant, ripe and perfect. There were unripe red berries here and there too, but she let them be. The Norwegians picked them all, which upset the villagers. You had to be patient, come back another day.
Anne-Risten systematically zigzagged through and filled her pail quickly. It was already getting heavy. Good thing she’d brought two, and the other one was even bigger.
She took off her anorak and the mosquitoes swarmed, attracted by her sweaty back. She tried to apply some repellant to her sweater—they wouldn’t bite through it, would they? Instead they went hard at her hands, and she cursed as she picked, blowing them away when they landed on her fingers.
She stood up straight and her lower back felt tight, her legs numb. She trudged to the tall pine where she’d left her backpack and unfolded the camp stool. Her thermos was full and melted butter dripped from Enná’s gáhkku, running down her fingers. She lifted the net of her mosquito hat, poured a cup of coffee, and put a handful of cloudberries on the flatbread. She rolled it up and took a big bite.
Her old neighbor Gun-Britt popped into her mind—she always bragged about a secret cloudberry bog near her home village. Anne-Risten hadn’t mentioned her own cloudberry bogs, because then she would have had to tell more of her life story than she was ready to share. But Gun-Britt rambled on and liked to serve cloudberries when people visited. Homemade jam or fresh whole berries to garnish a sponge cake.
Anne-Risten took out her pack of Blend yellow label, lit one, and hoped it might bring momentary relief from the mosquitoes. How they had smoked at Gun-Britt’s that autumn; how long ago was that now? Eleven years? Yes, it had been 1974. It wasn’t so hard to recall, but sometimes she pretended her memory wasn’t clear. Yet it was the same old story around this time every year; the memories returned.

ANNE-RISTEN HAD MET GUN-BRITT in the yard of number 8. Niklas and Cecilia had been bored with the playground by their building, so she took the kids to a different courtyard at their apartment complex on Bromsgatan. Gun-Britt mentioned she and a couple other housewives met each morning at her home and invited Anne-Risten to join. She was nervous the first time, but eventually it became a habit she clung to, for many reasons.
Around this time, she became pregnant with her third child. When Roger was at work she would stand on the balcony to smoke, staring at the mining mountain, but the smoke clung to her anyway and she blamed the other housewives when he asked. He wanted her to stop smoking for the baby’s sake, and she had promised she would but was still annoyed. After having smoked since she was seventeen—for more than a decade—it wasn’t easy to just stop cold turkey. Besides, the first two kids were fine, so why shouldn’t the third one be?
Niklas had been six then, and every morning she walked him to nursery school. He liked it, but the teacher said he struggled to sit still. Cecilia was almost five, and Anne-Risten had hoped she would remain the baby of the family. But Roger couldn’t help himself, even when she said they shouldn’t. After all, she could feel all through her body that it was receptive. But he turned her over in bed and pressed his face next to hers, breathed on her throat, whined a little. She gave in.
The next day, she sat in the pilled green easy chair in their big living room, hollow-eyed and crying, lighting cigarette after cigarette.
Back then, Roger drove the iron ore train all the way to Narvik and Luleå. It was shift work and sometimes the days felt intolerably long without him. The worst was when his alarm clock woke her before dawn, because she knew she wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep and the day would be even longer.
“It’s a good thing you have the children to keep you company,” he often said, bending down to kiss her on the head before he clomped off to the bathroom. It never crossed his mind to walk softly out of consideration for the neighbors.
Anne-Risten took a drag, waving away the mosquitoes; she didn’t want to remember those days, but the memories kept nagging her. The relief she had felt each time she dropped Niklas off at nursery school. Someone else would keep an eye on him, giving him what he needed and not watching him with constant worry. They wouldn’t be afraid he might trip and crack his head open, wouldn’t take his temperature the moment he looked warm, would let him play outside with the other kids.
The busy Hjalmar Lundbohmsvägen ran right by the nursery school playground and the brown fence was low but the teachers never let the kids out of their sight. That first week she snuck around across the street, by the Odd Fellows’ fancy lodge, watching to make sure none of the children climbed the fence, that Niklas didn’t.
She was too nervous to let him play alone in their courtyard at number 6. Well, one time she had let him go out after Gun-Britt said you couldn’t watch your kids every minute, especially not sons, because then “they’ll never move out and will become oddball bachelors instead.” But Anne-Risten had stood frozen by the kitchen window, staring at Niklas all afternoon. Roger came home and was peeved to find dinner was late. When he worked the early shift, dinner had to be adjusted to his schedule.
Anne-Risten poured more coffee, drinking it despite the protest from her stomach. The cloudberries were sweet and bright in her mouth, and she took a few more. Cecilia had loved cloudberries even as a little girl, and Gun-Britt always let her take some from the kitchen table when they had coffee. Anne-Risten just waited for her daughter to get them stuck in her throat and choke to death.
Cecilia had been a sickly baby who had trouble breathing each time she caught a cold. Roger often took her out on the balcony to let the fresh air open her tiny airways. Anne-Risten didn’t dare to go out there with the newborn in her arms. What if she threw her over the railing?
Roger—he was a reasonable guy—had stopped smoking to inspire her. But they’d kept the ashtray all these years because his siblings and one of her brothers smoked. His younger brother blew rings to entertain his niece and nephew. They tried to catch them with their hands, like soap bubbles.
Anne-Risten rounded her lips now and blew smoke rings at the mosquitoes. She stiffened as she heard a car on the gravel road. Was she about to have competition for the best cloudberry patch? No, it kept driving.
That was how it had been, she thought, the housewives of Bromsgatan always gathered at Gun-Britt’s home on the second floor of building 8A. As soon as the kids were dropped off at school, and the little ones were busy playing on the floor, they sat around the kitchen table and drank coffee.
Anne-Risten hadn’t wanted them to know she was pregnant with her third, afraid they would judge her for smoking.
That morning, she’d worn a cornflower-blue A-line dress to hide the bump of her belly, having realized it was starting to show. She felt anxious about going to Gun-Britt’s, but the anxiety of staying home with her child was worse. Cecilia was being stubborn and Anne-Risten had yanked her by the arm, even pushed her forward, saying they had to go. She yelled; it was painful to remember now. Her eyes full of sadness, Cecilia went to the front hall and put her sandals on the wrong feet, chubby little toes poking over the edges. But Anne-Risten couldn’t be alone with Cecilia when panic always lurked just out of sight. The nausea, dizziness, and numb hands.
It would pass if she went to Gun-Britt’s, where she could sit smoking with her and Gunilla and Eva-Lena. Her dress’s long sleeves with a sturdy button at the wrist made it impossible to scratch at her arms inside them.
Sure, she could be mixing up the conversations and visits, but that day had been different. That time the conversation had clawed at her.
Back then, Gun-Britt’s kitchen looked like her own: pale green cupboards, rounded handles, and a shelf of flour, sugar, and oats above a stainless steel counter. The only difference was that there was no empty space beneath the pull-out cutting board. Instead, a dishwasher rumbled there. Roger refused to buy one, calling it expensive and unnecessary.
The neighbor ladies flashed big smiles when Anne-Risten entered. She wished they weren’t all there already. Had they been talking about her, did they suspect she was pregnant?
“Hi, Anne!” Gun-Britt had set out a delicate coffee cup with red roses and a gilded edge; it was filled halfway to leave room for a splash of milk.
Anne-Risten took a seat and brought the cup to her lips, but her hand was shaking and she quickly lowered her arm. “It’s hot.”
But no one was listening; she hadn’t needed to explain herself. They were talking about the new residents at number 2.
“Göran was over there to sell raffle tickets, they’re collecting money for a class trip to Lule and he said the woman came to the door in her nightgown. At two o’clock in the afternoon.”
Eva-Lena was getting some mileage out of her story, and Anne-Risten watched her friends, their mouths open almost like wolves ready to pounce.
How could she call them friends? They wouldn’t say the same about her. They must have other lives outside of this late-morning coffee group. With real friends.
“She was drunk,” Eva-Lena said, and the women gasped. “And that’s not all. Göran could see her husband in the living room, and apparently he was in his underwear.”
“And they’ve got children,” said Gun-Britt, shaking her head.
“Yes, their son is in Åsa’s class,” said Eva-Lena. “A real troublemaker. She’s afraid of him.”
“Well, no wonder. What kinds of things does that boy pick up at home?” Gun-Britt said.
Anne-Risten lifted her cup again while no one was looking. The porcelain clinked against her teeth and she took a sip. She took out her pack of Blends, but her index and middle fingers weren’t getting along so she left the cigarette on the table.
“That boy chases other children around the courtyards, I’ve seen it,” she said, eager to be part of the conversation. The others were used to her being chatty, and she couldn’t act any different now. “He showed up on a bike one day, clearly looking for something, and then he jumped off and started chasing two smaller boys. But they ran around the building before I had time to shout at him.”
She would never have dared correct someone else’s child, but the other wives nodded, their stern faces showing that they would have acted just as decisively. Shouted, if they’d had the chance.
There were always plenty of topics to discuss around Bromsgatan, and handily enough they all lived in different parts of the complex, so they could supply one another with fresh gossip from their own buildings.
The buildings were arranged in rectangles, like forts surrounding the four courtyards. There were always watchful eyes on the children as they played on the swings and jungle gyms or in the sandboxes. Always some mother glancing out the window or standing on the balcony to call for her child.
“If he goes after my Göran, I promise you Kalle will show no mercy,” said Eva-Lena.
She had pink and green rollers in her hair. Before coffee time was over, she would undo the rollers and pat her short curls. Make herself pretty for the day. She wore eyeliner and lipstick and always had something new from the Domus department store, bought with her staff discount. This afternoon she would work for a few hours. It fit well with Kalle’s shift at the mine and the kids being in school.
Anne-Risten had put on mascara and blow-dried her long dark hair smooth and shiny, with a perfectly straight middle part, finishing off with a gentle curl at the ends. People sometimes told her she looked like the singer Anni-Frid Lyngstad, and today she had tried to mimic her look from when she performed in the Melody Festival last year. She knew she could hold her own among these wives, because Roger had said he had the prettiest wife on Bromsgatan, and probably in the whole town.
Gun-Britt was more down-to-earth; she didn’t wear makeup and her brown hair hung long and straight down her back. She had no plans to start working like Eva-Lena. Taking care of the house and her kids took up plenty of time. Gunilla was the same way. She pushed her glasses back up her nose and lit a cigarette.
“I heard they’re Lapps,” she said in a languid voice.
Eva-Lena nodded and spoke with her cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth: “Yes, Kalle said the same thing. I guess he had reindeer before, the husband, but then he took a job in the mine. Guess we’ll see how it goes, whether he’s a drunk, I mean.”
“Well, I suppose he doesn’t necessarily drink just because the wife does. Maybe he had just gotten up after the night shift,” said Gun-Britt.
“Ha! You think so? What man would let his drunk wife open the door? Nah, I’m sure they drink. Like they do.”
Like they do.
Anne-Risten couldn’t look up. She rolled her cigarette under her palm, on the table. Squashed it flat, but realized it too late. She moved her hand toward her body until the cigarette fell into her lap. Damn, she really could have used a smoke.
She let her hair fall over her cheeks, had to catch her breath before she could look the others in the eye again and smile. Her name was Nilsson now. She was like the others. Roger Nilsson’s wife, Anne Nilsson, that was her.

A DOG BARKED, AND Anne-Risten stood up, listening for voices. She stubbed out her cigarette, packed away her thermos, and took the second bucket out into the bog. If it was villagers they would know to move on, you didn’t butt into other people’s cloudberry patches. But if it was Norwegians, they would pretend everything was hunky-dory and come stomping in, thinking they shared something to exclaim over. She bent down and pinched a cloudberry too hard; it burst between her fingers.



JON-ANTE
1954
The boys gathered behind the dormitory each recess. The school was made up of three pale yellow buildings: the school itself, which was closest to the church; the dormitory with the forest behind it; and, directly across the schoolyard, a small apartment building for the three teachers. Housemother lived in an apartment within the dormitory, one floor up, next to the girls’ rooms. The ground floor held the kitchen, dining hall, common room with its fireplace, and the boys’ dormitories. Down in the cellar were the showers, the sauna, and another common room.
Behind the dormitory building was where the boys were best shielded from Housemother’s eyes, but it still wasn’t perfectly safe. They liked to chase one another or do handstands against the wall, and today they were throwing pebbles at the trees to see who could get a hit. Most important, they were speaking Sámi in low voices. If they saw an adult, they would move farther down the slope to the forest.
When they could speak Sámi, laughter returned. Jon-Ante sometimes felt invincible. Teacher and Housemother might believe they were in charge, but they were wrong. The boys broke the rules, and it gave him a fizzy feeling in his chest. Jon-Ante always kept some distance from the big boys, who decided what they’d all do; he laughed with them, but never said much.
“We’re going to go into the witch’s apartment and put thumbtacks in her bed,” said Nilsa, peeling bits of bark from a birch tree.
“Everyone’s coming,” said Guttorm.
Jon-Ante froze, watching the others as they talked over one another. Things got more heated as they discussed how they actually wanted to kill Housemother, saying she should be dragged into the forest and tied to a tree to be eaten up by mosquitoes. But of course that was impossible, so they would find other ways to torture her.
Jon-Ante didn’t understand how this plan was supposed to work. More than once, Housemother had punished several boys even though only one of them had misbehaved. This wouldn’t end well; she would beat them all black and blue.
“Who’s with us?” Nilsa asked.
Only Jon-Ante gazed in a different direction, hoping no one would notice, but even his silence made him stick out. Someone shoved him lightly in the back.
“What about you?”
“Sure.”
“So you’re with us?”
“Well…” Now all eyes were on Jon-Ante. All those brave eyes. “What if we get caught?”
He could see the wry faces, how they puffed themselves up, rolling their eyes. They were imitating one another, becoming the same.
“Chicken!” they said.
“I am not!” To think that he dared to contradict them. He wished he hadn’t.
“Yeah, you are. Go ahead, just stay with the girls, that’s where you belong.”
That was Nilsa. He was tossing a rock from hand to hand, legs planted wide, but his eyes were on Jon-Ante. “Only chickens and girls aren’t brave enough.”
Jon-Ante shook his head, but it was already hanging. He wanted to point out that not all the boys were even here.
Nilsa nudged his shoulder and Jon-Ante stepped backwards to keep from losing his balance. Just moments ago they’d been having so much fun. He had hit the farthest tree. They’d laughed together, and all the awful stuff had lifted away for a little bit.
“Go be with the girls!” Nilsa pointed at Marge and Anne-Risten, who were taking towels off the clothesline. They were on tiptoe, rosy-cheeked as they removed clothespins; Anne-Risten’s long brown hair was crimped after being let out of its braids.
Jon-Ante had never liked Nilsa. They were neighbors in the village, just three houses between them. Nilsa was big and mean, his ears always pricked like a listening predator, his teeth full of gaps and his hair thick and coarse. He had an air rifle he liked to shoot songbirds and rats with. He was four years older than Jon-Ante and his shoulders were already growing broad.
“You’re the same age as my brother, and he’s not afraid.” Nilsa grabbed Aslak, a skinny boy with dark, kind eyes. Jon-Ante didn’t think they looked like brothers. He liked Aslak’s laugh. They had giggled together outside the classroom yesterday, and Aslak had pretend-chased Jon-Ante. Now they avoided looking at each other.
Someone shoved Jon-Ante again, harder this time. He stumbled backwards and landed in the grass.
A window opened on the ground floor, and it was Lisbet, the cook with her fat upper arms and broad nose that was flat like a boxer’s.
“You know, boys, I can hear you all the way in here and soon the fun will be over if someone else does too!”
Jon-Ante got to his feet and the others moved quickly down the slope. He didn’t know if he should follow. The boys laughed as though they didn’t care about the warning. Lisbet was still leaning out the window.
“You know better. Don’t go along with their nonsense,” she said softly in Finnish to Jon-Ante.
She knew he didn’t understand Swedish very well yet. And while she didn’t know Sámi, most people more or less knew Finnish, at least enough to understand the gist of what someone said.
Lisbet would never hit anyone. She liked to pat the children’s heads or squeeze a little hand comfortingly. She lived here in Láttevárri and was happy to have this job as cook. She and Housemother didn’t get along, Jon-Ante had noticed. Housemother probably thought she was more important than someone whose job was to stir big pots. Rita Olsson didn’t actually belong in the village, really, she was better than that; people said she came from a place with sidewalks. She had moved here only because her husband, Ture, got a job. He didn’t live at the school, though, and he traveled a lot for work. Jon-Ante had heard all of this from the older children. Together they had bemoaned the fact that the witch had ended up at their school.
Jon-Ante gazed at Lisbet so long that her eyes softened. She must have realized that he had no choice, that he had to be like the other boys. She shook her head sadly as he walked after them.



NILSA
1985
A light rain pattered onto the roof of the moose stand. Nilsa’s eyes were fixed on the bog below, the rifle leaning against the railing. He had seen moose in the distance the night before, but couldn’t shoot them in the dusk. Too risky. He never missed; he would rather not take a shot at all. No way would he ever call his hunting club and drag them out to search for an injured moose. He was the best shot of the group and had bagged at least one moose per year—three last year.
He fished a tin of Ettan tobacco from his breast pocket without taking his eyes from the bog. He pinched a lump of the snus and tucked it far up between his cheek and gums. A little ran down his throat and he spat. Wiped the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand. He looked off toward Láttevárri, where ominous clouds were rapidly gathering. Moments ago it had been sunny, but then the drizzle came. The wind was picking up. A breeze was no good; when the moose couldn’t smell properly they grew still and watchful. He’d heard moose give a massive snort, emptying their nostrils so they could sniff out danger. At least the wind was blowing the right way; the moose usually appeared at the edge of the bog before moving on to the river to drink.
He liked being posted at the bog; he had bagged the most moose right here. His brother had been there, too. Until he wasn’t anymore.
The two of them had built the stand together, around the trunk of a sturdy pine, three meters up. A proper plank floor and a safety railing six planks high, partially covered with a stiff tarp. The floor was in the shape of a triangle and fit two people, or even three, but of course it was best to be on your own. They’d built the ladder out of long planks and added ten rungs. Nilsa had also added a hatch you could close behind you, so the stand was protected from the wind. They’d even hauled up an old office chair. The roof had been the most complicated part, but they had built it with hefty studs. That was the part of the build he was proudest of.
He supposed it was about time to check on some of the other hunting stands that had decayed over the years. Someone in the club claimed that the wood was rotting on the stand across the road to Láttevárri, but it wasn’t that bad. Nilsa weighed around 85 kilos and he felt perfectly safe up there.
A creak sounded among the trees and he took hold of his gun. No stress, just focus, even as his eyes scanned the birch forest. His pulse rose, but never too high. Right now it was hard to see; there were way too many leaves left in early September, but in a few weeks the trees would be bare and the view clearer. The willow scrub and the bogs were already bursting with shades of yellow, orange, and red. Along the path to the moose stand he’d seen plenty of blueberries and lingonberries, but there was no time to pick any. Maybe Sire would want to come along one of these days. His wife was good at keeping quiet in the forest, even when she was picking berries in the middle of the hunt. The boys should have been there today, but school didn’t care about the moose hunt. They would be with him this weekend.
The rain stopped, but the wind was a warning ahead of the oncoming black clouds. He should climb down and go home, no point in waiting for moose if it was going to storm. But as usual, his defiant streak won out. He just got mad—he would leave when he was good and ready.
Today he had parked by the cemetery and walked from there to the moose stand. He seldom swung by his brother Aslak’s gravestone, and when he did, he stood there feeling stupid. He’d never understood the point of visiting a grave, but he went just so Sire would stop complaining that he never did. What was he supposed to do? Say hi to his brother—his viellja? Say he hadn’t forgiven him? It wasn’t like Aslak was there. He was nowhere. Yet his brother wouldn’t let up. He ate his way into Nilsa’s mind, took over his thoughts every day.
Annoyed, Nilsa rubbed the back of his sweaty neck; he’d worn too many layers. Now the sky above Láttevárri was black and clouds seemed to fall in sheets, a downpour. But there wouldn’t be any thunder; it was autumn and the birch trees had just begun to turn yellow.
His enná was terrified of storms. She got under the kitchen table and whimpered when a clap of thunder rattled the house. If they were up in the mountains she panicked, saying that the goahti wasn’t enough shelter and that she’d learned as a child that the fire should be put out and everything metal, like knives, axes, and even belts, should be hidden under the reindeer skins so they wouldn’t attract lightning.
She always brought up the time a ball of fire fell through the chimney into their house. The size of a tennis ball, hissing, Enná had claimed, but in Nilsa’s memory it hadn’t made any noise. The ball of lightning had traveled around the kitchen and suddenly dissolved into nothing, leaving Enná, Nilsa, and Aslak astonished. It was lucky that there were three of them, that they could confirm to one another it had really happened. After that, Enná was even more afraid of lightning, and fled to the cellar each time a thunderstorm passed over the village.
She never talked about Aslak’s death, not with Nilsa, anyway. They hardly discussed him at all, never reminded each other about memories, good or bad; if someone happened to mention him, the conversation would stop short. Enná had aged overnight after she lost her youngest son. What she couldn’t or didn’t want to talk about emerged as changes in her body instead; her hair turned gray, she lost weight, her shoulders slumped, and the wrinkles around her mouth and eyes deepened.
Nilsa rocked his torso and hunched over; his lower back ached from standing too long. He put down the rifle and stretched his arms above his head, leaning backward to release the tension. All of this happened in silence; he seldom let out even the tiniest noise. Only those who could be perfectly quiet were allowed to come with him. Aslak was the only one who had been able to match Nilsa in this skill.
And there he was in his thoughts again. Aslak. He could picture him, the time it was pouring rain, five boys running along Láttevárrivägen, the road that led away from the school. Nilsa at the front, the others following. His viellja had fallen behind, and Nilsa slowed down for his sake, even though the other boys shouted that they had to hurry. They planned to break into some sheds in the cemetery. Jon-Ante had gone white as a sheet with fear at the suggestion. Nilsa had an idea to scare the shit out of that little brat. He deserved it, he was from a family of reindeer thieves. Everyone knew his father marked other people’s reindeer as his own. Isá had once attacked that bastard in a pasture, socked him in the nose. But reindeer kept going missing. And Nilsa had gotten revenge, for Isá.
A movement in the birches made him squint, then take out the binoculars: sure enough, it was a moose. A cow and calf, too, a spindle-legged skinny little thing. He had to shoot the calf first. Aslak was in his ear, exhaling and asking him to let them go. Not a calf, viellja. Nilsa didn’t listen, had already raised the rifle. Not yet, he thought. It was too far, too many birches in the way. He would have to hit both. They were standing still, wary of something. He was downwind, so it shouldn’t be him. His index finger stroked the trigger and he tried to get the calf in his sights, but it was far, too far. Not yet, he reminded himself. Aslak never shot calves. Nilsa knew he’d let cows with calves pass him by more than once. Aslak believed he was saving them, but the crude fact was that he was giving them up to another hunting club.
Now the cow was moving, and it would be easier to take her first, but that wouldn’t be right. Then again, who was there to see him? When the rest of the hunting club arrived and saw a dead cow and calf, no one would ask which he’d shot first. No doubt he could shoot the cow first, he would never miss the calf after that. Not the calf, viellja.
Goddammit! He blinked a few times and stared into the scope again. Rain struck the roof and the wind made the planks tremble. He held the rifle steady, tensing every muscle and clenching his teeth. But he couldn’t see for shit anymore. He tried the binoculars, but that didn’t help either. The moose were gone. He roared along with the storm. Raindrops blew in from the sides and pelted his face, wetting his hands and coat. The chill and the rain made him furious, but he wasn’t about to hunker down to get away from it. The moose must be far gone now, frightened by his cry, or maybe they had found shelter under a tree to wait out the rain.
What would his hunting buddies think if they’d heard him? He was sure the walkie-talkie would crackle any moment now, but he would play dumb. What was that? No… he hadn’t heard a shout.
The roar still lingered in his chest, throbbing and wanting out, but no. It was bad enough that he’d lost his edge and hadn’t pulled the trigger like he should have. It was unnerving, but it would never happen again. He scooped the snus out from under his lip, digging with his index finger, and cruddy saliva flowed as he spat down from the stand. He ran his hands along the smooth fabric of his pants and cleared his throat, then spat again.
As quickly as the storm had moved in, it was over. The winds carried the clouds away from the bog, chasing down the next area. At last the silent surroundings were back. He wiped his wet cheeks.



MARGE
1985
It had been four days since Marge became a mother. Her daughter was six years old and now tucked into the newly purchased bed. It had taken a long time for her to fall asleep. Marge had sat on a stool beside the bed, holding the little girl’s hand and singing softly, the same song her enná used to sing to her when she was a child.
Estela. That was her name. Her Colombian name. She had brown eyes, a small, straight nose, and lips like a strawberry. Above her right eyebrow was a scar, barely a centimeter long. She had lost her first tooth recently. Her shiny dark hair was cut bluntly at her chin, and her bangs were a bit crooked, as though someone had trimmed them in a hurry, or at least carelessly. Maybe the orphanage staff had realized at the last minute that she needed a fresh haircut to look nice. Marge wondered if her hair had been long before, because the girl was in the habit of tugging at a lock and looking surprised when it stopped near her ear.
Estela had her own room, but Marge didn’t want her to have to sleep alone, so she’d pulled the bed into her room. The little girl would see her the moment she woke up. Her daughter. She had to correct herself. This wasn’t just any little girl, it was her daughter.
“Aren’t you going to rename her Stella?” her enná had said when Marge was back home for a visit and had told them that it was time, that her daughter was called Estela and would be arriving soon. “Estela sounds so, I don’t know, different. She might have a hard time at school, with such a strange name.”
Marge knew she meant well, that her words were rooted in concern, but even so it wasn’t easy to digest.
“Adopting a child, and all by yourself,” Isá had muttered. “Either you have your own kids, or you don’t.”
She hadn’t responded, instead retrieving her jacket from the back of a chair and leaving the house. She got in the car and drove back to Giron. Enná called as soon as she walked in the door of her apartment on Kyrkogatan.
“You know how Isá is,” she’d said. “When he sees your little girl, he’ll be as thrilled about her as he is the other grandkids.”
Her brother had three boys, and her sister had a boy and a girl. Her siblings were younger but had managed to do everything before her. They were both married. Her brother was a reindeer herder and her sister’s husband was, too. And they quickly had babies. Marge loved them deeply. She was Auntie Marge, Marge-goaski to her brother’s kids and Marge-siessá to her sister’s.
Relatives gossiped about how she didn’t have a man, maybe never had, but no one would ask her directly about it. To be perfectly honest she wasn’t all that pretty—or so she’d overheard her siessá say once when she thought Marge was out of earshot. Marge wished she’d had a quicker tongue that day, but what would she have said? That she was too? Siessá hadn’t exactly called her ugly, not really. In any case, the moment soon passed.
So, fine, perhaps she wasn’t anyone’s idea of beautiful. Her nearsightedness had worsened over the years, and these days her eyes were almost pinheads behind her thick glasses. She had recently switched to pale pink plastic frames, large ones that extended down her cheeks. The optician had convinced her to try contact lenses, and she wore them on occasion but always felt naked. Perhaps her glasses made her unattractive, if that’s what her siessá was getting at, but they were part of her personality. Even if she still didn’t like seeing everything with such clarity. And it really was a mercy to remove her glasses when she wanted her surroundings to become soft and shapeless.
Maybe it would have been easier to find someone if she’d gone out more, spent time dancing at Malmia. Instead she worked, taking every shift she could get as a home aide and pitching in on both Christmas Eve and Midsummer’s Eve. Saving up to become a mother. She’d always felt that there would never be a man for her. A child, though, she knew would come to her eventually. But it would require money. She had taken a second job at Triangelkiosken, the convenience store, but above all she had her steady job caring for the old folks in town and knowing that she was one of their favorites. She spoke the languages, both Sámi and Meänkieli, and they always wanted her to stay a little longer, just a few minutes more, they said, enlivened by finally getting to talk to someone who understood.
When she told her family she was going to adopt, silence fell around the kitchen table. It was Isá’s birthday; she had chosen the day for this announcement with care, imagining that he would be in a good mood on account of the cake and presents, that a grandchild wouldn’t provoke his ire. She had let them believe that it would be a baby, because somehow that felt better. But even so, she noticed that they seemed uncomfortable, as though they were ashamed on her account. Finally her sister, her oabbá, managed to offer congratulations, and the others murmured their agreement.
“But you don’t have a husband,” her oabbá said tentatively.
“No, but single people can adopt as well.”
“But that means…” Her sister must have figured it out, had surely read somewhere that if you were single and middle-aged, that meant an older child. The two of them had always been able to communicate with a glance, and Marge only had to send a pleading squint her way for her sister to stop talking.
“I’ve heard it’s expensive,” said Enná.
“It costs money?! You’re buying a child?” As usual, Isá had blurted without thinking, and the others laughed. This sudden levity seemed to ease everyone’s discomfort. Everyone’s but Marge’s.
If they only knew how hard she had fought, about all the studies she’d undergone, all the forms she’d completed, and the psychologist who’d scrutinized her loneliness under a magnifying glass. That had been the hardest part, baring those feelings to a stranger. She’d never talked to anyone about how it felt to long for a child or what it was like to live on her own.
“Are you hoping that a child will cure your loneliness?” the psychologist had asked. “Do you expect this child to make up for what you didn’t manage to attain with another adult?”
The question nearly knocked Marge out of her chair, but she didn’t take the bait. She emphasized that she wasn’t alone, that her immediate family was large, not to mention all the relatives. And a child, that was something different—it wasn’t about avoiding isolation. It was about love and care, she said, looking down to hide her tears.
“It’s not going to be as simple as with a baby, who depends on adults to survive,” the psychologist said. “This will be an older child with a will of their own.”
A silence followed, and Marge knew she was expected to share her reflections. What was the right thing to say? It was impossible to know.
“I want to hold a little hand, I want to provide security for a child, I want to be a mother. I always have. You know—I told you how I took care of my siblings when we were younger, and now my nieces and nephews.”
“And yet you didn’t ask any of them to write letters of reference.”
“But my cousin Gáren did, she was able to describe the situation more from the outside, and I thought it was better to have an impartial voice.”
The psychologist looked at her for a long time, but Marge held firm and gazed right back, even though inside she trembled. “You talk a lot about your big family. What do they have to say about your wanting to adopt?”
She had anticipated that question and rehearsed her lies at home in front of the mirror—a perfect smile at the corner of her mouth as she spoke about her parents and siblings, how they always supported her.
“And what was your own childhood like?”
“Fantastic. Truly. In every way. Stable and lovely.”
“How about your school days?”
“Great.”
She had made it through all the tests and all the sessions, and now Estela was lying there in her red wooden bed with its safety railing. It had been four days, and her daughter had said little and fell asleep, exhausted, before seven almost every night. Marge had never been good at languages; she could hardly manage English, and Spanish felt wrong in her mouth. But she had repeated what she wanted to be able to say. “Hello, Estela,” “Welcome home,” and “Mama.” But she hadn’t dared to say the last one yet. Did the child see her as her mother? Marge, in any case, had fallen for Estela immediately; her whole body surged with powerful maternal feelings.
Bonding was important, according to the adoption agency, especially at first, and so the apartment was their safe place. But they had gone out the day before, and Estela had held her hand tight as they crossed the road on their way to the grocery store.
Marge steered the cart with one hand and held on to Estela with the other. She had to select items with one hand, pedagogically naming each one in Swedish. Mjölk, bröd. Milk and bread. Somewhere inside her, a voice piped up and wanted to say them in Sámi, too. Mielki. Láibi. She’d asked the ladies at the agency if she could teach Estela two languages at once, and they all but sputtered their responses, had looked at her as though she were deeply irresponsible. “Goodness, no! Two languages will never do.”
So she picked Swedish and buried her feelings about the choice.
When they got home from the store, Estela dropped her hand and separated herself once more.
The truth was, her daughter kept her distance in the apartment. She sat at the end of the white kitchen table, tucked herself into the far corner of the leather sofa in the living room, and kept a watchful eye on Marge. But the moment Marge looked at her, she glanced away.
The hand she had been holding at the edge of the bed was slack. She had grasped it once the girl was asleep. Only then was she able to touch her.



ELSE-MAJ
1952
The hash on her plate looked congealed, and the smell hung heavy in the dining hall. Else-Maj fought to keep her nausea at bay. She had honestly tried, but it wasn’t just the taste, it was the texture. It grew gummy in her mouth, swollen and impossible to swallow. But she had been at the nomad school for two years now and knew all the rules—no leaving your seat until your plate was cleared. She had seen boys who vomited and were then forced to eat up the mess. The witch would stand beside them, sometimes pinching the backs of their necks, shoving their heads down as they cried.
Outside she heard laughter; she was missing out on the freedom that came after the meal. Lisbet could have excused her, she’d done it before. But once food had been discovered pressed up under the tabletops, there was no longer a chance to slip out. Housemother had gotten involved and now she monitored the dining hall, watching little hands and making sure everyone was chewing.
Lisbet stood in the kitchen, rinsing plates and glancing out at the dining hall now and then with a sigh. She brought a rag and wiped the tables around Else-Maj’s, stealing looks toward the corridor.
“I can’t,” Else-Maj whispered in Finnish. “En voi.”
She wished she could shout that she wanted reindeer meat, salty and delicious, served in small, easy-to-chew pieces. That she wanted whitefish that fell off the bones the second you poked it with a fork. That she wanted fresh boiled potatoes and melted butter to mash together. And Enná’s gáhkku.
“Just try,” Lisbet whispered back.
Housemother coughed from the corridor, prompting Lisbeth to scoot over to the next table. The witch entered and stared in Else-Maj’s direction, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose and squinting sternly. She thrust her chin out, and as she clenched her teeth, her jaw grew even wider. “See to it that she eats, even if she has to sit there all night.”
It was Sunday so there was no school—it was the day Else-Maj always longed for. The church forbade them from doing anything that might be against God’s word, but they were allowed to play. She saw her friend Biret peer in toward the dining hall, missing her. Else-Maj slumped down when Housemother finally left.
Suddenly Lisbet was next to her. She held a shushing finger to her lips and in one swipe of the rag caught up the hash. Swiftly she was back in the kitchen, tossing the food into the garbage and rinsing the rag. Else-Maj didn’t dare move. Her breath trembled through her lips but a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.
Lisbet returned and smiled gently. “Drink your milk. You’ll be going to sleep hungry.”
“Better that than the hash.”
Lisbet looked surprised; she must not have expected such a rude response. But Else-Maj was nine now, a big girl, not nearly as timid as before.
She drank the lukewarm milk and wrinkled her nose, anticipating a bellyache. The goat’s milk they drank in the mountains was better.
“Giitu,” she said then, licking her lips. “Kiitos.”
Lisbet patted her cheek and said she could go.
Else-Maj pushed in her chair neatly and dashed out of the dining hall to throw open the front door and inhale the fresh, cold air. Some of the boys were playing reindeer in the yard, making antlers over their heads with their hands as friends threw ropes, homemade lassos. Else-Maj thought they looked silly. Besides, they were no good at throwing.
Biret came up to join her. “Did you get it down?”
“Yes.”
Biret smiled and smoothed the pinafore she always wanted to wear because her áhkku had sewn it, especially now that the old woman was sickly and mostly stayed in bed. Biret came from Vuolle Sohppar, the next village over from Badje Sohppar, where Else-Maj lived, and they became fast friends after meeting at the nomad school. Where Else-Maj was small and slight, Biret was sturdy and tall and had her hair cut short, almost like a boy’s, but her face was sweet with freckles and long eyelashes. Biret only had big brothers, so they both knew what it was like to be bossed around by older siblings. Their common experience bound them together.
Biret took her hand and they walked toward the ditch, where some of their classmates were racing pieces of bark in the burbling water that ran there in the springtime when the snow had melted and the streams overflowed. Only the boys were competing, dashing alongside and cheering on their boats.
The village was thawing and everyone knew what this meant—the calves were on their way. It would soon be time to move across national borders that had never been theirs. The children would get to go home and see their families again. Else-Maj had grown a few centimeters; the arms of her gákti were getting too short. Maybe Enná wouldn’t even recognize her.
This semester had seemed long, her homesickness growing stronger every day. Like the reindeer, she felt that the time had come to start moving. She also looked forward to retrieving the goats that had spent the winter boarding in a neighboring family’s barn.
She watched her big brother Ol-Johan rooting for his bark boat. He hadn’t cared at all when she was left behind on her own with food still on her plate. Sometimes it felt like she didn’t exist.
“Look after her,” Enná had instructed him.
But what did Enná know? Nothing. Her stuora viellja had enough on his plate just pulling through fistfights and didn’t want to look after any unna oabbá. Their three older brothers, who had already left the nomad school and returned home, would have kept an eye on her. But Ol-Johan hadn’t liked her from the start, that was just the truth. There was hardly a year between them. Her muoŧŧá had once said that Ol-Johan was simply jealous, that he had been the baby of the family, displaced by a new one who came along too soon.
Then there was Sara, her dear unna oabbá back home, whom she could hardly bear to think about, whom she missed so much that at times it made her whole body ache. When she wasn’t allowed to cry, holding in all that sadness made her joints and muscles hurt. Sara was about to turn five, and Else-Maj would miss yet another of her birthdays. May 15 was Sara’s special day. She had been born in the best month. Enná liked to joke about how she and the cows had all been expecting that spring, but she was the first to give birth. Else-Maj had only been four years old, but even so she remembered holding her unna oabbá for the first time. She had remained glued to Sara’s side ever since, until school separated them. “She was like your doll,” Enná had told her. No, that wasn’t right, Else-Maj thought when she heard Enná repeat that line. Sara wasn’t like a doll at all, Sara was her everything.
It was too much, and Else-Maj tugged at Biret’s arm, wanting to get away, to stop thinking. “Let’s pick flowers for Anna,” she said.
Biret pursed her lips. She knew Else-Maj was Anna’s favorite and was a bit jealous.
Teacher had taught them the names of flowers that didn’t grow here. Coltsfoot. Harebell. Nothing that could tolerate the poor soil or cold, short summers. All that grew here were dandelions and globeflowers the insects liked to hide in.
“There aren’t any flowers yet,” said Biret.
Sure enough, Biret was right. Else-Maj had been longing her way into the future again: already standing in the green foliage, running through the meadow in the village, hearing the mosquitoes buzz in her ear, holding her little sister’s hand in her own.
“Then let’s race.”
Biret looked grumpy at the idea, but Else-Maj wouldn’t give up. She drew a line on the ground with the heel of her shoe and shouted that they would start on three. Touch the side of the dormitory. “Okta, guokte, golbma!”
And off she shot, her skirt flapping around her legs and her arms pumping as fast as they would go. Biret ran at her side, but then she fell behind and had to watch Else-Maj slap her palm against the wall.
Others wandered over; they wanted to race too. Else-Maj extended the line and they arranged themselves along it. She was the shortest, but that didn’t matter—if there was anything she’d learned from her brothers, it was how to run. She felt sure she’d win. But then the big boys showed up. They stood around and watched as the little kids raced and Else-Maj, once again, was first to reach the finish line.
“Us too,” they said, crowding their way onto the starting line.
The little ones drooped, knowing they didn’t have a chance, wanting to give up. But not Else-Maj. She took her mark, one foot in front of the other, bent her knees slightly, and held her breath.
The big kids took off before three and she was behind them, looking at their backs and longer legs. She saw three of them smack the wall. She came in fourth, despite not even reaching their shoulders, but no one thought about that. The big boys hooted and cheered over their win.
Else-Maj turned on her heel and stormed off toward the woods behind the dormitory. The injustice was too much, but she wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing her tears.
Anna was hanging laundry on the line when she saw Else-Maj speed off with Biret close behind. “Come here, girls,” she called as they tried to hide in the brushy thicket. She fastened a clothespin on a kitchen towel that was flapping in the breeze.
Else-Maj didn’t know if she should let the tears flow or be like her big brothers and sulk stoically.
“Here,” Anna said, holding out her hand as she glanced over at the schoolyard.
Into her palm dropped two pieces of candy, a little sweat-sticky from the warmth of Anna’s body. Biret’s eyes lit up and in an instant one piece was in her mouth. Else-Maj held hers until it was stuck to her skin. She would eat the piece of candy first and then lick her palm.
The girls thanked Anna and smiled wide. A lump was visible in Biret’s cheek; she was in heaven. This was nothing new for Else-Maj—Anna had given her candy before. But she wasn’t sure if she wanted to share Anna with Biret. Anna must have noticed she was lost in thought but couldn’t have known why; she tickled Else-Maj under the chin with her index finger until they were looking at each other.
“I saw who really won that race,” she said.



JON-ANTE
1985
Jon-Ante hoped that he would be the first to reach the utility chamber that served as their break room down in the mine, but when he opened the door Einar was already sitting there. No one was quite sure when he actually worked, a teasing gibe that went around among the men. Rumor had it that Einar was the type to nap wherever he could find a spot, making a cozy nest of cotton sacks beneath him. It’s not as though there was any lack of nooks and crannies where you could sneak off and grab a few winks.
Einar wasn’t one for small talk and that was just fine with Jon-Ante, who grabbed a cup of coffee and sank into his thoughts at the table. They yawned in tandem. Yesterday, the men had given him a rough time in the utility chamber, teasing him about a new woman who had started working in the cafeteria, saying it was about time he got laid. So this was better, sitting in silence with Einar and slowly sipping pitch-black coffee.
Jon-Ante considered this whole not-having-a-girlfriend thing, how it had started in his teen years. He’d never expected to be overlooked, that there wouldn’t be enough girls in the village to go around. But that’s what happened: one by one the girls paired off, getting together with his friends and cousins, and nothing changed for him when he left the village to attend Kiruna Practical School, KPU. After graduating, he came home to be with Isá and the reindeer, and that was when he truly realized he would, in fact, end up the odd one out. That clinched it—he couldn’t stay in the village. He supposed there were other reasons he wanted to leave, too, but he could hardly admit them to himself, much less talk about them.
So his homecoming was temporary, but he didn’t let Isá know that he was merely waiting for his younger brothers to grow up enough to replace him. Once he moved, he didn’t want to blame the fact that the village ran out of girls—in fact, he gave no reason at all, just went back to town and did what many of his friends from KPU did: got a job in the mine. Then he found an apartment of his own in Ön, the old residential neighborhood right up next to the massive mining mountain. You reached it by going under the railroad viaduct, the tracks that sent iron ore out into the world. Sometimes when he took a walk along the tracks, he found tiny pellets that had fallen from the hopper cars and took them home to Isak. His unna viellja, who was around twelve at the time, was always amazed at the weight of the grayish black pellets, which were no larger than the glass marbles he used to play with in the schoolyard.
When Enná finally asked why he didn’t want to be at home, Jon-Ante said he had gone to Giron—as Kiruna was called in Sámi—to become something, to have a career, and he’d assured her he would come back eventually although he knew he never would.
“You already are something, Jon-Ante,” she said.
“Isn’t this life good enough for you?” his áddjá asked, and that was what hurt the most, this was a memory he only seldom touched upon. To have disappointed his parents was one thing, but Áddjá, that was heavy. His grandfather, who had filled him with stories from the past, who had told him about the land, who always had patience, who had taught him everything and said that Jon-Ante belonged among the reindeer. “Just wait, you’ll see, he’s special, my Jon-Ante,” he used to say. Áddjá was a great storyteller, probably could have become an author if he had known how to write, but telling him so always made him chuckle. “Write? Why write when you can talk?”
Jon-Ante didn’t live up to any of Áddjá’s predictions and felt that he’d betrayed him. But the stories remained, every last one; Áddjá’s voice lived inside him. He wanted to tell Áddjá that nothing had been in vain, he’d held on to all of that knowledge, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. So many times he sat at Áddjá’s kitchen table, meaning to say it, but the words wouldn’t come out.
He’d been nervous to move into town on his own at the age of fifteen for school, but he’d boarded with an older cousin who lived just a stone’s throw from Hotell Standard. Per-Johan had told him what it had been like to come to Giron when he was younger and be refused lodging at the hotel. Lapps had no business there, he’d been told, and was directed to the Lapp Hostel instead.
“So there I was in the hotel lobby, with people waiting behind me, being informed that they didn’t allow Lapps. Yeah, so watch out. You’ll find people like that in town, especially at the school.”
Jon-Ante dressed in ordinary clothes and started using snus to blend in with the guys at KPU. He met Classe, who wore a leather jacket and combed his hair like Elvis Presley. He was always talking about the American cars he would drive as soon as he could afford them. Jon-Ante started growing his hair out so he could style it the same way.
Isá thought KPU was pointless, but Jon-Ante pointed out that it was a good thing, being able to repair snowmobiles, cars, and machines. His own first car had been a gray Volvo PV, and it always needed tuning up. It felt nice to be able to fix it himself, to get things working, to puzzle over a tricky starter and succeed in the end. Isá was definitely grateful when Jon-Ante could start a snowmobile that had died in the middle of nowhere, but he probably would have preferred no snowmobiles at all.
Jon-Ante liked living in town and was perfectly willing to admit it. Sure, the darkness of the mine got to him occasionally, but then there were whole weeks off—hard to find another job with the same perks. Those breaks gave him time to restore his Lincoln, but he could also head home for a bit, hunt moose with Isá, go fishing, help with the separation and slaughter. He often got to fix his brothers’ cars and snowmobiles too; they had a knack for driving everything to pieces.
But sometimes it was annoying to be home. Áddjá and Énna kept at him, as if they’d joined forces to convince him to come back.
“You’re not the same anymore,” Énna would say, without explaining what she meant.
“So, you’re leaving again,” said Áddjá.
Isá had given up, you could see it in his eyes, he wouldn’t even try. Maybe he was the wisest among them, unwilling to spend their brief time together making Jon-Ante feel guilty. As a result, anytime he was home Jon-Ante would wake up at five each morning to join Isá in the forest or in the moose-hunting stand.

JON-ANTE TOPPED OFF HIS mug with bitter coffee and looked at the clock on the wall—soon it would be time to head back into the light aboveground. He glanced at the new pinup of a nude woman, who had long blond hair and was arching her head and back, so the ends of her hair nearly brushed her ass. So practical, the way it was tacked up right next to the clock so you could pretend you were only checking the time. Someone had ripped the picture out of Lektyr and picked out the staples, leaving tiny holes in the glossy paper—one of them had punctured her left breast.
His face used to go beet red when he walked into the chamber for some coffee and found nude women gazing at him with that intense longing in their eyes. The guys had teased him about it. Now it’d been ages since his heart was set racing by what hung on the walls.
“Well, time for the off week,” he remarked to Einar, who slurped coffee through the sugar cube between his lips.
Einar couldn’t stop gaping at the new picture, but he nodded.
“Heading to Träsket, then?”
“Yup,” said Einar.
It was tough, heading down into the mine when the sun never set. But on the other hand, the midnight sun meant it would always be light out when you surfaced. In the winter, though, it was pitch black instead, and you never quite felt awake if you missed the few hours of daylight. Black as sin, as Einar was in the habit of sighing. In the spring, too, it was hard to head 775 meters belowground when the snow was melting from the roofs and everyone was out ice fishing with their faces turned up to the sun. Actually, it was tough all year round.
“Are you going to be there all week?” Jon-Ante asked.
“Yes, we’re taking the new boat.” Einar spent all of his free time at Torneträsk. Last spring he had bragged about the new ice-fishing shelter he’d towed out to the very best spot on the frozen lake. “You know, Jonne, now we can be there whatever the weather. You’re always welcome if you happen to be in the neighborhood.”
Sometimes he was surprisingly chatty, and Jon-Ante had actually considered taking him at his word and driving out from town on his snowmobile.
Einar and Jon-Ante had worked together since the late sixties, going back to the days when there weren’t even break-room chambers. Back then they would duck behind two-meter-tall tool chests with a smuggled spirit stove that they had to light with a welding torch. All for a cup of coffee. Hell, Jon-Ante thought, they’d sure had it rough over the years, so no wonder Einar liked to pile up some cotton sacks and snooze when he could.
The break room started to fill up and it grew crowded around the table. Most of them spoke Finnish, but one new boss said using Finnish over the two-way radio was a security risk. Everyone had to understand, no one must be excluded. He sure did use some fancy words, but he wasn’t from town and got no respect whatsoever. They’d kept right on speaking Finnish, Jon-Ante as casually and easily as anyone else.
Sune, one of the veterans on their team, entered rattling mugs and cursing over the fact that no one had put on a fresh pot of coffee. “Haven’t you been sitting here the longest, Jonne? Why didn’t you make some fresh?”
“How am I supposed to keep track of how much everyone is taking? Whoever takes the last cup is in charge of refilling it,” he snapped back.
“Get a haircut, kid.”
Sune was nearing retirement, and it had been years since Jon-Ante stopped being scared of him, but the old man never got used to Jon-Ante’s retorts. If he was in a really bad mood, he might start to spout something about Lapps. Not about Jon-Ante personally, he wasn’t that dumb, but something about the reindeer that ate up his whole garden at the cabin, or the snowmobile ban the Lapps bribed their way into, claiming it was to protect the reindeer when everyone knew it was really to make sure no one else got to fish in the best waters.
The foreman had made the mistake of introducing Jon-Ante with his full name on his first day, and Sune’s eyes had narrowed. After that it was hard to convince his colleagues to call him Jonne, the nickname Classe had given him back at KPU. Eventually the nickname stuck, but the damage was done.
Jon-Ante had switched over to a different shift team for a while, and it had been better there, but now he was back where he’d started.
Sune was on a roll, ranting about how their union, Gruvtolvan, had gotten too soft over the years. “Time to fight fire with fire now.”
He liked to tell tales about how ruthless he’d been during the strike of ’69. The younger members of their working team were impressed to hear how he’d stood on the front lines. Jon-Ante had been part of those strike meetings too, but he had no recollection of Sune playing a prominent role. He did remember, though, how powerful it had felt when they gathered in the main hall of the sports arena. He’d been following Kiruna’s handball team closely since he moved to town, and it was special to see the hall fill up with miners called to action instead of handball players.
He’d marched in the demonstrations, too, holding a sign: “We are not machines.”
No one in his family had been particularly impressed. Working in the mine was nothing to strive for or brag about.
“When I told the strike leaders that we had to—” Sune was really cooking now.
Jon-Ante stood up and rinsed out his mug. He thought of Enná and her distaste for all of this. Although he’d worked in the mine for so long, she still worried every time he went down.
“That gas accident, Jon-Ante. That could have been you.”
It hadn’t been. He wasn’t a loader who went into the drift right after blasting. All these years, and she still didn’t understand what he did at work. But that incident, which killed two men, had been the first time he felt seriously hesitant before heading down. People had been hurt and killed in collapses, but that didn’t scare him as much as the poisonous gas after a detonation—that was an invisible enemy. He also feared fire. If something started burning, the passages would rapidly fill with deadly smoke. During his first year, he had worried about getting lost in the miles of paths; it felt eerie to be underground and not always know exactly how to find your way out. These days, he knew every bend of every level.
He placed his hand on the grubby door handle and looked at Sune. That man would have a hard time once he retired from the mine at sixty, left without purpose in his life like so many others. As soon as his body got the chance to slow down and feel the toll his hard work belowground had taken, he would probably die of a heart attack or lung cancer.
Jon-Ante left the chamber and closed the door behind him. That’s why you need to have something out there, waiting for you, he thought.
Not that he would go back to the reindeer. He recalled Enná’s nagging and his habit of evading her questions with a maybe. No, there was no maybe. And what would he even do out there? Compete to have a large enough herd for financial survival? No thank you. He was well aware who made the most noise in the reindeer collective, bragged about their large voting shares, and drove through decisions that benefited themselves above all.
He climbed into the pickup and his helmet touched the roof. As he started the engine, the headlights illuminated walls of black rock. Signaling with the right-hand blinker, he pulled onto the road. He’d never been claustrophobic, but on certain days it was harder to breathe. Like when he thought about how he should be outside, getting some fresh air and taking Isá’s dog along on the snowmobile. She’d learned to lie flat as a puppy, distributing her weight so she wouldn’t fall off the seat. He missed her often, that good dog. If only life in the village had been all about the animals, the mine and Giron wouldn’t have been so tempting. But there was so much else he couldn’t deal with back home.
He thought of his Lincoln, which prompted him to whistle a Jerry Williams song. He had something outside of work, that was the important thing. His nose was running, and he fished a tissue from the pack next to the gear shift. Black snot came out. Soon he would be on vacation, he wouldn’t have to use more than three weeks of saved time but would be away for almost seven thanks to the off weeks. And he would be on vacation for real, not like his brothers, who were never truly free. Last time they got together, and Jon-Ante was needling them about his seven weeks, Mikkel had gazed at him nonchalantly and said that he never worked, just lived. Jon-Ante still hadn’t thought of a cutting retort. He stopped whistling; the melody in his head had vanished.



JON-ANTE
1954
One morning, Jon-Ante woke up looking like a hamster. He had never seen a hamster in real life, but he’d heard they stuffed their cheeks full of food. He wasn’t the only one—Aslak, Johánas, and Else-Maj’s little sister Sara also had lumps that extended from ear to neck. It had started with a fever, and they’d been tucked into bed for a few days, and Johánas, who was the oldest and seemed sickest, had been put in an isolation room for one night. Once their cheeks swelled up, panic engulfed the house. Mumps. Incredibly contagious. Housemother wanted to hit them, he could tell by her red face as she barked orders to the maids. Windows were thrown open and beds emptied, and the four children reeled feverishly down to the common room, waiting to be driven home.
Else-Maj ignored Housemother and stood with Sara, holding her hand. Plenty of children probably would have liked to get close, catch the disease, be taken home. Jealous whispers ran through the corridors. Only Anne-Risten was scared and asked if you could die of mumps.
Sara was seven, just like Jon-Ante, and he wished he, too, had a big sister there to comfort and hold him. Else-Maj took Sara into her arms and sat with her on the floor. Jon-Ante sank down as well; his left ear ached.
“Stay at home for a long time, Sara,” Else-Maj whispered in Sámi. “Don’t let them send you back here. Tell Enná and Isá that you’re sick, that you can’t manage school.”
Sara nodded and closed her eyes. Her cheeks were flushed with fever and her neck was swollen worse than Jon-Ante’s. Every so often she whimpered.
Housemother entered the common room and saw Else-Maj cuddling her sister. “What are you doing here?” she screeched, then grabbed Else-Maj by the arm. Sara tumbled out of her lap and onto the floor as Housemother hauled Else-Maj out into the hall. “Damn you, you little brat! If you get sick it’ll be straight to isolation for you. You won’t be going home!”
Sara struggled to sit up; she couldn’t hold back the tears. Jon-Ante shifted closer to help hold her up and whisper that she had to stop crying.
An engine rumble outside interrupted Housemother; her voice climbed to a falsetto. “Out. The taxi is here. Hurry it up!”
Jon-Ante hobbled after the others, glancing up the stairs to the crowd of children staring at them. If it hadn’t hurt so badly, he would have laughed. He got to go home. He wouldn’t be forced to take part in the other boys’ mischief. So far they hadn’t snuck into Housemother’s quarters, but Nilsa and the big boys said almost daily that it would soon be time.

THE TAXI DROVE DOWN the bumpy road, and Jon-Ante bounced on the seat and breathed onto the window. They were squashed together, three boys in the back, Sara in the front. It looked like she had fallen asleep, sickest of all now, her eyes clouded and her voice thick.
They passed yellowing trees and thickets of vivid red willow, drove through Vuolle Sohppar, and at last came home to Badje Sohppar. The taxi driver kindly asked where they lived and drove around the gravel roads to drop them off. He wasn’t afraid of catching their disease, he said, as he’d had both mumps and measles before.
Jon-Ante was the last to be dropped off, and he made sure to thank the driver properly in Finnish: kiitos. There he stood, swollen like a hamster and his forehead feverish, but he had never been happier. Ránne was the first to show up, loose in the yard as he always was. The dog barked and rubbed his black fur against Jon-Ante’s legs, and he bent down to let his face get licked. Ránne’s breath was horrible as usual, but Jon-Ante hardly noticed. Enná had heard him and stepped onto the front stoop, her sleeves rolled up and hair hidden under a white kerchief. She was baking! The scent of bread followed her out, and it was almost too much. She came down, the gravel crunching, and put her arms around him. Held him so tight. She pressed her cheek to his, buried her nose in his hair, and stroked his back. He was not going to cry, he wouldn’t. She seemed to have made up her mind on that count as well.
“Ráhkis, Jon-Ante,” she murmured into his hair. “How are you?” She gently touched his cheek and down along his throat.
“I’m contagious,” he managed to say.
She snorted and laughed all at once, telling him not to be silly. As if she wouldn’t take care of her sick child? The warmth of her hand when she took his made it hard not to cry, and he glanced down. Together they walked into the house.
The kitchen table was piled high with her round flatbreads, almost overflowing. She had been baking. He could picture exactly how she would have rolled the rounds out on the baking board and poked gently with the back of a utensil to form the dimples where melted butter would gather when he got to eat the bread fresh and hot. Then she would use the flat round bread peel to move the bread in and out of the woodstove.
In the summer she baked gáhkku over the fire when they were out with the reindeer or used the smoke goahti in the yard, and Jon-Ante had always liked to dash in and out, pretending it was a fort.
Today, she had already spread butter on a triangular piece she’d cut, and sure enough, the butter settled into the dimples.
“Bora!” she said with a smile. “Eat!”
He dropped his canvas bag on the floor and sat down on the kitchen bench that had been Áddjá’s bed in past years. He tucked his feet up under him and closed his eyes as he took his first bite.
The pain in his swollen throat was intolerable, and his disappointment a black cloud. “It hurts too much.”
She had cut up some pieces of dried meat too, and he held them to his nose, battling tears. He couldn’t help bringing a thin slice to his tongue to taste its wild, salty flavor, but chewing was impossible.
“Oh, my little reaηga.” Enná ran a hand over his hair. “You’re hungry, I can tell. Don’t they feed you at school?”
He could tell she was worried and decided she didn’t want to know the truth. “We get food, but it’s not this good.”
A whimper came from a bedroom. Little brother! He had two: Mikkel, who was almost five, and Isak, who had only just had his first birthday.
Jon-Ante stood, wanting to hurry to them. “Can I?”
“You can peek in, but don’t get too close.”
The little one, in the cradle on the floor, was wide-eyed and waving his fists in the air. He rolled onto his belly in spite of the small cradle and spotted Jon-Ante. Isak laughed out loud, as though someone were tickling him. Jon-Ante wanted to pick him up, feel how warm he was, touch his soft tiny hands. Enná came and picked up viellja and waved Jon-Ante back to the kitchen. She nodded Jon-Ante to the bench and put Isak down on the floor.
“He can walk now,” she said.
And so he could—Isak put his bottom in the air and pushed off with his hands to stand. His legs were skinny and he swayed, his diaper hanging down to his knees. Jon-Ante couldn’t help it—he held out his hands, urging him along. “Boađe, vieljaš. Come here.”
Isak was thrilled with himself, staggering along on his bow legs.
“Don vázzát!” Jon-Ante clapped his hands, but just as he was about to scoop up unna viellja, Enná was there to lift him away.
“He needs a fresh diaper.” She vanished into the bathroom with him. The tap ran and he heard Enná singing.
“Jon-Ante!” Mikkel was in the doorway, rubbing his eyes, his voice raspy. He ran straight for Jon-Ante and they fell back onto the kitchen bench together. Unna viellja giggled until he gave himself hiccups. He tried to speak, but half his words got eaten up. “Are you home forever now? Is school over?”
He clung to Jon-Ante’s neck, wanting to wrestle like they used to. They tumbled around on the bench and Jon-Ante let himself be conquered; he lay on his back gasping as Mikkel bounced on his belly.
“Mon vuiten!” Mikkel screeched in delight.
No, he hadn’t won for real.
“Jon-Ante! No!” Enná was back and in one firm swoop she picked up Mikkel; she stood there with one brother on each hip.
“I didn’t have time to say no. He just ran over.”
She sighed and shook her head. “Well, now what? They’re going to catch your disease.”
Jon-Ante brought a hand to his painful neck and gazed at the floor.
“It’s not your fault, reaηga.” Enná’s voice was gentle again. “It will be okay.”
Mikkel pouted, wanting down; he was too big to be carried.
“Jon-Ante is sick. You can’t wrestle anymore.”
“I get to stay home for a long time now, right?” Jon-Ante couldn’t quite bring himself to look at her, because her lower lip was trembling. She often said that she wasn’t always sad when she cried, that she was made in such a way that her tears came for both joy and sorrow.
“Yes, I’m sure it will be a week. Until your fever is gone.”
“You look funny,” said Mikkel, who had only just realized something was different. “Does it hurt?”
Jon-Ante nodded. He could feel the fever fading in his body. Over the past few days, lying dizzy in bed, he had heard Anna mutter something about forty degrees. He didn’t want to get better. He wanted to stay home forever.
Mikkel took Isak’s hand and led him around the kitchen, and Jon-Ante watched with envy. “When did he learn to walk?”
“The day after you—” Enná cut herself off. “It was this past week sometime. Maybe even yesterday.”
“Isá isn’t coming home, is he.”
“No.”
“Does he know I’m sick?”
Enná shook her head. It would be months before they saw each other again. If everything were normal, he would have been out with Isá and the reindeer.
“But he made you something. It was supposed to be your Christmas present, but I think you should have it now.”
She brought him a guksi, a wooden drinking cup carved so smooth it almost slipped from his hands. Isá’s mark was engraved on the handle. He would have used a fine, small knife to cut the pattern into the antler before rubbing dried birch bark into it. Jon-Ante had gone along to gather bark to dry, after which they scraped off the brown part and crumbled it into powder. They would use saliva or a few drops of water to moisten the powder, then rub it into the carved pattern. Jon-Ante knew exactly how it was done.
“You can take the guksi with you to school.” She patted his shoulder.
He didn’t know what to say, just stroked it with his fingertips. If he brought it to the dining hall, Nilsa would steal it. But of course he wanted to take it with him. He would hide the guksi in his bed and hold on to it at night and think of Isá.
“Did you bring your dirty laundry home with you?”
“Yes.” He felt ashamed of handing his underwear to Enná. Several pairs had stains on them, spots of dried urine.
“So what have you learned at school?”
He could read a few words of Swedish now, and knew almost all of the morning prayer. He didn’t mention any of this. “I can do addition, and soon we’ll learn subtraction.”
“Do you like it there?” Her tone was as light as a feather on the breeze. And he blew that feather right back.
“It’s not so bad.”



ANNE-RISTEN
1954
Anne-Risten heard his footsteps outside the dormitory; she had learned to recognize the sound and knew he thought he was sneaking around in perfect silence. Why weren’t they allowed to lock the door? Why couldn’t Housemother hear the creaking if she heard every other little noise?
Anne-Risten’s bed was near the window, a bad spot because it was drafty in the winter. She almost always had a runny nose and sore throat. Even though she slept in Enná’s thick knitted socks, she was never warm enough. But right now she was glad to be farthest from the doorway Nilsa had just slipped through. She didn’t dare move, but she wanted to throw herself into Else-Maj’s bed. He was like a scary shadow. The moon was out tonight, but that didn’t scare him off. She squinted and saw him heading for Laila, one of the older girls. Why didn’t she cry for help?
Nilsa bent down and moved his hands along the blanket. And underneath. It was hard to see, but Anne-Risten thought Laila sat up and tried to hit him. He laughed, then ran off, waking up more girls who pulled their covers higher up over their chests in fright. Now he would brag to the other boys, saying he had touched boobies.
The big girls went over to Laila, who was sobbing.
Anne-Risten ran a palm over her nightgown and flat chest. She was so thin that she could feel her ribs through the fabric. But no boobies. She never wanted to be like Laila. If they started to grow, she would wrap them tight, hide them. Her heart beat fast beneath her fingertips, and her chest felt constricted, as though it were already bound. Was that dangerous? And why were her ears pounding? She could even feel an alarming pulse swelling in her belly.
Beside her, Else-Maj had woken up. “Was that Nilsa again?” she whispered.
“Juoa.”
Else-Maj, who was eleven, should be getting boobies any day now. But she was small, almost as short as Anne-Risten even though they were three years apart, and she didn’t look like someone who would grow breasts soon. Twelve-year-old Laila looked like a grown woman with breasts and a round bottom. Nilsa’s hands were there as often as he could make it happen. None of the grown-ups noticed. How could they not notice?
Anne-Risten was sometimes paralyzed by this feeling of being completely abandoned, that there was nowhere to turn. If only Anna slept in the building, Anne-Risten could have slipped over to seek comfort. But the only adult there was Housemother, and she hated the children, wanted them to suffer. She didn’t care about Anne-Risten when she was sick, either. That was the worst part, getting sick at school and crying silently for Enná.
Anna had helped her call home once last spring, when her throat felt unusually thick, almost as if she were suffocating. She had cried to Enná on the phone, saying she would probably stop breathing overnight. Because of this, a doctor had come to look at her, but he said she was telling tall tales, crying wolf when nothing was wrong. But when Anne-Risten opened her mouth wide and stuck her tongue way out, she could see for herself that her throat was bright red and swollen on each side of the little dangly thing in the middle. When the doctor prodded the lymph nodes in her neck she squeaked with pain, but he didn’t seem to care. Housemother had been angry, of course: calling for the doctor when you weren’t really sick! After he left, she hauled Anne-Risten out of the dormitory and shoved her up against the wall in the corridor, threatening her with the switch between clenched teeth. But instead she took a firm grip on Anne-Risten’s hair and yanked. Her scalp burned like fire, and the shock of it made her moan aloud. When Housemother let go, she flapped her hand in disgust to shake off the strands of hair. Anne-Risten wanted to touch her scalp to see if it was bleeding, and she couldn’t stop staring at the tufts of hair on the floor.
“Ann-Kristin will go to bed without her supper,” the witch had snapped.
Ann-Kristin. She had a hard time getting used to that. Teacher was the one who had given her a Swedish name, or, at least, had used it during roll call. She had no idea who’d changed her name in the enrollment records. Several children had been surprised and offered a hesitant “here” when their Sámi names were distorted to fit in at the nomad school.
“That’s you,” someone had whispered to Anne-Risten, who’d sat in silence after Teacher, annoyed, repeated “Ann-Kristin.” But my name is Anne-Risten, she wanted to protest. Yet she was forced to say “here” and in doing so had accepted that she was now a different person.
Laila stopped crying at last and the girls padded back to their beds.
“I hate Nilsa,” Anne-Risten whispered to Else-Maj.
“Everyone hates him.”
“Can I move my bed closer to yours?”
“Are you crazy? They’ll hear it all through the building.” She turned over in bed. “Now go to sleep.”
“Can’t we talk for a little bit?” Anne-Risten so desperately wanted the anxious buzzing in her head to go away. She wanted to ask if Else-Maj was thinking about Sara, still at home after having the mumps. She wanted to know what Sara’s throat had felt like. It had looked so scary, with her face all swollen.
Her fingers slipped over the lymph nodes on her neck and she cleared her throat. Maybe she had the mumps too. Her throat felt thick again. She threw the covers off even though it was cold, and opened her lips so she could breathe through nose and mouth both. What if her throat closed overnight? The thought made her gasp for air.
“Else-Maj,” she whispered. “Are you awake?”
No response. No, there was no help to be had anywhere. In the morning, the other girls would find her cold and dead in her bed. What if it really happened this time?



NILSA
1954
We’re gonna run away.”
Nilsa stared at them one at a time: Juhan, Guttorm, Aslak, and Jon-Ante. Juhan and Guttorm grinned while Jon-Ante’s eyes widened. Nilsa had gathered them behind the dormitory under great secrecy. Nothing ever came of the plan to put tacks in Housemother’s bed, the witch was too clever and always locked her door. But now he’d thought up a better idea.
When he had asked, or rather ordered, Jon-Ante to follow him behind the building, the little scaredy-cat looked frightened but trudged along.
“We’re not staying here anymore. We’ve had enough. Tonight, when everyone’s asleep, we’re getting out. Go to bed with your clothes on, and on my signal it’s time.” He paused for effect. “Anyone who makes a peep and gets us caught is dead meat.”
Jon-Ante stared at the ground. “Why do I have to come?” he muttered.
“To prove you’re not a wimp. Wimps get beat up.” Nilsa puffed out his chest. He would pound the crap out of that brat for talking back. He’d punched him in the stomach once before. With no air in his lungs, Jon-Ante had sagged to the ground, unable to yell or cry.
“But my family isn’t in the village right now. I can’t run away home.”
“Eh! You’ll have to make it on your own, then.”
“But Enná said I’m not supposed to run since I just had the mumps.”
“Aslak has no problem running, and he was just as sick as you.”
He flung his arm around unna viellja’s shoulders, gave a squeeze, straightened his back in the hopes that Aslak would do the same, but when he felt his brother slump he let go.
“Should we bring anything?” Jon-Ante asked, his voice trembling.
“Whatever you want.” Nilsa wouldn’t be bringing anything, none of the others would, either. He smiled and raised his eyebrows at Juhan and Guttorm, making them laugh. This wasn’t a real escape, it wasn’t about that at all. Just as with the thumbtack plan, he had an ulterior motive and had gotten his friends to go along with it to trick Jon-Ante and make Housemother really mad at him. “We’re gonna put that little brat in his place.”

A FEW HOURS LATER, Nilsa was lying in bed with his hands atop the sheet, silently wiping away the annoying sweat that had sprung out. The excitement made him feel fluttery. Just think what it would be like to tell Isá that he, too, had gotten revenge on that reindeer-thieving family. He would be so proud. It was time to put them in their place, Isá had said last time Nilsa was home, but since he hadn’t actually said how, Nilsa thought up a plan of his own.
When the breathing in the dormitory had grown gentle and even, he looked to the side and gave Guttorm a slight nod. He slowly lifted the covers and Guttorm did the same. Juhan, whose bed was across the room, was soon up, too. They sneaked out and over to the next room, their eyes adjusting to the dark. Aslak kicked off his blanket right away and slipped out of bed, but Jon-Ante didn’t move. Had he fallen asleep? Nilsa would have to walk past several sleeping boys to get to him. He nodded at Guttorm, who had to tug at the brat’s arm to get him up. He had a white linen sack with him and his shoes in his hand. It was clear from his harried eyes that he was scared.
The hallway floor creaked, but they soon reached the front door and slipped out one by one. The brisk autumn air filled their lungs, and every fiber of Nilsa’s being was on high alert. The others looked anxious, so he had to model the opposite, live up to his reputation as fearless and strong. The gravel crunched on the drive as they headed for the road. The first stretch through the village wasn’t long. The yellow church was at their back as they picked up speed. While there was a chance someone would glance out a window, the nights were dark now. After a few hundred meters they came to the bend where the road split in two; one way led up to the village school on the hill, where the reindeer herders’ children were not welcome. Nilsa spat in that direction. Just yesterday there had been a fistfight between the village kids and the students from the nomad school. He’d gotten a serious wallop in, punching one of the ugliest ones in the nose, and the blood had flowed out thick and red. His knuckles still hurt.
“Lapp bastards!” they had shouted, and Nilsa chased after them alongside Guttorm and Juhan. They fought until two of them were lying on the ground and Nilsa couldn’t help but kick them in the back. Warning them not to tattle, he said that he would beat them to death next time if they did.
After the bend came the longest straightaway, and they could only hope no one would see them.
“Are we going to run the whole way?” Guttorm panted at Nilsa’s side.
“Yes, but when we get a little farther we can jump down in the ditch or head into the woods if anyone comes.”
Jon-Ante ran with his sack bouncing against his back, looking terrified. Aslak brought up the rear and Nilsa slowed down so he could keep up. He wanted to shout at Aslak to shape up, run faster, simply be better, tougher. It was like Aslak could read his mind, because he suddenly looked unhappy, shooting a pleading look at Nilsa, close to tears.
“I think it’s going to rain,” said Guttorm, nodding behind them, but Nilsa didn’t turn around.
“It doesn’t matter.”
“But—”
“Just run!” Nilsa sped up and the others fell behind. He didn’t stop until he reached the next bend. He tried to calm his breathing as best he could, pretending to be unbothered as he watched the other boys gasp, clear their throats, spit.
Jon-Ante’s face was red and he bit his lip. “I can’t run anymore,” he whispered.
“We can walk now. We can hide behind trees here.”
“There are bears.”
Nilsa laughed. “So sing then, and they won’t get us.”
He set off at a walk and the others plodded behind but he noticed Jon-Ante was quiet. Should he force him to sing? There really were bears here. Nilsa shook it off. Ha! What did it matter? He wasn’t afraid.
The wind picked up, making the legs of their trousers flutter.
“It’s going to rain, I told you so.” Guttorm looked upset.
“So what?”
Guttorm bent close, whispering. “We can’t come back all wet, they’ll know we were outside. Where would we hang our clothes?”
Nilsa snorted. Guttorm always had to be such a know-it-all. “If you’re chicken, then go back,” he snapped.
They had several kilometers left to walk. Maybe they had gotten up too late after all. Nilsa tried to work out how long it would take to get back to school. It might be at least two hours, round-trip.
A rumble came across the mountain slopes like an avalanche of rocks.
“Is that thunder?” Aslak gasped.
There was no way. Sure, the day before had been unusually hot, with the sun blazing down as though it were summer, but they’d never heard of thunder in the fall before.
“No, dummy!” said Juhan, but Aslak looked uncertain.
Nilsa couldn’t bear to see it; he looked away, feeling uneasy. He thought of Enná, how frightened she was of thunderstorms and how she’d taught Aslak to be just as scared. Viellja was like Enná in every way, far too weak. Nilsa had tried to teach him to fight, but Aslak hit with soft fists and only ever hurt himself. Nilsa told him to clench his fists tighter, but it didn’t help. He’d brought viellja along on this escape to prove to the other boys he was tougher than they thought, and here he was, knees trembling, ruining everything.
“It’s going to pour,” Guttorm said. “I can tell by the wind.”
It wasn’t just wind anymore, it was almost a gale. They had a long way to go and needed to hurry.
“Let’s run, we’ll go to the cemetery,” said Nilsa.
This had been the plan all along. He decided that the storm had actually come at an opportune time. This way they wouldn’t have to force Jon-Ante to go there, he would come along willingly to seek shelter.
The rain began to fall, whipping his face, and his clothes were soaked in seconds, sticking to his arms and legs. His shoes squelched.
Aslak ran with his hands over his ears. He often said that the wind gave him a headache. Jon-Ante appeared to be crying.
Nilsa, Guttorm, and Juhan ran with their teeth clenched, breathing hard. They were so drenched that they might as well have taken a shortcut through the open bog. He slowed down, and the others followed his lead in relief.
They walked in silence, not looking at one another. Soon they would reach the final bend before the cemetery.
“Let’s try the shed,” said Guttorm, as if the idea had just come to him.
One last, slightly uphill climb and they reached the old stone wall that penned in the dead. Nilsa was the first to jump over it. He could taste blood, but when he tried to spit, it was only mucus that dangled from his lips.
They walked in among the graves. The rain beat down on black and gray headstones, leaving trails of tears over names and dates.
They approached a red wooden shed, and its padlock was firmly in place. Nilsa expected as much.
“Get a rock,” he said, and Guttorm lumbered off to search but had no luck. “Guess you have to check the forest, then.” Nilsa pointed along the gravel path and Guttorm stiffened. At the end of it, before the trees and forest took over completely, was the vault that held the dead who hadn’t yet been placed in their graves. It was underground, tucked away in the low hill, and who knew what kind of ghosts lingered there. Nilsa shot Guttorm a defiant look. Can’t give an inch, he knew. Don’t show the least bit of hesitation, always be the one in charge. “Go.”
“Jon-Ante can go.”
“Sure, fine, you go,” Nilsa said to the little brat, relieved to avoid a power struggle.
Jon-Ante shook so hard that he could barely stand. He sniffled and wiped his hand under his nose. “I don’t want to.”
“Do you want us to freeze to death out here? We have to get inside,” Nils said, shoving his shoulder.
“I can get a rock from the parking lot.”
“Those rocks are too small, we need a really big one.” He shoved the kid so hard that he staggered a few steps down the gravel path. Nilsa himself took shelter under the eave of the shed. The rain was starting to let up; soon it would stop. Nilsa wasn’t about to let on that he was freezing, so he crossed his trembling arms over his chest.
Jon-Ante walked off with his head hanging, and when he got to the hill they watched him climb the stone wall and vanish among the trees. Soon he returned with a rock so heavy that he had to lean backwards in order to carry it.
Nilsa banged it against the padlock, but nothing happened. The others watched as he tried again. It hurt his hands, but he wouldn’t let it show. He gritted his teeth.
“Eh,” he said. “Let’s just break the window.”
He grabbed Jon-Ante’s sack and used it to protect his hand as he struck the brittle glass with the rock. The shards tinkled as they fell, and he carefully knocked out every splinter around the edge. The window was pretty small. The little ones could get in, but he had trouble picturing how he, Guttorm, and Juhan would manage to squeeze through.
“Get in there,” he said, looking at Jon-Ante and Aslak. “Get out of the rain.”
First they boosted Jon-Ante up, and he pulled down the sleeves of his jacket to keep from getting cut as he pushed himself inside and cautiously set his feet on the glass-strewn floor. Then he took Aslak’s hand and helped him follow. The boys looked relieved; they sank to the floor among tools and shovels.
“We’ll be okay out here,” said Nilsa, and the other boys pressed up close to the shed wall.
The temperature had fallen and their clothes were like ice against their skin. His lower lip trembled even though he was biting it. Guttorm shivered so violently that his whole body shook.
The clouds had moved on toward Sohppar, toward home, and when the rain stopped it happened suddenly and everything fell silent, aside from the drops dripping off the roof.
“Should we keep going?” Juhan asked, but his eyes said something else.
“No, I think we actually need to rest for a while, dry off a bit,” said Nilsa. “The caretaker doesn’t get here until six, so we can wait without being caught. No one will look for us during the night.”
Jon-Ante and Aslak were like rag dolls in the dark, leaning against the wall, pale and quiet.
Minutes passed; a quarter of an hour. The boys could no longer stand still and began pacing on the gravel. Nilsa tried to avoid looking at the gravestones, and he hoped Aslak wouldn’t start worrying about evil spirits. They all slapped their arms along their bodies in an attempt to warm up.
“What are we going to do? We have to get back. It’s too cold,” Guttorm whined.
“Jon-Ante’s not going to fall asleep. He’s just sitting there with his eyes wide open,” said Juhan.
The plan had been to lure Jon-Ante into the shed, wait for him to fall asleep, and then abandon him.
Nilsa kicked rocks and one hit a grave. It made an ominous clunk. “We’ll make him stay.”
“How?”
Nilsa tossed his head and went to the window. It was impossible to speak normally through his frozen blue lips. “Aslak, get up!”
He bolted to his feet.
“Use that stool and come out here.”
Aslak’s hands shook as he grabbed Nilsa’s cold fists. Jon-Ante stood up and waited for his turn.
“You’re staying here.”
“But…”
“You’re staying here.”
“But—you’re going to go on without me?”
“Yep, we sure are.”
Tears sprang to Jon-Ante’s eyes. “I don’t want to be here alone.”
“This is a test. If you stay all night, we will never beat you up again. But if you follow us, we’ll thrash you every day.”
Guttorm and Juhan were grinning by his side.
“I just hope the ghosts don’t take you,” Nilsa said. “After all, I hear they climb out of their graves if visitors come at night.”
He was warmer now, his heart beating faster. He held one nostril closed and blew. Jon-Ante remained still, staring at them as if begging for mercy. Aslak lowered his head and Nilsa wanted to take him by the chin, force him to stare Jon-Ante down.
“We’re leaving now, and if we see you back at school before breakfast—well.” Nilsa brandished his fist.
“You’re not running away home?” Jon-Ante’s voice was tiny and pitiful.
No one answered. Nilsa nodded at the other boys, and they jumped the stone wall and vanished into the darkness.



MARGE
1985
Marge had dressed Estela in a long-sleeved white sweater with a pastel pattern on the front, pale pink pants, and white tasseled loafers. They walked up Kyrkogatan, the red wooden church visible not far down the street. Marge imagined they would visit there soon enough. It said in Estela’s papers that she really liked music, especially singing, which prompted Marge to wonder about a children’s choir. But the orphanage had been described as a religious institution, and maybe it would be wrong to take her to a church; the emotional notes of the organ might raise upsetting memories. Or what if it made her feel homesick? Marge knew far too little about her child’s homeland. After the doctor’s appointment they would go to the library. She would borrow books about Colombia, something she should have done long ago.
Estela tightly grasped her hand and looked around warily. Marge smiled and tugged gently at her arm, prompting her to look up and smile back. Estela glanced her way, but her face was sullen.
Marge had tried to explain their errand this morning, demonstrating with gestures what the doctor would do. Estela had been thoroughly examined before coming to Sweden, so she should be used to it.
“Hospital,” Marge said, pointing down the hill where they’d just taken a left. “Doctor.”
It had been a few weeks now, and Marge felt like there’d been no progress at all. She would have to lie to the doctor, but he’d surely see from their body language that something was wrong.
Estela stopped short when they walked through the doors. She sniffed the strong smell of disinfectant. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “No.”
Marge crouched down and tilted her head. “You’re safe. I’m here with you.”
Estela let go of her hand, her gaze grim. Marge could tell she felt betrayed. She had believed they were just going on one of their daily walks, looking for a new playground. Marge reached for her again, but Estela hid her hands behind her back.
“The doctor is nice.”
Estela took a step back; she glanced at the door, swept her eyes over the corridor, then ran off before Marge could stand up. She had spotted a bathroom. Marge followed her but the door slammed in her face and the lock tumbled.
“Estela! Please, Estela, open up.” She knocked softly. “The doctor is nice, I promise.”
The girl should understand more words by now. Marge thought she did, but it felt hopeless, not knowing for sure. She had taken a pedagogical approach, bringing home fruit and placing it on the table, pointing at the apple and slowly articulating the word. Then the banana, and as she pronounced the long a her mind had gone to Manne the Clown, whom she’d watched on TV with her nieces and nephews. Her daughter had listened in silence, without imitating her.
“Estela, you have to open the door. I’ll stay with you. It’s going to be okay.”
Marge glanced at the time: their appointment was in just ten minutes. She had given Estela a colorful Swatch watch and tried patiently to teach her the numbers.
“The doctor is waiting. We have to go.” She spoke softly, falling silent each time someone passed by in the corridor.
“I’m going to walk away now. You’ll be on your own. But I have to find someone who can unlock the door.” She hurried to the information desk, keeping an eye on the bathroom as she went. The woman behind the glass offered a welcoming smile. “My daughter has locked herself in the bathroom,” Marge said, “and we have an appointment with the doctor. Can you help me?”
“Oh no, poor kiddo. Which bathroom?”
Marge pointed, trying to hold her hand steady.
“Is she scared?”
“Yes, she’s never been to the doctor before. Oh, you mean because she’s locked in. Yes, yes, of course.” She couldn’t bring herself to say that Estela had locked herself in on purpose. The woman would judge her, decide that she was an incompetent mother. Which, of course, she was.
“I’ll call Bosse, he can fix this. Take it easy now, you’re pale as a ghost.”
Marge had to look away, this unexpected kindness was too much.
The woman had brought the phone to her ear and was dialing the number with a pen, then stopped: “Why, look at that, the door is open!” Her face radiated joy and Marge spun around to find Estela in the corridor, her wide eyes searching.
“Here! I’m right here!” Marge waved and dashed over, her steps light. She so badly wanted to embrace Estela, but she stopped right next to her. The woman at the reception desk must have wondered why. Traces of tears lined Estela’s cheeks, but Marge didn’t dare to wipe them. Her daughter gazed at her with a look of resignation.
“The doctor is nice,” Marge repeated, offering her hand. Estela didn’t take it. “We’re going that way.” She pointed and began to walk, and Estela followed her.
The nurse was already standing in the doorway at the end of the corridor. She didn’t look annoyed, did she? Marge wondered if they should run to her.
“I’m so sorry, but she locked herself into—or, I mean, she got locked in the bathroom,” she said when they reached the nurse.
Her expression softened and she looked down at Estela, patted her cheek. “Oh, sweetheart. I’m glad you got out again.”
Estela allowed the hand to caress her face. Was it that simple?
“The doctor will be right in. I’ll just weigh you and get your height first.” She stopped and looked over Estela’s head. “Does she understand Swedish?”
“Not much.”
“You have to practice with her all the time.”
Marge nodded—what else could she do?
The nurse bent down and placed a hand on her chest. “Ulla.” And then she placed her hand on Estela’s chest. And did her daughter recoil? No.
“Estela,” she whispered.
Ulla stood on the scale and demonstrated how the indicator moved to the right. “Oh dear, so many kilos,” she said with a laugh. “Your turn.”
Estela climbed on and the needle didn’t move many ticks at all, but the nurse smiled just as kindly and made a note.
Ulla stood under the headpiece and Marge could see that she was 162 centimeters tall. All she had to do was gesture and Estela stood next to the height chart; the nurse pulled the wooden arm down to 112 centimeters.
“She’s small for her age,” she said. “How is her appetite?”
As if Marge were to blame for her height and low weight! Couldn’t she see, in her papers, that Estela had only just arrived? “It’s okay.”
“Okay?”
“She’s pretty picky.”
The nurse raised an eyebrow.
“I mean, I’m sure she’s just not used to our food yet.”
“Give her the kind of things all children like: pancakes, spaghetti and meat sauce, ice cream and cake. She needs to put on a little weight.”
As though Marge hadn’t already let her have ice cream. Neapolitan. Estela liked the vanilla and chocolate parts best. And Marge had made pancakes and more pancakes until the curtains were covered in a film of cooking grease.
“When will she start school?”
Was it really the nurse’s job to ask all these questions? Wasn’t it up to the doctor? Marge wanted to protest, but the nurse would surely record any quibbling in her notes.
“She’ll go to nursery school first. We’ll enroll her soon.”
“So there is another caregiver?”
That “we” had simply slipped out. No, there was no father, no other caregiver. She blushed. “I mean, the nursery school staff and me,” she managed to say.
The nurse turned to Estela. “Nursery school. That will be fun. Getting to meet other children.” She aimed a small smile at Marge. “And not just stay home with Mama.”
This was the first time anyone had called her Mama. The nurse had beaten Estela to it. Not to mention Marge’s own family.
There was a soft knock at the door, and a tall, slim forty-something man in a white coat entered. The atmosphere changed with his arrival, and Marge noticed Estela’s shoulders slumping as she made herself smaller.
He offered his hand—a firm handshake and authoritative look. She had seen such doctor’s eyes before.
“Krister,” he said curtly, and Marge gave her name.
He glanced through the nurse’s notes, and only then did he turn to Estela and point at the examination table, where the white paper guaranteed a fresh, clean surface. Estela sat down and the paper crinkled beneath her.
“Take off your sweater,” he said.
Estela looked down at her hands and Marge regretted painting her fingernails pale pink to match her own. But it had been a way to touch her. Gently holding that soft hand and letting the brush slide across her nails. She had taught Estela to blow on them to dry the polish. Her daughter had looked at her hands all day, holding her fingers splayed in front of her, trying to catch the sunlight from the kitchen window. Now it just looked unfortunate. A six-year-old with nail polish.
“She doesn’t understand,” Marge said, imitating like the nurse had done. She took hold of her own cardigan and tugged lightly at it, pulling it up over her belly as she pointed at her daughter.
Estela pulled off her sweater but got stuck with her arms up over her ears, and Marge gently wiggled it off. Her hair was full of static, like a crackly brown halo around her head. Ulla patted the girl’s head and smiled. She moved with such confidence. Marge saw goose bumps appear on her daughter’s chest and arms; she was cold.
“Now the doctor is going to listen to your heart and lungs,” Ulla said, placing a fist against her chest. “Boom-boom.”
The doctor ran the stethoscope over that skinny little chest, where her ribs cast shadows. Everyone was quiet. He listened with a neutral expression, then he moved the stethoscope to her back.
“Hold your breath,” he said.
Estela breathed normally. Ulla sprang to action. “Look!” she said, with her face close to Estela’s. She took a big breath and held it in her lungs as she widened her eyes. “Your turn.”
Estela filled her lungs with air and breathed out as Ulla blew air through her lips.
“Good girl.”
And there was that caressing hand on her head again.
The doctor shined a light in Estela’s eyes, stuck an instrument in her ears, and placed a tongue depressor in her mouth. He palpated her neck and indicated with his palm that she should lie down. Then she closed her eyes, lay there not even taking up half the examination table. Marge wanted to curl up next to her, protect her freezing little body.
The doctor rubbed his palms together.
“I’m a little chilly,” he said in an unexpectedly gentle voice. Ulla twittered in response. He tentatively placed his palms on Estela’s belly, and she jumped. He remained still, waiting for her to relax. “There, there.”
His fingertips followed the innards beneath her skin, pressing and looking for any reaction in her face. Nothing. He was satisfied.
“That’s that, then. Nothing too remarkable. A little undernourished, but that should work itself out. Let’s schedule another checkup in six months. She should eat a high-calorie diet; Ulla can send you off with some information.”
“Estela,” said the nurse, and the girl opened her eyes.
Up, she indicated with both hands, and Estela scrambled to sit. Marge saw the relief in her eyes. She should hug her, tell her that she’d done a good job. But she couldn’t let them see her daughter push her away. She held out the sweater, wanting to slip it over Estela’s head, touch her dark hair as Ulla had done. Her daughter stood still, awaiting further instructions, and Marge took her chance, gently pulling the neckband over her head, and together they worked her arms into the sleeves.
The nurse handed Marge a folder and opened the door for them. “Look, Estela. Hej då!” Goodbye, she waved.
“Hej do.”



ANNE-RISTEN
1985
How long had it taken for her to start wishing the baby away? Not long. It was hardly more than a sprouting seed, but her belly remembered the first two pregnancies and began to prepare, swelling after just a few weeks.
Anne-Risten sighed and pulled on her jacket. That was enough, she had to stop wallowing in the past. But her thoughts were more persistent than these gnats and, alone in the forest like this, it was hard to keep them from invading her mind.
She had ended up with two heavy pails of cloudberries and now stood by the edge of the road, an ache running from one shoulder and past her ear into her temple. It might turn into a migraine. She checked her watch; Isá was late, should have picked her up fifteen minutes ago. She needed to pee but had held it to keep from baring her bottom in the wind. But it was a bad idea to hold it, surely the bacteria were thriving now. Wasn’t that an ache just above her pubic bone? Her belly felt heavy. Why had she drunk so much coffee? If she got a UTI from this, well, Isá would have to drive her into town. There was a risk that she might start peeing blood and develop a fever. This had happened once before, but Enná told her it was just the beets she’d eaten. What did she know? The doctor had needed to prescribe an extra-strong dose of penicillin. The thought made her restless, and she paced the gravel road, walking circles around the cloudberry pails and trying to breathe normally, but her lungs forced the air back out in shallow bursts, wouldn’t let anything reach her belly. If there was blood in her urine it could be a kidney infection. She placed a hand on Enná’s black utility pants and gently pressed low down on her abdomen; yes, it hurt. She felt her back and the lower part of her rib cage, knowing just where her kidneys were, and squeezed, but so far it didn’t hurt there.
“Focus on that now,” she said to herself.
She knew just when and where she had seriously wished the third baby gone for the first time. After dropping Cecilia off at Gun-Britt’s, she’d gone to Tempo and found herself sitting in a dressing room with flared jeans she couldn’t button. She tried a size up, but then several inches of fabric covered her feet like bells. She couldn’t look at herself in the mirror when she admitted she didn’t want a third child, that she was wishing a life out of existence. It had become easier to get an abortion in Sweden, she’d read, by then you could access care without having been raped or being seriously ill. But there was no way Roger would agree to it, and she would never dare bring it up. How could she even think of killing their child? But she hardly had the energy for two kids, how was she supposed to manage three?
She regretted saying anything to him, she should have kept her pregnancy a secret and gone to the midwife to make an appointment. There hadn’t been any kicking yet, but she knew as soon as she felt a tiny drumroll below her navel that she wouldn’t be able to get rid of the fetus.
She had trembled in a cold sweat there inside the dressing room, incapable of changing back into her own clothes and leaving. It hadn’t been very busy at Tempo, and of course most of the people there were women. Housewives like her, but also the ones who walked over from City Hall, women with important jobs who popped in for a minute over lunch. Anne-Risten thought there was a different sort of look to them, a confidence as they walked around purposefully, knowing what they were looking for and shopping efficiently. She had just started thinking about getting a job, had pictured it; both kids would soon be in school. It wouldn’t have been much longer. If not for the third one.
She was good with numbers, had gone to secretarial school. Sometimes she took out her class photo from the school in Kiruna and ran her finger over herself in the front row with a hairdo as tall and teased as the other girls’. She looked like any one of them—the same polo shirt, short skirt, and that hair. To think that she had even been brave enough to leave the village and move in with relatives in town. Staying in the village had never been an option, though. She was going to become someone. Something different. But then Roger saw her. He was attending KPU. A tall man with warm hands, he proposed early and saw to it that everyone knew she was his. He got a job in the mine straight out of school. No job for her; instead the children arrived.
She had tried to distract herself behind the curtain at Tempo, pretending she, too, was on her lunch break, returning soon to a very important job at City Hall. The great open foyer in the brick building had a dizzyingly high ceiling, and she knew the sound of clacking heels echoed up to every floor. She had stood on one of the balconies, looking down at the miners during the strike of ’69. Held Niklas tight to her chest and saw Roger sitting alongside the others, his arms crossed, ready for battle, a grim look in his eyes. She was the one who had convinced him to finally leave the mine and become a train engineer instead. She wanted him aboveground. Those years when he’d been down below, unreachable, had been terrible. All the times she’d held a shrieking Niklas in her arms, bathed in sweat, so sure he was fatally ill. She dissolved some aspirin in water and tried to spoon it into him, but he just spat and sputtered. It wasn’t as if she could call them up and ask them to track down her husband from deep underground in one of the many drifts. It was easier with the train, although sometimes he had to spend the night in Narvik or Luleå. She always counted the hours until he was home again.
Anne-Risten heard a car approaching; it had to be Isá. She wouldn’t let on how annoyed she was that he was late. Best to keep him in a good mood in case she needed a ride to the emergency room in town. She’d have to think up a decent lie, no talking about bloody urine, it had to be something else. The children. Of course. He would never be able to say no.



JON-ANTE
1954
Jon-Ante had removed his wet pants and soaked jacket and hung them from the nail by the door. His sweater was damp too, but he couldn’t sit there in just his underwear. He found some burlap under the workbench and wound it around his legs up to his waist, then curled up in a corner and tried to calm his breathing. Cold air blew in through the broken window; he’d swept the shards of glass against the wall with his shoe. He couldn’t think about the boys who had left him here. He couldn’t think about Enná, Isá, and his vieljažagat. He simply couldn’t let himself think about anything. But the joik was there in his chest, wanting out. And out it came, in the end. Softly.
What comfort it was. It was like having Áddjá right beside him. Áddjá had taught him how, and they liked to joik together when no one else was around to hear. Jon-Ante took a deep breath and started over, feeling Áddjá beside him and joiking along, quiet but enough.
No-see-ums and mosquitoes would likely come in at some point during the night, the last stragglers of autumn. He should cover the window, but couldn’t figure out how, and tears sprung to his eyes. He would have to protect all the parts of his body as best he could, tuck his face against his knees with his arms wrapped around them.
Rustling and rattling came from outside, as though someone were approaching among the graves. He was all alone in a cemetery in the middle of the night. He felt himself panic; his throat constricting, a sob gathering in his chest. He had to joik louder. He had to joik Áddjá, so together they could keep the ghosts away. But he was out of breath, could hardly get any air. The wind had returned and was whistling around the shed. With its help, he could probably chase off the spirits that were looking for him.

HE MUST HAVE JOIKED until he fell asleep—he didn’t remember—and when he woke to a voice outside it was light inside the shed. He still didn’t move. A face popped up in the broken window. Pekka, the cemetery caretaker. He ran a hand over his bald head and swore in Finnish. Jon-Ante knew the word “perkele.” He whispered it softly to himself. His hands itched and he saw red spots on his pale skin. The mosquitoes had feasted on him, all over his wrists and palms. There and on the soles of your feet were the worst places to get bites.
A key in the padlock, and the shed door opened. Pekka was bowlegged and shorter than most men. He had dug Áhkku’s grave almost a year ago, had patted Jon-Ante on the head when he was crying something awful on his way into the cemetery that chilly autumn day. When the first frost had nipped at the grass and the air smelled like snow. Yes, he recognized Jon-Ante now, it was clear to see.
“Piera-Heaika-Jon-Ante,” he said.
Yes, that was his name all right. Not just Jon-Ante. Hearing his true name, hearing himself listed out after Áddjá and Isá, gave him renewed strength and he sat up with a nod.
“What are you doing here?” Pekka spoke Finnish, and Jon-Ante wanted to respond but couldn’t find the words. He needed Sámi to say everything that was scratching inside his chest. At last he let it out. In a single long breath he told Pekka how Nilsa had tricked him and abandoned him and how he wasn’t the one who had broken the window. Pekka squinted, listening, likely not understanding it all. “Nilsa? Jovna-Nilsa?”
Jon-Ante held his breath. He had been told not to tattle, after all. He shook his head. “Ii! Ei!” He repeated it in Finnish to be safe. “Ei!”
It didn’t look as though Pekka believed him. He took an unsteady, stiff Jon-Ante by the elbow. The burlap fell to the floor, and he was ashamed of his bare legs. Pekka looked around and spotted Jon-Ante’s pants, tossed them his way. They were nearly dry, and he quickly put them on.
Pekka eyed the window and grabbed a broom. He dumped the shards of glass into a garbage bag and inspected the window again. “I suppose I’ll have to drive you to the nomad school, then?”
“It wasn’t me,” Jon-Ante mumbled in shaky Finnish.
“I know.”
Jon-Ante put on his jacket and stepped onto the gravel path outside. When the cemetery was bathed in light and the birches rustled to drop their last leaves, it was a whole different place. Peaceful. He glanced in Áhkku’s direction and Pekka noticed, gave a nod. Jon-Ante had learned never to walk on the grass atop the graves, so he stayed on the gravel, took a left, walked about ten meters, then took another left. Áhkku was in a sunny spot. Her name was written in gold on the small headstone. Jon-Ante had never been here without his parents, and he didn’t know what you were supposed to do at a graveside.
“Help me,” he whispered.
Pekka waved with his whole arm, calling him back although he’d only just gotten there.
“Veahket mu,” he whispered again, placing a hand on the black stone.
“Come on. I’ve got a lot to do today,” Pekka called.
Jon-Ante thought it was strange that he was shouting so loudly across the graves. You were hardly allowed to talk at a cemetery, weren’t you? He walked back along the same path.
Pekka drove an old flatbed truck. The gearshift jammed, and he yanked and tugged at it. He wore a brown cap on his bald head now. His hands were rough, and a black mat of hair curled from his forearms to his knuckles.
He drove slowly along the same road they had run down last night, chased by the storm. Jon-Ante had believed he was going home, had planned to go to his great-siessá’s house since his family was away. But now he was approaching the school instead. The straightaway into Láttevárri made him bow his head and Pekka was quick to pat him.
“It will all work out,” he said.
He didn’t know Housemother. He didn’t know about the switch. No one outside the school seemed to know what went on there. Because if they did, they wouldn’t let the children stay there. Right?
“Have to pee,” Jon-Ante whispered. He wiggled his bottom anxiously against the seat. Pekka stopped the truck. Jon-Ante opened the door and jumped out. There was no shelter on the straightaway and he glanced shyly behind him, but Pekka seemed very busy inspecting his own hands and wiping the windshield with his sleeve.
Jon-Ante took a few steps into the ditch and glanced over at the river, the water that came in a never-ending stream from his home, his village, and from even farther north. He peed, and it had a strong smell, it ran into the grass, and he shuddered after the last drop. With his head low, he returned to the truck.
No grown-up had ever hit him. Today he would find out what it felt like. He scratched his mosquito bites until the skin was flaming red.
Pekka pulled up outside the school. He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “I would have rather taken you to Heaika, if I could.” When he said Isá’s name, Jon-Ante’s throat grew thick. “I know what it’s like here, for you kids.”
Pekka was the older brother of Lisbet in the kitchen, Jon-Ante knew. They seemed to be the same kind of person, the type who patted children gently on the head.
“I’m scared,” said Jon-Ante.
Pekka placed his calloused hand on Jon-Ante’s bony shoulder. “I’ll come inside with you and explain what I saw.”
Pekka walked behind him, and Jon-Ante wanted to fall back, be captured in his arms.
They had hardly closed the door behind them before Housemother appeared. She pushed her glasses back into place time and again, as though they refused to sit on her nose; she put her hands on her hips. Jon-Ante listened as Pekka spoke Finnish, pretending not to notice her exasperated expression.
“He couldn’t have done it himself. He’s too small. The window is this high.” Pekka’s hand hovered twenty centimeters above Jon-Ante’s head.
But Housemother wouldn’t listen. She made fists so tight her knuckles went white and seemed eager for Pekka to leave. She took a few steps toward the door, reaching for the handle. “You worry about your own business, I’ll take care of this.”
Pekka gazed at Jon-Ante with unhappy eyes. The sound of footsteps and murmuring came from upstairs, children who both wanted to see and didn’t. Had they woken up to find his bed empty this morning? Had they called for Anna? Where had they looked for him?
Pekka reached out a hand as if to say goodbye in the grown-up way, but Housemother got between them, herded him out, and closed the door.
She grew like a black beast of prey before Jon-Ante, her clawlike fingers grabbing his upper arms.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered, but the beast growled from the depths of her belly and didn’t hear a word. She bared her teeth as though she were about to snap her jaws around his neck. Her voice was distorted as she shouted at him, her face so close to his, frightening with her crazy black eyes. He closed his own.
But suddenly there it was, Áddjá’s joik, inside his head. Drowning out the beast. It helped him endure when the blow hit the back of his head, and when she twisted his ear. The louder she barked, the louder the joik became. The last blow knocked him off his feet and he landed on his back, helpless as a beetle. She staggered as though off-balance. She wasn’t going to kick him, was she? No, but here came the heel of a shoe, smashing his hand. The pain made everything else disappear, yet his eyes flew open wide and the screech that emerged was too loud; it drowned out the joik. He was alone. But someone else was screeching too. Marge. On the stairs. She was holding her ears. Was it because of his scream, or because she was screaming so terribly?



MARGE
1954
The boys had been woken first, each asked the same question: Where is Jon-Ante? When they shook their heads, clueless, Anna went to the girls. They sat up in bed, still half-asleep, it was so early, and said they didn’t know anything either.
Marge changed from her nightgown to her green sweater and matching knee-length skirt, which Enná had made. Mutters coursed among the girls; never before had a child disappeared like this. Sure, maybe someone didn’t show up again after a visit home, but that was different. This time, a child was missing. She tried not to think of the háldi, but she couldn’t help it. Hadn’t Jon-Ante been able to resist? Had a spirit called to him in the night, forced him to get up and walk right out?
The storm had woken her up, and several of the other girls too. The rain beat against the window and she thought of her family, wondering where they were.
“You can all go out and look for him. But don’t go far, stay nearby,” said Anna.
Marge could see the worry in her eyes, and it stoked her own fear. She wanted to point out that it might have been the háldi. If only Jon-Ante had been wearing his knife on his belt. But they weren’t allowed to have knives at school, and that was the only way to protect yourself. When the háldi lured a child away, when it took on a form the child recognized and trusted, and spoke in a familiar voice, what choice was there but to follow it? Later, though, when the háldi turned around, it had no face. And then Jon-Ante would have needed to grab his knife and throw it over the creature’s head. It was the only way to save himself.
“You can have breakfast after we search,” said Anna.
Marge’s tummy rumbled, but she followed the group outside. The boys were already in the schoolyard, most of them looking serious, but not Nilsa. She saw a tiny smile on his lips as he and Guttorm exchanged glances. Didn’t the grown-ups notice? Marge went to Anna and tugged gently at her apron. Anna had that busy look on her face, and Marge didn’t know how to say it. She nodded toward Nilsa, but Anna merely rested a hand on her back.
“It’s going to be okay, Marge, you don’t need to worry.”
Nilsa glared, and Marge looked up at the sky, her eyes following two crows. Heavy wingbeats, and then they landed on the schoolhouse roof. They must have seen where Jon-Ante had gone, but no one understood their croaks. Marge tried, watching the quick movements of their heads.
The boys were directed toward the river, with strict orders not to go into the water. The girls were to search around the school and the church, as well as the edge of the woods. Marge wanted to cover her ears—what if the háldi were there and called out to her? It had happened before, and it could happen again.
The others gave her strange looks as she pressed her palms over her ears until she couldn’t hear. Someone called out for Jon-Ante. Marge kept close behind the big girls, who moved down the slope behind the dormitory with serious expressions, pushing the birch twigs aside. What if they found his dead body? She took off her glasses in case she saw anything scary—this way, she wouldn’t see it clearly. Else-Maj led the way; she may have been the smallest of her age group, but she was also the bravest. She held her little sister’s hand. Sara was back after her case of mumps and the two sisters were never far apart. Marge wished she, too, had a big sister to lean on.
Else-Maj’s eyes searched the forest; she was probably planning to go deeper into the woods than they were allowed. “Wait here with Sara, I’ll go check.”
Marge took Sara’s hand gratefully—it felt better to have someone to hold on to—and Sara leaned against her. She put her glasses back on and caught glimpses of Else-Maj’s red summer cap with its white tip among the trees. Marge wouldn’t take her eyes off her. Should she warn her about the háldi? She moved deeper into the birches, making Sara come along, glancing backwards—the other girls were beginning to move toward the church.
“Else-Maj!” Marge had to take a few more steps into the picked-over blueberry thickets. She could no longer see Else-Maj’s red beccegahpir and Marge didn’t know if she should call for the other big girls.
“Is she gone too now?” Sara sounded worried.
“Oh, no. I just wanted to tell her something.” She tried to make her voice reassuring. The no-see-ums, hardly a millimeter in size, bit her neck and face. The crows were still on the roof, their beaks pointing to the forest, showing her the way, and she took another few steps. “Else-Maj,” she called again.
A creak among the birches and the red cap was back. Marge resisted the urge to run up to Else-Maj and throw her arms around her. Else-Maj kept her eyes to the ground, looking for tracks—that must be why they hadn’t seen her.
“He’s not here, and he didn’t walk through here either,” she said decisively when she reached them. “Why were you calling for me?”
“I…” Marge looked at the crows again, but they had turned their backs on her. “I thought maybe there were háldi here…” She fell silent. “You know, since Jon-Ante is missing.”
Else-Maj didn’t laugh at her. No child would laugh at such a thing. Well, maybe Nilsa would, because he wasn’t scared of anything at all. “Have you heard them?”
“No, not this time, but I have before.”
“We can’t talk about that stuff with the grown-ups here, you know that, right?” Else-Maj spat and wiped the corner of her mouth. Her lips were blue; she must have found some blueberries.
“I know.”
“Let’s go check the river.”
“But only the boys were supposed to go there.”
Else-Maj scoffed. “I don’t think they’ll care, as long as we find him.”
“But we aren’t going to find him.”
Else-Maj looked at her with a peculiar expression. For once, Marge stood her ground.
“I think he was taken.”
“Take Sara back and stay in the yard with Anna. I’ll take the path down behind the dormitory, they won’t see me that way.”
“Listen, though, if someone calls out for you, don’t follow.”
Else-Maj was sparing with her smiles, but now she grinned. “You called out for me, and I didn’t come even then.”
With that, she was on her way to the river and Marge headed for the schoolyard with Sara. There, Housemother was standing close to Anna and shouting in her face. If a child went missing, it was Housemother’s fault, she had heard the big girls whisper. Marge saw them come sauntering across the yard.
“Well?” Housemother called, and they shook their heads. The witch brandished her finger at Anna, then turned on her heel and went back inside the dormitory.
“You have to eat your breakfast now, school will start soon.” Anna’s voice sounded dull, and her otherwise rosy cheeks were pale.
She called for the boys; the girls were already on their way to the dining hall. Else-Maj didn’t show up with the boys. Marge saw her slip between the buildings and appear to be coming back from over by the church.
They ate breakfast in silence. Not a single giggle had to be reprimanded. No one pinched a neighbor or got up to any mischief. Marge chewed her dry piece of bread and dangled her feet. She could hardly swallow.
Back inside the dormitory, they roved about like disquieted souls, waiting, reading in the adults’ expressions that this wasn’t going to end well.
But then a truck pulled into the drive and the big girls rushed to the window.
“It’s Pekka! And he’s got Jon-Ante!”
A relieved murmur spread through them, a collective exhalation that made Marge sink onto her bed for a moment. Someone said thank God. Someone else let out a laugh.
Marge stood up, needing the bathroom. She ran into Anna in the doorway of the girls’ room. The roses had returned to her cheeks and her eyes were shiny.
“Where are you going, Marge?”
“I need to pee.”
Anna let her by and kept talking to the other girls, but Marge wasn’t listening. She stopped at the stairs, hearing voices. Pekka’s Finnish and Housemother’s monosyllabic responses in Swedish. Marge wasn’t like Else-Maj, she wasn’t a risk-taker, but it was as though her feet had a mind of their own. She climbed down the first half-set of stairs and peered around the corner.
Pekka gesticulated, Jon-Ante stared at the floor, and Housemother shifted from side to side, her fists clenched. She shooed Pekka out. At last Marge had to close her eyes. Just for a few seconds, just to keep from seeing. Her knees felt weak beneath her skirt and her ears buzzed. No blows struck her, but even so she felt like she was falling backwards. She peeked out of one eye. Housemother had grabbed Jon-Ante by the arms and was shaking him. Marge closed her eyes. When she opened them again, Housemother was bending down as though to yank him back up, or—what was she doing? Marge saw only her high-heeled shoe as it stomped on his hand. She echoed Jon-Ante’s scream with her own.



NILSA
1985
They chugged along on their snowmobiles; they had been riding for a long time, herding the reindeer from the summer grazing grounds in Norway to the winter grazing grounds in Sweden. The journey had been relatively smooth despite the temperature creeping down toward thirty below. Like a living, flowing stream, the herd had billowed across the land, over mountains and bogs, across ice a meter thick that had tolerated the weight, and soon they would be home.
Sire felt the trip was too hard on the boys, that they were too young. How could she not see the expectation in their eyes, the look that said this was all they wanted?
Nilsa had watched his sons pack their belongings; they couldn’t walk next to each other without shoving or pinching. It was just like Nilsa and Aslak had been, the same playful squabbling that could easily spiral into a fight. And there was never any doubt that stuora viellja would win. The younger brother always gave in and could never hold back his tears. There were hardly eighteen months between them—Nils-Ola was older and Juvva younger. They were two peas in a pod, and both took after their father. Muscular even in their early teens, dark hair, black eyes, sharp cheekbones. Nilsa himself was going gray early. It was on account of grief, his wife said, but he didn’t know what she was talking about. He buzzed his hair short and the gray patches at his temples glinted like shards of light.
No, he didn’t listen to Sire when she said their sons were too young. When it came to reindeer herding, he was in charge. The boys shadowed him, watching, learning, their bodies and hands quickly becoming as deft as his own. Above all, they weren’t afraid. He had taught them early that fear would get them nowhere.
It was inconceivable, how two brothers could be as different as him and Aslak. But he would never allow it to happen with his boys. Unna viellja would eventually catch up to his brother in strength. Nils-Ola, too, understood it wouldn’t be long before they were evenly matched, and Juvva was already doing a better job of showing a stiff upper lip after their fights. Nilsa only had to shoot him a look.
Nilsa and the boys wore balaclavas and two pairs of gloves, but hands and faces always got the worst of the cold. The vibrations of the handlebars tired his arms, and his shoulders would ache tonight. The boys rested one knee on the seats, their arms straight, hitting the gas lightly. Nils-Ola was driving Aslak’s snowmobile, and Juvva had Isá’s. Nilsa had been planning to sell them both, to avoid being reminded of his viellja and isá while out with the reindeer, but their value on the secondhand market was poor, so the boys might as well run them into the ground. He would just have to deal with it, although he didn’t want to think about all the memories linked to those snowmobiles, all the reindeer separations and long migrations, how much fun they’d had together and also how arduous it was. But fragments of events and conversations popped up, the jargon they’d used, how Isá would tease Aslak for buying a narrow-track instead of a wide-track. Isá had taught them everything, had imagined the three of them as a strong trio in their reindeer collective for decades to come. But none of that came to pass. Nothing turned out as anyone had imagined.
For the past few years, the full burden had rested on Nilsa; it was his job to care for the family’s reindeer. But soon the boys would be old enough to take on greater responsibility.
Nilsa had often heard the tale, even as a child, of how Enná had nearly died when Aslak was born, and after that the doctor said there wouldn’t be any more babies. Just two sons, which was, of course, painful. But now Nilsa was part of a new trio, one that would be stronger than the first. He wasn’t the type to brood, but after Isá’s endless talk about their trio during his childhood, only to have it all go to hell in the end—well, it prompted the occasional dark thoughts. Nothing was a sure bet. He had told Sire that they should have more children, but she wouldn’t listen, just got herself an IUD and declared she was done.
“I’m sure it would just end up being a daughter, which you don’t want anyway,” she had said, claiming it was just a joke, but he knew she meant it.
A dog’s bark brought him back to the present. Their two hounds were dashing back and forth over snowmobile tracks and snowbanks, yapping and keeping the herd together, ensuring no stragglers were left behind. The dogs were his everything. One was getting on in years, less spry than she had been; sometimes she jumped onto the snowmobile behind Nils-Ola. Nilsa had half a mind to pull her off, force her to continue.
They made their way across the lake. The herd wanted to spread out, and Nilsa signaled Nils-Ola and Juvva to keep close behind. Nilsa and the uncles would stick to the edges, guide the herd along the migration highway. Two of the men were getting old, wanted to take too many breaks. The boys, though, never complained. They drove on until he told them it was time to stop.
The reindeer’s grunting couldn’t be drowned out by the snowmobiles, and their breath turned to fog in the cold air. You had to keep an eye on the animals, too, couldn’t drive them on indefinitely.
A dozen or so reindeer suddenly turned around, veering to the right, and Nilsa shouted. Both sons looked at him and he waved at Nils-Ola, pointing at the escapees. It wouldn’t take much for the other reindeer to join them, and once a herd had turned it could be difficult to get them on the right track again. Nils-Ola zoomed off after them, trying to cut them off, get them to turn ahead again.
Nilsa realized he needed help and headed the reindeer off from the other direction. Now they had no choice but to turn back and follow the herd. He could see only his son’s eyes; they were grim. Nils-Ola tossed his head and resumed his position behind the herd. He probably thought he could have handled it himself, but Nilsa knew better.
Nilsa rolled his shoulders and his chilly snowmobile suit crackled along with the cartilage of his neck. The wind in his face made his eyes tear up and he blinked repeatedly. His balaclava was getting cold and wet from his breath.
They had passed villages where people stood in their yards, watching them go by. They must have been able to hear the reindeer and the snowmobiles coming from far away. Onlookers were curious—how big was the herd?
Nilsa called over to his oldest uncle, letting him know it was time for a break. He nodded, making a gesture that was probably a thumbs-up. He wasn’t wearing a balaclava, and his face seemed frozen in a grimace. The snot had frozen on his mustache. His face sported white spots left from previous years’ bouts of frostbite.
They chose to stop on a large open bog with a good view. The reindeer were tired enough that they wouldn’t get it into their heads to start walking. Even so, two of Nilsa’s cousins had ridden up ahead of the herd, just to be safe.
Nilsa took off his balaclava and filled his guksi. The thermos hadn’t entirely managed to keep the coffee hot. Even though it was only lukewarm, it slipped right down. His bread was frozen; he bit off a chunk and let it melt in his mouth.
Nils-Ola quivered as he held his guksi—either he was cold or his arms had taken a beating. Nilsa wasn’t about to ask.
“Well done, boys,” said Nilsa’s uncle, smiling at them.
They lit up, lapping up the praise.
“A couple almost got away,” said Juvva.
“But they were no match for Nils-Ola.” Uncle nodded and held both hands around his guksi. His fingers were gnarled with rheumatism.
Nils-Ola nodded, wouldn’t look at Nilsa, ready to take all the credit for himself. Nilsa was fine with that. He listened quietly as the boys talked about who would see Guorpmit first. The mountain was their guiding point, as they lived on relatively flat land cut off by its impressive height. Nilsa often allowed his sons to drive their snowmobiles up the steep slopes. One time Nils-Ola overturned his, but the deep snow saved him from tumbling all the way down. The boys had to dig out the snowmobile. Nilsa, meanwhile, sat on his Yamaha, looking on. They grumbled, saying they would never get it free on their own. At that, he started his snowmobile and rode home.
They arrived two hours later. Sire had been furious when he pulled into their yard by himself. “How could you leave two boys behind with a stranded snowmobile!”
She knew perfectly well that they had to learn, had to make it on their own. There was no calling for Isá when you were alone in the forest.
Nilsa took out some jerky, cutting small pieces with his knife. His thumb was numb. He ate the salty meat straight from the blade. He cut a few more pieces and gave them to his sons. They had smoked the jerky together. It had bothered Juvva’s eyes, which turned red and runny. The smoke goahti in the yard needed their attention every fifteen minutes and his son went inside without complaint, his eyes shut tight as he turned the pieces of meat. His eyes were red for a whole day afterward.
Nilsa looked out at the reindeer, who had lain down. Isá would have been proud of such a big herd.
He dug in his inner pocket until he could pull out the green container of Tre Ankare. Pre-portioned snus didn’t quite do the trick, he needed two packets tucked beneath his upper lip.
The temperature was rising; it didn’t feel quite as bitter now.
The boys sat straight and tall. If their heads had drooped at all during the hours spent on snowmobiles today, it was forgotten now.
His warriors. Their trio. Better than he, Isá, and Aslak had ever been.



ELSE-MAJ
1954
Something was wrong with Sara. Her face was so pale it was nearly transparent except the skin under her eyes, which was purple, and her lips, which looked faintly blue. It was as though she had never completely recovered from having the mumps last fall. Now it was winter, and although Else-Maj bundled unna oabbá up, she quivered too often, even indoors. Anna would watch Sara with concern on her face, and Lisbet snuck her the occasional extra piece of bread, telling Else-Maj that the poor little girl needed to eat more.
On good days, Sara’s eyes were clear and she had the energy to play in the snow with the others, and Else-Maj felt a fluttery sort of joy in her chest. But it never lasted long—the next day Sara’s cough would return and her appetite would vanish.
Else-Maj had told Enná that oabbá shouldn’t come to the nomad school. She had begged and pleaded, saying she should fight to get Sara into the village school at home. But Enná wasn’t the type to make a stand, especially not against those who sat behind desks and wore their fancy clothes every day.
“She’ll be fine with you there” was all she would say.
Sara had been frail since birth, but it was like Enná didn’t want to see it. Else-Maj did, though, and had always fussed over her unna oabbá, making sure she was warm, both indoors and when they were out with the reindeer, cuddling close when they slept in the goahti.
Sara often developed a rattling cough, and Enná would give her hot drinks.
“Oh, little one,” she’d say. “Why are you so puny?”
But Enná had a lot of children to look after, a whole family to keep fed and warm, and sometimes her arms weren’t big enough for all of them. So it fell to Else-Maj to look after Sara.
“You’re a big girl now, Else-Maj,” said Enná. “It’s a good thing I have you.”
Else-Maj cried the night before she took the bus to the nomad school for the first time. Mostly she was crying for herself, but also for Sara, who was too young to understand. She had talked to her about it, said she was going to a school and would be gone for a long time. But “a long time” was impossible to comprehend. Else-Maj hardly understood it herself, given that she was only seven. Sara was just three.
“Enná, do you promise to take really good care of her?” Else-Maj asked that night, and Enná nodded and turned away.
Else-Maj lay awake all night, holding Sara, kissing her soft cheeks and whispering into her sleeping sister’s ear.
“I’ll be home soon.”
The next morning, Sara waved goodbye from the stairs next to Enná, flapping both hands. She probably thought Else-Maj would only be gone for a little while. But surely that evening she would start to wonder, searching the house for stuora oabbá, tugging at Enná’s skirt and becoming cranky. Enná would pick her up, but only for a moment, and then she would say Sara was too heavy to carry around and that she had a lot to do. Sara would surely cry each night when Else-Maj wasn’t there to lie beside her and tell her whatever stories came into her head.
“Enná, do you promise to sleep beside her?”
“Yes, and I’ll sit with her until she falls asleep.”
“Will you really?”
“I promise.”
Else-Maj had sat on the bus that carried her away from Sara and cried into her shawl, her head bowed. Panic was close at hand, and each time the bus slowed down to turn onto a different road, she nearly stood up and shouted that she needed to get off. Didn’t they understand? But the journey continued. She had abandoned her sister. What if Sara could never forgive her?
When she came home for her first Christmas break, unna oabbá had acted shy, hiding behind Enná’s legs and sticking her fingers in her mouth. But that night, Sara laughed at Else-Maj’s silly bedtime story. They held hands until they fell asleep.
The next morning, Else-Maj cried to Enná because it felt like she was tricking her sister. Now Sara trusted her again, but soon she would have to leave again.
“You can go while she’s taking a nap, and she won’t notice,” Enná said.
Else-Maj stared at her, but Enná’s eyes wouldn’t meet her own. “But then I’d be tricking her even more!”
“But you wouldn’t have to deal with the tears.”

SOMEHOW THEY GOT USED to it, the painful goodbyes and the moments together that were only theirs on loan.
“Soon you’ll be together at the school,” Enná consoled her.
“She can’t go there,” Else-Maj insisted.
She was eleven the summer she prepared Sara to start at the nomad school that autumn. They were up in the mountains with the reindeer, and Else-Maj took her for a ramble over rocky ground, and they sat way up high, looking down at the goahtis. She tried to explain what the school was like, describing the buildings, the classrooms, the lessons, and saying that Lisbet’s food was almost as good as Enná’s. She smiled a lot, hoping not to scare Sara, and told her that she and Biret would take care of her and play with her all the time. If she stuck out her tongue, she would surely find it had turned black from her lies. But how could she tell Sara what school was really like?
They also snuck away from everyone else so Else-Maj could teach Swedish to Sara in secret.
“It will be better if you know Swedish, that will make it easier for you,” she said. “Always say ‘förlåt’ if Housemother is angry.”
Sara’s eyes widened. “Why would she get angry?”
“I’m sure she won’t be angry with you, but if she does, then you say ‘förlåt.’ If you do that, it will be okay.” Her tongue would soon fall out, it was so black. She had better say something true. “Housemother can be very strict, but mostly toward the boys, and then…” she trailed off. “Well, sometimes she hits them.”
Sara was near tears.
“But I’ll be there, I’ll take care of you.”
Else-Maj asked her to turn around, couldn’t handle Sara’s eyes on her; she took off Sara’s beccegahpir and slowly stroked her thin dark hair before putting it in a quick braid.
Sara grabbed her braid and sucked on the end. Her gaze was empty, as though her thoughts were far away.
“It will be okay, you’ll see. Let’s practice a little more Swedish.”
Not only was her unna oabbá frail and prone to catching every bug that went around, she never seemed to put on enough weight either. Else-Maj was small as well, but there was a difference between being small and being fragile.
Else-Maj had been frightened when Sara caught the mumps and her forehead was burning up. But at the same time, it had been a relief when her oabbá got to go home. She hoped Enná would keep Sara home forever. But after a while, she was healthy enough to return. Enná was always eager to do the right thing, and school was important.
Sara stuck close to Else-Maj. Tears sprang to her eyes when they had to go to different classrooms. Sara was with the youngest children in grades one and two, while Else-Maj was with the grades five and six group. They also weren’t allowed to sleep in the same dormitory. Housemother wouldn’t give an inch. Each night, Else-Maj padded over to the next room and often found her sister lying awake, her eyes full of worry. Then she would whisper a story into her ear and wait until her breathing grew calm.

TODAY, ANYONE WHO LOOKED closely would see that something was wrong with Sara, maybe even worse than usual. Else-Maj and Biret sat across from her in the dining hall, slurping up their meat stew. Lisbet had made the most delicious stew ever, they agreed, and they wanted more, but Sara just stirred her bowl.
“Aren’t you feeling well?”
Sara shook her head. Else-Maj leaned across the table to kiss her oabbá’s forehead and was horrified at the heat her lips felt there. This was how Enná had taught her to take a temperature.
“We have to talk to Anna.” She stood up and took Sara by the hand. They walked past Lisbet in the kitchen. “We’re going to see Anna. Sara isn’t feeling well.”
“So I can see,” Lisbet said, clearly concerned.
As Sara climbed the stairs to the second floor, she began coughing, and her hand was cold as ice in Else-Maj’s. Anna wasn’t there.
“Maybe she’s doing the washing.” Else-Maj tried to keep the panic out of her voice. They went down two floors into the cellar, and Sara was panting as though they had run.
They found Anna there, and Else-Maj’s voice grew shrill as she said that Sara wasn’t feeling well. Anna crouched down and placed a hand on Sara’s forehead. Else-Maj caught the look in her eyes before Anna tried to smile reassuringly.
“We’ll see that you get tucked into bed, Sara, and give you some medicine for that fever.”

HER CHEST HEAVED IN quick fits and starts under the blanket.
“We need to call Enná,” Else-Maj told Anna. “She has to come pick her up.”
Anna went to get Housemother, and a few minutes later the two of them were staring down at Sara, whose eyes were closed. Else-Maj knew she wasn’t asleep; she simply didn’t dare look at the witch.
“She doesn’t seem to be in any danger. We can wait until tomorrow,” Housemother said, without even feeling Sara’s forehead. “She can’t keep going back and forth all the time like this.”
“But…” Anna said. “She was already sickly, and that cough doesn’t sound so good. And I felt her forehead, she has a high fever.”
“Did you take her temperature?”
Anna blushed. “No, I was in such a rush to give her some aspirin that I forgot.”
“Well, she seems to be sleeping now, and I’m sure she’ll improve during the night.”
Else-Maj’s whole body felt strange, as though it were trembling all over. “May I sit with her?” she asked, her voice unsteady.
Housemother shook her head and her curled hair bobbed. She had cut her hair short. “She might be contagious, and we can’t risk more children getting sick again.”
“Maybe that’s the very reason we should make sure her parents come to get her?” Anna said tentatively. “I mean, to keep from spreading the disease.”
Housemother tossed her head and clucked her tongue. “I’ve made up my mind, and that’s that.”
“But wouldn’t it be better for Sara to sleep down in the common room? I can stay over tonight and sit with her.”
Housemother looked irate, and for a moment Else-Maj was afraid she would send Sara to the isolation room. “For heaven’s sake, do it, then! But if you get sick, Anna, don’t expect to take any time off work!”
Once Housemother was gone, Else-Maj rested her head on Anna’s shoulder and whimpered. “I think she needs to go home.”
“I think so too. But she’s had some medicine now, and tomorrow morning I’ll call your mother right away if her fever has gone up again.”
Anna carried Sara downstairs, and Else-Maj enlisted Biret’s help to haul the mattress down.
“The floor is too cold, we’ll put the mattress on the sofa,” said Anna. “And I suppose I had better light the fire.”

EVENING CAME, AND ELSE-MAJ snuck down to the common room, where the fire still crackled in the hearth. She and Anna knelt beside the sofa where Sara was gasping and coughing.
“This isn’t right,” Anna murmured.
Else-Maj was close to tears. “You have to tell Housemother.”
“She’s not here.” Anna pursed her lips; she clearly wanted to say more. “Some urgent matter.”
“Then it’s up to you, Anna! You can call Enná. Or the doctor.”
“She expressly said that Sara is to stay here.”
“But she’s so sick.”
“I’ll give her some more aspirin.” Anna dissolved another white pill in water on a teaspoon and her hand shook as she brought it to Sara’s mouth.
Else-Maj kissed Sara’s forehead, and the heat there was just as alarming as before. “The medicine isn’t helping.”
“It will, it just takes a little time,” Anna said, but she didn’t sound convinced.
They sat by Sara’s side for an hour, taking turns feeling her hot forehead with their hands and lips. Anna fetched cold, wet towels for her head, tried to get her to drink more water, but nothing helped. At last she made up her mind.
“No, I can’t wait until tomorrow. Hulda will close the switchboard soon and this might get worse overnight. I’m going to call.”
Else-Maj was too exhausted to cry.
Enná was shaken by the news, but she would find someone to give her a ride so she could bring Sara home.
“It’s going to be okay now, Else-Maj,” Anna said, stroking her back.
And Else-Maj leaned over the sofa and whispered close to the little ear. “It’s going to be okay, Sara, you get to go home now.”



ELSE-MAJ
1985
Today there was a Laestadian prayer meeting in Láttevárri. The church was illuminated in a frosty golden glow and the trees were heavy with snow. Cars were parked in the schoolyard and along the road, all the way to the red Konsum store. It was cold—twenty-five below—and folks would probably have to leave the meeting periodically to go start their cars for a minute, to make sure the batteries didn’t die.
Else-Maj, in a headscarf, was hurrying toward the blue doors of the church. The cold burned her cheeks and found its way through layers of clothing, settling against her skin. Gustu had dropped her off; he would never set foot in a Laestadian meeting. She couldn’t even get him to attend regular church services.
“How can you possibly turn to God? And to do it here, of all places,” he had said, glaring out the car window at the nomad school, which was a Sámi school these days, attendance optional. “Do you want to be reminded?”
No, she didn’t. She always looked away when they passed the school, pretended it didn’t exist. It should have been leveled to the ground. She had chosen a different Sámi school for their children, even though it was farther away—it would have been impossible for her to walk into those buildings again. The thought made her shudder.
She and Gustu would never agree about God and the church. He knew why she sought it out, that she wanted the structure and security, but even that hadn’t been an easy thing to discuss.
“You don’t have to understand,” she’d said this morning. “I was raised in a Christian home and—” She cut herself off. She could hear herself, an old, broken record.
“But this isn’t just Christian, it’s flat-out crazy,” he said. “They’re totally insane, those Laestadians.”
Gustu had launched back into that morning’s discussion as he inched along in the line of cars that wound toward the church. “I don’t get what you’re up to here. I can drive you to Giron, to a sensible, normal service. The Laestadians have such twisted views, and it doesn’t take much for them to set the heads of ordinary people spinning, too.”
“We’re not driving all the way to Giron in this cold.” She pulled on her gloves. “I won’t turn into one of them, don’t you know that? I’m no Laestadian.”
“Don’t say that. Cults have drawn people in before.”
“It’s not a cult,” she said slowly, trying to keep her emotions from boiling over.
“Just hearing you say that makes me nervous.”
“And anyway, it happens to be fun to go to the meetings, you get to see so many people.” She tied her black shawl around her head and tucked in the hair at her temples.
“Why are you wearing that?”
“It’s cold.”
“I’ve got an extra hat in the back seat.”
“Out of respect.”
“Right, because they definitely deserve that.”
She knew not to reply when he got sarcastic. Surely anyone could see, through the car windows, that they were arguing. Curious eyes were everywhere. So she forced herself to smile. “Will you pick me up later?”
“If the car will start in this cold.”
She could point out that parking in the garage was always an option, but he was just waiting for her to say so, for the chance to grow sullen and tell her he had to fix the old snowmobile first. They hardly ever bickered like this, and it made her uneasy.
“They claim joiking is sinful,” he went on, shifting into first gear for the last uphill climb. “So does that make me a sinner?”
“You know the right time and place for joiking.”
“Sure seems strange that it has to be relegated to certain places.”
She unbuckled her seat belt; maybe it was best to walk the rest of the way. “I just want to hear God’s word,” she said softly.
“Do you remember how God’s word was pounded into us at school? How we were sinners who would end up in hell if we kept living the way we were.”
Gustu was three years older than she and had been one of the nice boys at school. They hardly ever talked about their school days, and she really didn’t want to be reminded of them right now. She didn’t want to think about what they’d been taught about sin, and he knew it. But he wouldn’t lay off. This belligerence was unlike him, and there had to be some other reason behind it. Typically he just fired off the occasional snide comment about the Laestadians, without fussing about Christianity in general. Today his grouchiness seemed to need an outlet. It must have been easier to argue about religion than admit what he was actually worried about, like how many reindeer they’d lost to predators this winter. It kept him awake at night.
But it was also about the two of them. On a recent sleepless night he’d reached for her, and she put him off. He wasn’t prepared for rejection. Nor was she, but it had snuck up on her—night sweats, and a revulsion that wasn’t only about him. She didn’t recognize herself. Biret had mentioned menopause, but wasn’t it too early? She was only forty-two. She had vague memories of Enná getting hot flashes early on, but had it really happened before she turned fifty?
Gustu was an attractive man, there was no denying it. It’s not as if she hadn’t noticed that other women sometimes acted a little goofy around him. He was out in the wilderness year-round, but he took good care of himself. He didn’t have half-moons of grime under his fingernails, and he brushed his teeth even if he was only going to the store. They rarely fought, but if they did he always wanted to end things like they used to, with reconciliation in bed. This only made her silent and angry. He couldn’t handle the silence, and these days he spent some nights on the sofa. He said he didn’t want to wake her up with all his tossing and turning. It would be better, she thought, when he set off with the reindeer for a few months. Once she had a chance to miss him, her body would stop betraying her.
“I’ll get out here, you can turn around and head home.”
He stopped the car for her, but when she waved goodbye he was looking elsewhere. He’d known she was a Christian when they got together as teenagers, and when they were brand-new lovebirds, it hadn’t been an issue. He had listened when she said there was comfort in placing your fate in Jesus’s hands. She hadn’t mentioned the part where that also meant not everything was her fault. It was a selfish thought, one she was ashamed of, but it was the truth. She wanted to be free of blame; it was burdensome to do the right thing all the time, even though it was exactly what she strove for.
“If you accept the word of God, it’s easier to accept the parts of life that are hard to understand,” she had told Gustu.
She knew her faith wasn’t the real problem right now. If Gustu let her be, let her go to church, it would be fine. She’d never tried to force her beliefs onto him. Or the children, either, although she had taught them to pray and forbidden them from cursing. No need to summon the devil without reason, she’d snap whenever they slipped up. But she wasn’t like the Laestadians; she didn’t forbid card games, music, TV, or other childhood favorites; no, she simply gave them a solid Christian foundation. When they were really little, she would kneel alongside them next to their beds, folding her hands in prayer. She missed those days. Neither of her kids would call themselves Christian, and she supposed that was a failure. But if fate was cruel to them in the future, she was sure what she had given them would bring them comfort.
Yes, it was just as well she had climbed out of the car and walked the last stretch; their bickering could have escalated. Else-Maj coughed as the cold crept into her lungs. Not a glance at the old nomad school as she forced her way inside through the crowds and to an empty seat in the next-to-last row.
Princess Eugenia Memorial Church had been built in the thirties and renovated a decade ago, and it still drew big crowds to Laestadian meetings, even if they weren’t as well-attended as they had been when she was a child. But today the pale green pews near the front were already full. She had purposefully chosen a spot in the back; if there was a lot of shouting and carrying on, she wanted to be able to get out. It stuck with her, that discomfort when adults screamed and cried. As a child she had curled up on a pew in terror more than once, and Enná had noticed and stopped bringing her. And yet, here she was. But it was different these days, calmer. She hoped.
Long braids dangled over the backs of the pews ahead of her and young girls whispered together. Lots of people in other rows wore the local Karesuando gákti.
The preachers rustled papers and readied the microphones. The sermon would first be delivered in Swedish, then repeated in Finnish. One of them glared sternly out at the pews, and his eyes landed on Else-Maj, who gazed down and spun her engagement ring on her finger. They were so quick to notice who didn’t belong, or who was an uncertain newcomer. They didn’t like the curious ones, like her and even Enná once upon a time, those who didn’t belong to the congregation but showed up now and then. They were believers, but not the right kind. She gazed out the long, narrow window with its rounded top edge, then forgot herself and glanced in the direction of the nomad school. She jumped as though the sight burned her eyes.
A woman in a gákti sat beside Else-Maj, who squeezed further in, then discreetly turned around to see if every last spot was taken. She didn’t recognize many people. There must have been some from both Kiruna and Pajala here, and probably Finland, too. She faced forward and a shiver ran through her. Something wasn’t right; something forced her to look back over her shoulder.
In the last row, in the very corner, wearing a black headscarf. She noticed something familiar about those movements. Glasses being pushed up. A toss of the head. Her face was more gaunt and her posture more stooped, her neck held like a vulture’s. But sure enough.
And as if by magic, all oxygen left the church. The warmth of the crowd became unbearable, and heat flashed into her chest and face. She had to get out.
The preachers began, one in Swedish and one in Finnish. It wasn’t long before they were speaking of sin. Heads bowed. Else-Maj was forced to place a hand on the arm of the woman beside her, the one who had just squished her way in.
“Excuse me, but—”
She was already half standing, and the woman tucked her knees in, whispering something about how lucky it was that they were both so small. The carpet down the center aisle muffled her unsteady steps and at the doorway she forced her way past those who hadn’t found seats.
The door was heavy, but a man helped out with his shoulder. She held on to the black railing, the frost rasping under her leather glove. She yanked down the zipper of her coat and fanned her burning chest, gasping to get air back into her lungs. Couldn’t let anyone see this breakdown. She walked along the stone wall and turned left without thinking. And then, there she was, standing in the schoolyard she’d promised herself never to step foot in again. Yellow light fell across the snow from the old dormitory windows. Nimble feet darted back and forth in rooms where so much fear and sorrow had collected. Setting the table for coffee. Setting tables where Sara had once lain, pale and delirious with fever. Else-Maj’s stomach turned and she swallowed hard to keep from throwing up. She whirled around and staggered down the road toward the Konsum; her body’s reaction had surprised her. The snow crunched under her boots and her feet sucked up the chill. She took off her scarf and stuffed it into her pocket. She zipped her coat again, because people would start to wonder if she walked around half-clothed in this cold.
To think that the witch dared return to the village! Else-Maj wanted to run the way she had as a child, fastest of them all. She could run all the way home—fifteen kilometers was nothing for her. But she could hardly breathe, in this frozen air, and who ran in a skirt? People would talk.
Maybe Else-Maj had been mistaken. Surely she would not dare to come back here. There was no way she lived in the village; news like that would spread like fire through dry grass. Rumors had circulated that she’d become a Christian, but to come here, to a meeting, was so shameless that it made Else-Maj mutter to herself, “Is it really my God who forgave her?”
She found herself simply standing in front of the red store, the one that boasted about being the northernmost Konsum in Sweden. Inside she could call home to ask for a ride, but first she needed to start acting normal again. She cleared her throat and took three deep breaths, found her way to a friendly smile.
The cold trailed her into the store and she closed the door fast. One step straight ahead and you reached the boxes of oranges, three steps and you were by the candy. Astrid was at the register as usual; she said something about the cold snap but Else-Maj didn’t mince words. “Could I borrow the phone?”
It rang, but no one answered. He must be in the garage, replacing parts on the snowmobile. But what about the kids, why didn’t Ella pick up? She must be at home. Else-Maj called again and let it ring dozens of times.
“I’m not getting an answer,” she said to Astrid. “I guess I’ll have to try again in a bit.”
It felt awkward, pacing around the store without buying anything. She could walk home. Surely someone would pick her up along the way, but then she would have to explain why she was walking. No one walked between the villages in the dead of winter.
Some customers entered, and Else-Maj was forced to chat about the weather and the big meeting at the church. When they left, she returned to Astrid’s tiny office nook next to the cash register and spun the rotary dial. This time Gustu picked up. He recited their phone number when he did, as always: 310 45. It was that, or a hello.
“You have to come pick me up,” she whispered. “I’m at the store.” She cut off his question with a firm “Come right now.”
Astrid was curious, it was plain to see. They were the same age. Astrid had attended the village school. She was as round now as she had been then, with smooth cheeks that made her look younger. “Were you at the meeting?”
“No.” Else-Maj’s hand was already on the door handle.
“No need to wait outside.”
But she couldn’t wait inside. Astrid was a gossip, everyone knew that. When the silence became unbearable, words just popped out to fill the void; you would blurt whatever you weren’t supposed to say or Astrid would nonchalantly pry. She had no filter and collected details of the villagers’ lives like they were pieces of candy she could pass out to the next customer. “Do you know what I heard…?” No, she wasn’t about to give Astrid a story.
“I’m not all that cold.”
She ought to smile; she was acting too strange. Astrid would surely muster up some doubt about her odd behavior. She would become a piece of candy after all. Especially if the rumor of Rita Olsson’s visit to the church happened to crack the air like the thawing ice and echo across the village before the meeting was even over.



MARGE
1954
The coins were sweaty in Marge’s palm, inside her knitted mitten. Housemother had mercifully dealt out their ration of the five- and ten-öre coins they’d brought from home to do the week’s shopping at the village store. It was already getting dark, and soon the sun wouldn’t rise at all. It disappeared in early December and would only return above the horizon a few days into January.
Marge followed close behind Biret and Else-Maj. She didn’t like walking in the dark, and she wanted to be sure of whose voice she was hearing. Her best friend, Sylvia, walked beside her, rattling off all the candy she planned to buy. Sylvia always had a bit more money than everyone else and bought the most. Marge often had the least, and she pretended that she didn’t want to spend all her money, as though she were saving up for something special. Each time she said so, she couldn’t help but notice the big girls raise their eyebrows. She wasn’t poor, she didn’t want them to think that, but Enná never sent her with enough extra money and Marge didn’t want to ask for more. Because, yes, in the end her family probably was a little bit poor. The slaughter hadn’t gone well this year, she understood that much. It had been hard for the reindeer to find enough food at pasture and many of them starved to death. So she couldn’t ask for more money to buy candy. She would rather put on a cheerful face and say that too much sugar would give you cavities. But the other girls didn’t listen, chewing caramels that turned to strings in their mouths.
They stomped the snow off their feet outside and went in. The store had an L-shaped counter with the register next to the door. Dry goods were kept on the wall behind the clerk, and the counter’s glass panes protected tubs of candy, colorful and tempting. The children were allowed to buy whatever they wanted, and most chose sweets. Marge always waited for the others to pick theirs, so they would be too busy comparing purchases to think about what she was getting. Sylvia filled her bag so much that it almost wouldn’t close. Else-Maj bought a lot too, and everyone knew she would save at least half of it for Sara. Her little sister had gotten sick and been sent home, but Else-Maj wouldn’t talk about it. Not a peep, she warned them, and the girls hardly dared to whisper about it among themselves. Else-Maj wanted to go home to be with Sara, Marge knew, but she wasn’t allowed. Soon it would be Christmas and then everyone would go home. Marge folded her hands every night and said a slapdash prayer for Sara to get better. She really didn’t want to turn to God, but who else was there? She missed Enná, who would have put her arms around her, comforted and reassured her.
“What’ll it be for you, then?”
Ragnar, the owner, had a big belly and chapped red hands. Marge always felt shy around him, fearing her Swedish wasn’t good enough. She preferred to gesture rather than speak. First she pointed at the candy she wanted, and then she used her fingers to show how many. Her favorites were the lemon drops, the caramels in paper wrappers, and the cute little red bears. Her bag was hardly halfway full, and she stuffed it into her coat pocket. The others were already munching away, and Marge sniffed their breath, so wonderful and sweet.
On the way home they got the giggles. Even Else-Maj. The shadow across her face lightened for a moment. Marge still hadn’t eaten a single piece of candy.
“Are you saving up again?” Else-Maj’s full mouth made her speech garbled. “A person would think you don’t like candy.”
She didn’t have time to respond.
“Did you hear Nilsa stole what Jon-Ante just bought?” Sylvia addressed the big girls. “He had almost a whole bagful and suddenly it was gone.”
Else-Maj’s face clouded over again, and Marge wished Sylvia hadn’t said anything.
“One day I’m going to kill Nilsa.” Else-Maj kicked at the snow. “Going after the little ones like that.”
“He was also the one who left Jon-Ante in the shed by the cemetery,” Sylvia said.
But they all knew that already. It had happened last fall, and Nilsa had gotten away with it. Jon-Ante never tattled. Not even when that stuff happened to his hand. Marge didn’t want to think about it; her insides burned the second that memory surfaced. It scared her to hear Else-Maj talk like that.
“You can’t go after Nilsa, he’s so big,” she said. “He beats everyone up.”
“He does worse things to the girls,” said Biret.
“I’m going to kill him for all of it.”
“You could kill Aslak, that would be easier,” Biret went on. “That would torture Nilsa. Just wait until he leaves school, and Aslak is left here on his own. They’ll get their revenge then.”
“What? Where did you hear that?” Else-Maj looked skeptical.
“A bunch of the boys say so, they can’t handle Nilsa, but Aslak, that chicken, they can take him.”
“It’s not Aslak’s fault that his brother is mean,” Sylvia said, but Biret scoffed.
“Aslak is always right there with Nilsa.”
“He’s probably too scared not to be,” said Else-Maj.
That was surely true. Marge looked at her with admiration, she was so smart. “Don’t fight with anyone, Else-Maj,” she pleaded.
“If I get the chance to push Nilsa down the stairs, I’ll do it. But I would never touch Aslak. Unless he picks a fight with me.”
Marge didn’t understand where her courage came from. Else-Maj was so tiny. Nilsa could sit on her, and she would be dead. Flattened and dead.
Maybe the big girls heard the crackle, or maybe they just had sharp eyes. When they looked up, it was right there. Straight overhead. Long yellow-green tails winding across the sky, shifting to blue and forming waves over the village.
“Look down!” Else-Maj snapped, tugging at Marge’s arm. “Run!”
They ran, Marge with a lump in her throat. This was what happened when you talked about killing people. Even if it was someone like Nilsa. Else-Maj was fast and left the others far behind. Marge’s candy bag bumped against her hip, and she wished she’d eaten it all. Sylvia looked close to tears by the time they reached the door to the dormitory. Else-Maj was already there, yanking on the handle.
“It’s locked!”
Guovssahasat lit up the schoolyard and vanished just as quickly, but then flashed with renewed strength from a different direction. Marge couldn’t help but glance up. The aurora was as tempting as the call of the háldi.
Else-Maj and Biret pounded wildly on the door and shouted for someone to open it. They even shouted in Sámi. “Raba!”
Nilsa’s face popped up in the window of the brown wooden door. He laughed at them. Biret pounded harder. Nilsa had enough sense to run off before Housemother arrived and saw him.
“Just look down,” said Else-Maj, leaning her head against the door.
Marge thought she could see tears, and she was surprised—Else-Maj never cried. But of course, the northern lights were a bad omen. The tails of light danced across the starry sky to bring a warning.
The lock turned and there stood Housemother. “Are you completely out of your minds? Were you planning to beat down the door?”
Else-Maj didn’t wait to be reprimanded; she stormed past her and up the stairs.
Marge and the other two were left behind. Housemother didn’t seem to know whether she should follow Else-Maj or shout at the girls in front of her.
“The northern lights,” Marge whispered.
The other girls’ eyes grew wide. To think that Marge, out of all of them, had dared to speak. Not only to try to explain to Housemother, but that she named the unnameable. Marge wanted to take shelter, though, and that meant she had to be the one who spoke first, for once.
“You people and your idiotic, made-up ideas! It’s just the northern lights! Lights in the sky, and nothing more.”
No, Housemother didn’t care about what frightened them. She would never understand.
“Who locked the door?” she asked sternly. “Did you see?”
Marge shrugged. Housemother opened her mouth to say more but gave up; she looked tired as she shooed them off, so they rushed upstairs and into their dormitory. Marge’s glasses had fogged up and she carried them in her hand. Else-Maj was lying flat on the bed with her face buried in her pillow. Marge wanted to pat her, but at the same time she wanted comfort from the big girls. Sylvia held her hand, and they stood around Else-Maj, unsure what to do. Finally Biret sat down on the bed. But what was there to say? Marge felt sick for having spoken about guovssahasat. It had just slipped out.
Biret undid her coat and removed her hat. “We didn’t shout. We didn’t point. We didn’t look.” She said it slowly and firmly, as though to soothe them. Marge squeezed Sylvia’s hand harder; she had both looked and spoken. There was no need for Else-Maj to cry, but Marge should. She looked around the dormitory. In one corner, a few girls had gathered on a bed, looking equally terrified. The curtains were drawn—at least someone had seen to that.
Biret waved the little ones off and they went to sit on Marge’s bed. Sylvia took out her big bag of candy and opened it, held it out right in Marge’s face. “Take as much as you want.”
She saw her favorites there, but her hands rested heavily in her lap.
Sylvia rustled the bag, selected one for herself, and smacked loudly. “Váldde. Take some.”
Marge dug in cautiously and fished out the ones she liked best. Held them in her palm. “Can I give one to Jon-Ante?”
Sylvia stopped chewing, glanced up, and shrugged. “Sure.”
“I feel sorry for him.”
That was true enough. But there was another idea behind her question. Could she make up for her mistake? Could you convince the powers of the northern lights to forgive a slip-up by doing a good deed? She didn’t know, but she had to try. Enná would have known, Enná would have been able to tell her just how dangerous it was, what she’d done. Maybe she was giving her favorite candies away for no reason. She began to waver and brought her hand to her face, inhaling the sweet scent. But then she made up her mind and held the pieces in both hands as though she were praying with upturned palms. She padded across the room and down the stairs, looking for Jon-Ante among the boys, on down to the common room in the cellar. She found him sitting alone, as she’d seen him do many times before. He sat perfectly still, staring at nothing. He was startled when he noticed her, tried to make himself look busy, but there was nothing to fiddle with.
“Are you here because…” She paused. She didn’t know how to ask about the northern lights, and she didn’t want to talk about Nilsa. She stuck out her hands and showed him her treasure. “Want some?”
He shook his head. She held her ground.
“Eat it up all at once. That way he can’t take this, too.”
Jon-Ante rubbed his nose before he reached out, but then he remembered the state of his right hand and quickly switched to his left. She dropped the candy into his palm.
“The caramel kind is my very favorite. What’s yours?” she asked.
He had already peeled off the paper and popped it in his mouth.
“Watch out so your loose tooth doesn’t get stuck in it,” she said, smiling.
“Caramels are my favorite too,” he said.
Marge was still wearing her coat; she reached into the bag of candy in her pocket and withdrew a caramel. They chewed, pulling funny faces when the caramel caught on their teeth in strings. It made them giggle.



JON-ANTE
1985
The corner flags, which had faded to pink over the years and frayed along the edges, fluttered in the breeze on the soccer field in Vuolle Sohppar. A dozen cars were lined up around the brown clubhouse with the logo of NIK, Nedre Soppero Soccer Club, on it. Most people remained in their vehicles, some with the windows down between them so they could comment on the match. Some kids biked around, and others sat on the grass.
Jon-Ante had ridden to the match in Oskar’s car. A biting wind whipped up dust from the gravel drive and the grass, and the yellow globeflowers on the meadow next door bent their heads.
“This is it, if they don’t win this match, there’s a good chance the team will get knocked out of the division,” said Oskar, biting a fingernail.
“They’ll win. Little brother’s in top form,” said Jon-Ante.
His eyes followed Mikkel on the field, watched how he jogged quickly down the line, how tidily he delivered balls right in front of the goal. But he was also visibly frustrated when no one turned those efforts into goals.
“That goalie is too good for this gang, I bet you they brought him in from Gällivare,” Oskar muttered. “Someone should damn well check up on that.”
The boys from Hakkas went on a quick counterattack, the wind in their sails, and when the goal went in Oskar smacked the steering wheel and groaned aloud as Jon-Ante slapped his forehead.
“What are those defenders doing?”
“Absolutely useless. I don’t know if I can watch this.” Oskar had taken out a pack of cigarettes. “I need to go out for a smoke, coming?”
They climbed out and leaned against the hood, slapping at mosquitoes as Oskar puffed away.
“Come on, boys!” he called.
Mikkel got the ball and drove down the right-hand line. Excited cheers came from the spectators and Jon-Ante got goose bumps for Mikkel’s sake. This time he elected not to pass the ball, went all the way himself, feinting past a defender and sending off a vicious ground ball that brushed the inside of the post before filling out the net.
Oskar cheered and dropped his cigarette as he yanked open the car door to get to the horn. An inferno of honking cars ensued.
Jon-Ante was so damn proud, he wanted to roar. His little brother should be playing for Kiruna FF—he deserved a better team.
“Goddamn, that was a nice one!” Oskar shook Jon-Ante and laughed aloud.
The goal transformed the energy on the field; NIK turned to quick attacks and the one-on-one battles got rougher. Oskar went back and forth to the car, checking the clock again and again.
“Why would they bring on the small fry? He can’t take those big Hakkas guys,” he growled right next to Jon-Ante.
It was Nils-Ola, Nilsa’s older son. Jon-Ante knew he was talented. Mikkel, of course, really had no career with Kiruna FF ahead of him, he would be on a veteran team soon, but Nils-Ola—he was the future. Nilsa himself was on the bench, ready to jump in, but guys over forty seldom got any time on the field. Even so, he clung to his spot on the roster, demanding to stay year after year, and his black-and-yellow jersey grew progressively tighter over his belly.
Jon-Ante rubbed his hands and felt the knobby parts of his pinky finger. Nilsa usually said hi when they ran into each other in the village, but no more than that. Jon-Ante always made sure to keep moving, have somewhere to be, so he wouldn’t have to stop. Afterward he would play out long monologues in his head in which he confronted Nilsa, said everything he’d been thinking for all these years, made him apologize. But it would never happen in real life. He’d heard Nilsa talking about the nomad school and all the mischief they’d gotten up to, heard how he distorted that time of their lives into something it had never been. One of Jon-Ante’s cousins reported that he’d actually told Nilsa, once, that he had been a real bastard at nomad school, and Nilsa’s response was that he remembered wrong. Jon-Ante couldn’t bear the thought of having that thrown in his face.
Nilsa got up from the bench each time Nils-Ola had the ball. The boy was big for his age and fearless, tackling much larger players.
“He’s a tough one, just like his pop,” Oskar said, stubbing out yet another cigarette on the car tire. “And he’s just as good as Aslak.” He paused. “Was. As Aslak was.”
Aslak’s jersey hung in the clubhouse. No one would wear number ten again. That decision had been Nilsa’s. There had been some grumbling among the teammates, it was the best number. But who was going to put up a fight when death had interfered?
Hakkas scored another goal, this time from a dubiously called penalty, and Oskar ran a lap around the clubhouse to “keep from having a heart attack,” as he put it. Jon-Ante stayed put, waving mosquitoes and gnats away in annoyance. Nilsa shouted at Nils-Ola, cursing and groaning. His boy didn’t glance back but immediately went too hard with his studs and all of a sudden a Hakkas player was writhing on the gravel with a pained expression. Yellow card. Nilsa was unhappy, shouting at the referee that Nils-Ola had been on that ball first.
“Come on, boys!” bellowed Oskar, jogging back. “You can do this.”
The Hakkas player was up; he brushed by Nils-Ola with a threatening look, saying something that made the boy stare in Nilsa’s direction. Nilsa raised his arms in a questioning gesture. Nils-Ola jogged closer and said it loud enough for the spectators by the cars to hear. “He called me a Lapp bastard.”
“What the hell!”
The coach planted a hand on Nilsa’s chest as he tried to bolt for the field. “Sit down!”
Nilsa slapped his arm away, his face bright red. He followed the sideline, brandishing a fist. “You’ve got a fucking racist on the field. Do you hear that, ref? Whatcha gonna do about it?”
The Hakkas player shook his head and sneered. The referee waved his arms like a locomotive. Keep playing, keep playing.
“Damn, that was the last thing we needed. It’s gonna get ugly now,” Oskar said, spitting out a piece of fingernail.
And so it did. Blow after blow, and Jon-Ante saw Mikkel leap nimbly over sliding tackles meant to hurt him. Nils-Ola took a tumble onto the gravel and was soon bleeding from the knee. The coach sent Nilsa to the locker room, but he stopped among the spectators, blustering loudly about the assholes that played for Hakkas and the blind referee.
“He just gets worse and worse,” said Oskar. “I guess ever since Aslak.”
Nils-Ola scored, taking a brilliant pass from Mikkel and sending it right into the corner. It was so beautiful that you just knew people would be talking about it for years. Nilsa whooped toward the field, almost matching the car horns in volume. It made people laugh. Jon-Ante sighed—he wasn’t worth the attention.
The winning goal never came, and the match ended in a draw.
“At least it’s a point, and theoretically that could be enough if Hakkas loses the next match,” said Oskar.
Hakkas was celebrating as though they’d won. Jon-Ante assumed it was only to mess with NIK. Nilsa couldn’t help walking by and throwing a shoulder at a player, who lost his balance. He was itching for a fight. The ref had fled to his car the minute he blew the whistle.
Jon-Ante felt a tingle down his spine, picturing Nilsa’s grim eyes as he remembered them. Nils-Ola was sitting on the players’ bench, watching his isá puff up his chest and clench his fists. No expression on his face, no attempt to stand up and join his father. No one on the team went to join him, and Jon-Ante nudged Oskar when he saw the Hakkas players form a wall around Nilsa.
“Check it out.”
“Oh boy. That doesn’t look so good.”
“Hope they wipe the floor with him.”
But the Hakkas players elected to humiliate Nilsa instead, simply laughing at the hot-tempered veteran and heading for the locker room. Jon-Ante smiled to himself. Nilsa stood there at a loss, he couldn’t exactly run after them. Instead he grabbed the linesman and started gesticulating and pointing. As if that little seventeen-year-old could make any difference.
Down on the field, Nils-Ola gazed at the ground, untied his boots, peeled off bloody socks, and freed his legs from the shin guards. Jon-Ante followed his every movement, noticed his drooping shoulders. Damn, he thought. Must be hell to be Nilsa’s kid.
“I’ll call my cousin in Skaulo and find out how things went there, because if Skaulo lost, you know, that might mean that—” Oskar counted on his fingers. “It might be enough, Jon-Ante, it just might.”
Mikkel came jogging up the slope, wearing that smile that made everyone want to be his friend. Jon-Ante felt an unreasonably strong desire to hug his viellja, but he settled for the obligatory firm clap on the shoulder. Oskar went overboard, throwing an arm around Mikkel.
“What a goal! Hey, it’s thanks to you we’re still hanging on. It ain’t over yet.”
Oskar often said “we” even though he’d never stepped foot on the field.
“Too bad about that penalty, or we would have won,” said Mikkel.
“Aw hell. It wasn’t even in the box.”
“It was hard to see the lines on the gravel, the ref said.”
Oskar took this as a personal affront, because his uncle was the one who’d chalked the lines. “Piece-of-shit ref!”
“Nils-Ola had a good game,” Mikkel said, glancing toward the bench.
Nilsa was looming over his son with crossed arms, and then he began gesticulating at the field, apparently explaining how things should have gone.
“But that bastard is never satisfied,” Mikkel said. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and turned to Jon-Ante. “How long are you sticking around?”
Jon-Ante knew why he was asking. Mikkel wanted him to come out and help him with some fencing that needed replacing around a corral. Isak had sprained his ankle, and they needed him. “Until tomorrow.”
Mikkel lit up, taking everything for granted. “I’ll hurry. We’re heading to the campground to sauna but then we’ll head out.”
He nodded—might as well pitch in now and maybe there would be less complaining later. Because he would have to tell them soon. He wasn’t going to make it to the calf marking. He was planning to hop into his Lincoln and head south instead.



MARGE
1985
It was summer, according to the calendar, but the thermometer wouldn’t climb past five degrees, and rainclouds were hanging over the slalom hill. Marge watched her colleague Pirjo’s deft hands as she drove the car, parked on the hill on Gruvvägen, and set the hand brake.
“No niin,” Pirjo said, glancing at the rearview mirror. “This woman can be a little interesting.”
“How so?”
“You’ll see. There are some things you just can’t explain.”
Pirjo opened the car door and the wind caught it; she had to hold on tight. At almost sixty, she’d been a home aide for forty years and had seen it all, knew everything there was to know. Marge hadn’t worked in the neighborhoods around Gruvvägen before, and she was grateful that Pirjo was here to guide her. Pirjo never hesitated to give an accurate picture of each client. If it was an angry old man on the verge of dementia, she said so. If it was a woman who would chew them out for not managing to clean to her standards, she said so. And if it was a relative of someone on the municipal council, she would mention that, too. Even more important to know if it was one of the boss’s relatives. You really had to stay on your toes then, because damned if those old folks didn’t love to tattle. Pirjo was awfully fond of cursing, and she had to keep a lid on it around the Christian ones. There was one woman who refused to let her in on account of her salty language. This had never happened before, in all her years, and Pirjo took it personally. She informed the boss that either she would continue to visit that woman or else she would quit. She was the only one who could get away with such ultimatums.
Marge tied her hair up in a ponytail as they took the elevator to the sixth floor. She struggled to collect her thoughts; they kept wandering to Estela, who was at nursery school right now. They had waved goodbye this morning, but Estela had shot her a glare that was hard to interpret. Marge’d had to prop herself up against the rough white wall as she rounded the corner. Each drop-off felt like she was abandoning her daughter. Even though they would see each other this afternoon, she feared that Estela didn’t believe it. That the girl’s little body spent all day in a state of tension, to make sure she would be prepared when Marge failed to turn up and wait in the schoolyard. She had seen the worried look on her daughter’s face during the first week, when she came out of nursery school, and the way her jaw relaxed when Marge waved with both hands. She had held out her arms to offer a hug, but Estela met her with hands behind her back.
“Hej då, Estela!” a little girl had shouted from a distance, and her daughter whirled about to wave with a smile.
“Hej do, Sofia!”
But her smile faded the moment they began to trudge home. It was painful, and Marge had no one with whom she could talk about it, no one to ask if her daughter’s behavior was normal, and above all no one to tell her that it would pass. Sometimes her mind filled with irritation and the forbidden thought: the girl should be grateful she had been given a home. This thought was always followed by a vast abyss of shame.
Estela no longer held her hand as they walked from nursery school to Kyrkogatan, because she knew they were going home. That must mean she understood there was no need to be afraid, which was a good sign, but Marge missed holding that small hand in her own so much that her chest ached.
In her darkest moments, she decided she was an unfit mother. God had made sure her womb would never bear a child, and she had defied him, gone against what was preordained, so of course it would never turn out well.
Pirjo, beside her in the elevator, cleared her throat and opened the door. “Like I said, she’s an interesting one, this lady here. Hold on to your hat.” Pirjo rang the bell, pressing the button firmly three times. A moment passed before they heard footsteps approaching. “Oh, dear! I left her new pill organizer in the car. Here! Take the key and go get it. I’d better soften her up before you come in. She doesn’t like new people.”
Marge took the car key, went back to the elevator, and pressed the call button. The door to the apartment opened and Pirjo stepped in with a spirited greeting in Finnish: “Hyvä päivä!”
The elevator was slow and stopped with a little bounce. Estela loved riding elevators, so Marge had taken her to some of the few high-rises in town, where they rode up and down countless times. Too bad there was no elevator in their building on Kyrkogatan.
She reached the car and opened the trunk to search among the neatly arranged boxes and plastic bags until she found a pill organizer with tiny drawers that pulled out. That must be it. Back inside, she found the front door ajar, so she went in. The door to the bathroom was open, and the faint scent of urine wafted out. Marge hated scrubbing the yellow stains from tiled bathroom floors, but she wasn’t sure if that was part of the job at this lady’s house.
She heard Pirjo speaking Finnish in the kitchen and found her clattering busily at the sink. The old lady’s back was stooped and her scalp shone through her gray hair, which looked rough and dry.
“This is Marge. She’s going to start visiting you as well,” Pirjo said, this time in Swedish.
The woman didn’t turn around. Bottles of pills sat in front of her.
“She doesn’t think she needs the organizer, but I’ve told her she simply has no choice. She already took the wrong pills twice last week.”
Marge stepped toward the table and set down the red box, preparing herself to offer a kind smile—her smile typically landed well with the old folks. The woman looked up, her eyes watery and edged with red behind her glasses. She had liver spots on her cheeks and a few lone strands were all that remained of her eyebrows. Her hands were as spotty as her face, and her nails yellowed.
“She needs her eye drops and is well aware that we should administer them, but she insists on doing it herself and the drops land on her cheeks,” said Pirjo.
Marge had never liked it when people talked over the heads of the elderly. She often chattered and joked with those who had it in them but was serious and understanding with those who needed a gentler approach.
Now she found herself at a loss, unable to work out which tactic would be best. There was something off about this woman. A feeling of disgust spread through her body in a way she’d never felt before, which was saying something considering that she had visited the homes of alcoholics who had vomited all over themselves, and any number of people who should have been admitted to the mental hospital.
“Don’t be difficult now, Rita. Let Marge put in the drops. Your eyes aren’t looking good at all.” Pirjo rolled her eyes in Marge’s direction as she scrubbed between the burners on the stove.
“Why aren’t you speaking Finnish?” the woman asked.
“Because Marge doesn’t speak Finnish very well.”
Rita? Marge’s mind caught up to her body; in a flash her physical reaction made sense. My God! She forced herself to examine the aged face. No doubt about it, that was Rita Olsson. Even her voice was the same.
Her head buzzed like a swarm of bees. She felt an impulse to correct Pirjo, say that it wasn’t entirely true, what she’d said about Finnish. She spoke Meänkieli, at least, though “fancy Finnish,” as Isá liked to call it, was harder. She couldn’t stop herself from staring, but at the same time her whole being was shouting at her to flee. That really was the witch. Their nickname for Housemother flew into her head.
Rita Olsson, who had always made such a big deal of only speaking Swedish. In fact, she had spoken true standard Swedish, without the accent that shone through for everyone else. And now here she was, speaking only Finnish.
“Are you a Lapp?”
A shudder ran through Marge as she heard that voice again. She wanted to clap her hands over her ears, like when she was little.
“I can tell by looking at you, you’re a Lapp,” Rita Olsson continued, in Swedish this time, and she licked her cracked lips.
“Älä houra nyt,” Pirjo said, her tone sharp. “That’s enough.”
The floor swayed beneath Marge’s feet and she grabbed the back of a chair. Surely this wasn’t happening. Could it really be happening?
“Just do it,” Pirjo said behind her.
Marge fumbled with the small box that held the eye drops. Her hands shook as she removed the lid of the plastic bottle. “Lean your head back a little,” she said, and it was a miracle she could speak at all.
Rita Olsson stared out the kitchen window and pretended not to hear. “The food I got yesterday was no good.”
“Oh, really? But it was such a fine meal. Reindeer hash,” Pirjo said, knotting the trash bag.
“I don’t eat reindeer hash.”
“Lean your head back now,” Pirjo said with a sigh. She took the bag of trash to the front door.
Marge squeezed the plastic bottle in her hand tightly. “I need to give you the drops, your eyes are awfully red.” Was that her voice? It sounded so professional. Kind. It was incredible.
Rita Olsson tilted her head back but closed her eyes. How could Marge touch that face? She was overcome by a surreal feeling and placed a hand on the cool tabletop. A cramp rose deep in her belly, and she felt a clot of blood leave her body. It fell heavily into her pad; it was horrible. On the second day of her period, the pain was sometimes unbearable. The blood came in black clumps and she had to borrow the old folks’ bathrooms to change her pad several times a day. This wasn’t a normal amount of pain, as she’d come to understand. Her friends never fainted, never had to call in sick to work. She should have stayed home today.
“Aren’t you done yet?” Pirjo said, back in the kitchen. “Open your eyes now, Rita.” She had switched back to Finnish.
Marge’s trembling palm hovered above the old woman’s forehead; she knew it often calmed the elderly if she rested a hand there. But how could she touch this woman? Her eyelids fluttered, but Rita Olsson refused to open them.
“I won’t look, for a Lapp,” she whispered.
“Now, Rita, as a Christian I’m sure you treat all people the same,” Pirjo continued in her no-nonsense tone.
Marge looked around the kitchen for religious symbols, then glanced toward the living room, where she saw, on one wall, Jesus on a gaudy gold cross. In the front hall hung a tapestry embroidered with words from a popular Swedish hymn: “Blott en dag, ett ögonblick i sänder.” Just one day, one moment at a time.
Rita Olsson scoffed and looked up at the ceiling, and Marge couldn’t bring herself to put a hand on her forehead. Instead she placed an index finger on the thin, violet skin under Rita’s eye. She pulled down to expose more of the bloodshot eyeball and squeezed out a drop, which landed on the iris; she repeated the process with the other eye. She put the bottle back in its box and looked at her hands, which were sullied. She hurried to the sink to wash it off.
“You forgot to wash your hands before you did it,” Pirjo whispered in her ear.
Marge blushed. She had never slipped up with her hygiene before, she was always so careful. Her knuckles were red and dry for that very reason; she washed her hands so frequently. “Oh my God,” she blurted.
Pirjo shook her head and smiled. “It doesn’t matter.”
“Don’t you take the Lord’s name in vain,” said Rita Olsson.
Once again, Marge’s knees felt weak. She had always said that. Even back then.
She scrubbed her hands but didn’t want to dry them on the grubby yellow kitchen towel that hung from the rail on the oven. Instead she took paper towels and rubbed them hard on her skin.
She couldn’t stand to be near Rita Olsson any longer, to smell her, to look at her. Marge wanted to get out, get away. Her body trembled as though she had the chills. It could also just be her period, she tried to reassure herself. She needed to change her pad, but she couldn’t use the bathroom here. She would rather suffer the discomfort of sitting in the car.
“That’s all for today. Next time just Marge will come,” Pirjo said, opening a window vent.
“Send someone else.”

IN THE ELEVATOR, PIRJO smiled and checked her reflection. “Like I said, she’s a real shrew. Not a drop of kindness in her.”
“Does she have dementia?”
“Not in the least, but she has trouble with her eyes and needs help with her medications and some light housework, of course.”
“I don’t want to go back there. Can I switch with someone?”
Their eyes met in the mirror, where little hands had left fingerprints.
“Don’t let her scare you off.”
Marge shook her head. “It’s not that.”
“Well, what is it, then?”
Pirjo pushed open the elevator door and looked at her, puzzled.
Marge was afraid of her own thoughts. She couldn’t very well tell Pirjo there was a chance she might kill that old woman. But it was the honest truth.



ANNE-RISTEN
1985
Her childhood home had its own special smell. Most people probably felt that way, but Anne-Risten was sure she had a stronger reaction to it than others. The house was next to the big county highway, not far from the road that led to the village school and the church. It could use a fresh coat of paint; its current brown was peeling around the windows and by the steps. Each time she came to the village and opened the door, she walked into an aroma that never changed. She wondered if her brothers noticed it too. The two older ones who had moved away and seldom visited home, maybe they got the same sensation she did. But probably not her three brothers who lived in the village. The smell wasn’t the sort of thing she could ask them about; they would shake their heads, declare that she was talking nonsense as usual. How many times had she wished for a sister, someone to confide in? Her brothers weren’t interested in her, and they didn’t like Roger at all, said he was an idiot. But just think—a sister she could call anytime she was worried, a sister who would have listened to her forbidden thoughts about ending a pregnancy, way back when.
She had just returned from picking cloudberries. Enná took the pails from her in a firm grasp without a word of thanks, but her smile made up for it and more. Although just a moment later, Enná reminded herself of an unpleasant thought: “Too bad the children didn’t come with you.”
“They’re so busy with their own stuff. They’re big now.”
The air around them became charged with what no one would talk about. Whose fault was it that the grandchildren’s visits were so rare? Where would such a conversation even begin? Enná smoothed things over as usual, it was easier that way, better to bring up a cheerful memory.
“Do you remember when they picked cloudberries with me that summer? They were such good workers, they filled so many pails.”
Anne-Risten nodded and smiled. Cecilia had eaten more than ended up in her pail and got a stomachache. They had been allowed to come along berry-picking just once, and once was enough, according to Roger. He was the one with a driver’s license, so he got to decide. Sure, she could have brought the children on the bus and gone berry-picking more often; why hadn’t she? She looked at Enná and suddenly felt guilty. The explanation was simple: everything always happened on Roger’s terms, and he preferred to visit his parents in his home village. But that one summer she had stood firm, saying that her mother and father wanted to celebrate his milestone thirtieth birthday with coffee and treats. She lost herself in the memory, recalling how Roger’s complaining had started before they even entered the house.

“YOU KNOW I DON’T like it when they talk Lappish. I don’t understand a word. Neither do the children.”
“Please, let’s go inside. They’ll speak Swedish with you.”
Anne-Risten had bought a black dress that was roomy enough to hide her small bump. Roger’s eyes softened as he rested a hand on her belly.
“Don’t!” She backed off and glanced anxiously through the living room window.
“You still haven’t told them? My parents know.”
“You told your parents? But we were going to do it together! After a little more time had passed.”
“Ma found out at my party.”
Oh, of course. He’d had one beer too many along with his sandwich cake, and he often let secrets slip when that happened.
“We’re not telling my parents today.” Her voice grew hoarse, her vocal cords tightening. If Roger’s parents knew, she couldn’t have an abortion. He had forced her into a corner. Had he sensed her hesitation, had he noticed she wasn’t happy?
“Fine, then,” said Roger, heading for the porch. She followed him.
And there was the smell as they stepped in. There was no describing it, but it sometimes settled into her skin when she and the children stayed for a weekend. She almost didn’t want to wash their clothes or the children’s hair once they got home.
The children had dashed in ahead of them and Anne-Risten heard them laughing with their áddjá. Isá was a lot of fun and had always been good with children. He was sitting on the kitchen floor with Niklas hanging from his back and Cecilia bouncing around them, letting out small happy cries.
“We caught Áddjá, Mama!” she called, and her fine brown hair fluttered as she leaped.
Enná stood by the kitchen table, which was beautifully set. Intricately looped cinnamon buns with bright white flecks of pearl sugar on top, a glazed pound cake, and even anise bread that she’d fried in coconut oil that morning. They would be dipped in sugar. That anise bread was Roger’s favorite, and Anne-Risten hoped he would thaw out now, notice that his mother-in-law had made an effort.
“Happy birthday, Roger! To think you’re thirty already!”
“Thank you, thank you. I’ll be catching up with you soon!”
Isá snorted between the children as they tugged and yanked on him. “Yes, happy birthday!”
“Thank you! Listen, though, kids, let Morfar get up now so we can have some treats,” said Roger.
Morfar. The Swedish sounded so out of place, and Anne-Risten didn’t want to look at Isá, afraid of the sadness she might see in his eyes. He wasn’t Morfar, he was Áddjá.
“Come on, Áddjá! Sit next to me,” Niklas said, taking a firm grasp on Isá’s big mitt.
“Mon haliidan Čohkkát du ja Cecilia luhtte.” Isá always insisted on speaking Sámi.
“Yes, sit between us!” Niklas said, hopping onto the kitchen bench.
Anne-Risten glanced at her son. Had he understood? How was that possible? He didn’t hear Sámi at home; Roger had insisted she speak only Swedish with the children. She didn’t speak Sámi even when she was alone with them. He had explained that there was a very good chance they wouldn’t do well in school if they didn’t speak Swedish well, and they might even turn out semilingual, never proficient in either language. “And then what would happen to them, Anne? Did you ever think about that?”
It hadn’t been a battle, he hadn’t needed to convince her. She never intended to subject her children to the risks that came with their heritage, neither in school nor around town. My God, she herself still sometimes hid behind a shelf at Konsum when she saw someone from the village, because they would surely speak Sámi to her, and people might hear. She hadn’t given the children family names that had been passed down through the generations, and she hadn’t let them wear their nuvttahat boots in Kiruna, even though Enná spent weeks stitching them. But in the winter, when they visited the village, she put those lovely reindeer-hide boots on them and Enná’s eyes lit up when she saw them. Today Anne-Risten had put Cecilia’s summer cap on her, with the red flowers and lacy edge; Enná had made that, too. Cecilia loved it and always wanted to wear it in town, but Anne-Risten was hesitant to allow it.
Roger had never cared about the children’s clothes, but he seemed to think the hat was awfully cute on their daughter. So that one was fine, but nuvttahat were out of the question. Same for the lovely diehppegahpir hat Niklas was so proud of. He liked to stand in front of the mirror and shake his head so the big red tassel bobbed atop it. “It’s exactly the same as Áddjá’s!”
She put it on him when she and the kids took the bus to her parents’ house. Enná would run her fingers along the fabric by his cheeks where the hat sat snugly, protecting his ears. She wanted to make sure it wasn’t too small, because if it was she would make a new one.
“Makkár bullá doai háliideahppi?” Isá picked up the platter of buns.
“I want a cinnamon bun and some pound cake,” Niklas said, helping himself before anyone could protest.
“Buorre.”
“Buorre,” Niklas repeated with a smile.
Anne-Risten didn’t dare look at Roger. She heard him taking loud sips of his coffee. Enná, who had made such an effort to chat with him about the weather, seemed to think she’d done her part and turned to Anne-Risten. She flung out her lasso full of their heart-language, trying to draw her in: “I’m coming to Giron next week, to the podiatrist. I thought I might drop by to see you and the children.”
Anne-Risten nodded.
“Maybe we can swing by Tempo, too, it’s been ages.”
“Sure.”
“How’s your gákti belt looking ahead of the funeral next weekend? Should I polish the buttons?”
“You don’t need to do that.” Anne-Risten responded in Swedish and Enná stopped, watching her. The lasso had missed again. She was hurt, but she didn’t let it show, just launched into a monologue about her eanu who had died suddenly of a heart attack. She had been close to that uncle. So had Anne-Risten. How could she answer in Swedish, how could she talk about his death in anything but her own language? Enná wanted to show her the shawl she just had tasseled, the one she would wear to the funeral. They went to the bedroom, and the red shawl was there, rolled up in a box. Enná took it out and swept it over her shoulders, pinching its ends together in front, where the risku would go.
“Nu fiinna rámssut,” Anne-Risten said, her fingers playing over the tassels as she admired them. Each one was light as a feather on its own, but all together they became heavy.
No lasso was needed now. She spoke. They spoke. As they did on the phone, mostly when Roger wasn’t home, and as they did when she brought the children to the village by herself. Then it hit her. This was how Niklas had learned.
Enná talked about the funeral, and her face didn’t betray any emotion. She would not cry. That would have to wait for church.
Enná’s skin had remained smooth for a long time, until she turned fifty, but now there was a faint network of wrinkles around her eyes, and her eyelids had begun to sag over her lashes. Anne-Risten had to stop her hand, which was heading toward her belly out of habit. She couldn’t have a good cry here with Enná. She couldn’t share her doubts and her grim wish to get rid of the baby. They never talked about the hard stuff. Or, well, they could talk about other people’s troubles, the relatives’ problems, could have long and thorough conversations about that, but they kept their own troubles well hidden. As though they didn’t exist. She didn’t want to burden Enná, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to handle the silence that ensued if she did. Enná couldn’t respond, much less help or heal. Anne-Risten would only make her mother feel that she wasn’t enough. She couldn’t do it.
“Are you coming down with a cold?” Enná asked.
She must have noticed that something wasn’t quite right, but she wasn’t about to ask Anne-Risten how she really felt. There was always the suggestion of a neutral reason behind a pale face or a cracking voice. Sometimes Enná called and caught her right after a crying fit, but she never asked if she was sad. No. Instead she offered advice about which folk remedies worked best for various aches and pains.
“Yes, maybe I’m getting a cold,” Anne-Risten replied. “Niklas has had a runny nose lately.”
“Yes, you look a bit out of sorts, but I’m sure it will pass quickly.”

THE KETTLE WHISTLED ON the stove and Anne-Risten was back in the aroma, back in the kitchen where time stood still. Where everything was the same: the humming chest freezer, the loud tick of the clock, the tin sugar bowl tempting children to sneak a cube. Eleven years had passed since she wished a baby away, and no one who had been there that time suspected how much she was suffering. The familiarity of the kitchen felt safe and secure, but it also unearthed too many memories. She heaved an audible sigh and watched Enná spread old issues of Norrländska Socialdemokraten over the kitchen table and dump out a pail of cloudberries. She wanted to clean them right away.
“I need to pee first, then I’ll help you.”
“Again? You just went.” Enná didn’t look up—was there a hint of irritation in her voice? Anne-Risten should make a joke about a small bladder and too much coffee. Really, there was so much else she ought to say, circumstances she wanted to ask about. Things that always came up when she started thinking about her own children, comparing their upbringing to her own. What had it been like for Enná to raise such an anxious child? Had she felt guilty or simply powerless? And what did she think of her daughter now? Anne-Risten was really no better than her enná. She used her vapid prattling to avoid serious conversations.
As a child, she had often been told she was a hypochondriac, her imagination the source of all her aches and pains. Often there was no illness, even though she felt it so clearly. Enná, and everyone else, too, stopped paying attention to her anxious questions and simply said that whatever it was would pass. But no one understood that it never went away, new problems appeared all the time.
She had spent a lot of time examining her body in the bathroom at the nomad school, poking at whatever hurt, standing on the toilet to get a better view in the mirror, twisting around to see why her back felt itchy or opening her mouth wide to look down her throat. Once she had peered into her nose and seen the red swelling deep inside, realizing that there was only a millimeter-wide opening to breathe through. Suddenly she felt like she was suffocating and had breathed through her mouth until she got dizzy. And all the times it had burned when she peed, even though hardly a drop came out. “You go to the bathroom too often,” said the maids. “Stop it.” But the bathroom was the only place she could inspect her body in peace. And didn’t they understand that she always felt the urge to pee?
Not much had changed since then, not Anne-Risten herself and not Enná. Ráhkis, ráhkis Enná, she thought fondly, and she felt surprisingly moved, looking at her again as she sat there with the cloudberries before her, each movement full of concentration, her glasses on her nose, her soft murmuring. She often talked to herself, and as a child Anne-Risten had thought of it as a little performance, watching Enná go about her business and narrate it at the same time. That constant chatter had been hard to live without during nights in the dormitory. Enná, puttering through the last of the day’s chores in the kitchen, or in the goahti during summertime, correcting herself and reminding herself of what must be done. It was impossible to fall sleep without her voice nearby.
Anne-Risten turned around and went to the bathroom, locked the door, wiped the seat, and sat down tentatively. But there was no barbed wire as the urine hissed into the bowl, not even as the last drops came. But then what could it be, aching in her belly? It felt heavy and tight, like the third baby had.
She washed her hands, scrubbing with soap for a long time, rinsing for even longer in hot water, lowering the pressure from the faucet so they wouldn’t hear how long she was washing for. Could it be a tumor? She grabbed the sink with her wet hands and held her breath. Then she had to wash her hands again because the sink looked grungy. She didn’t use the towel, unspooling a few rounds of toilet paper instead.
She wanted to ask Enná, “What do you think? My belly feels heavy and tight. Could it be something dangerous?” But she didn’t. She’d stopped voicing questions about her alarming body before she was a teenager, because it was so hard to face the accusing looks. So she was on her own. Really, she had been on her own since she turned seven.



ELSE-MAJ
1954
The phone call came in the afternoon, and Housemother sent Anna to tell her. Else-Maj was in the common room, clapping her palms against Biret’s. It was a fun game—they clapped faster and faster until they missed.
When Anna came in, she started crying before she could say what she was there to say. She couldn’t produce a sound, just reached out for Else-Maj, who didn’t want to take her hand but got up off the floor.
“Is it Sara? Did something happen?”
Anna covered her mouth; each word was eaten up by a whimper. Else-Maj broke out in a cold sweat and her arms went numb. Her hands, which had just been red and smarting from all the clapping, lost all sensation too.
Anna muffled her sobs and placed a hand on Else-Maj’s shoulder, guiding her forward. She looked down at her thick gray socks, which Enná had knitted; she didn’t pick up her feet but shuffled them across the floor. They went upstairs to the dormitory; Anna had already cleared the other girls out. Else-Maj saw them in the corridor, their curious eyes.
Once the door was closed, Anna sat down on the nearest bed and patted the covers, but Else-Maj refused to sit. So Anna reached out and grasped Else-Maj’s bare arms gently. Skin to skin, her hands damp with sweat. Else-Maj felt sensation return to her body, and now it was her head that buzzed and made everything unsteady.
“Ráhkis Else-Maj.” Anna bowed her head and when she looked up again, tears were streaming down her face. “Ráhkis Else-Maj. Mon lean nu morašlaš. Du unna oappáš lea jápmán.” Her face contorted as she uttered the inconceivable words. Else-Maj looked at her, resisted, didn’t want to listen, didn’t want to be hugged.
“Son ii lea jápmán!” she screamed. “Sara is not dead!”
Anna tried once more to pull her close, but Else-Maj managed to bring her hands up and shove Anna’s shoulders away. She had sharp tiny nails and wanted to claw.
She would not cry, because she would never accept what Anna had said. Her unna oabbá was not dead!
There was a draft as someone cracked the door.
“What’s going on?” The authoritative voice of the maid called Iris came from behind them.
“Go on, Iris, just go,” Anna said, her voice dull.
“But Housemother heard her shouting in Lappish.”
Else-Maj turned around. “Jávka!” she shouted with all her strength. “Go away!” It felt as though she would never stop screaming, and she went on howling without words. Iris brought a hand to her lips in alarm, but she backed out and closed the door after her.
Anna stood up and pulled Else-Maj close. She gently covered her mouth with one hand in an attempt to stop the screaming. “There, there. Hush, hush now.”
Else-Maj gasped for breath and Anna held her tighter, rocking her, and it was a comforting feeling from the past, one her body recognized, and she stopped screaming. Anna looked like her heart was broken, but she slowly released her grip on Else-Maj.
She was free to go, but where? She was stuck here. When her legs gave way, she thumped onto the cold floor and sat there with a blank look on her face. Anna got to her knees and put her arms around her again.
“Ráhkis, ráhkis,” she whispered over and over into Else-Maj’s hair. Dear, dear one.
She could feel Anna’s rapid heartbeat, but inside her own chest there was no heart anymore. Her arms became leaden; she would never again lift them to embrace anyone.
Now the tears came, and she wept until her throat seized. She gagged, but nothing came up.
“Do you want to know what happened?” Anna asked.
“No!” She wriggled out of Anna’s embrace and rested her head against the bed, her temples pounding from all the crying. Anna stroked her back, but Else-Maj didn’t want to be touched and flailed like a burbot in an ice-fishing hole.
She pulled away but sat up straight, staring into the distance. A black monster was writhing inside her, whispering that it was her fault. She had abandoned her sister. Again. Eventually her whole body grew numb, as though she no longer existed either.
“Sara died peacefully in her sleep. She didn’t suffer,” said Anna.
“You don’t know that,” Else-Maj whispered, but it was so quiet that Anna didn’t hear. Louder, she asked, “Does that mean I can go home now?”



JON-ANTE
1954
The schoolyard had been plowed, the snowbanks were a meter high, and red stars glowed above the candelabras in the windows of the dormitory. The children had learned all about Jesus, they could fold their hands and pray the prayers of the church, sing the psalms, and they knew what Christmas was supposed to remind them of. But today, nothing was more important than listening for the bus that would free them.
Jon-Ante had spent most of the night lying wide awake, just waiting to be allowed to get up and pack his bag and go home. Now his hair was wet-combed to tame the cowlick on the back of his head, but it wasn’t visible under his hat.
“It’s twenty-three below,” Anna had said. “Are you really going to wait outside?”
She was teasing them, but her smile didn’t reach her eyes anymore. Today she seemed to be making an effort for their sake, trying to act cheerful, but everyone suspected her mind was really on Else-Maj and Sara. Jon-Ante squeezed her for the briefest of moments as he dashed outside. Most of them hadn’t seen their families in almost four months. He felt like his legs were full of fizzy soda and his heart was beating so fast there was no way he could get cold.
Not everyone got to go home today. A few had been informed that their parents were delayed: Nilsa and Aslak, a pair of sisters, and Anne-Risten would stay for one more night.
Nilsa had shoved Jon-Ante into the sink this morning. The bruise on his ribs would probably show up tomorrow. It would take its place among all the other bruises in various stages of healing. Some of them hurt when you poked at them. Nilsa was in an extra-bad mood this morning, and Jon-Ante wasn’t the only one who’d gotten shoved or hit. Aslak stuck close behind his brother, like a shadow. When Jon-Ante got shoved, Aslak looked away as though he didn’t want to watch. Then he walked backwards out of the bathroom, mouthing something Jon-Ante couldn’t make out, but they waved at each other furtively.
Now Jon-Ante was at the end of the line in the schoolyard, holding tight to his canvas bag. The other children laughed and talked—in Sámi, even. There wasn’t enough time for anyone to punish them, and they grew bold. He glimpsed Housemother in the window of her quarters. Her steps had been lighter today too, and she’d been less temperamental during breakfast.
Anne-Risten was lurking about at a distance, keeping close to the corners of the building or sitting by herself in a swing that was nearly buried in snow. Jon-Ante had heard her crying to one of the big girls that she didn’t want to be left behind, that she was afraid of Nilsa.
He had never tattled on Nilsa or the other boys who had left him in the shed in the cemetery. He’d thought they would leave him alone after that, as they’d promised. For the first week he was spared; they slunk past him with their eyes elsewhere. But when the improvised bandage on his hand turned dingy gray and was removed, he realized things were going to get worse. Nilsa liked to walk by and punch him in the stomach sometimes, knocking the wind out of him so he couldn’t cry out or breathe.
A punch in the gut didn’t leave any bruises, he’d noticed. If they pinched hard, though, that left marks. The biggest ones were on either side of his back, where they’d aimed for his kidneys. He hadn’t even known where those were before Nilsa said they were going to fight like boxers and aim for the kidneys. Jon-Ante wouldn’t hit back, so it never turned into a brawl like with the other boys. He just took the blows and often fell quickly. So far, no one had kept beating on him once he was down.
It was hard to say why Jon-Ante was their favorite target. Nilsa claimed it was because his isá was a reindeer thief, but it wasn’t true! Sometimes when Nilsa said that, Jon-Ante made fists and came close to striking back.
Now they could hear the bus, and the children tried to spot it, hooting wildly. It stopped near the schoolhouse and they crowded in, laughing. Jon-Ante took a window seat in the fourth row. Nilsa and Aslak had approached the bus too. They patted their mittens together, making snowballs. One hit the window where Jon-Ante sat. He didn’t jump; instead, he smiled. A smile that came from deep inside. A smile that threw Nilsa into a rage. But not Aslak—he smiled back, and that prompted Jon-Ante to press his index and middle fingers against the window, in a victory sign. Teacher had talked about the war and some politician who had made that sign, and what it meant. He hoped Aslak remembered too.
Nilsa was making another snowball and tore off his mittens so it would go faster. The bus was already rolling, and he missed. Jon-Ante laughed. “Take that!” he whispered to himself.
“He missed!” someone cheered in the back of the bus.
Jon-Ante was sitting alone, which was nothing new. It was like he was contagious. No one wanted to be like him and get beaten up all the time. He placed his palms flat on his thighs, trying to force his pinkie to touch his ring finger, but it hurt too much. No doctor had ever looked at it. Housemother said there was no need. Anna gasped when she saw his swollen hand later that evening.
“You have to see a doctor. That looks broken,” she whispered into his ear, in Sámi. She walked off, only to return with angry red cheeks. “She’s crazy. Saying I should bandage it up. How am I supposed to wrap it the right way?”
Even so, Anna had brought gauze and clips. She tried to move his finger into the proper position, and he cried silent tears.
“Does it hurt that much?”
It did, but there was another part that hurt worse, and it was hard to explain. It had something to do with how a grown-up had hurt him.
Anna gently wrapped the hand, muttering to herself. “It won’t be my fault if it turns out crooked.” Then she hastily wiped her cheek. “But then again, it will be. My fault.”
“I want to go home,” he managed to say.
Anna unwrapped the gauze and started over. He watched what she did, her chilly fingers holding his own.
If Enná asked what had happened when he got home today, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to tell her. It was like the memory was playing hide-and-seek. Had Housemother stomped on his hand on purpose? Or had she lost her balance?
After ten kilometers the bus pulled into Vuolle Sohppar, where the driver let off a few children, and now there were only five kilometers to go. He saw Guorpmit and felt a tingle in his belly. He was so excited to see his brothers and parents, but he didn’t want his arrival to make them sad. He would hide his hand as best he could. He tried putting it in his pocket.
With his mittens on, he got off the bus, and this time Enná was waiting for him by the stop. His little brothers reached him first and clung to his legs. He felt changed, as though he had become a different boy since he was last home, the time he had mumps. Enná looked at him as though she could see it too. She cupped his cheeks and ran her thumbs under his eyes, where dark shadows had long since taken up residence.
But they walked together, pretending everything was fine. He looked out at the village, at the smoke rising from chimneys, dogs running along the road, and he looked up the hill at the school he wasn’t allowed to attend. Soon he would see his home. Goađun. Several children from school, those whose parents hadn’t come to meet them, dashed on ahead and vanished into the houses along the Sámi loop. He wanted to run, too, because his chest was about to burst with joy.
Enná had brought the kick sled and Isak sat on the seat while Mikkel stood in front of Enná on the runners. Jon-Ante carried his bag and walked alongside like the big boy he now was.
Isá had plowed tall snowdrifts in the yard and a Christmas star was hanging in the kitchen window. They went inside, and the scent of home made Jon-Ante pause in the front hall. He burrowed his face into the clothes hanging there and inhaled his family into his heart.
“Let’s get these off,” Enná said, pulling at his mittens. When he recoiled, she grew cautious. She let him be and swept Isak into her arms.
He worked off the mittens and shoved his hands into his pockets, going to the kitchen with a swing in his step. Enná laughed.
“Goodness, what a dandy we’ve brought home!”
Then he raised one eyebrow like a movie star. The table was set, and he heard Isá stamping his feet on the front steps. Soon he was standing in the hall, a little awkward, hanging up his coat and aiming a slight smile in Jon-Ante’s direction.
“Well, then,” he said, and his smile grew as he held out his arms.
Jon-Ante leaned into his embrace, feeling Isá’s heartbeat in his ear, and he so badly wanted to wrap his arms around his father’s warm body. Instead, his hands squeezed the fabric inside his pockets.
But Isá, he hugged Jon-Ante, really going for it and pulling him close. He didn’t even seem to notice that no arms hugged him back.
He smelled like the forest and something impossible to describe. Jon-Ante pressed closer to his chest and closed his eyes. The rough fabric of Isá’s sweater scraped his cheek lightly. They breathed in tandem as they’d always done.
“What a tough guy, hands in his pockets like that,” said Enná. She set steaming pots on the table. “And he’s grown, did you notice?”
Isá held him at arm’s length for a moment, then pulled him close to measure him against his chest. “Juoa.”
“Have a seat,” said Enná.
He went to his spot on the kitchen bench, closest to the window. He looked out at the houses across the road and wondered if Oskar was eating lunch right now too. He would run over there later.
Isá peeled potatoes and Enná cut meat into small pieces for Isak and Mikkel. Jon-Ante used his left hand and his knife to cut his potato. The meat was harder to handle, and he switched to a fork, spearing the whole piece of suovas and biting off chunks. Both Enná and Isá looked at him oddly.
“I’ve learned to add really good now,” he said quickly.
“Have you, then?” said Enná.
He used his unreliable left hand to stick his fork in the potato and took a big bite, skin and all.
“Don’t you want to use your knife and fork?” Enná cocked her head. “That looks difficult.”
“I’m practicing getting better with my left hand.”
“Why?”
He chewed, unable to think of a response.
“Could there be something in your pocket, perhaps?” Enná looked pleased, as though she had solved some sort of riddle.
“No.” Jon-Ante took another big bite of meat. “It’s so good!”
“Maybe we can see it later, then,” said Enná.
Suddenly he couldn’t hold back. Once he began crying, it wasn’t long before Isak joined in. Jon-Ante placed his right hand on the table so they could see his misfortune. Enná picked up his little brother and rocked him swiftly back and forth, even as she stared at the finger.
Isá took hold of his hand, touching gently. “What happened?”
At that point, his tears ached to become a howl, but he bit his trembling lip. He couldn’t say a word.
“When did this happen?”
“A long time ago,” he sobbed. He had no idea how many weeks had passed. Time at school wasn’t measured in the same way as at home. Even so, he said, “Maybe after the bull slaughter.”
“What happened?” Isá examined his hand from every angle and gingerly pressed his little finger toward his ring finger, trying to fix it in the same way Jon-Ante himself had done.
“Housemother got—” And the air left his lungs for a moment. “She got mad and stomped on it.”
Isá’s eyes widened. Enná, who had managed to quiet Isak, stopped rocking him abruptly. “What did you say?”
Jon-Ante pulled his hand back, hiding it under the table and trying to stop crying. He wiped his nose with his sleeve. Then he told them. The whole story. From the cemetery to Housemother’s shoe. Not once did they interrupt him.
“Why didn’t anyone call us?” Isá’s question was impossible to answer. Everyone had stopped eating; they’d all lost their appetites.
“We have to go to a doctor,” Enná said at last.
“It’s too late,” said Isá.
Jon-Ante knew it, too. His finger had healed on its own, crooked.
“And you said it was Nilsa?” Isá growled.
Jon-Ante had left out the part where Nilsa called Isá a reindeer thief. It was bad enough already.
“That boy has always been cruel,” said Enná. “He’s just like his áddjá was.”
They were talking over his head now, as though they couldn’t bear to look at him anymore. Even though he’d hidden his hand in his lap.
“I’ll be contacting Rita Olsson,” Isá said, his voice gruff. “This is unacceptable.”
Jon-Ante didn’t dare protest, but he wasn’t sure what was right to do when it came to Housemother. At last his stomach rumbled; how he’d longed for Enná’s cooking. He picked up his silverware and cut the meat. He could see them glancing at his crooked little finger. It doesn’t look all that bad, he tried to reassure himself.
He ate up every last bite of meat and potatoes on his plate and licked both knife and fork clean. “I’m going to Oskar’s.”
“Then change your shirt,” said Enná, who was clearing the table although she’d hardly eaten a bite herself.
And he forgot, simply pulled his school shirt over his head and waited for a new one. When Enná returned, she gasped and stopped short. Then he felt her gentle fingertips brushing his back, and he didn’t dare move.
“Put this on,” she said, her voice thick.
The collar just barely fit over his head, and his arms got more tangled than usual. He wanted to say it wasn’t Housemother who gave him all those bruises, maybe just one or two of them. It was mostly Nilsa. Then again, it was other boys too, and he didn’t want to say so. He would have to rattle off so many names.



ANNE-RISTEN
1954
Anne-Risten had locked the door and was sitting on the toilet seat. She had just thoroughly examined her flat chest, trying to convince herself there was truly nothing for Nilsa to grab.
She would ask Anna for permission to lock the door to their dormitory tonight. She’d asked before, but Anna had replied that Housemother didn’t allow locked doors from either side. Anne-Risten heard the big girls say that it seemed as though the witch wanted bad things to happen to them. It was probably true. Housemother was also in the habit of pretending not to notice when Nilsa hit Jon-Ante and other boys. Teacher or the maids were always the ones who intervened. And sometimes even they did nothing.
Three girls would remain at the school for one more night, and the other two were sisters who were always holding hands. Anne-Risten felt like she was on her own.
She stuck out her tongue and looked at her tonsils, trying to remember how big they were last time she checked. It was strange, how her body had changed so much since she came here. Suddenly she had cramps, rashes, and pains that she’d never had back home. Sometimes she thought there was something about the building, maybe lice in the beds, that made her sick.
There was a knock at the door.
“Anne-Risten, are you in there?”
She unlocked the door as soon as she heard Anna’s voice. There the maid stood, smoothing her apron, looking concerned.
“The sisters are going home after all, they were just picked up,” she said.
All at once, Anne-Risten’s legs went weak. She would be the only girl left, with Nilsa one floor down, for a whole night. “No, I can’t stay here by myself!”
“Shh, take it easy now. I’ve been thinking,” Anna said, looking all around although there was no need. Housemother’s husband had picked her up as soon as the school bus drove off. “I was thinking that you could come home with me. Iris agreed to stay here with the boys and said I could take you.”
“Yes,” Anne-Risten said, exhaling. “I want to go.”
“My house isn’t very big, so you’ll have to sleep on a mattress on the floor.”
“I can do that.”
“I live with my siessá,” Anna continued. “But you know it’s important Housemother doesn’t find out you stayed with me.”
Anne-Risten nodded gravely. To think that she would get to go to Anna’s house—not even Else-Maj had been there. And Anna really liked Else-Maj. None of the maids were so attentive to Anne-Risten; they mostly thought she was difficult, with all her aches and pains. Although they sometimes said she was pretty, and that made her happy.
“We’ll leave soon,” said Anna. “The boys were allowed to go take a sauna. I told them that you ended up going home as well.”
Anne-Risten dashed to the dormitory and grabbed some underwear, her nightgown, and her hairbrush. She also got her toothbrush from the bathroom. Hers was the only one left, all the other glasses on the shelf next to the sink were empty.

IT WAS EXCITING TO sneak out of the dormitory hand in hand with Anna. It had been so long since a grown-up had held her hand, and she squeezed extra hard so Anna wouldn’t let go. Anna smiled, revealing the dimples in her cheeks.
They walked down the hill and turned right onto the road toward the store, and Anne-Risten waited outside the white building while Anna went inside. The wind picked up, and snow drifted down from the birch tree, landing on her hat and shoulders. It was already getting dark. What if the other girls had known she would get to leave the school to go to Anna’s house? They would have been green with envy. She licked up the snot that ran from her nose. Anna came out carrying a paper bag, and now she couldn’t hold Anne-Risten’s hand. The new snow sparkled under the streetlights and the houses along the road gave off a cozy glow.
“That’s where I live, in the red wooden house, right at the bend,” Anna said, nodding toward it. “It’s my aunt Inger’s house, Inger-siessá, and I have my own room there.”
“How old are you, Anna?”
“I’ll be twenty-two soon.”
“Why do you work at the school?”
“Why?” She laughed. “Oh, because I like it, I like working with children. Although I hadn’t actually meant to stay for four whole years, really, but I couldn’t seem to leave.”
“Manin?” She asked why in Sámi, and Anna smiled and they switched languages. Now they were far from the ears of the school.
“Because I like you all so much.”
“Mostly Else-Maj.”
“I care about all of you,” Anna hurried to say. “But I was brand new when Else-Maj started school, and she was so little, and I felt that she needed extra comfort.”
“She’s big now,” said Anne-Risten. “She’s the bravest of all the girls at school, even though she’s not the oldest.”
Anna smiled and handed the bag over to Anne-Risten as she removed the broom that was wedged under the door handle and opened the door. “Yes, she’s not the littlest anymore. Now there are new little ones I have to show some extra care.”
“Like me.” Anne-Risten was embarrassed at her own words and fell to her knees in the front hall to untie her shoelaces. She really wasn’t one of the smallest children. She was already in her second year of school.
“Yes, exactly, like you.”
Anne-Risten wanted to say that it still felt as though Else-Maj were more important than anyone else, but of course that would be rude considering Anna had just rescued her from Nilsa.
Anna invited her into the kitchen, where there was a woodstove and a blue rag rug. The smell of freshly baked bread made her chest ache with longing. She stood still, watching as Anna filled the pantry.
“Why don’t you have your own house, or a husband?”
Anna chuckled and turned around, putting her hands on her hips. “I like being on my own, and once I’ve saved up enough money I’ll move to my own place.”
Anne-Risten imagined that this wasn’t quite true. No one liked being on their own. Maybe it was those front teeth that made it hard for Anna to get a husband. This wasn’t an idea that she’d come up with; she’d heard Enná say it. That it was too bad Anna had ended up with those teeth, because she was cute otherwise. After hearing this, Anne-Risten had carefully inspected her own new teeth that were filling in the gaps left by the baby ones she’d lost.
Anna took her to the room where they would sleep. On the nightstand was a photograph of a young Anna, maybe as little as Anne-Risten, standing beside three older brothers and her parents. Her enná also had crooked teeth and an overbite, but she was smiling even so. They were all wearing gákti and looked stiff. Little Anna wasn’t smiling.
“There were important gentlemen visiting, and they took that picture of us,” said Anna, who had noticed what Anne-Risten was looking at.
“You look angry.”
“Do I?” Anna picked up the photograph. “Yes, maybe I do.”
Anne-Risten could see that Anna was lost in thought, the kind that makes your eyes unfocused.
“This picture was taken up in the mountains. I didn’t go to a nomad school in a building, the way you do. We had goahti schools and they came to us, the teachers and also the gentlemen with their cameras, and—” Anna stopped short and quickly set the photograph on the nightstand again. “You all have it much better, these days.”
Anne-Risten wanted to protest and say that their school wasn’t good at all, but Anna’s eyes were so sad that she decided against it. She looked around the room, which was neat and tidy; the white bed was made up with a yellow crocheted bedspread, and there was a desk and a pale blue stool with patches of scuffed paint. The window looked out at the forest, but it was pitch black outside.
They heard the front door open and an older woman called out.
“That’s my siessá,” said Anna, beckoning at Anne-Risten to follow her.
Anna’s aunt wore glasses with pointy frames that made her look like a cat. She was round like Anna, and her bottom swayed as she walked between the stove and the kitchen table.
“Gean nieida don leat?”
Yes, grown-ups always wanted to know that. Whose girl you were. Anne-Risten rattled off her name, the way she was supposed to with all the other names before her own. She felt a tingle in her belly—it had been so long since she got to say her whole name.
Inger lit up, happy to hear which family she was dealing with. “Now I see, you look like your enná and your muoŧŧá.”
Anne-Risten smiled and nodded eagerly. Yes, she’d been told the same thing many times. She was especially glad to take after her aunt, because sometimes she looked like a real movie star.
“There are a lot of pretty girls in that family,” Inger continued. “They marry fast. I imagine the same will go for you.” She whinnied like a horse when she laughed, and it was so funny that Anne-Risten couldn’t help but giggle.
Anna turned her back on them and put clean dishes away in the brown cabinets. “I thought we could warm up some meat stew this evening,” she said.
Anne-Risten sank onto the chair closest to the window and listened to the women chatting, their heavy footsteps on the floor as they went about their usual tasks. Her body relaxed. It was like being home. The down on the back of her neck tickled and goose bumps spread down her arms. She could almost smell the reindeer meat cooking in broth already.
“You’re too skinny. We’ll make a lot of biergomális,” said Inger. “And I baked, too.”
Anna vanished into the bedroom, where they heard her humming, and Inger checked the pile of wood next to the stove before sitting down at the table, picking up her knitting, and counting the stitches. Anne-Risten noticed that silence didn’t make her uncomfortable; in fact, the opposite was true. Here, there was no need to babble. She let her ears rest, and the many sounds of the school became distant. She leaned back, let her muscles relax, and grew sleepy.
“Heavens, girl, you’re about to fall asleep sitting up. You need to rest before we eat,” Inger declared, and was back on her feet.
She took out a mattress, which they placed on the floor next to Anna’s bed and made up with a sheet and a blanket that was heavy like the one she had at home.
Anne-Risten let them fuss over her, tuck her in; she closed her eyes as Anna’s warm hand stroked her forehead and cheeks gently.
“I’ll wake you up for supper,” she said, turning out the lights as she left the room.
She had never been scared of the dark and definitely wasn’t now, with clattering sounds from the kitchen and Anna’s low laugh.
Her throat didn’t hurt anymore, she realized. Her fingertips slipped across the nodes on her throat, and it was smooth. No part of her body felt itchy. Not even her arms.



NILSA
1985
On the anniversary of Aslak’s death, there was a memorial candle and a bouquet of flowers on the side of the road. Nilsa passed by slowly in his car, trying to see if there was a note as well. He had Guorpmit at his back and Ađevuopmi a few kilometers ahead of him. He’d said he was going to Gárasavvon to buy some things at the gas station, but Sire knew he wasn’t telling the truth.
“Shouldn’t we visit his grave instead?” she’d asked. And when he didn’t respond, she continued: “Well, I’ll go, then, and light the candles.”
Something about that grave wasn’t right. His parents had chosen the wrong headstone, too straight and smooth. The engraved writing never should have been colored in. And besides that, the grave site was in a shady spot, so the flowers Sire had planted couldn’t thrive. But now the grave was covered in snow. His wife had once claimed it looked cozy there. When he heard that, he went out to his shop, dumped out his toolbox, and sat down with his headlamp to spend the whole evening sorting.
Nilsa stopped in the parking pull-off right before the end of the straightaway coming from Sohppar. This was another issue: that Aslak had died on a straightaway. No oncoming traffic, no curve, no blinding sun. No, it had happened in the middle of the night, on an empty road, under a starry sky. A full moon, someone had said with a knowing nod. He didn’t believe in that crap. Aslak had been hanging out with the usual dumbasses who made their own moonshine and treated weeknights and weekends the same.
The call had come at three in the morning, and Nilsa hadn’t rushed to the hall to answer it. Not until Sire stirred beside him, about to get up, did he place a hand on her arm and go himself.
It was a call everyone in the family had dreaded yet also, callously enough, expected.
His steps were heavy on the way to the phone, which stood on the pine table in the front hall. The chair’s imitation leather was cold against his bare thighs as he sat down and picked up the receiver. Sire had, of course, come padding after him and now hovered in the doorway in her nightgown.
There had been a car accident, only one vehicle involved, and Aslak had been killed. He drove off the road and crashed straight into a fir tree. A Norwegian on his way to Kautokeino saw the car and stopped. The man trudged into the snow and got the car door open, but there was nothing he could do. He returned to his car and drove back to Sohppar, where he knew there was a phone booth. Only after a prolonged search through his car for Swedish one-krona coins did he realize you could call the emergency number for free by pushing the red button.
The ambulance and the police had run with lights but no sirens, past the village to the scene of the accident.
Nilsa had not been awoken by the blue lights flashing across the bedroom wall, even though they lived so close to the main road. He’d been sound asleep, like usual. A fire truck had gone by as well, carrying the cutting tools needed to free Aslak, who was pinned by the steering wheel. His chest was crushed, his heart flattened into nothingness.
Nilsa had headed over as soon as the morning light allowed. He left a red-eyed, weeping Sire and two quiet boys at the kitchen table. They would almost certainly cry with her as soon as he closed the door.
First he drove past, then he pulled a U-turn and drove back slowly to park on the opposite side.
He walked along the road, looking for brake marks, but they didn’t show up until it was too late, right next to the snowbank Aslak had plowed through. He must have been going fast, because the meter-high bank hadn’t been able to stop the car, but the tree did. The Scotch pine stood all alone, but he’d hit it even so. If he’d left the road a few meters farther on, he would have lived.
Nilsa had looked for reindeer or moose tracks, but the snow was white and pristine, so that couldn’t explain the accident either. The tow truck had already removed the car, and he was grateful for that. It was a red Volvo 240 that had once belonged to him, a hand-me-down for Aslak when Nilsa bought a new car. He’d wanted to pay, but Nilsa had waved him off, said it would all work out.
He looked for blood in the snow, but the interior of the car had caught it all. The bark of the tree was scraped off, and he ran his glove along the marks. He punched the trunk, but the scream remained in his chest.
He had no doubt the police would find alcohol in his blood. Aslak, who thought himself a capable driver in any condition, who never believed he was too drunk. He had probably been singing at the top of his lungs as he drove, maybe looking for a cigarette in his breast pocket and forgetting to keep an eye on the road, and then it was too late.
Viellja had been happy only when he was drinking. Or when he was with the reindeer. But Nilsa could tell when he got restless in the pasture and the craving took over. Sometimes he forced him to stay, and they would argue. But they hardly ever talked about the liquor.
Aslak had reindeer luck, his herd was so large and healthy that Nilsa sometimes felt envious. But even so, it was the liquor, always the liquor, that came first.
The brothers never talked about where his desire to drink came from. But Sire thought she knew, and a few years before the accident she tried to wheedle it out of Nilsa. “Could it be because everything he went through took its toll?”
The first few times she brought it up, Nilsa simply walked away, but she didn’t always give up. Sometimes she stood her ground, and then he raised his voice. “Well, if that’s what it is, what does it even matter!”
“There’s help to be had.” Sire worked as a nursing assistant in Vazáš and could be a real know-it-all when it came to that stuff. “He could at least take Antabuse, which would force him to stop drinking.”
But Nilsa wasn’t sure that was the solution. If alcohol was the only thing that made viellja happy, they couldn’t just take it away from him.
“Except then he would have to start dealing with what happened.” She was insistent, and getting on his nerves.
What happened. Not even Sire liked to talk about the nomad school as more than an unpleasant thing from the past. So how could she expect Aslak to be capable of dealing with it?
“Talking isn’t going to fix anything.”
Nilsa shook himself as he sat in the car in the pull-off. Might as well get out. Two cars whizzed by and he turned his head away. But people wouldn’t remember that this was the anniversary of Aslak’s death. Maybe it would jog their memory to see the bouquet on the snowbank, they might say, oh, that’s right to one another in the car. “It must be two years now since Aslak died. Wonder what happened, was he really trying to kill himself?”
He climbed out of the car and fastened his coat up when the cold nipped at him. No, Aslak hadn’t crashed because he didn’t want to live. He was sure of that. It had been an accident, a stupid fucking accident. Aslak would never leave him on purpose. It felt hard to breathe, as though his airways were constricting; he gasped for air. No, Aslak would never abandon him, even though he had abandoned Aslak.
He took a few steps once his breathing calmed, but he felt reluctant; those thoughts were returning. Sire was wrong to say talking would help, all anyone wanted was peace and quiet inside their head, to stop ruminating. He forced himself to keep walking.
The red roses were frosty and the candle had gone out. He took out his lighter and cupped his hand until he managed to relight the wick. He could see the footprints of whoever had left the flowers. He read the card. “I’ll never forget you, Aslak. Hilde.”
Hilde and Aslak had met at Eastertime in Guovdageaidnu, just over the border into Norway, three years before he died. She worked in the village grocery store where he’d stopped multiple times that weekend. She should have realized he had a problem, considering all the beer he lined up on the conveyor belt. But it was Easter and everyone was cheerful and ready to celebrate and he was wearing a brand-new gákti.
At first, Hilde’s influence helped. Aslak drank less and started commuting between Kautokeino and Sohppar. He was happy. Nilsa liked thinking about those days. And all of them liked Hilde. She was quick to laugh and the women often confided in each other. But it was also through Hilde that they later learned Aslak had started drinking heavily again. Sire thought she had all the answers, that she was the one who had seen through Aslak, when really it was Hilde. Apparently Aslak had gotten emotional while drunk and said he was having a hard time on account of the nomad school, that he’d never really been able to put those days behind him. Nilsa had soured on Hilde after that. Who was she to share what Aslak had said with Sire? Could they even trust he’d actually said that? But Hilde had been persistent, especially when she called the day after the accident and repeated it all. Nilsa heard her lamenting voice loud and clear even though Sire was in the hall with the receiver pressed to her ear.
“I’m sure she’s just feeling guilty because she didn’t want to see him as often,” Nilsa said after Sire hung up.
“I’m not going to argue with you. Not today. But I know Hilde is telling the truth.”
Aslak had taken it hard when Hilde objected to his drinking. She didn’t want to see him when he was drunk, but even so he sometimes drove to Norway to surprise her. It seemed likely that’s where he’d been heading that night. He believed it wasn’t over between them, even if Hilde had given him an ultimatum. According to Aslak, she could never say no once he was standing outside her door. But his trips to Guovdageaidnu had become fewer and farther between as drinking reentered his life. Nilsa had been aware that his brother was depressed, but what was he supposed to do about it? Nilsa just got angry at him. And at Enná, for making him so weak. And at their áddjá, for making everything worse, for mocking Aslak when he was little, calling him a weakling, saying the boy would never amount to anything. Aslak had been afraid of Áddjá and would hide behind Nilsa when the old man raised his voice, which had forced Nilsa, as stuora viellja, to stand his ground even though his own knees were trembling. Isá had never defended Aslak, just sent the kids outside whenever Áddjá got that spiteful look on his face. That bastard never got to see Aslak’s reindeer luck, never knew that the boy he’d had so little faith in turned out to be the greatest herder in their collective. And it was all Nilsa’s fault.
He sighed aloud, not wanting to end up wallowing in Áddjá’s death too. He growled—it wasn’t normal to be overcome by your own thoughts repeatedly like this. He needed to get out into the forest, go snowmobiling, clear his head by letting his body work. Wear himself out enough that he could fall asleep from exhaustion tonight.
The Scotch pine was gone. Last autumn he’d come here with a chain saw. The tree had taunted him each time he drove that stretch of road, which happened several times a month, until he couldn’t stand it. Splinters of wood flew around him until the pine fell, and then he sawed it into kindling. By the time it was done, he was covered in sweat; rivulets ran down his temples and his shirt was damp. But his rage had ebbed out. For the time being.
Sire had shifted her concern to him after the accident, saying that he needed to talk about what he’d gone through.
“You’re burdened by grief too,” she said, sounding like some armchair psychologist. “The nomad school took a toll on all of us.”
“I didn’t have a hard time, not for a single day. I had fun there.”
“Yeah, everyone knows what a bastard you were.”
She always expected him to react to that, to feel guilty for something he’d done. She was wrong. He’d truly had a good time there, he remembered it all, how the boys got up to mischief together, had contests in the schoolyard; he remembered evenings spent wrestling in the common room and how he always won. He rarely even missed home, because it was nice to get away from Áddjá—especially for Aslak.
Nilsa had made it through that school, and he was damn proud of it. He’d tried to make Aslak be the same, tougher and fiercer, but it didn’t work. After Nilsa finished his last year at school, Aslak ended up alone there. Abandoned. This was the real cause of Nilsa’s guilty conscience, but he would never admit it to Sire. It had been years before he admitted to himself that he felt responsible for Aslak being left there on his own. Unpleasant thoughts that wouldn’t let up—he had gone back and forth and sometimes told himself it wasn’t his fault, that he had been a child and couldn’t have done anything about it. He’d certainly never discussed it with Aslak. But Nilsa had seen his bruises, and it made him furious; he took the air gun and went out to shoot songbirds to relieve the pressure.
Nilsa didn’t know exactly how rough things had been for his viellja, and now, after the accident, he never would. On breaks Aslak had come home pale and quiet. He never tattled about who had given him the bruises, whether it was the old bitch or his classmates. But once he said that the village boys had chased him home from the store and stolen his candy and called him “Lapp bastard.” The worst part wasn’t the blows or the slurs. It was that none of his own people had lifted a finger to help. They’d just watched as he took a punch that split his lip, coloring his teeth red. To be sure, Aslak maintained that Jon-Ante shouted at them to stop. Nilsa said he didn’t believe that for a second, which made Aslak clam up and say no more. As usual, Nilsa told his brother he had to hit back. Aslak gave a tiny smile and nodded. But he refused to practice punching or defending himself. That was the last time he shared anything, so Nilsa believed it had stopped. It must have—otherwise wouldn’t he have said something?
He waded out of the snowdrift and trudged to the car, unlocked it, and sat down heavily. Aslak had started drinking when he was young—how young, Nilsa didn’t recall. Well after his school days, anyway. Nilsa would have to go pick him up from his friends’ house parties in the village, lug him into the house, and tuck him in before Enná could catch him. Most of the time he was a cheerful drunk. But sometimes, the harsh words came out.
“Viellja, you should have killed that old bitch.”



ELSE-MAJ
1955
It had been snowing all morning, and the snow settled like sparkling powder over the villages, light enough to be blown off the handrail of the dormitory steps. There was hardly an hour in which sunlight glinted off the school windows. It was lovely, but no one would notice it.
The children climbed off the bus in silence; some had been crying, homesick before they even left Sohppar. Else-Maj had sat with her head held high, hadn’t waved to Enná when they took off; now she was looking for Anna, longing to dash into her arms. They had not celebrated this Christmas, and for the first time Enná hadn’t wanted to attend the holiday services, but Else-Maj made her go. She was suffocating in the silence at home, ready to burst into tears each time she saw Sara’s shoes in the hall. But no one talked to her or her siblings, no one asked how they were feeling, and at last Else-Maj’s arms grew so heavy that her shoulders ached. There was a black lump in her chest; she thought of it as a rock of grief. Her brothers were stiff and silent, fleeing through the blackness of December to other homes. She saw cousins kick-sledding past their house, but no one rang the doorbell. Everyone was afraid to talk about Sara.
This meant there was no one else to turn to but God. She clasped her sweaty hands and prayed each night, and she needed the space of church, the high ceiling that might make it easier to breathe.
They had set off for the Christmas morning service and encountered the sympathetic gazes of the villagers, and Enná burst into tears when the priest squeezed her hands in his own. She apologized, ashamed to cry in front of such an important man. He had buried so many little ones during his years in the village, because families lost children, that was just the way of it. Some families had shrunk from ten children to six; some had lost their first baby; and then there were those like Else-Maj who would never have a sister again.
She spent most of the service with her eyes screwed shut, waiting for a sign of comfort. And then the priest said something that made her eyes fly open. Their gazes met; he spoke to her, giving her the word of God.
She couldn’t remember his exact words anymore, and that was frustrating. But at least she had walked out of the church imagining that the black rock of grief in her chest had shrunk a tiny bit. It had to—how else would she survive?
Back in the schoolyard, the rock made itself known again, pressing against her ribs and airways, pestering her heart to beat faster. She didn’t know how she could look at that old witch without flying at her. It was Housemother’s fault that Sara was dead. She hadn’t let Sara go home in time when she was sick. And she had forbidden Else-Maj from going home to help. During her silent school break, the same memories had returned again and again.
“Please, Housemother, can’t I call home? I have to know how Sara is doing.”
“There will be no telephoning for you. Your sister had the sniffles and that’s all there is to it. Anna shouldn’t have let her go home.”
Anna had helped her in the end, keeping watch while the operator connected the call to Badje Sohppar 22. Enná’s voice sounded dull as she reported that Sara was still sick. This spurred panic in Else-Maj, who tried again to beg Housemother.
“Can’t I go home? My sister is so sick, and she needs me.”
“It’s almost Christmas break, and you will go home with everyone else then.”
Else-Maj felt hatred in a way she never had before. But she also felt a terrible burden of guilt. Time and again she tried to change what had happened, rework the story, think of how it might have turned out if only she had done the right thing. If only she had demanded to go home. If only she had run away. If only Enná had more clearly explained how sick Sara was. All these “if onlys” drove her crazy with sorrow and filled her with remorse. Sara could have survived. Else-Maj would have known better than Enná that they needed to go to the hospital. She was only eleven, but she was more sensible. And she had been more than Sara’s oabbá, she’d been responsible for her. This failure ripped her apart every single day.
She walked into the dormitory building and was met by the strong smell of disinfectant. The floor looked freshly scrubbed. In the dormitory itself, the other girls began to speak softly while keeping their distance from her. The contagion of grief. They whispered in Sámi, but now they would have to get used to speaking only Swedish again.
“Did you hear that Anna had to quit?”
Else-Maj spun around and looked at Anne-Risten. “That’s not true.”
“Juoa. It’s definitely true. I heard it from Marge on the bus.”
All the girls were looking at her now; they knew she had been Anna’s favorite. They waited for a reaction, but her despair was silent, not evident on her face. She bent down and folded her nightgown neatly before tucking it under the blanket. She busied herself with her barrettes, which she fastened and unfastened, patiently waiting for the attention to shift elsewhere. When at last she was able to leave the room, she strolled down the corridor until she spotted Marge outside the bathroom. Then she darted over, grabbed the girl by the arm, and hauled her along.
“Why did Anna quit?” she whispered. No one had seen Housemother yet but she could very well be in her quarters.
“Enná said I wasn’t allowed to say.” Marge looked unhappy.
“Tell me right now!” Else-Maj pinched her arm.
“She did naughty things. And she lied.”
“What about?”
Marge bit her lip; her eyes filled with tears and she shook her head.
“Don’t start crying now,” Else-Maj hissed, pulling her down to the common room. Lisbet had started a fire in the hearth, and they stood near the crackling flames.
“It’ll make you sad. I don’t want to say.”
Four boys came in, Nilsa among them, and Else-Maj saw what was in their eyes, how much they would love to tease someone for crying. She herded Marge ahead of her and down to the cellar, where they found Jon-Ante. He didn’t know where to look once they entered and mumbled, trying to explain what he was doing in the half-dark room. Everyone knew he was hiding from Nilsa and his gang.
“Can you just go, Jon-Ante?”
He shook his head and Else-Maj couldn’t contain herself. “Mana! Go!”
He left, his head hanging, but Else-Maj could tell he stopped halfway instead of going all the way upstairs. Marge sank onto the sofa.
“It was my fault too,” she said. “But I was too scared to tell what I saw.”
Now she was crying, and Else-Maj had to clasp her own hands as if in prayer to keep from slapping Marge.
“Quit your blubbering and tell me what happened. Explain it properly. I don’t understand what you mean.”
“It was a lot of things. Enná overheard while she was working the switchboard.”
Marge’s enná operated the switchboard sometimes when old Hulda was away, and it was well known that she didn’t let a single call go uneavesdropped. Just like Hulda. You could hear them breathing, and Hulda sometimes even sniffed in disapproval if she heard something she considered improper.
“Tell me everything,” said Else-Maj, taking a seat next to Marge. She tried to make her voice sound kinder; after all, Marge was three years younger. Perhaps she should be gentler in her prying. A comforting arm probably would have helped, but she couldn’t do it. Her arms no longer let themselves be lifted.
“Enná heard them talking about you,” Marge said, snorting up snot.
“Me? Who was talking about me?”
“I don’t know, but Housemother was angry because Anna called your enná when Sara…” She trailed off, looking frightened. “You know, when Sara was sick. And then you called home even though you weren’t allowed. Anna helped you, and that was against the rules.”
Else-Maj stared at Marge’s lips, heard the words coming out but couldn’t believe them. Was it her fault that Anna had quit? How had the witch found out that she’d called home?
“Housemother said that Anna gave you money and candy.”
“That’s not true!” Sure, she’d been given a peppermint now and then, but she’d never gotten any money. She repeated herself: “That’s not true!”
It tore at her. That damned old witch! She was a liar. It was hard to sit still.
“But what did you mean when you said it was your fault, too?” Marge’s face crumpled again and Else-Maj made an effort to squeeze her arm gently and bring a finger to her lips. “Shh, don’t cry.”
“I can’t say it.”
“Just tell me.”
Marge bent forward over her knees and muttered, her face buried in her hands: “I saw Housemother stomp on Jon-Ante’s hand, but I didn’t tell anyone. And Housemother says it’s Anna’s fault Jon-Ante’s little finger got crooked.”
The bandage Anna fashioned, Else-Maj thought. She pricked her ears for sounds from the stairwell. Was Jon-Ante still there?
Marge looked up, her cheeks red and glasses foggy. “She said Jon-Ante fell and had only himself to blame. And that Anna bandaged him up badly and so his finger got crooked. But that’s a lie!”
Else-Maj smoothed her skirt with sweaty palms. This heavy stone inside would fill up her whole chest and crush her lungs. Even now, she could only take the shallow breaths of a tiny creature.
“Was it my fault, Else-Maj?”
Marge was asking for comfort, but she couldn’t look at her. “No one would have believed you anyway.”
“No, no one would believe me. And Housemother would have hit me. I was so scared.”
“Where is Anna now?”
“I think she went back home to Ađevuopmi.”
Else-Maj collapsed, all the oomph going out of her. Only the rock of grief was left. Anna was just the person she needed now. It was her warm hands and embrace she longed for when sorrow blackened their home. God and Anna would have helped her make it through. Now Anna was gone. And she hadn’t even stopped by Sohppar on her way to Ađevuopmi. Couldn’t she have knocked at their door to warn Else-Maj?
“Housemother is a cruel person,” Marge whispered. “Enná said so.”
Else-Maj nodded. “Cruel” wasn’t strong enough.
“You know, it was Anne-Risten’s fault too. Because she went with Anna to her siessá’s house. She slept over there.”
Else-Maj looked at Marge in surprise. Had Anna really taken Anne-Risten home with her? Had Anne-Risten become Anna’s favorite without Else-Maj’s even noticing? Was that why she had been able to leave without saying goodbye? “Is that true? Anne-Risten didn’t mention that.”
“Yes, it’s definitely true. Enná heard it.”
Else-Maj was enraged; she wanted to snap at Marge about her eavesdropping enná. She stood up and Marge, too, leaped to her feet to follow her. Jon-Ante was gone.
The common room was bustling; the boys tumbled around on the floor and Else-Maj had only just entered when she heard the clack of heels. They had learned to listen for that sound, and the boys tried to make it out of the room but didn’t have time. Else-Maj found herself standing in the center of the room with the fire crackling behind her. Housemother strode in, her eyes roving. She wore a badly pilled knitted black cardigan with a black sweater underneath and the same wool skirt she almost always wore. But her hair, which she had grown out again, was freshly permed and reached for her shoulders, and her glasses rested firmly on the bridge of her nose. She stared at the boys, as if trying to come up with a reason to shout at them, and they snickered softly.
“What is all this racket? You’ve hardly arrived and you’re already behaving like dogs. But I suppose that’s because you turned right back into animals while you were home.” She wrapped her cardigan tighter around her middle and fixed her eyes on Else-Maj, who refused to look away. “And what are you doing here, alone with the boys?”
As though she couldn’t see Marge, who was standing near the window.
“Nothing.” Else-Maj saw the cruelty in her eyes, but she wasn’t afraid. She breathed calmly, thinking of herself as a wolverine: the moment the witch turned her back, she would leap on her back, snap her teeth around her neck, and let her bleed out on the floor.
“I have told you girls to stick together, or else there will be trouble. But of course you never listen, isn’t that typical.”
Else-Maj knew it was best not to respond, but she wouldn’t take her eyes from the devil. Anna was gone, but God was with her and would help her endure. The priest had said something like this, she remembered now, that she would never be alone.
“Stop staring! And you boys need to go outside and get some exercise.”
They bustled off, laughing.
“You, up to your room. Don’t you stand there staring at me like that.”
“Where is Anna?” Else-Maj asked in clear, immaculate Swedish.
Marge gasped, and from the corner of Else-Maj’s eye she saw her pull the curtain in front of her.
Housemother’s eyes narrowed and she took a few steps forward. Else-Maj could smell her breath, sour and with a whiff of coffee.
“Who do you think you are, you little Lapp brat?” She grabbed Else-Maj by the hair and yanked, pulling out a few strands by the roots. Else-Maj clenched her jaw but wouldn’t make a sound. “You are as troublesome as your father.”
Isá had called the authorities after Sara died. Asked questions. Raised his voice in anger, but started to cry after he hung up. It had frightened Else-Maj so badly that she fled the house. Isá was strong, he wasn’t allowed to cry. If not even he could stand up to Housemother, there was no hope. But of course, she already knew that was true—no grown-up could overrule the important gentlemen or Housemother. Isá had been informed that Sara’s death was their own fault. They declared that Sara must have first taken ill in the mountains, and that was the reason she remained sickly and her lungs eventually gave out.
Before Sara started school, Else-Maj had begged and pleaded to Enná that they should hide her little sister away. That they should tell the important gentlemen in charge that there were no more girls in the family to send to the nomad school. And then it became true. There was no Sara anymore.
“I hope you die,” Else-Maj whispered in Sámi, planting her feet wide.
This knocked Housemother off balance, but Else-Maj held her ground although she had meant to walk away.
“What was that you just said? Take it back, whatever it was!” Housemother grabbed her arm and shook. But the devilish strength had left her.
Was God with her now? Else-Maj felt herself grow, and a smile spread across her face.
“You can’t put a curse on me!” Housemother let go of her and backed away, her fists clenched furiously.
A curse? Else-Maj laughed, wondering if she’d heard right. But yes, this was familiar. She’d heard old ladies whisper about how the important gentlemen were frightened of the powers they imagined the Sámi had.
Suddenly the witch roared: “Get out!”
Else-Maj left the common room and walked up the stairs alongside Marge at an intentionally slow pace, daring to continue speaking Sámi as she went, whispering in a fierce voice. “She doesn’t scare me. Whatever happens now, I don’t care.”



JON-ANTE
1955
His neck and the skin behind his ears felt like they had been flayed. His flesh still stung from when Iris scrubbed him clean. Jon-Ante would rather have had Anna’s gentle hands on him, but she was no longer at the school. Iris could be just as brusque as Housemother, and she never hesitated to smack someone across the back of the head.
The nomad school inspector was coming, and the children weren’t the only ones worried about saying the wrong thing during their examinations. The teachers, Housemother, and the maids seemed just as tense. During the inspection they were supposed to prove they were following the state’s decree that children who were Lapps should remain Lapps. Teacher had said something like that, anyway. Jon-Ante couldn’t quite make sense of it. They were supposed to be Lapps, but they weren’t allowed to speak Sámi in school. And they had been taught that joiking was sinful but they were supposed to wear gákti when visitors came.
Now they were lined up outside in the winter light, all in their gákti. Guovvamánnu, February, hadn’t yet brought any hope of spring—snow could still fall in thick blankets, and the cold bit at their noses—but the sun was theirs once more.
First the pupils would greet the visitors, welcoming them, and then there would be singing and photographs. The line was full of whispers and a few nervous giggles. One of the village’s many free-running dogs, a Finnish spitz the size and color of a fox, wagged its tail at them, asking to be petted.
A car pulled into the drive and the students fell silent.
A tall, thin man in a black coat climbed out holding his hat and gloves in his hands. Two other gentlemen followed; Jon-Ante thought of them as gentlemen because they looked important in their wide-lapeled coats and shoes that were better suited for a dance floor. One of them even had a fancy hat. If they were cold, their faces didn’t show it. They looked serious as they conversed softly with Housemother and Teacher. Another car pulled into the drive, and out stepped three women who seemed much more cheerful. They cooed and clapped their hands, looking delighted at the sight of the children. The ladies’ coats swung wide and ended just below their knees, and they pulled on elegant gloves. One had a pale yellow beret and the other two wore flat black hats that sat like pancakes atop their smooth hair. Jon-Ante had never seen anything like it. The women seemed to feel the same way about them, because now they had come over and were touching the girls’ gákti, feeling the fabric and running their fingers along the bands. Their smiles were so kind and warm that the girls giggled right back. Jon-Ante backed away; he didn’t want them to touch him. But he must have been too cute and small, because soon the woman with the beret was standing in front of him, chirping in a bright voice.
“What a sweet little boy. I’ve always wanted a boy,” she giggled to the woman closest to her.
Jon-Ante could hardly breathe. The fancy ladies and gentlemen hadn’t come to take them somewhere else, to take them home with them, had they? He stared down at his nuvttahat and didn’t smile at all. He would make himself as uninteresting as possible.
“Oh, look, he’s so shy. I suppose they’re like that, these children,” said the woman in a voice he didn’t like. “Are they all real Sámis?” she asked a little louder.
Jon-Ante looked up and saw her waving at Housemother, who plodded over heavily, so different from the women’s dainty steps.
“Yes, they’re all real,” she confirmed.
“It’s so wonderful to see them,” said the woman, trying to tempt Housemother into a grin, but of course it didn’t work.
“The children would like to sing for you,” she said instead.
The women rejoined the men, and Housemother raised her arm and sliced her palm through the air, which was the signal for them to begin. Jon-Ante mouthed along, as always. No one could make him sing aloud in Swedish. It was a psalm, and Else-Maj had the clearest voice of all. She knew every line; most of the girls did. Nilsa and a few of the other rowdy boys didn’t open their mouths, wouldn’t even pretend, and Housemother glared in their direction. They would presumably be on the receiving end of some very hard ear pinches as soon as she got the chance.
The woman in the beret took off one glove and wiped her eyes. As the last note faded away, she applauded enthusiastically. “Absolutely wonderful!”
The girls curtsied and the boys bowed. Nilsa and Guttorm amused themselves by bowing straight into the backs of those in front of them, and the line wobbled, which made Housemother clasp her chest and dart an anxious look in the inspector’s direction.
“Now we’ll take you to see the classrooms,” Teacher said loudly, gesturing with both hands at the school building.
“But first a photo, young man,” said one of the gentlemen. “We must get pictures of the Lapp children.”
Jon-Ante noticed that he spoke like they did on the radio.
When the camera was brought out, the woman in the beret cried, “Smile now, all you lovely children!”
Else-Maj and Biret picked up the Finnish spitz together and grinned. Jon-Ante saw Housemother’s face redden. She marched over and shoved the little ones in the first row aside.
“I’m very sorry,” she blustered over her shoulder. “Certainly there should not be a dog in the photograph.”
“No, let it stay,” called the woman. “A dog is very fitting.”
Jon-Ante didn’t understand what she meant, and Housemother, who had just pinched Else-Maj’s arm, turned around in confusion.
“I see.” She took a step back and let go of Else-Maj. “But won’t that be odd?”
The man with the camera waved her off. “It’ll be marvelous!”
Housemother stepped back, and Jon-Ante saw her grit her teeth before she turned around and made a nonchalant gesture. “Well, you know best.”
So there they stood. Else-Maj and Biret grunted with the effort of holding up the dog. Almost all the children were laughing, mostly at the spitz, which was licking Else-Maj’s face. Jon-Ante still refused to smile even a little bit.
“Now, to the classrooms,” said Teacher, who was freshly shaven in honor of the day, and he walked off with the gentlemen.
Housemother stayed behind with the students and the maids and held a tense index finger to her lips. “Now be quiet.”
“Such well-behaved children you have here,” said the woman in the beret. “Not exactly what one might expect, given that they used to live practically wild out in nature.”
She seemed to want to link arms with Housemother and walk toward the school, but Housemother tucked her hands behind her back and stood there like a company manager. Jon-Ante looked at Else-Maj, who scoffed beside him. She rolled her eyes and muttered to herself.
“I just have a few things to take care of here, and then I’ll be right in,” Housemother said. She turned to Iris and issued instructions in a low voice. “You go help Lisbet set the table and check the dormitories again to make sure all the beds are neatly made.”
The children paraded into the school building and sat at their desks, subdued by the serious nature of the visit. Only the men had come along inside; they could hear the women chatting in the corridor.
“We’ll let the nomad school inspector do his job, but we just wanted to see what the classrooms are like,” one of the men said to Teacher.
“I understand,” he replied, gently dabbing at his hairline with a handkerchief.
Jon-Ante curled up at his desk, heart beating wildly in his chest. If he gave the wrong answer during the examination, what would happen to him?
The inspector had decided that one child at a time would approach him where he sat tucked in the corner, next to the bookcases and the drawings pinned to the wall. Each little ear was on high alert, trying to hear the questions he asked, and no one was able to focus on addition in their math books. Teacher noticed their worry and went over to whisper with the inspector; he returned to the lectern, opened Grimm’s Fairy Tales, and began to read about Hansel and Gretl in a soft voice.
“Next is Jon-Ante,” the inspector cut in, and Teacher had to start his sentence over.
Jon-Ante walked over with his eyes on the floor and bowed slightly when he arrived.
“Sit, boy.”
He slid down onto the chair and tucked his hands under his thighs.
“Let’s see now. I thought you could do some addition for me.” The inspector pushed a pad of paper his way; on it he had written a simple math problem with a plus sign. Even so, Jon-Ante was afraid of being wrong and couldn’t bring himself to answer promptly.
“Should I say it or write it?” he whispered.
“Write, boy. I need to make sure you can use a pencil.”
Jon-Ante gripped the yellow pencil but pressed it too hard to the paper and the tip broke.
“Hmm!” the inspector sighed, placing a fresh pencil before him.
Jon-Ante picked it up, his hand trembling, and tried not to press so hard. But he still felt uncertain, so he dropped the pencil and counted on his fingers to make sure he had added correctly.
“What happened to your little finger?”
Jon-Ante automatically closed his hand into a puny fist. “I…” He couldn’t go on, because tears burned in his eyes. “I…”
“Tell me, boy. I want to hear your version.”
Jon-Ante swallowed, unsure what the man meant by “version.” “I fell on my hand and my finger bent.”
“Aha, is that so. Where?”
“In the dormitory.”
“So no one hurt your finger?” The inspector leaned closer as he aimed a searching look at Jon-Ante.
Suddenly Teacher’s volume increased as he came to the scary part of Hansel and Gretl, where the witch lures them in.
“Come now, tell me,” the inspector urged. “Your father claims that it was your housemother, Rita Olsson, who injured your finger. He sent us a letter.”
It was as if the ground opened up beneath Jon-Ante, as though the underworld were calling to him. He couldn’t imagine Isá writing a letter; Enná must have composed it. And here came the tears. He wiped them away with his left hand.
“So your father is telling the truth?”
How could he choose? Would he be forced to call Isá a liar? But if he told the truth, Housemother would kill him. His tears threatened to become sobs, and he had to take short, sharp breaths to make it stop.
“I need to know exactly what happened.” The inspector had lowered his voice, and Teacher raised his another notch. He had noticed that there was trouble in the corner.
“I’m scared,” Jon-Ante whispered.
“May I see your finger again?” He had smooth hands, with no calluses or grime—Jon-Ante had never seen such hands on a man. He examined Jon-Ante’s hand from all angles and gently moved his little finger in different directions, checking for any reaction on Jon-Ante’s face. “It doesn’t hurt?”
“Not anymore.”
“Tell me what happened.”
Jon-Ante slowly shook his head. He could picture Isá crying next to his grave. The image appeared in his mind with such clarity that he gasped.
“Do you believe she meant to hurt you?”
Jon-Ante remembered her pinching fingers around his arms, her bared teeth as she shouted at him, his fall to the floor, the pain in his hand. How could he answer that question? “I don’t want to say anything.”
But in fact, he wanted nothing more than to tell the truth. Here they were, the important gentlemen who were in charge of everything, and he wanted to tell them that the children were beaten, he wanted to beg them to take Housemother away and never let her return. He wanted to tell them that Teacher, too, sometimes rapped their knuckles with a ruler. But he didn’t dare. And he couldn’t speak Swedish well enough.
“Perhaps you hadn’t been on your best behavior?”
Jon-Ante closed his eyes for a moment before looking the man straight in the eye. “I am a nice boy.” He sighed. “Ask Anna.” Then he remembered she was gone. “Or Lisbet.”
“Right, Anna. Was she the one who bandaged your finger?”
“Yes.”
“Did she see what happened?”
“No.”
“Did anyone else see?”
He couldn’t stop his eyes from wandering to Marge. Her hair was freshly washed and hung like a smooth, dark gold curtain over the back of her chair.
“No, no one,” he said.
The inspector frowned. “Is that true?”
“Yes.”
“I will have to inform your father, then. And say that he was mistaken.”
Jon-Ante bowed his head so deeply that he felt a pull in his neck. Isá, his wonderful Isá. What would happen to him now?



JON-ANTE
1985
The music blaring from the Matojärvi sports complex for Children’s Day could be heard all over town. Jon-Ante drove along the winding streets and hills of Kiruna with the top down. He’d just turned around on Telerakan near the bus station and was on his way back to the amusement park. The lady on Biblioteksgatan hadn’t thrown water at them this evening even though a big crowd had stopped there and made lots of noise. As long as they didn’t piss on the side of the building she would leave her bucket where it was.
A couple of guys in their gang were wearing their red-and-white satin jackets with the eagle on the back, but Jon-Ante was in his black leather jacket. The guys raved about his car, and he couldn’t stop smiling. He’d been looking forward to this weekend all summer, finally getting to go cruising while there were lots of folks around.
He drove slowly, enjoying the looks he got. People on the sidewalk turned to stare, he could see them in his rearview mirror. The car was perfect; earlier today it had gleamed in the sunlight and now the lacquer flashed under each streetlight. Classe was in the passenger seat, still grumpy because Jon-Ante wouldn’t let him smoke. But the can of beer was firmly in his hand, his elbow resting on the door. He turned up the volume of the radio as they approached Matojärvi, where famous skiers like Thomas Wassberg had competed in the Kiruna Games, and the old hockey arena where Börje Salming had left his first marks on the ice, on skates that would later take him out into the world and turn him into one of the greats. Jon-Ante himself had run on that brick-colored track for a brief period in his teens, when he thought track and field might be his thing.
Today Matojärvi had transformed for the weekend: it was Children’s Day, the highlight of the seasonal shift into autumn, when the darkness began to return, just before school started, and it was time to get your head back into work for real. During the day, it was an amusement park for kids, full of carousels and wheels of fortune and cotton candy, but when darkness crept in and the disco tent billowed smoke and thumped with loud music, the young families went home and the crowd grew drunker with every passing hour.
Jon-Ante and Classe wouldn’t go inside this year. No, they would just cruise on by, playing loud music. People asked for a ride, but Jon-Ante refused. No drunks in this car.
“Tomorrow I’m taking my own car,” Classe said, his gaze sluggish and distant from the alcohol. “It’s too damn boring, not picking anyone up.” He suddenly spun around in his seat, gaping at three girls who were reeling down the sidewalk as they swigged what remained in their bottles. “Look! Those chicks would definitely fit, we could give them a ride all the way.”
“They’re barely twenty.”
“But they’re definitely legal.”
“We’re too old for that.”
“Not me.” Classe wolf-whistled.
Some guys liked to lure teenage girls into their cars. Girls in heavy makeup, easily made tipsy from the cans of beer that were thrust into their slender hands, all covered in silver rings and neon bracelets. They smelled like hair spray and wore tight shirts. Jon-Ante had never touched a single one of them. Sometimes, especially back in the day, he would sit in the back seat and feel some young girl pressing up against him until he was craning for the door, trying to keep his distance. Classe would laugh at him. “But they want it!”
He didn’t, though. It just didn’t feel right.
His mind turned to Katti. He had met her one night in town when they were out cruising, and she had objected to the sight of some teenage girls in another car. He had liked her blunt style, the fact that she spoke her mind, and they became a couple. Katti was his age and they were together for a few months. It was fine, but he wasn’t in love, maybe didn’t even have a crush. But it was still nice to have someone, to not always have to fall asleep alone.
He could count his ex-girlfriends on one hand, and none had lasted more than a few months; in recent years there hadn’t been any. He didn’t really know why. It was like in the village—everyone moved on and got together for real, had kids and moved into a house and bought regular cars. Classe had Louise—Lollo—and they had been together for almost eight years now. He was one of the few who managed to keep his lifestyle despite his chick. But even so, here he was, drunk and pining after young girls in stonewashed jeans that clung to their rear ends.
There was a line of vehicles waiting to enter Matojärvi. The American cars stood in a row, letting folks in and out. In the car ahead of them, a young guy fell out when the door opened, and he lay on the asphalt laughing as his buddies tugged at him. They stepped right in a puddle of vomit as they headed for the entrance.
“That’s Perre driving. He’s got room for me now. I’m switching!” Classe said, and before Jon-Ante could react he was jogging over to the green Chevy with its bright red taillights.
Perre rumbled off and Jon-Ante idled for a moment, until someone honked. Riding alone, it just wasn’t done. He hit the gas a bit harder as he passed the entry to the sports complex, not wanting eyes on him. He drove on toward Petsamo and took a left past the Konsum on Föraregatan. He stopped with the engine running outside the buildings on Porfyrvägen, and a woman walking a poodle shot him a dirty look. He turned down the volume Classe had set, but the woman still scoffed as she crossed the street.
He glanced at the clock and drove on. The sound of the engine calmed him and he rolled down side streets in the Luossavaara neighborhood. A couple walking with their arms around each other laughed in the dark, and he looked away. Sure, he’d wondered if there was something wrong with him, when no women stuck around. Not to mention how much Enná thought about it. She sometimes muttered about his needing a wife to take care of the laundry and cleaning—he occasionally still dropped his dirty clothes off at home. In the past she’d asked him to do so, but that was when he was young and she wanted to help out. Now as he approached middle age, it was ridiculous for Enná to still do his laundry. But it was also a reason to come home, and she liked feeling needed. It wasn’t really his laundry she was concerned about, it was probably the fact that he was all on his own.
“You need a Sámi woman, no rivgu,” she said.
At the moment, no one in the family was particularly eager to see him. He had missed calf marking, and that was a hard thing to forgive. Instead he had polished his gem of a car and gone to the drag races in Pite. Mikkel and Isak had mocked him, first acting annoyed that they would have to mark his calves for him and then letting him know what they really thought about his interest in cars. They informed him that his hairstyle was silly and it was a damn shame he put so much money into his car when they needed things for herding. And when did he plan to start taking serious responsibility for his reindeer? Why should he earn a ton of money in the mine and spend it on polishing his car when they could hardly keep their herding operation afloat? So much resentment, it seemed like unspoken old frustrations were flaring up again. Looking at them, Jon-Ante had felt the familiar rankle from childhood, his envy at the way the two of them got along. They had become entwined like sinew thread while he was on his own at the nomad school, and so it had continued throughout his adolescence. Same thing with the reindeer—they had always been close, pulled reindeer together; they had grown up into a strong duo. Which was necessary, in the collective, because you had to stick together and vote the same way at meetings; there was often a lot of fuss about how to handle the financial and practical matters. Arguments between families and extended families, and Mikkel and Isak would be right there with Isá, working toward a common goal. Jon-Ante couldn’t handle it, and when he was in a certain mood he could admit he got vindictive. Was a vote in the collective all they needed him for, so they could have their way? What about everything else? It was childish, but he couldn’t help how he felt.
He had developed his rolls of film from the drag race, intending to bring them along to show his family after calf marking. His Lincoln had attracted lots of attention, and he was damn proud of it. But when he placed the envelope of photos on the kitchen table at his parents’ house, no one even touched it. He had to open it himself and pull out the best picture Classe had taken of him. The car was just washed and he was sitting behind the wheel wearing sunglasses and grinning. Enná, at least, took the picture from him and made some trivial remark, he didn’t remember what.
But: “Do you have to drive that car in the village?” This question he remembered word-for-word. Of course, she immediately felt guilty and her voice edged into a whine as she tried to backtrack. He wasn’t about to make it any easier on her, nor would he apologize for missing the calf marking. Why should he apologize for choosing to live his own life?
“It clears my mind, I forget everything else when I’m tuning up a car,” he had told Mikkel once, back when he was still determined to make them understand.
“Yeah, you forget everything—we’ve noticed,” Viellja replied acidly.
Perhaps his brothers took the same pleasure in being out in nature with the reindeer; maybe that cleared their minds. What did he know? Those two never talked about that stuff.
Some young girls called out from the sidewalk on Reenstiernagatan, asking for a ride, but he pretended not to hear. Instead, he turned left onto Brytaregatan and cruised slowly toward Samegården, the Sámi cultural center. He’d set out for that venue on occasion when the Sámi Society had a celebration there, but then changed his mind at the last minute. Later on he’d regretted not going, though; it would have been nice to spend some time speaking Sámi. He sighed, thinking of his cousins who also lived in town—it had been ages since he’d swung by for a cup of coffee. Maybe it was time to go home next weekend, sit at the kitchen table with Enná or put out fishing nets with Isá. Just to have the chance to talk. An uneasy feeling arose in his chest. He dreamed in Sámi, he thought in Sámi, but only at home could he have conversations in Sámi. Dammit, why was he getting all sentimental? There was no point, it only messed things up.
There was a sudden gleam outside the door of Samegården and he tried to get a closer look. Was someone sitting there? Or rather, was someone lying on the ground and raising an arm? He stopped the car and waited for the person to get up. It was a good habit to stay alert—all too often during celebration weekends, people overindulged and passed out on the ground. One winter, on St. Lucia’s Day, he had saved a teenager from freezing to death in a snowdrift.
He got out to check, but he left the car door open in case he needed to make a hasty retreat. You never knew.
Mumbling reached his ears. A woman. She had managed to sit up and prop her head between her knees.
“Hello there. Are you all right?”
She looked up, and he squinted in the dark, taking a few steps closer to be sure.
“Marge?”
“Jon-Ante? What? Is that really you?”
He crouched down beside her and noticed that her mascara had clumped around her eyes, and she wasn’t meeting his gaze.
“Ándagassii,” she said, running a hand through her hair, which fell right back into her face.
“Why are you apologizing?”
“Well, look at me! Drunk! And I’m so old!”
“Yeah, so old,” he said with a laugh, feeling unexpectedly amused.
“I’m such an embarrassment, so useless.” She pressed her hands to her cheeks. “Don’t tell anyone you found me like this. Oh my God, what would Enná say?”
When had he last seen her? Surely they’d said hello in passing in the village, but when had he last spoken with her? Hadn’t it been at some soccer match, standing in line to buy coffee? That sounded right, and it must have been three or four years ago. She looked different, something about her hair, maybe she had curled it, and there were worry lines between her eyebrows. She held her glasses in her hand and squinted at him. She was slurring her words a bit, apparently trying to make her eyes focus.
“I’m an enná myself now. Moms aren’t supposed to be like this.”
He’d heard she adopted a little girl. It had been one of the hot topics in the village last spring. Someone had guessed that she was a homosexual. Others said it was terrible to take a child out of their familiar environment at that age. Several people had more positive views, saying that a lovely woman like Marge was just the right person to take care of a vulnerable child.
“Aren’t you cold? Want me to drive you home?”
The car was idling with a gentle rumble, its open door calling out to them. What if she threw up in the car? But he couldn’t just leave her like this.
“I was supposed to go out with a friend from work but we got way too drunk. I don’t know what happened. But then again, I haven’t had a drink for years, so I suppose I have no tolerance anymore.” She waved up the street. “She lives over there. I said I was going to walk home, but this is as far as I got. To Samegården. Of all places!”
She grinned and a sly gleam appeared in her eyes; he tried to keep up with her rapidly shifting moods. He offered his hand and she took it. Cold as ice. As she got to her feet she nearly tipped over again, and he gently held her around the waist. She shivered in the cold. Her jean jacket was open and the sweater underneath didn’t look very heavy. The knees of her jeans were wet, as though she had fallen in the grass.
“What if they take my little girl away? I would die, I would just die!”
“No need to worry about that. Everyone gets drunk now and then.”
“My brother said Stella should spend more time with her cousins, they thought she should sleep over so I could go out.” She snuffled. “How could I have agreed to that? How could I leave her?”
Jon-Ante shushed her. Although she looked miserable, he found himself stifling laughter. Had she always been this dramatic, or was it just the alcohol talking?
“There, now. Take it easy. Kids love having sleepovers. And after all, they’re belážagat! Cousins!”
“Her name isn’t Stella. It’s Estela.” Marge pronounced it carefully. “Estela. With an E! Enná and Isá thought she should have a more Swedish name. But was that the right thing to do? Was it?” She stopped and looked him in the eye. Her anguish was palpable, and he took a breath, overwhelmed.
“I don’t know,” he said, feeling inadequate.
“Me neither. But I’m the one who’s supposed to know!”
She never would have talked this way in line for coffee at the soccer match, and tomorrow, when she sobered up, she would probably feel ashamed. The idea distressed him. His most genuine conversation in a very long time, and he was the only one who would remember it.
He helped her inside the car, and she collapsed onto the seat as though all the air had gone out of her.
“I’ll put up the roof,” he said as he got in.
“No! Leave it down. I’ve never ridden in a raggare car. Drive.”
“But your lips are blue.”
“I can’t feel it. Now drive, and turn up the music. To think that you’re a raggare, Jon-Ante.” She put on her glasses and laughed. He liked that. He saw a hint of young Marge in her face, and he remembered her in the dormitory cellar, the time she gave him candy. Would she remember that, if he reminded her?
They drove up Adolf Hedinsvägen.
“Where do you live?” he asked.
“I can’t go home! I’m all alone. Couldn’t we go to your place?”
He looked at her in surprise—she was acting as if they knew each other, as if no time had passed and it was perfectly natural for him to take her home with him.
“Okay, let’s do it.” He hit the gas harder, afraid she would change her mind.
They turned by City Hall and drove past the train station, and as they passed the old red wooden buildings with their view of the mine and Luossa Lake, she pointed. “I work here sometimes. I’m a home aide.”
He said nothing but was thinking that she was well-suited to take care of other people.
“There are some really mean old ladies there on Baningenjören.” She stumbled over the street name; her gaze was grim. “But the worst one is on Gruvvägen.”
“Is that so?”
“I’m not allowed to say it, but you won’t tell, Jon-Ante, will you? It’s Rita.” She gripped his arm and gave a quick nod. “Rita.”
He was confused. Was he supposed to know who that was?
“Rita!” She repeated. “Olsson.”
“Who?”
“From school. Satan herself. Housemother! The witch!”
He stared at her. “She’s here in town?”
“Yes, so it seems. Christian and everything. And I have to visit her house, can you believe it?”
He looked at his little finger, which would never close around the steering wheel he had special-ordered from Norrlands Custom in Örnsköldsvik. His heart raced and his grip became sweaty. He hadn’t thought about her in years.
“I told them I didn’t want to visit her again,” Marge said, banging her thigh with a fist. “You know, she kept going on about Lapps.”
He stomped on the brake, too hard, and Marge lurched forward, almost hitting her head on the dashboard.
“What are you doing?” she exclaimed. “We don’t even have seat belts! I can’t die! I have a child!”
The wind blew across Luossa Lake, and the water lapped at the shore but the sound didn’t reach the road. Once there had been a swimming beach here, but it was gone now. Maybe some professor had realized that the citizens of Kiruna were swimming in poisonous substances that leached from the mine.
“What is wrong with you? Why did you stop?”
He raised a defensive hand; he, too, was surprised. Where had that reaction come from? The car began moving again.
“Now I’m cold,” she said.
His pinkie throbbed, but it didn’t look any different. He thought he saw her glancing at it and was afraid she might say something about it. He turned up the music, but she turned it down.
“I wasn’t supposed to tell you that. You have to promise not to tell anyone. You promise, right?”
“Juoa.” He would definitely keep this news to himself. He never wanted to be reminded of Rita Olsson again.



ANNE-RISTEN
1985
The gynecologist was an older man with a graying beard and kind eyes. He had opened her vagina with a cold instrument and inspected her cervix, had said that it looked normal. Now he was inserting a finger, which he met with a palm on her belly. He pressed gently to the right and then the left, and Anne-Risten stared at the ceiling. She held her breath until he reminded her to breathe. No man had ever put any fingers inside her. Roger wasn’t like that, he was simple, always lying on top of her, never doing it any other way.
The gynecologist removed his finger and inserted a new object, and she screwed her eyes shut. When he spoke, she had to look. He held up a little spatula with her discharge on it and she felt revulsion.
“I’ll go give this a closer look in the microscope. We want to rule out a yeast infection.”
She felt sick, wanted to take her legs down from this degrading position, but didn’t dare.
The ache in her belly had gotten worse and she felt a growing pressure in her privates. She’d had no choice but to spread her legs in this cold examination room. Something she hadn’t done in years. Not since the time a gynecologist needed to make sure she wouldn’t bleed out. After she killed her baby.

IT HAD STARTED AT Gun-Britt’s, but not on one of those weekday mornings with the children all around them. No, it happened one evening during a fermented herring party as the pungent smell of canned surströmming became overwhelming even though they had the balcony door open. Anne-Risten, Gun-Britt, Eva-Lena, and Gunilla were wearing cardigans and jackets to keep from freezing. September was really too late for surströmming, but when their husbands headed out to hunt moose, Gun-Britt said it was an opportunity they couldn’t waste. Roger had taken Niklas and Cecilia to his parents’ house in the village, grumbling as he did every year that since he no longer worked at the mine he didn’t get weeks off in a row and couldn’t spend as much time hunting as he’d like.
Anne-Risten tugged at her sweater, trying to cover her private parts; don’t start crying here in the stirrups. But she gave in and let the memories take over.

“THAT WAS DELICIOUS, GIRLS.” Gun-Britt pulled the coffeepot off the burner and dumped in the grounds. Quite a lot, too; she was never stingy and always made her coffee strong.
They’d had beer with the meal and Anne-Risten had asked for a near beer, muttering some excuse about a headache. But as usual, cigarettes were harder to resist and she lit not just one but two in a row, smoking each down to the filter.
“Did you hear what happened with that kid in number two?” said Gun-Britt. She cocked a hip as she leaned against the stove, letting the fan suck up some of the smoke.
“Resource room,” said Eva-Lena. “A teacher found ten stolen bottles of glue in his bag one day. Obviously he’s sniffing it.”
Gun-Britt clucked and shook her head.
“Well, it’s no wonder with those parents of his,” Eva-Lena went on. “They party every weekend, such a racket, some of the neighbors said. And when someone joiked for an hour straight, they called the police.”
Anne-Risten drew up her shoulders and hunched over, making herself a protective shell and puffing on her life-giving cigarette.
“Yes, those Lapps sure do drink.” Gun-Britt looked concerned, but Anne-Risten saw the flash of distaste in her pale eyes.
For once she wanted to stand up and shout that it wasn’t true. She was so tired of hearing them talk about the Lapps. If it wasn’t the kid in number 2, it was some rude nurse at the clinic, and if it wasn’t that, it was some drunk who scared their children outside Kupolen when they were shopping.
Was this really how she was going to spend her days? Smoking and drinking coffee until she got stomach cramps, forced to listen to nasty talk about her own people? Sometimes she wondered if the women were testing her, if they knew she was Sámi and were messing with her on purpose. They had figured out she was a coward, and maybe they assumed she wouldn’t dare contradict them. She was talkative, but she always avoided conflict. They were playing a game, and it hurt her. Anne-Risten began to clear the table, picking up plates and silverware.
“Oh, Anne, let it be,” said Gun-Britt. “I’m just going to leave it all there and enjoy my alone time this weekend. No dishwashing until Sunday, right before they come home.”
Anne-Risten had already turned on the faucet to rinse away bits of surströmming and potato. Everyone knew that potato would stick stubbornly to the plates if it wasn’t rinsed off, and the fish smell had to go. She scrubbed with dish soap. Gun-Britt wasn’t very domestic and wouldn’t have cleaned up if her family was home either.
Anne-Risten was just about to rinse the last plate when she felt a stab of pain. It was a hollow sensation, like a burning pustule low in her belly, just above her pubic bone. That was all. At first. But then it started in earnest. She drew a sharp breath, loud enough that the others turned her way. The heat flooding her genitals made her wobble, and she turned off the water, then staggered to the bathroom, which was so tiny that one person could hardly turn around in it. She didn’t wipe the seat first, even though she knew the children usually left splashes of urine that dried and crunched under your thighs. Any other time, she would have been preoccupied by the bathroom germs; she routinely wiped toilet seats before use. At home she kept green pine soap on hand for this purpose, but at Gun-Britt’s it had to be bar soap on moistened toilet paper. She also scrubbed the brown faucet handles and never opened a bathroom door without a scrap of toilet paper in hand for protection. But now she sat down and grabbed on to the sink even as she felt the hot blood flowing out of her. She peered down between her pale thighs and saw the water turn red. She wiped with a shaky hand, smelling iron. Was one of those clumps the child who would now never be born? If she looked down into the toilet, would she see its little body? Was there a body yet? Now the burning pustule was back in her belly, spitting and searing away what would have been her third child.
God’s punishment.
She filled her already ruined panties with toilet paper and stood, pulled up her jeans, and fastened a little rubber band through the loop and over the button. Her jeans gaped over her protruding belly and she tugged Roger’s green forest sweater down over it. Something warm was still flowing out of her, but she would suffocate in this tiny space. She looked at her eyes in the mirror; the anguish there cut right through the glass. She unlocked the door and put on her jacket in the front hall.
“I have to go home,” she croaked in the direction of the kitchen, without looking in.
Gun-Britt rushed over. “What now? We’re about to have ice cream with cloudberries.”
“I got my period.” Anne-Risten tugged at the zipper, which kept getting stuck.
“But there are pads in the medicine cabinet.” Gun-Britt had opened the bathroom door, and Anne-Risten thought she saw her recoil; she must have caught the odor of dead fetus. There was a clatter as she opened the mirror that hid the cabinet, then waved a package of Konsum’s blue-and-white sanitary napkins.
“I feel really awful,” said Anne-Risten, sticking her feet into her black clogs with the worn left sole.
Gun-Britt couldn’t think of anything more to say, and Anne-Risten closed the door behind her. She would never make it home before blood soaked through her jeans. When she reached the courtyard, she walked with her legs pressed close together, trying to keep inside what wanted out. She didn’t turn around but just knew Gun-Britt, Gunilla, and Eva-Lena were standing at the window. They sure had something to talk about now. She cut across the playground, the sand that had escaped from the sandbox crunching under her wooden soles, and she turned her left ankle. A jolt of pain ran through her and tears welled in her eyes. She reached the courtyard of number 6 and walked stiff-legged up the stairs. Got the door unlocked and slammed it behind her so hard it echoed in the stairwell. She staggered into a bathroom just as tiny as Gun-Britt’s and closed her eyes as she pulled down jeans and panties. The blood was still flowing.
God’s punishment for wishing her child away.
“It’s not punishment,” she muttered to herself, eyes still closed. “I got what I wanted.”
She was such a lunatic, sitting there talking to herself. She was going to end up in the loony bin in Pite. But it would be just as well if they locked her up. Now she was sobbing loudly. Could she die of blood loss? Why wasn’t it stopping? She didn’t dare call Roger, he would surely say it was her fault, that she had killed the baby with her smoking. And it was her fault! She had killed a baby with her thoughts. She had wished the fetus gone. There had to be consequences for such a thing. The sucking, burning pain attacked her womb again and she bent double as tears dripped onto the pale blue terry rug. Niklas always tripped over its white edge when he got up at night. And yet she didn’t switch it out, because she thought that if Gun-Britt ever came to visit, she would definitely ask where she’d gotten it. But Gun-Britt had never been to her home. None of the women had. Even though she’d said they were welcome to gather at her place some morning. To think that they weren’t even curious to see her furniture and wallpaper. She herself had studied every detail of Gun-Britt’s home, and had even bought identical curtains for her own kitchen. She had imagined Gun-Britt would walk in and comment that they had the same taste.
Slowly the pain faded. It was healthy to let blood now and then, the elders liked to say; it could only help, she’d heard. So she gritted her teeth and imagined that this blood had to come out for her own sake. She wiped again, and this time the paper was white. She flushed without checking the bowl and left the bathroom.
No way would God only take the baby. Surely there were worse things to come. She wandered aimlessly around the apartment, naked from the waist down, but the big sweater shielded her privates from the neighbors’ gazes. She went back to the half bath and picked up the bloody bundle of garments, then went to the next room and tossed them in the bathtub. She turned the faucet on full force. Back to the kitchen, not a crumb on the floor, no dishes left out—it was spotless. Gun-Britt ought to come over and see how a real woman kept house. She ought to see how Anne-Risten pressed the sheets in the basement laundry room of 6D. She pressed most items, while Gun-Britt hardly even ironed and sometimes left the breakfast mugs sitting around until lunch.
She got a new pair of panties from the bedroom wardrobe and went back to the bathroom for a pad.
It was probably a girl. That was her gut feeling. Cecilia had been thrilled about becoming a big sister. Now the children would have to be told the baby had died. Why had Roger told them? How could she explain to Cecilia that her little sister had trickled out of her? Would she hate her mother for being unable to protect a baby? And what if she knew that Anne-Risten had wished away something Cecilia had wanted so much?
First came the hollow pull in her chest, then the dizziness. She grabbed the windowsill. A number of doctors over the years had dismissed her theories about brain tumors or heart defects. They said it was all in her head. Just like they’d said back at nomad school. No one had believed her then either.
Now her legs felt weightless; panic rushed in. She was breathing too fast.
“Enná!” she whimpered.
Roger thought he had a normal wife. He didn’t know anything about demons. The wave swelled inside her and it felt possible that she might follow the baby, leave behind the two to whom she had given life.
She sank to the floor and rested her cheek on the cold surface. Now Roger would see what she was. The thought was clear and her body grew quiet.
After a while she was able to stand; her legs had regained feeling and the swaying floor had stilled. But the blood was rushing out of her again.
When she reached the bathroom she avoided the mirror, just tossed her panties away and climbed into the bathtub, where the cold water was still pouring from the tap; it would soon overflow. She shivered and stood with water up to her knees, washing her thighs and between her legs. She used her big toe to dislodge the stopper, letting the bloody water swirl down the drain. Her jeans were plastered to the bottom of the tub. She dried off with her towel, changed her pad, and put on her panties. She stood there for a moment with her hand on the rise of her belly. The sucking pustule had done its job; her belly was already flattening.
Should she go to the clinic? Call an ambulance, maybe? It was flowing out of her again, perhaps not as heavily, but she was still bleeding.
She staggered to the kitchen, pulled out the stepstool, and reached for the highest shelf in the cabinet above the sink, digging under the fancy embroidered tablecloth she intended to bring out if Gun-Britt ever came by. There was the pack of cigarettes and a lighter. A moment of relief. Then she would call the emergency room.

THE DOOR OPENED AND the gynecologist returned with his gentle smile. “Nope, it’s not a yeast infection.”
Anne-Risten lifted one leg, wanting to get down. He placed a hand on her knee.
“I’d just like to feel your belly again.” He pressed very deep and she gave a little cry. “When was your last period?”
“Three weeks ago, maybe.”
“I think it might be a cyst.” He looked at her attentively. “No, there’s no reason to worry, relax. It’s common at your age, and I think it will go away on its own. If it’s a chocolate cyst, you might experience some heavy bleeding, but it’s not dangerous.”
“Could it…” Her voice cracked. “Could it be a tumor?”
He brought his lower lip up to his mustache and shook his head. “Don’t think like that. For now we’ll wait and see, and if you’re still having trouble after your next period we can refer you for further testing.”
He was by the sink now, washing his hands, saying she was all done. Her legs trembled as she hurried behind the curtain.
When she lost the baby, the gynecologist was a woman, unsympathetic and rough with her hands. She had confirmed the miscarriage and made sure the bleeding stopped before Anne-Risten could die too. The doctor had declared that there was no danger of that anyway, that miscarriages meant a lot of bleeding and there was no reason to seek treatment; most women did just fine at home, on their own. Anne-Risten had wanted to ask why her body had expelled the baby, but she already knew the answer. Besides, the gynecologist probably would have made a snap judgment, decided she knew what kind of woman Anne-Risten was; she would have smelled the surströmming and cigarette smoke, assumed she’d been drinking too.
The pad had chafed at her private parts as she walked home from the hospital. What was she going to tell Roger? That was all she could think. Over and over again.



JON-ANTE
1955
Now it was njukčamánnu, the month of swans. In Swedish, March was called “mars,” and Teacher told them it used to be called “spring month.” But it wasn’t spring at all, there was still a meter of snow on the ground. Jon-Ante liked the trumpeting call of the swans, and he was amazed at how easily they could fly despite their heavy bodies and long necks.
Aslak, too, heard the swans as they walked to the store.
“Nilsa shot a swan once,” he said. His tone was light, but his face said something different.
“Manin?” Jon-Ante replied. They were speaking Sámi, brave enough now that they were far from the school. And Jon-Ante really wanted to know why. Why would anyone shoot a swan?
“I don’t know. And after, the other swan was all alone. I saw it later, it got frozen in the ice and died.” Aslak kicked clumps of snow; they flew off into snowdrifts. Lisbet had sent them out to buy butter and sugar, having miscalculated what she needed for pancakes to go with today’s pea soup. She had been careful to send Jon-Ante along with Aslak.
“How did he get hold of a rifle?”
“We have an air gun. Our áddjá taught Nilsa to shoot it.” Aslak paused. “Wanna spy on somebody?”
“I don’t think we have time.”
“What about after?” Aslak never would have suggested spying if Nilsa weren’t tucked in bed in the isolation room with the stomach flu. He turned into a different person the moment Nilsa wasn’t around, and he often sought out Jon-Ante in the classroom, where they were safe from the big boys. It was strange, but in some way they made sense together, he and Aslak.
“Maybe,” said Jon-Ante. “But who would we spy on?”
“We can always find someone.”
Aslak typically just looked on whenever Nilsa went after Jon-Ante. But sometimes he closed his eyes as though he didn’t want to be there. Jon-Ante had noticed this once while lying on the ground, looking up at the boys encircling him. Another time, Nilsa made Aslak hit Jon-Ante when they were all taking turns punching him. Aslak stared at the ground the whole time, and his fist relaxed into a palm as it struck Jon-Ante’s stomach. The others laughed at his limp hands, but it had given a relieved Jon-Ante time to breathe as he waited for the next boy, who wouldn’t hold back.
The swans trumpeted over the village again, and Aslak imitated their call.
“I’ll race you,” he called. “First one to the light pole wins. Ready, set, go!”
They ran and laughed out loud when their hands slapped the pole at the same time. They took off their mittens and made V signs for victory.
Before entering the store, they jumped up and down to knock the snow from their boots. As usual, they ended up by the very tempting candy display. The store was owned by Ragnar, and some children at school had said he was rich as a troll.
“Well then, boys, what’ll it be today?”
“Sugar and butter.” Swedish came easier for Jon-Ante these days, and he was astounded at how quickly he had learned.
“Will you give us some candy?” Aslak grinned beside Jon-Ante.
Ragnar gave a booming laugh and his belly bounced. “If I gave you Lapp kids a piece of candy every time you came in I would go bankrupt.”
He didn’t say “Lapp kids” the way other people did, there was nothing mean in his tone. His wife, though, was different; she always sounded cross and curt. Lisbet said once that Vega had been born grumpy.
“Just one,” Aslak begged.
“Your teeth will fall out,” Ragnar said, turning around to take some sugar from the shelf.
“We brush them very thoroughly,” Jon-Ante said, feeling rather excited to say something so bold.
“Oho, I see you’ve started talking more,” Ragnar said with a big smile. “Well, I suppose that’s worth a piece of candy.”
He dug the scoop into one of the tubs and dropped a sweet red treat into each of their hands. They popped them in their mouths and were quick to thank him in every language: “Tack. Kiitos. Giitu.”
When they went outside, Vega was in the yard, talking to another lady, each of them next to a kick sled. Vega was short and fat and had a big double chin; the other lady was just as short but she was very skinny and had sharp cheekbones. They seemed to be absorbed in a serious conversation.
“Come on!” Aslak said, pulling Jon-Ante around the corner of the store. “We can spy on those two!”
Jon-Ante wanted to object, say that they were just boring old ladies, but he liked the soft feeling of Aslak’s hand around his upper arm and nodded eagerly.
The women resumed their kick-sledding, with one foot on a runner, kicking along with the other. The road wasn’t giving a very good glide, the boys could tell, and soon the women began to walk with their hands resting on the handles.
Aslak and Jon-Ante snuck from tree to tree. The women’s discussion had turned cheerful, and they were heading up the hill toward the church as the boys slipped in and out behind houses and sheds, full of giggles.
The ladies panted slightly and slowed down. They stopped for a moment so Vega could retrieve a handkerchief from her pocket, and she blew her nose loudly.
“Now listen to this.” She glanced around, and Jon-Ante and Aslak quickly pressed up against the side of a red shed, pricking their ears. “Ture Olsson was seen with another woman in Kiruna.”
“What on earth?”
Jon-Ante peered out cautiously.
“That’s right. But it would be no wonder, if it’s even true.” Vega nodded at the nomad school. “To think he ever got together with old Rita.”
Jon-Ante turned around and raised his eyebrows at Aslak, who mirrored his expression.
“She struts around the village, thinking she’s really something. She’s no more than a common child-minder.”
They began to push the kick sleds slowly onward, and Jon-Ante and Aslak missed some of their words.
“Come on! We need to hear more!” Jon-Ante snuck through the snow and two scrawny birch trees became their next shield.
“… and no children of their own.”
“I heard from Lisbet that she’s too hard on the pupils, that she beats them black and blue.” Vega coughed. “Serves her right, if Ture found someone new. I suppose it’s too bad for him, though, he could have ended up with a better wife.”
“Like one who could have given him babies, too. To think he’s stayed all these years, I can’t fathom it.”
Now there were neither trees nor houses in front of them, and the women would soon reach the church. The boys wouldn’t overhear any more. Aslak grinned as they returned to the road. “We are the best at spying! Did you hear them? They said Housemother is mean.”
“Yup.”
They walked close together, their arms brushing. Jon-Ante hadn’t understood much of what the women said. That Ture guy, they’d met him only once, when he was waiting for Housemother in the common room. He’d introduced himself to the children and taken a seat on the sofa, laughing a lot and asking questions. Ture was the one who had brought the newspaper article about the nomad school to show them; the children had flocked around him as he read it aloud. He’d asked Lisbet for tacks to hang up the article by the front door. The girls in the picture next to Housemother couldn’t get enough of looking at themselves.
“An extra mama to you all,” Ture said, looking smug.
Jon-Ante didn’t understand, and when Johánas whispered to him in Sámi that the paper said Housemother was their extra mother, he couldn’t believe it.
“Does it really say that?”
“Juoa.”
Jon-Ante and Aslak dragged their feet the last little bit to the dormitory.
“Now we know a secret,” Aslak said.
“Yup.”
They exchanged glances and giggled, even though Jon-Ante wasn’t entirely sure what that secret was. He wondered if Aslak had understood more than he did, but he didn’t want to ask and risk seeming stupid.
Their cheeks were rosy and their noses cold when they came into the kitchen, where Lisbet welcomed them with her warm smile.
“Thank you, boys!” She patted them gently and Jon-Ante wanted her hand to stay there, at the small of his back. He pressed a little closer to Aslak for a moment. “My, don’t you two look pleased as punch! Did you get candy again?”
“Better!” said Aslak. “But we did get candy too.”
Lisbet looked pleased and waved them off. “Go out and play now, before supper.”
Jon-Ante liked her so much. She had found him crying in the cellar more than once and had held him in her arms until it passed. The article should have been about Lisbet, because she was an extra mama for real. Just like Anna had been.



MARGE
1985
She drove slowly across the bridge near Vazáš. Below, the ice was trying to take hold, and the snow on the landscape was only a few pitiful centimeters deep. She glanced at Estela in the rearview mirror; the little girl was gazing out at the wide Torne River while humming a song she’d learned at school. Songs had been her way of conquering Swedish; she spoke near perfectly now. To think how quickly it had happened—it hadn’t even been six months. Marge tried to remember how long it had taken her to learn Swedish at the nomad school. Longer than that. A sudden ache in her chest. Her past crowded into her thoughts more and more often these days, and all because of Estela. She hadn’t wanted to admit it at first, but her daughter caused painful memories to resurface. What had she been thinking, taking a child from her home environment and forcing her to become Swedish? How could she have subjected Estela to the same things that had happened to her? Suddenly the car lurched sideways, and she steered it out of the skid with a gasp. Estela didn’t even seem to notice that they nearly ended up in the ditch.
“Do you know what October is called in Sámi?” Marge asked in the cheerful voice she’d developed over the past six months.
Her daughter met her eyes in the rearview mirror and shook her head, two skinny braids whipping around her soft face. She’d filled out a bit, had learned to like the food. The nurse at the clinic had nodded in approval when they went for a weight-and-height checkup. Marge had nearly started crying with relief.
“Golggotmánnu.” Marge smiled. “That means ‘the month when the male reindeer is exhausted from rutting.’ ”
Estela wrinkled her nose, a clear sign that she didn’t understand.
“Because it’s time for the reindeer to mate.” Marge felt her hands grow sweaty on the wheel. “You know, so they’ll have calves later. But first they mate, that’s what it’s called.”
Estela looked increasingly bewildered, and Marge rubbed the back of her neck. How could she be so terrible at explaining?
“When the female reindeer—” She paused. Dear God. “You know what male and female are, right?”
“Yes! Johanna has a cat who’s a female and it’s going to have kittens soon.” Estela lit up. “Can I have one?”
“What? A cat? Well, I don’t know.”
“I want one.”
Marge gave up. “We’ll see. I can talk to Johanna’s mama.”
Estela squealed happily and hugged her Barbie with the golden curls. She went back to humming her song, stopping occasionally to whisper in Barbie’s ear. A week ago, when she’d experienced her first snow, she declared it was Barbie’s first time too. The snowflakes made Estela laugh.
“Stick out your tongue,” Marge had cried, exhilarated by her daughter’s enthusiasm.
They stood with their tongues out, giggling at the snow as it melted in their mouths.
“I love it, Mama!”
The snow hadn’t melted, and maybe it was there to stay. Marge glanced in the rearview mirror again.
“Can you try saying ‘golggotmánnu’?”
“Golggotmánnu,” Estela repeated perfectly.
“You know Áhkku and Áddjá prefer to speak Sámi.”
“I know. You say that every time we come here.”
“Do you want to know how too?”
“Yes!” Estela flung her arms to the roof and Barbie bonked her head.
“We’ll just wait a little bit, until your Swedish is really good. You’ll have to learn one language at a time.”
“I want to now.”
“Soon, angel, soon.”
“I’m not an angel.”
Marge laughed, but Estela looked offended. They were closer now, but not close enough. Sometimes her little girl looked at her with a glare so grim she couldn’t bring herself to hold eye contact.
“You’re not my mother,” she would say in a clear, angry voice. It cut more sharply than anything Marge had ever felt.
“I am your mother.”
But Estela clenched up, turning into a ball of hostility, and sometimes even kicked at Marge if she tried to approach her. “I want to go home.”
In previous months she had babbled furiously in Spanish, but now the words came out in Swedish and Marge wished, sometimes, that she hadn’t learned the new language so quickly.
“Do you remember your old home?” she’d asked once, and the girl had run into the bathroom and locked the door. A deep sense of regret washed over Marge, and she cursed herself.
These days, she would promise her daughter just about anything to see a smile and avoid conflict. She had not, of course, mentioned this to the nurse.
“Look! Reindeer!”
She slowed down and Estela thrust her body between the front seats to see. The reindeer stood still on the road, staring at them with warm black eyes.
“I want to pet them.”
“No, you can’t. They would get scared.” She hit the gas tentatively but the reindeer didn’t move, and she had to stop again. Their eyes were full of accusations, they knew Marge had left the land she came from. She shook her shoulders—sometimes these ridiculous thoughts of hers were frightening.
“Why won’t they move?” Estela wondered.
“I don’t know.”
A car came from the other direction; it honked, and the reindeer startled and launched into the ditch.
“Mean car! He scared them!” Estela pressed her palm to the window and watched the animals disappear into the trees. The other car sped by and honked again. “What if he had run them over?”
Marge sighed. There were some things in life she hoped her daughter would never find out. “Yes, that was mean. But the reindeer will be safe in the woods now. They shouldn’t be on the road.”
She thought of her most recent conversation with Isá, about the reindeer he’d found run over, three of them. The ears of each had been cut off. The hit-and-run driver had gone to the trouble of exiting their car to remove the ears, making it impossible to say which herd the reindeer were from. They weren’t about to let the Lapps get their compensation payment. She’d heard talk like that so many times.
Isá had sounded more resigned than angry. One of the reindeer had still been alive when he found it, but gravely injured. Isá’d had to take care of that as well.
“Would you like to listen to some music?” Marge turned up the volume on the radio.
She recognized the song—she and her colleague had danced to it at the pre-party before they were supposed to go out back in August.
Jon-Ante.
Her cheeks grew warm as she thought of how she’d made a fool of herself in front of him. Drunk and ornery. The humiliation of waking up in his bed the next morning. Fully dressed and panicking because she had to get to her brother’s house to pick up Estela.
Marge looked at her daughter in the rearview mirror again and made a face, which prompted Estela to giggle and try to counter with an even sillier one.
Half an hour later, they pulled up to Marge’s childhood home, where the house glowed red against the thin blanket of fallen snow. Isá had repainted over the summer. The yard looked nice, everything in its place. The shed, too, had a fresh coat of red paint; only the smoke goahti was worn and gray. He said he didn’t want to repaint it, that it was meant to evoke memories of the past. Enná was less than thrilled; she felt it ruined the overall impression. In the summer she tried to get flowers to grow on the south side of the house, and there was a rosebush that would bloom valiantly for a few weeks, but she had the best luck with her poppies, which flourished. She’d also gotten the crazy idea to grow strawberries, and that small patch received help from an infrared light. Isá laid extension cords and carried the heater out to shine on the fragile green leaves and the forming buds. One year, the hare got there first and they had no strawberries at all. Now Enná always draped plastic sheets over the patch at night. Last summer, Estela had been allowed to eat four of the eight strawberries that grew. Eight measly strawberries in one summer. But Enná was pleased.
Three hides from the autumn slaughter were hung on the shed wall to dry. Estela had tolerated everything well, had watched as the hides were gathered after the slaughter, standing right beside Áhkku as she stirred the blood in a big tub and peering at the intestines that would be used for blood sausage. Her daughter hadn’t even thought it was remarkable when Áhkku prepared the eyes and tongues.
Now her parents were waving from the front steps. Estela was soon out of the car and letting Áhkku hug her, but she kept a bit more distance from Áddjá. He was hurt, Marge could tell. She wanted to say it had nothing to do with him, that it was probably because of events in Estela’s past. But she couldn’t get the words out without feeling like the one at fault.
Her parents liked Estela, of course they did. Maybe not as much as they liked their other grandchildren, Marge sometimes thought; there was something a little stiffer about their manner with her. But, she reminded herself, it hadn’t been very long yet either. They needed to get used to each other.
There was the language factor, too, that they couldn’t understand each other. The first time she visited their house, Estela had stared at the kitchen table for an hour, nibbling on Áhkku’s cookies without looking up. That time, Marge made the snap decision to drive home instead of sleeping over. She was on the verge of tears all the way back to Giron, because once again she’d done the wrong thing, taken Estela to a new environment she wasn’t ready for. Two months passed before they attempted another visit, just as Enná and Isá were preparing to leave for the calf marking. Marge ached inside; she wanted to go along, but it would have meant yet another new situation for Estela, and far too many new people. Their large extended family would have been too pushy, and Marge was afraid Estela would only disappoint them and be so clearly out of place. She would stand there sullenly and watch. But what about the calves, could they get her to warm up? No, it was too risky. So she waved goodbye to her parents and headed back to town. Never had her steps up the concrete stairs at Kyrkogatan felt so heavy. And there they sat, in their apartment, in the middle of summer, staring out at the neighboring building. Her daughter had grown uneasy, picking up on Marge’s melancholic mood and becoming even more difficult to deal with.
Could you change your mind about an adoption? The thought had occurred to her as the rain poured for the third day in a row and they couldn’t even go outside to hunt for new swings and slides.
“Man fiinna bárggežat dus leat,” Enná said, holding on to one of Estela’s braids.
“She says your braids look pretty,” Marge said.
“I know. I know ‘bárggežat.’ She says it all the time,” Estela said.
They knew Swedish, of course, but sometimes they were stubborn about not using it. They complained to Marge, saying they wanted to teach Stella Sámi.
“Estela,” Marge would say wearily. “You know her name.”
It was easier to fight that fight, the one over her name. It didn’t hurt as much.
“Stella, boađe sisa. Fika!” Enná said.
“Estela, Enná. You know it’s Estela.”
Her daughter, who was already kicking off her shoes in the front hall, turned to her. “Everyone calls me Stella, even at school. I’m Stella.”
Marge felt a stab of pain. She unwound her scarf and hung up her parka. Did she want to be Stella, or did she feel she had no choice? Her daughter’s face revealed nothing.
Marge nudged Enná’s arm and said in a low voice that they could at least try to speak more Swedish to Estela if they wanted to get to know her better.
“Son ipmirda. You understand. Right, Stella?” Áhkku winked.
The kid nodded cheerfully. But no, she didn’t understand, thought Marge. She just wanted to be agreeable, wanted people to like her. It was impossible for Marge not to compare, not to be reminded of how she had been invaded by a foreign language herself as a child. Her body’s reluctance, and above all, the fear. She was determined to make sure Estela would never feel that way; she didn’t want her to think she had to be someone else just to exist in the world. It was her responsibility to make her daughter feel safe, but how was she supposed to succeed when everyone was pulling the child in different directions? Giving her a new name, and forcing yet another language onto her?
Marge rubbed a knotted muscle in her right shoulder. She wondered, as she had many times before, if Estela had an áhkku and an áddjá in Bogotá. Were there grandparents crying for her even now? Maybe they had gone to look for her at the orphanage. Unaware that their grandchild was thousands of miles away, with a new set of grandparents she called Áhkku and Áddjá.
Estela had started asking about different words—is that Swedish or Sámi? Marge sometimes felt intense anxiety about ignoring the advice of the adoption bureau to give her daughter one language at a time.
She watched as Enná deftly scooped coffee grounds into the pot on the stove, exact measurements that were part of her muscle memory and didn’t take any thought.
Marge took the tea bags from the pantry next to the fridge and started the kettle. “I’ve overdone it on the coffee recently. My stomach can’t take it.” She gazed out the window, across the village and the nearest houses. “Is Jon-Ante ever at home?”
“Not very often. But have you seen that car of his? A raggare car. Ye gods and little fishhooks!”
Marge had to smile—of all the things Enná could choose to say in Swedish. Ye gods and little fishhooks. “He’s not like the raggare you’re thinking of, and that car is actually really nice.”
“He surely is a raggare, have you seen his hair? Goodness, I remember when he was a cute little baikabahta and now—now he looks like that.”
She said “baikabahta” with love, as a term of endearment; everyone did. Enná had always been fond of Jon-Ante, and when his parents finally took him out of the nomad school she’d sighed in relief. She returned to the story often.
“Hoja, what a time. His parents had enough, he was always black and blue and they decided his little brothers wouldn’t be going there, and then all the boys were allowed to start going to school in the village.”
Marge remembered that. How jealous she was when Jon-Ante didn’t have to ride the school bus with them. And sometimes a streak of concern appeared in Enná’s eyes, even though it didn’t stop her from recounting the whole tale. “You girls did better at the nomad school, you did,” she said, as though to convince herself and leave no room for Marge to object.
“What does ‘baikabahta’ mean?” Estela asked, looking at them. Marge laughed.
“It means poopy-butt. Have you heard the kind of words Áhkku uses?”
Her daughter giggled and repeated it, pronouncing it correctly.
Marge glanced over at Jon-Ante’s childhood home once more. He’d been so kind to her on that unfortunate night. The next day, she’d actually hoped he would call; she looked him up in the phone book and memorized his number. No job title was listed. Some people liked to brag and put titles like teacher and engineer, but Jon-Ante wasn’t advertising the fact that he was a mine worker.
He didn’t call; the thought probably hadn’t even occurred to him.
Estela was sitting across from Isá, her glass brimming with juice as she cautiously brought it to her mouth.
“If she were a little lighter she would look like you, like your own baby,” he said in Sámi.
Marge spun about. “Oh my God, what on earth? What did you just say?”
He looked surprised. “What? Isn’t that a good thing, that she looks like you?”
“Just stop.”
“It’s just, there’s something about her eyes. Maybe she looks a little bit like an Indian.”
“That’s enough! Judging my child like a racist. You of all people should know better.”
That hit home. A familiar shadow fell across Isá’s eyes. Marge’s hands shook as she tore open the Lipton sachet. She couldn’t stop herself from walking away, going to the living room, finding safe things to focus on. The silence in the kitchen must be frightening Estela, and she felt she’d better go back. What she’d said was a cruel reminder and an unfair comparison. For Christ’s sake, he had a scar on his head! The measuring instrument had scraped his scalp when he struggled; blood had poured out and colored his hair red.
She’d found that scar as a child, just by happenstance as they were goofing around on the floor. He let her feel it, sitting perfectly still as her tiny finger slipped across his scalp, even though it must have been hard for him to tolerate. He lied and told her he’d been snagged by a fishing lure. Much later, she learned what had really hurt him. The instrument that had measured his skull.
Now she gritted her teeth, wishing she could take back what she’d said, but at the same time—why would he say such a stupid thing?
Back in the kitchen, Estela looked back and forth between them, and of course Enná was the one to break the silence.
“Oh, I forgot. I have ice cream, too.”
Swedish now, and Estela smiled. She hopped down from her chair to help dig through the freezer.
Marge couldn’t look at Isá, and he turned on the radio. Trackslistan was still counting down the top twenty. He didn’t like that program and turned the dial until he found P4.
“Du belážagat bohtet hede,” Enná said to Estela.
“The cousins will be here soon,” Marge said.
“I knooooow,” Estela said.
“They’re already here.” Isá had twitched the curtain aside to spot them sprinting down the village road.
These were Marge’s sister’s children, eight-year-old Ol-Ánte, who insisted on being called Olle, and seven-year-old Áili. Marge watched them walk inside with a confidence she hoped Estela might have someday as well. They crowded onto the kitchen bench and snatched treats from the cookie tray without asking, chatting loudly, and Áili grabbed Estela’s braids to measure them against her own. Crumbs flew out of Olle’s mouth as he told them about getting out the snowmobile with Isá and how they just had to wait for a little more snow. Áddjá’s eyes were on the boy, and Estela watched them with curiosity as they spoke. Áili whispered into her ear and they giggled. Estela let her hand rest in Áili’s, and Marge waited for her own childish envy to ebb away.
The children left crumbs and drips of juice on the kitchen table and soon had their coats on again, setting off for an adventure outside, in the village that was Marge’s, was Isá’s and Enná’s, Áhkku’s and Áddjá’s, the village they knew in and out. Now it was the children’s turn to conquer every corner, and she saw them dash out of the yard and across the main road. The river on the other side of the school hill often proved too big a temptation. Olle and Áili knew they weren’t allowed to go near it, and she could only trust that Estela had listened to her mother’s warnings too.
Marge wiped the table and Isá turned off the radio, stood up, and took Norrländska Socialdemokraten under his arm, then disappeared into the living room. Enná was restless, pulling the kitchen chair closer, the shoe band she was nearly done weaving hung from its spindles. Her deft fingers worked quickly, and the yellow-and-red band grew millimeter by millimeter.
“It’s for Stella,” she said. “I’m going to sew a gákti for her too.”
“Are you?”
“I’ve made them for all my grandchildren, haven’t I?”
Marge rinsed her hands and tore off a paper towel, feeling on guard. What would the relatives say when Estela turned up in a gákti? Would they think she had a right to it? At the same time, she felt a tingle of happiness in her belly to think that Enná took it for granted that Estela should have a gákti. It made her speak recklessly.
“Do you think she’s doing well?”
Enná looked up, her glasses perched on the tip of her nose. “What do you mean?”
The newspaper rustled in the living room, and Marge knew he was listening. He must feel uncomfortable, but relieved to be out of sight. Enná kept working on the band, moving faster now.
“I don’t know. Sometimes I’m afraid that I shouldn’t have…”
The silence in the kitchen was deafening now that the radio was off. Marge glanced out to see the children but only their footprints were left in the yard.
“What was it like for you and Isá when I went to the nomad school?” She said it to the windowpane, so close that a brief fog appeared.
Dry fingertips rasped against the yarn. Enná tossed her head lightly and kept weaving. Her soft upper arms trembled under her heather-green T-shirt as her hands moved more firmly.
Marge sat down on the storage chair next to the kitchen doorway, wishing she hadn’t tried to start a conversation that would never come to pass. The chair creaked under her; it was meant for visitors who needed a moment of comfort. She was treated just like them—her parents could offer their presence, soothe some loneliness, but the words wouldn’t come. And what was there to say, really?
She tugged the arms of her cardigan down over her hands; a cold draft was coming from the hall. The children must have forgotten to close the door all the way.
A sharp patter on the front steps made her look that way, and as the door flew open the chill poured in. Marge knew something had happened before Olle took a breath to say:
“Stella is dead!”
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Little Ol-Ánte came running down the road, flushed and out of breath. Else-Maj was at the kitchen window and saw his agile leap across the ditch. He was heading straight for their house. Her heart raced—this didn’t bode well.
“Gustu, I think you should come here,” she called in a low, tense voice to her husband, who was in the bathroom.
The boy yanked open the door and stomped from the front hall into the kitchen. “I think Stella’s dead! Áhkku says Gustu needs to come!”
“Who is Stella?”
“Marge’s daughter!” He was snot-faced and scared.
Gustu was already at the door, stuffing his feet into his snowmobile boots and pulling on his coat simultaneously.
“Where’s the girl?” Else-Maj kept her voice calm; though she wanted to comfort the boy, her arms hung slack.
“By Áhkku and Áddjá’s house. She fell out of a tree and landed on a rock we couldn’t see under all the snow. There’s so much blood!”
Gustu shot a glance at Else-Maj and placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder, the one she should have offered. “Let’s go, Ol-Ánte. It’s a good thing you got here so fast.”
Else-Maj stood on the front steps, watching them run off side by side. Gustu had forgotten his hat and gloves, and she decided to follow them. This sort of thing was his business—he was the village’s gunsttar, their healer. But she was sure they were in a state of panic over there, Marge wasn’t strong enough, nor was her enná, Mariana. They would need Else-Maj to take control. Gustu would have his hands full with the girl; he would stanch the blood and see to her injuries.
She put on her coat and went out, told the dog to stop barking. It had a sixth sense, that pup, could always tell when something was wrong.
Had anyone thought to call the ambulance? She sped up, walking faster the closer she got to the house.
They were all gathered around the tree. Hadn’t they even taken the little girl inside?
Now she was running. What was wrong with people?
Marge was wandering around like a lost soul, crying loudly as Mariana stood still, her eyes on Gustu’s back.
The child’s eyes were closed. She didn’t have a hat on, and she had been bleeding from a gash near her eyebrow, rivulets of red over her eye and cheek, disappearing under the collar of her jacket. The blood had frozen in the cold; later it could be scraped away in red flakes.
Gustu had stopped the bleeding. Mariana’s hands were clasped in prayer.
“Why won’t she wake up?” Marge whimpered.
“Did you call an ambulance?” Else-Maj spoke from her diaphragm, and her voice came out stern and authoritative.
“There’s none available,” Gustu said through gritted teeth. “But there might be soon.”
“Might be?!” she exclaimed. “Call again! Where is Biera?”
She looked around for Marge’s isá.
“He…” Mariana seemed confused. “Maybe he’s calling again. He must be in the house.”
Else-Maj scoffed. Men were like that, always fleeing the scene. She had seen it far too often. Out with the reindeer they were manly men, but as soon as anything else went sideways they were just pitiful. So few of them were like her Gustu; she knew he would have been a steady presence even without his ability.
“We’ll have to start driving and hope they can send an ambulance to meet us along the way,” she said. “The bleeding has stopped, right?”
Gustu nodded.
“She can’t just lie here on the cold ground. Let’s get her up.” Else-Maj fell to her knees and got her hands under the girl’s shoulders.
“They said we should be careful with her neck,” Marge said.
Else-Maj glared. Why was she running around like an idiot instead of picking the little girl up?
“There’s nothing wrong with her neck.” Else-Maj left no room for doubt. She looked at Gustu and realized that he wasn’t so sure. “Let’s carry her to the car,” she said anyway.
Else-Maj moved her fingertips under the small body. The lashes of the girl’s unbloodied eye fluttered. A piteous whimper. Gustu had his hands on her all the while. Else-Maj had seen his lips moving.
“Mama,” a tiny voice croaked.
Marge threw herself to the ground between Else-Maj and Gustu. Her hands hovered a few centimeters over her daughter, as though she were afraid to touch her. “Estela! Mama is right here, you’re going to be just fine!”
The little girl gurgled.
“She’s going to throw up,” Else-Maj said, and with her hands under the girl’s shoulders she rolled her cautiously but quickly onto her side.
Stella vomited and couldn’t breathe as it came out of her nose.
“Concussion,” said Else-Maj. She picked the child up; she was just about as much of a featherweight as her own Ella had been at that age. Gustu took over and carried her to the car. Marge staggered along beside them, fumbling for a hand to hold, crying so loudly that Else-Maj wanted to snap at her. The poor girl was already scared enough.
“We’ll take Marge’s car and head for the hospital. But they have to send an ambulance—they have to. They can meet us along the way. You call and tell them what kind of car to look out for,” Else-Maj said to Mariana, who nodded and went into the house.
She glimpsed Biera through the living room window and wished she could dash inside to tell him off. Hiding like that, such a big man. She looked at Gustu and thanked God he was hers.
“Get some barf bags,” she said to Ol-Ánte and Áili, who everyone had forgotten. The children were pale, their eyes red. “She’s going to be okay,” she forced herself to say in a gentle voice. “Now go get a Konsum sack.”
The children ran inside and came back with two bags. Gustu had placed Stella in the back seat and Marge sat with her daughter’s head in her lap. Gustu got behind the wheel and adjusted the seat as Else-Maj hopped in beside him.
She looked at the girl’s forehead; the edges of the wound had drawn together as though stitched. It would do until the hospital could take over.
“Are you okay to drive?”
“Oh, yes.” Gustu had already started the car. “We’ll meet the ambulance before Vazáš.”
“Are you sure?” Marge asked, and Else-Maj fixed her eyes on her and nodded. If Gustu said so, that’s what would happen.
The girl stared blankly at the roof of the car.
“Got dat manná, Stella?” Else-Maj asked, but had she gotten the name right? Everyone but Marge had called her Stella.
“She doesn’t know Sámi,” Marge said, and stroked the cheek that wasn’t streaked with blood. “How are you feeling, sweetie?”
“My head hurts.”
“We’ll be to the ambulance soon.”
“You mustn’t fall asleep, now,” said Else-Maj.
Gustu put the car in first gear and headed out of the yard. He sped through the village, which made Else-Maj nervous, but he placed a hand on her knee and squeezed. He’d always found it easy to offer her a simple touch, while she just sat there with slack arms.
They soon passed Vuolle Sohppar and Silkemuotki and Else-Maj waited to spot the blue lights.
“You must think I’m a terrible mother,” Marge said in Sámi, sniffling. “I had no idea what to do.”
“What are you nattering on about?”
“I am a terrible mother.”
“Stop that crying. You’re scaring your little girl. This is just a new experience for you. I’ve seen any number of accidents, you know. Nils Johan has taken more trips in the ambulance than just about any other kid in the village. It’s going to be fine.”
“But I see the way you all look at me and think it was strange of me to take on such a big girl.”
Else-Maj turned around and aimed a stern look at Marge. “I promise you, I never thought any such thing. Neither did anyone else, Marge. You’re imagining things.”
Gustu sighed. No, she was no good at this stuff. She turned back around to keep an eye out for the ambulance.
“Do you ever think about what it was like for us, at school? Because ever since I got Estela, I can’t stop thinking about it.”
Else-Maj stiffened in her seat and wished she could ask Gustu to stop the car and let her out. She wrung her hands, pressing fists into her belly.
Marge had stopped sniffling and her voice sounded clearer. “It’s like I never quite became whole, or something. Maybe that’s why I never managed to find a husband. But I wanted a child so badly, and adoption was the only way.”
Else-Maj’s fingers were now digging in her coat pockets, feeling tiny shards of gravel poke under her nails. “Stop this, you’ve just had a shock.”
“But what right did I have to take Estela from her homeland?” She was sobbing again. “Do you remember when Housemother said joiking was a sin, that it was calling for the devil? Maybe that’s why my life turned out the way it did.”
Else-Maj glanced at Gustu’s hands, which were clenched on the wheel. That did it, he would just have to stop the car and let her out. She couldn’t take any more of this.
“Because, you know, I joiked sometimes, like Isá, there at the school, when I felt really homesick. Only in secret, of course. It scared the hell out of me when she said it was sinful.”
“How is Stella doing?” Gustu interrupted.
“She’s almost asleep.”
“Keep her awake.”
“She doesn’t like it when I hug her. I don’t know what to do. I’m not as strong as you are, Else-Maj.”
“That’s enough!” Else-Maj raised her voice. “You can’t keep talking like that. It doesn’t help. Right now you just work on keeping her awake, and everything will be fine.”
“Rita Olsson lives in town. I saw her.”
Else-Maj stopped mid-breath. Her heart pounded beneath the fragile skin of her throat. Ever since the day she saw that woman at the Laestadian meeting, she had tried not to think about her, had decided she didn’t want to know what she was up to or where she lived.
They’d been driving fast for about fifteen minutes when they spotted the ambulance.
Gustu flashed the brights and slowed down. They couldn’t stop quite yet but they knew the road well; there was a parking pull-out just ahead. Gustu raised a hand at the ambulance driver as they passed, and they were finally able to stop a few hundred meters on.
Else-Maj got out of the car and let Gustu handle everything. The ambulance pulled up behind them. She said hello to the paramedics but didn’t recognize them and kept her distance as they spoke with Gustu and examined Stella. She heard her husband say that he had stopped the bleeding and let them know what to expect when they arrived at the hospital. The gash was deep, it would open when she got to Giron, but then there would be doctors who could stitch it up. The paramedics didn’t raise any eyebrows; they were used to taking over from a gunsttar. They listened and were grateful. The girl was transferred into the ambulance. Marge climbed in after her, avoiding their eyes. Else-Maj wondered if she should tell the paramedics that the mother was in shock, but she let it go. They would probably notice. Although they didn’t know, of course, that Marge was typically a quiet person and that her chattering itself was a sign of shock. Then again, Else-Maj didn’t know her well anymore; maybe she’d become more talkative over the years.
The ambulance ran with flashing lights but no siren, just as it had when they’d encountered it. She and Gustu got back in the car. Neither of them would mention what Marge had talked about, and that was perfectly fine with Else-Maj. But she didn’t like the fact that Marge had put a wedge between them, a reminder that they never talked about the nomad school. It felt uncomfortable and a little awkward to sit there pretending nothing was wrong. But she just wanted to be here in the moment, safe and sound with her Gustu. She’d never wanted to know if his years at the school had caused him pain, and she certainly wasn’t going to talk about her own feelings. And never about Sara. He’d asked once, early on, and she had waved it off, said it was so long ago and she had been a child when it happened, didn’t remember much about it.
There were some Christians who claimed that what Gustu did called on the help of dark powers. They said these things within earshot of her, but she pretended not to hear. She had never asked him where his ability came from; there was no need. Of course it was God’s help he had, when he cured others.
There was a Tornedalian song on the radio and Gustu hummed along, smiling her way, aware that she had opinions about his singing voice. But did he know how fond she was of him? They never said “I love you”—had they ever? It was something they simply understood. Gustu would laugh and say there was no need for words when you knew you belonged together. They complemented each other, each with their own tasks. She spent a lot of time on her own when he was off with the reindeer, but she had learned to take care of herself from a very young age.
Else-Maj wanted to say he had done a good job with Stella. But even such simple words of praise were a challenge. So how on earth could she say she loved someone?
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Her lungs burned deep down; her nose hairs were frozen and sharp, and her hair glittered with frost left by her breath. Else-Maj and Anne-Risten were all bundled up, but it was impossible to protect yourself from the chill when it was twenty-eight below. They didn’t speak, keeping their faces hidden under their shawls; only their eyes were visible and their eyebrows ached with the cold. They walked silently in their nuvttahat. Else-Maj’s enná had stitched hers for her before she left for school. She had cried salty tears into the reindeer hide. It was like walking in sorrow’s shoes. The upturned toe caught up snow with every step.
“We’re going to be dead meat when we come back,” Anne-Risten muttered behind her shawl. “And we’ll get sick!”
The village was silent and still, most people staying indoors. But Else-Maj would not relent, Anne-Risten had to take her to see Anna’s siessá. They weren’t allowed to go out, but Else-Maj had caught a whiff of Vademecum in the corridor and knew the witch must have taken to her bed with a headache. She had snuck out with Anne-Risten close behind. Else-Maj had warned her not to cry, telling her that her tears would freeze and make her go blind. It wasn’t true, but that was the way to frighten Anne-Risten.
They went past the store and the houses, whose chimneys billowed smoke almost around the clock these days.
Anne-Risten pointed. “There, by the bend.”
They had nearly reached the house, and Anna’s siessá Inger was in the kitchen window, as though she were expecting them. She waved them inside. The door whined, protesting the cold, and they quickly closed it behind them. The warmth thawed her face, but it still felt stiff.
“Bohtet sisa, nieiddat.” The Sámi words welcomed the girls into the kitchen and Anne-Risten looked smug as she headed that way, eager to show that she knew this house.
“Na, juoa, Anne-Risten.” The older woman in the kitchen smiled, then looked with cloudy but curious eyes at Else-Maj. “Gean nieida don leat?”
Else-Maj recited the names, ending with her own. Inger nodded, her smile growing larger, happy to know whose little girl she was. But then a brief shadow crossed the woman’s face.
“Du oabbá, Sara.” She shook her head and sighed loudly. “Čohkket,” she said, pointing at the kitchen bench. They sat.
Else-Maj’s fingers were red when she took off her mittens. Soon they would prickle and burn.
“So, why have such lovely girls come to see me today?” She sat down at the kitchen table and gazed at them with interest.
“We want to know where Anna went,” Anne-Risten said.
“She’s back in Ađevuopmi.”
Else-Maj watched closely for a reaction in the old woman’s face. “Why?”
“That’s just what happened.” Inger stood up and put some wood on the fire. “But it sure is lonely around here without her.”
She stopped and touched the small of her back, pain on her face.
“I don’t suppose you two drink coffee?”
They shook their heads.
“Was she sad when she left?” asked Anne-Risten “Or did she want to quit?”
Inger sat down again and ran her hand across the table, back and forth. “Well, there’s not much to be done about it now, in any case.”
“Did she talk about…” Else-Maj hesitated; she wanted to say “me” but couldn’t. “… us?”
“Goodness, yes, she talked about all of you. Oh, how she liked you children and wanted to help.”
“Was Housemother the one who sent Anna away?”
“That could be, I don’t know. But I do know Anna only wanted to do the right thing, especially for your oabbá.”
Else-Maj glanced down at her hands as she felt her throat constrict. The rock of grief throbbed in her chest. Out of nowhere, a sob escaped her. Inger shuffled over to sit beside her.
“Oh, oh, there, there.” The old woman’s hand was warm and dry as it enveloped Else-Maj’s. Inger hugged and jostled her gently in turns, as if to shake loose the rock, as though she knew it was there inside her chest. But it had melded itself to her ribs. “God always takes the good ones first.”
Else-Maj had heard this at the funeral too. The women howling in sorrow, trying to find comfort in the fact that Sara was gone so young. But then what did it mean for Else-Maj to be left behind? She wanted to slap them, make them take back what they’d said. Enná wasn’t comforted by those sentiments either, but she didn’t say anything to Else-Maj, never explained anything, just stood there in silence.
“But God isn’t supposed to take little children,” Else-Maj said now, although her throat was tight and really didn’t want to let out any words. She dared to glance up, too, and she could tell that Inger wasn’t angry. Else-Maj didn’t want to blame God, because after all, it was when she spoke to Him that she felt relief. In the dormitory at night, sweaty hands under the covers, resting on her chest where the grief wouldn’t budge, not even by prayer. But sometimes there were little puffs of calm that she tried to capture.
“God doesn’t take children to be cruel,” Inger said slowly. “And God didn’t make your sister sickly.”
Anne-Risten listened to them with her mouth open and a worried look in her eyes. She had stuck her hand under the arm of her coat and Else-Maj knew she would scratch the skin there until it was flaming red.
“I want Anna to come back.” Else-Maj sounded grumpy and childish, but she didn’t feel ashamed.
“I do too, but I’m afraid that won’t happen. She has a new job now, helping a family with lots of children.”
“Is she sad?” Anne-Risten had taken off her hat and was squeezing it.
“Yes, I’m sure she was sad to go. She thinks about you children all the time.”
“Can you ask her to come back?”
“No, sweetheart, I can’t.”
“Can you tell her hi from us?”
“Yes, I’ll do that next time she calls.”
Else-Maj looked at Anne-Risten, who was smiling, comforted for now. Else-Maj, though, felt heavy. And alone. She wiped her eyes.
Anne-Risten squirmed and whispered that she had to pee, and Inger told her she knew where to go. Else-Maj couldn’t stand her friend’s self-important face.
Inger had released her hand, but now she leaned toward her, as though inhaling her scent.
“She talked about you the most. You two had something special, I gather,” she said softly. “And Sara, she’ll always be with you. You know that, don’t you?”
Else-Maj had heard other adults say so, but it wasn’t true. She sometimes reached out a hand, swept it back and forth, looking for the resistance that would be Sara. Nothing.
“You’re little right now, but it will become clearer later, when you’re grown.”
But “grown” was a different time, one she couldn’t even comprehend. Else-Maj didn’t play along, didn’t smile nicely.
“Oh, Else-Maj, I know you think nothing will ever be good again. But there are so many wonderful things ahead of you.”
She’d heard this before too, and she stood up; she didn’t want to be rude, but those were only words. Inger let her be.
Anne-Risten came back and stood next to Else-Maj.
“It was lovely of you to come by, girls, and I’ll tell Anna hello. I know that will make her happy.” Inger stood up straight and put her hands on her hips.
Else-Maj gave a slight nod and headed for the hall. Anne-Risten followed, calling “Báze dearvan” back toward the kitchen and receiving a “Manni dearvan” in return.
They wound their shawls over their faces again. Cold steam appeared in the hall as they opened the door and Anne-Risten coughed when the chill reached her lungs.
“We’re going to get so sick. Hey, what did she say to you, anyway? Enná says Inger can see things.”
Else-Maj shot her a long look and something inside her resisted the idea. That wouldn’t be so strange; people like that existed. There were some in her extended family, and they were around the village. But she’d had a hard time forgetting the sermon at the Laestadian meeting she attended with Enná last summer. The preacher who said it was the devil who gave people dangerous habits and abilities. Hadn’t he said something like that? Oh, Else-Maj didn’t know what to believe. But Inger, at least, didn’t seem dangerous.
“Nothing special,” she said to Anne-Risten.
“We have to finish sewing our coffee pouches now.”
Else-Maj’s was pretty: smooth leather and pewter wire on red fabric. She had inherited Enná’s nimble fingers and had an eye for dimension and color. Housemother often sat in the common room with the girls, embroidery in hand. They were spared her presence whenever she had a headache; hopefully that would be the case today.
They passed the store. The village was still quiet, and it felt as though no one else existed. Else-Maj felt that vast loneliness again. It welled over her, like a threat from the stars to pull the entire sky down on top of them. She began to run. If she got out of breath it would hurt deep down in her lungs. But she wouldn’t die, because God only took children who were good.
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She stepped over the shoes in the front hall, moved them onto the shoe rack, remembered that she’d forgotten to refill the stash of Tylenol in her purse, and went back to the bathroom. As always, her gaze slipped up to the black spots in the corner of the ceiling that kept spreading. The mining company’s property management arm had sent painters to slap a coat of white paint over the area, but it was mold: painting over it was no solution, and Anne-Risten had told them as much. No one would listen to her. If Roger had put his foot down they would have listened. But now there was no Roger in their shabby old apartment on Bromsgatan. It was just her and the kids. He’d put up with her for a long time, though. He’d listened to her fretting about the mold and the eczema it caused Niklas, looked at all her own rashes, and brought her chilled towels when she had to lie down in a dark room with a migraine, which she was sure was also a result of the mold. But eventually he couldn’t take it anymore. He came home after a long night at Malmia with his work buddies, smelling like other women’s perfume. One woman’s, specifically. As she would come to find out later.
He left Anne-Risten and the children and moved in with that woman. She was young, almost embarrassingly so. But he was happy—it was like he became a different person around the children too, less strict, and he took Niklas out to practice driving and they became close in a way they never had been before. Cecilia had just turned fifteen when the family split up, and she became much quieter after, but he didn’t notice. Maybe she kept up a cheerful façade in front of him. He bragged about his new house in Lompis, how he could drive his snowmobile out of the yard and straight into the forest. And of course it wasn’t long before his new wife got pregnant and gave him a son.
Back when Anne-Risten lost their baby twelve years earlier, he hadn’t blamed her and the cigarettes, at least not at first, but she’d seen it in his eyes. In the years that followed, it smoldered like a welding flame, burning holes in the fabric between them; when they argued, he would blurt that she smoked too much. He surely knew she smoked more than she admitted. But really, it wasn’t even about the smoking and the miscarriage. He’d gradually come to despise her manic anxiety and constant hypervigilance when it came to symptoms and illnesses. She had bought a medical book at Landström’s bookshop and hidden it in the wardrobe among the fancy tablecloths. When he—shockingly—found the book one Christmas Eve, he threw it down the building’s garbage chute.
Her friends on Bromsgatan had moved away; lots of families had jumped at the chance to take out affordable home loans. Anne-Risten begged Roger to take advantage, but he declared his intention to remain debt-free all his life. He paid for his car in cash and never bought anything on credit. He had no intention of paying interest for decades.
Then he met that woman and suddenly had no qualms about buying a single-family house in Lombolo and paying a mortgage and interest there.
Anne-Risten was glad her friends had moved away before he left her. She couldn’t have taken their sympathy, couldn’t have handled her own fears that they began talking about her behind her back the moment she went home. Presumably they would have understood where Roger was coming from.
They had never known she was pregnant, so at least she avoided their pity on that front. These days she walked the other way when she saw Gun-Britt or Eva-Lena in town. She expected they knew about her divorce; there was no keeping it secret in such a small town.
Her parents had been ashamed and even angry with her. Divorce just wasn’t done. She tried to appease them, had meant to bring the children to the village more often after the separation. But of course it was too late. They were teenagers, ashamed of being Sámi. Just yesterday, Cecilia had snapped at Anne-Risten that she would die if her mother wore anything in public that might reveal her heritage. It was like her daughter didn’t even know her. She had never worn Sámi clothing in town, no gákti, no silver, nothing that would betray her background. She was Anne Nilsson. Roger Nilsson’s wife. Roger’s ex-wife.
She had worn a gákti to her uncle’s funeral. Back then, Cecilia looked at her with eyes aglow and said that Mama looked like a princess with all the sparkles on her chest. The brooches, her riskun, were now packed away in a wardrobe, the silver tarnished. The next time she wore the gákti was when a cousin got married in the village. Cecilia had been a little more hesitant then, newly ten and aware of what people said about the Sámi at her school. But she could still go along with it in the village, where no one would see her mother. These days, though, it was totally out of the question. Cecilia had objected when Anne-Risten wanted to hang a woven Sámi-made rana on the wall after Roger left.
“I don’t want my friends to see that. You don’t get it, no one knows that I’m—I mean, you—are Sámi.” She had emphasized that “you,” spitting it out from between her straight white teeth.
“I’ll hang it up in my bedroom, then.”
“No, you won’t.”
And that was that. Anne-Risten rolled up the rana and kept guksi, knives, needle houses, and coffee pouches tucked away in yet another wardrobe. Her entire life was in those wardrobes.
Niklas wasn’t as angry—boys were easier. He’d even spent time out on the land with his áddjá and the reindeer a year ago, once Roger could no longer object. He was enjoying it, but then at a sorting the other boys around the corral gave him funny looks. Anne-Risten hadn’t learned this until later. Niklas hadn’t told her, he’d just said he didn’t have the time or the interest when Áddjá called asking for his help again. But Cecilia had tattled.
“They say he has no business being around the reindeer. Because he’s not really Sámi.”
“Who said that?”
“Don’t ask me.”
“But how do you know about it?”
“I just do.”
Talking to her could be so exhausting. Anne-Risten had followed Niklas around, trying to wheedle it out of him, but he wouldn’t tell her what had happened. She suspected it was Nilsa’s sons. She had heard about their behavior—nasty little brats. Just like their father. It made her feel better to think that Nilsa had gotten what he deserved. Given Aslak’s drinking, and more besides. But you really weren’t supposed to think such things.
She rummaged through the medicine cabinet and found some Tylenol, and considered grabbing some Treo tabs too. Wasn’t that a headache she felt coming on? Yes, something was happening at her temples. Maybe she should take a tablet right away, let its aspirin and caffeine kick in before she felt worse.
She went to the kitchen for a glass of water and dropped one of the effervescent tablets in. These were better to take at home, too obvious for drinking at work. Tylenol, though, you could toss back whenever, and the same went for aspirin in capsule form. She found the fizzy sound calming.
Cecilia walked into the kitchen, trailing a stifling cloud of perfume. For her birthday Anne-Risten had given her the exact Date perfume she’d asked for.
“So you’re sick again,” Cecilia said, her voice full of scorn. Wasn’t it?
“I just have a little headache.”
“You are addicted to painkillers.”
Anne-Risten recoiled as if she’d been slapped. “I am not. Now, Birgitta at work, she takes some strong stuff. That’s the kind of thing you can get addicted too—this is just a Treo.”
Cecilia was wearing blue eye shadow and shimmery blue mascara. Her daughter looked so much like both her and Áhkku. You could tell which family she belonged to from a mile away. But she knew Cecilia hated it. She was jealous of Niklas, who looked like their father. No one would guess that Anne-Risten’s Sámi genes were swimming around in him. But it was obvious in Cecilia. She’d developed a particular method for makeup around her eyes in the hopes of making them appear rounder, and she never used blush that would accentuate her cheekbones.
Sometimes Anne-Risten was nearly bowled over by her beauty. But if she told Cecilia she was beautiful, she’d receive a look of poison arrows in return.
When had she last stroked her daughter’s hair, embraced her? When had that stopped? When had anyone else last touched Anne-Risten? Back when Roger still slept beside her he radiated warmth, and she missed that, the warmth of another human body, but she hadn’t always wanted the intimacy. She didn’t miss the sex, but rather the way he would walk past her, touch her waist, laugh and say he liked her pempa as he ran his hand over her bottom. Being seen. Being touched. He’d stopped praising her appearance long before he left her, which contributed to her fear that she didn’t measure up.
She missed holding the children’s soft bodies, but hadn’t that closeness often been marred by worry? It hadn’t occurred to her to be in the moment, she hadn’t imagined that this intimacy would ever end.
She wanted to pull her little girl close. She ran her hand along the counter, approaching Cecilia—it should have been easy, but it was impossible.
“I’m sleeping over at Linda’s tonight,” Cecilia said, pouring a glass of orange juice.
She had just come home from school, kicked off her shoes, dumped her bag, and dropped her coat on the chair in the hall. This was the kid who wouldn’t leave Anne-Risten’s side while she cleaned. Anne-Risten had taught her how to use a toothbrush to get at the tiny gaps behind the radiators. Instructed her that rugs really ought to be laid out in the snow but taught her to beat them hard on the rack in the courtyard when they couldn’t. Got her used to the smell of bleach on a rag.
And now she left clutter everywhere and wouldn’t clean her own room. She made fun of Anne-Risten’s clean-freak ways.
“Who are you even cleaning for? No one ever comes over anyway.”
Anne-Risten held her head high and wouldn’t be provoked. Cleaning was all she had left, it was necessary to her survival. She kept a spotless house. If Gun-Britt got the wild urge to visit one day, Anne-Risten would have no reason to be ashamed. Quite the opposite.
She downed the fizzy Treo and turned her back on the accusatory looks. Peering over her shoulder, she saw Cecilia bending double and running her fingers through her crisp, hair-sprayed bangs and around her temples before flipping up again and tossing her head so her long, dark hair flew back and landed over her shoulders.
“Will Linda’s parents be home?”
“Yes, obviously.”
Of course they wouldn’t be. Linda lived in a big house up by Högalid School; her father was an engineer with Esrange and her mother was a manager at Sparbanken. Anne-Risten had said a quick hello to them at the last parent-teacher meeting at the Bolags School, the final one they attended before they moved and Linda started attending Högalid. They hadn’t been eager to chat with her, preferring the company of other parents. Ones who seemed more stable and didn’t live in moldy apartments on Bromsgatan. Anne-Risten sniffed her coat—maybe the other parents had noticed a smell, maybe the mold had settled in their clothes and even their hair and skin.
Because Cecilia had gotten to know Linda before she changed schools, she grumbled about being forced to go to the city’s slum school while Linda got to go to the best one. She demanded to switch to Högalid, but Anne-Risten had no idea how to make that kind of thing happen. Still, she was happy the girls had managed to stay friends; now they were both on the social sciences track at high school.
“Us kids from Bolags learned nothing,” Cecilia said to her once. “My grades are awful, I have no idea what’s going on, it’s so hard! But Linda gets perfect grades. It’s all your fault! I should have switched schools too.”
Anne-Risten hadn’t yelled back. No, she simply checked on the dough she’d left to rise. The store of bread in the freezer was almost gone, and Niklas ate a lot on account of all the hockey. He was a skilled player, had gotten his picture in the paper a couple of times when his team won. She’d heard other dads say to Roger that Niklas had talent, which made Roger puff up like a rooster. Then Roger moved out and of course he was the one who drove Niklas to practice, which meant that her son slept over at Roger’s more often so he could get a ride.
“Why don’t you have a driver’s license like normal moms do?”
No, Niklas never said so. It was Cecilia, furious whenever she couldn’t get a ride to the dances at Centralgården.
“Put on your long underwear when you walk up there. So you don’t catch a cold,” Anne-Risten would say.
“Do you have any idea how fat long underwear makes you look? If I get sick from walking all the way there, it’ll be your fault.” Then she left, without even a hat although it was twenty below.
“You don’t drink, Cecilia, do you?” Anne-Risten asked now, glancing at the clock. She couldn’t be late to work.
Cecilia just rolled her eyes. Of course she drank. Anne-Risten knew that. But how could she tell her she wasn’t allowed to? She tried to appeal to Cecilia’s conscience sometimes, but unfortunately it appeared that her daughter didn’t have one of those. She had to laugh at herself for thinking like that. She was a funny woman, in the end. She could be sarcastic. People at work appreciated that. She hadn’t made anyone laugh in a long time, had almost forgotten she had it in her. When Roger was around, only he was allowed to be funny. He would fart and send the children into fits of giggles. When she tried a bit of sarcasm, he was insulted.
Anne-Risten had worked as a home aide for almost six months now. She’d run into Marge in line at Ica-Toppen, and Marge had mentioned that the home-health service was hiring.
“You should definitely apply. You would be a good fit.”
Marge had looked so happy, standing there with her little girl beside her. Anne-Risten felt sad afterward, at the reminder that she and Marge had once been friends back home in the village. But once Anne-Risten became Roger’s, suddenly he was the only person in her world.
She applied for the job the next day and was very impressed with herself when she called the manager to say she was available. She had worked as a sunshine girl at a nursing home when she was younger, wheeling the old folks outside in nice weather, and had put in a summer as a home aide. She didn’t mention how long ago. Unsurprisingly, the manager was delighted to hear from a mature woman who was looking for a job. She began by covering shifts and ended up staying on as a permanent hire.
At first she had been tentative, almost shy; it wasn’t easy stepping into the homes of strangers. But soon enough the old women noticed that she knew how to clean in that meticulous way they’d once been able to manage. They watched raptly, and she could actually see how much they enjoyed watching her handle the mop, the vacuum cleaner, and the right rag or sponge for each task. The old men sometimes said she was too pretty to do their laundry, that they wished they were younger, and she would offer them a kind laugh. When their praise reached her boss, Anne-Risten began to walk with a fresh spring in her step, head held high as she entered each home.
It hadn’t always been so simple. She’d hardly had time to process the shock of her husband leaving her before the first rent check was due. Life as a housewife ended abruptly. She was expected to become a new person, a working woman. And did she ever work. First she was a cashier at the Konsum on Trädgårdsgatan. But working at the grocery store, with all those eyes on her, had been a nightmare. Before people found out, they cheerfully told her to say hi to Roger. Later, when they knew, they acted awkward and their small talk made her anxious. She quit and got a job doing heavy janitorial work, at City Hall among other places. She’d laughed at herself—she had finally made it to City Hall. The Tempo department store was long gone by then, but it wasn’t like she ran off to Domus to buy lunch either. No, she bandaged the blisters on her palms and ate leftover meat sauce from the night before. She was well-liked; the offices were cleaner than ever before, and she was praised for it. But Cecilia was terribly ashamed—almost hated her, in fact—especially when a classmate’s mother mentioned that she’d seen Anne-Risten with her cleaning cart. Cecilia had told her it was only temporary, then demanded her mother find a different job.
“I saw Bolags School was looking for a janitor,” Anne-Risten replied, laughing inwardly when Cecilia raised her upper lip and bared her teeth like an angry lemming.
So, working for the home-health service was a good thing for the family. Anne-Risten enjoyed spending time with the old folks, especially glad when she could speak Sámi with some of them. She sometimes lingered, but it didn’t matter to her if her workday was longer because of it.
If only I could turn back time, she often thought after visiting someone she could speak her heart’s language with. She would go back and refuse to let the gap between her children and her parents grow so vast. Without language, there was no true closeness. Even though they’d played so much on the kitchen floor with Áddjá over the years, that connection never became real; it didn’t go deep. He fumbled for words and they grew up and eventually there was a gulf between them. It made her chest ache—how could she betray her parents like this, how could she betray her children? Then out came the photo album, and she tore out yet another picture of Roger, as though the fault lay with him alone.
Anne-Risten liked having Marge at work. It felt almost like before. At least, she wanted to think so, but just as Anne-Risten had chosen Roger once upon a time, Marge chose her daughter now. She talked about how important it was for them to bond, and naturally she didn’t have time for much else; Anne-Risten understood that. But it was still nice to have someone to turn to at work. Above all, they shared the anxiety of having to face Rita Olsson.
On their first day working together, Marge had looked at the schedule and taken Anne-Risten aside. “I’d hoped you wouldn’t get assigned to her, or that I would at least have time to warn you, but unfortunately,” she pointed to a name on the list, “you’ll be visiting Rita Olsson.”
It took Anne-Risten a few seconds to realize who that was. “You can’t be serious.”
“I’m afraid I am. I’ve been going to see her for a while now, and it’s… well, it’s awful.”
“I can’t. I just can’t.” Her hand automatically slipped inside her sleeve and her nails dug deep into the skin; the scratches would run from elbow to wrist.
Marge looked at the clock. “If we hurry, I can go with you. I should still have time to visit Jakobsson. But we have to leave now.”
It was probably the way there was no time to think, the way she was simply thrown straight into something and did what was expected of her. Really, wasn’t that typical of her life? Things were always just tossed at her. She couldn’t refuse, not when there were children to take care of and rent to pay. She pictured Roger’s face when she entered the apartment. Cursing him over and over in her mind. Damn you, Roger, this is all your fault!
This must have been what saved her from a breakdown when she saw Rita Olsson. It was easier to be angry. And Marge was by her side. Anne-Risten had even tried to crack a joke before they rang the bell: “You brought the switch, didn’t you, Marge?”
Today, the time had come again. She had to visit that horrid person. Cecilia would never argue with her if she knew. She would have understood why she needed that aspirin. What if she had the strength to tell her daughter what she had endured as a child? She would have liked to see her face. Would Cecilia cry? Stop looking at her with such loathing?
But she couldn’t drag Cecilia down into this dark place of hers. Nothing good would come of it. Besides—the aspirin helped, it really did.



NILSA
1986
The eaves dripped, the melt making holes in the snow and forming a puddle. The winter-spring season had been unusually cold and there was still a blanket of snow, but in the past few days the temperature had climbed well above freezing, and more melted each midday. Soon the yard would emerge in the thaw.
Everything changed too fast in the spring, Nilsa thought. He didn’t welcome the returning light with the same enthusiasm as everyone else and found it agonizing to think of the moment he would have to drive his snowmobile into the garage for the season. He was already struggling with melancholy even though the snow would last for at least another month.
The boys were making the most of the last snow, whizzing back and forth in the village. Sire shouted after them to stay off the ice. Nilsa had fallen through on his snowmobile last spring. People had asked how he handled the shock of the cold water. He told them he got back up on the ice but then dove back down to grab his new saw. He wasn’t about to lose that. Then he walked all the way home, freezing stiff as he went. They salvaged the snowmobile as soon as the ice was out a month later. The spot wasn’t deep, he hadn’t needed to dive far. Two meters max. There was talk about the way he’d thrown himself back in, as if maybe he wanted to follow in Aslak’s footsteps. It made him furious, but there wasn’t much to be done about village gossip. His sons, at least, had seen it very differently; their father was a warrior afraid of nothing. But Sire had stared in horror as he tramped into the yard with ice coating his sparse beard, eyelashes, hair—his hat left behind in the lake. Good thing it hadn’t been the river, because in the river he might have drifted downstream, unable to get back to the hole where he first fell through. Every year folks talked about Arne, who’d fallen through the ice in the river, must have been about a decade ago, and how his buddies heard him banging under the ice as the current swept him away. Sire often recounted the tale for the boys. When Nilsa fell through, and bragged about diving back down afterward, she stood and aimed an intense look his way.
“You don’t make it very easy to live with you, you know,” she said, then stalked off. She didn’t care that the boys swallowed their laughter, which was replaced with a heavy, real concern.
Now she was sitting on the kick sled in the sunshine, her face turned toward the warm rays. It wasn’t often she took time for herself like this.
They saw the car with its Norwegian plates at the same time, and exchanged quick glances. It had been a long time, but Hilde, Aslak’s girl, was pulling into their drive.
“It’s such a damn pain living so close to the road, everyone is always stopping by,” Nilsa muttered.
“What do you care?” Sire said. “You only ever just sit there. I’m the one who has to fuss over everyone.” She stood up from the kick sled with a smile. “At least this time it’s someone I like.”
“Yeah, you sure do.” He had to force himself to stay put and raise his hand in greeting. The women cooed like doves as they were reunited.
“How are things, Nilsa?” Hilde asked in Norwegian. “So nice to see you.”
She was a sturdy woman, with strong, broad shoulders and muscular thighs under her utility pants. Her reddish hair was contained in a thick braid and her sunglasses had pulled her bangs back to reveal her high forehead. She wore a white knitted sweater and heavy boots. Ready for anything. A woman who could take care of herself.
“Fine, thanks.”
“I don’t mean to bother you,” she said, smiling so the wrinkles around her eyes deepened.
“You’re never a bother. We’ll make some coffee,” Sire said.
“Maybe we could sit outside? You looked so cozy on the kick sled.”
“Get the sun lounger, Nilsa. And put on the kettle.”
He was grateful for the tasks, because they gave him an excuse to slip away. Typically he would have grumbled about being assigned coffee duty, but today he obediently headed for the shed to get the lounger with floral cushions, gave it to Hilde, and went into the house. He watched the women through the kitchen window. Saw how Hilde laughed, noticed her habit of touching whoever she was talking to. Sire wasn’t that type, but she still seemed at ease. Then, naturally, it was time for secrets and they bent their heads close. He didn’t want to know what they were talking about, but Sire probably wouldn’t spare him the details later.
The few times Hilde came by, she always assumed he wanted to hear old stories about Aslak. As if it were her duty to keep the memory of his brother alive. She felt that there were things she had noticed about Aslak that perhaps they never had, that her stories could provide them with pieces of the puzzle. But he didn’t want to put together any puzzle.
“Henneha!” He cursed softly in the kitchen, turning away from the window and going to the freezer. Couldn’t she just stop coming by? He dug around for the cinnamon buns. They would dip them frozen into the hot coffee. He poured coffee into the thermos and got out two cups, wavering, should he take three? Three it was, plus the sugar and milk. Everything on the tray, he went back outside. The sun gleamed off the snow and he squinted. A sheet of snow fell from the roof of the shed and the women laughed; the sound had startled them. He sighed—time to shovel again.
The coffee cup warmed his hands as he settled on the steps. Hilde complimented the bun. She wasn’t one for small, polite nibbles—the whole thing went down in two big bites and then she helped herself to another.
“So, I was just telling Sire that I wanted to talk a little about Aslak.”
He nearly broke the delicate handle off the porcelain cup. Why had he sat down with them? He could have said he needed to remove the snow from the sauna roof right away, that it could pose a danger if it fell down, too. On with his sunglasses.
“I was on my way to Jokkmokk and wasn’t planning to stop, but when I saw Sire on the kick sled I figured I was meant to come here.”
Nilsa made up his mind: from now on Sire would have to sit behind the house. He would also start parking their two cars back there so people wouldn’t know they were home. Maybe he would even start leaving the broom in the door all the time to fool the neighbors into thinking they weren’t home.
Hilde wasn’t deterred by his silence. Sire’s upright posture told him she had already heard what Hilde had to say and he wasn’t going to like it.
“Well, the fact is that I’m going to tell you something Aslak maybe never intended to say. But I feel strongly that you deserve to know.”
Nilsa gnashed his teeth. “Maybe you shouldn’t say it, if you made a promise to Aslak.”
“Nilsa, just listen,” Sire said.
“No, nothing like that. He never said I couldn’t share this. But he was ashamed of what happened. I’m sure he would have told you if he had seen it through, and I think you should know the lengths he was prepared to go for you, Nilsa. How much you meant to him.”
Her habit of speaking in riddles drove him crazy; it was like she enjoyed building up the tension. He was determined to appear unfazed, so he reached for the thermos, keeping his hands busy. He listened for Siberian jays, which usually braved their way out from the birches in the yard when there was a chance of food, and were even more likely to appear in the forest, when he and the boys had a fire on the riverbank, near the ice-fishing holes. And he’d seen an ermine the other day. It was beautiful, standing sleek and pretty on its hind paws.
Hilde took a sip of coffee and appeared to steel herself. “I regret not telling you this before. Maybe it seems a little strange to do it now, but I’ve been thinking about him a lot recently—he comes to me in my dreams. This last time, he asked me to talk to you.” She put down her cup and clasped her hands. “Anyway, you see, Aslak talked a lot about the nomad school. Well, I suppose I should be honest and say it only came up when he was drinking, but he told me such terrible things. Appalling! It’s beyond me how a person could be so cruel to little children. You all were totally defenseless, abused by the matron, and then there was the bullying on top of it.”
Sire darted a quick glance at him but said nothing.
“What Aslak said about the other boys, what they did to him, it was hard to listen to.”
Nilsa, too, put down his cup and gripped his knees tight. Breathe in. Breathe out.
“A couple years ago, he found out where the matron lived and went to see her.”
“What?”
“Yeah. He found out she lived in Skaulo. Rita Olsson, that was her name, right? Aslak wanted to make you proud. He said he was going to take action, show his brother. Maybe he was drunk, I don’t know, sounded like it anyway. He called me and said there was somebody he had to go punish. I thought it was an odd choice of words—that’s why I remember the conversation so clearly.”
Nilsa swallowed the lump that was bobbing up and down in his throat. Memories flickered through his mind. The first time little brother asked him to kill that old hag; he could see Aslak’s frightened eyes. Recalled how he, too, became filled with a rage that made it impossible to hold still. He had kicked the wall in the corridor and punched until his knuckles were red. The witch had shown up and beaten him so badly that he couldn’t lie on his back for a week. Aslak had cried as if it was all his fault.
“When he said he was going to see Rita Olsson, I told him it was a bad idea.” Hilde shook her head slowly and he forced himself to look at her through his sunglasses. “But he wouldn’t give in. He kept saying he wanted to do right by the both of you.” She paused, waiting for a reaction, but he wasn’t about to open his mouth.
“This was not long before the accident,” Sire said, and he glared at her. Why couldn’t she just keep her mouth shut too?
“Yes, just days before he left us,” Hilde said.
Nilsa simply couldn’t look at her any longer. She was making things up, reading into drunken ramblings, but more than anything she was placing the blame on him, wasn’t she? As he stood up, his left knee creaked and there was a twinge in the small of his back.
“Aslak went to see her, and it didn’t go well.”
He wanted to walk away, but his legs weren’t helping. His hand grasped the porch railing, which he’d painted himself. The additions he’d put on this house, everything in the yard, it was all a product of his own labor. How could she be so brazen as to walk onto his property and sling accusations?
“That’s enough,” he said bluntly.
Her face turned red. “I don’t mean any harm here. Oh, I’m telling you all this the wrong way. I’m sorry, unnskyld.”
He went down to get the snow shovel and headed for the shed.
“Nilsa meant everything to Aslak, but it was hard for him to live up to his expectations,” he heard Hilde tell Sire. “He really wanted to prove he was worthy, that time.”
The shovel cleaved the pile of snow and he backed up and pivoted left to dump it at the corner of the building, where it would melt in the warmth of the sun and flow away from the outbuildings. He did it over and over, scraping the ground clear. By the time he finished he was panting; the snow was damn heavy.
That done, he went behind the house and gathered the gas cans that the boys had left strewn about after fueling up the snowmobiles. He continued to the smoke goahti and peered in; it was about time to start smoking the meat—next week, maybe. He also had to check the net on the roof where the cuts of meat would hang to dry, to make sure the ermine couldn’t get at them.
When he turned around, there she stood.
“I want you to listen to me, Nilsa.”
He took a step to the side and walked toward the front yard, but she followed. No mincing feminine steps—firm strides.
The question was, could she take a right cross to the stomach? He made a fist. Sire was sitting on the kick sled, watching the spectacle. It must be a sight—he was being pursued on his own property. He stopped short and crossed his arms.
“Let me just say that that Rita Olsson was as horrid as when you were little. Aslak said she laughed at him. I don’t know what he was planning to do, whether he was going to attack her or demand an apology or what, but it didn’t go well. She laughed, and he went home. I didn’t hear from him for two days, he must have gone on quite a bender.”
He was too chicken, Nilsa thought. Aslak’s fist, always becoming a limp palm when he tried to land a punch.
“I comforted him and told him he was brave. She is insane, and there’s no winning when it comes to psychopaths. That’s what I told him.”
Nilsa growled like a dog. So much wanted to come out, but it just sat there vibrating in his chest. He felt Sire’s eyes on him and knew what she was thinking. The stuff she tried to pry out of him on occasion. Now she would claim that there had been good reason.
“What are you saying? You think he killed himself?” He puffed up his chest, but still he could barely look down on her.
Hilde shook her head. “This all turned out wrong, Nilsa. I honestly don’t think Aslak wanted to die. But I think he often felt really, really depressed. And he probably wanted to come see me after all that. Maybe, I don’t know. But believe me when I say I wish I had known he was on his way to Kauto, because I would have told him not to get behind the wheel.”
Nilsa took off his sunglasses; she needed to see his rage. “Are you finished now?”
Hilde glanced uncertainly in Sire’s direction, as though his wife knew what would happen next. “Just one more thing. Aslak often said that his nephews meant so much to him, and, you know, he was a little worried about Juvva. He sometimes said he saw a lot of himself in Juvva, that he—”
“We’re done here,” said Nilsa.
He turned around and took the steps in one stride, opening the door to the house and slamming it behind him. He struck at the air, went to the living room, punched a doorframe, and moved on to the bathroom, where he didn’t know what to do with himself. Who the hell did she think she was? You just didn’t do this. Why did she have to come now? Why come at all? Who comes by after two years and says this kind of stuff? He stormed back through the house and over to the kitchen window. Sire and Hilde were standing well apart now and looking serious; they glanced in toward the kitchen and he didn’t bother to back out of sight.
Hilde walked to her car, and as soon as she had driven off he sank onto a kitchen chair. Sire came inside, and he felt the urge to grab her and throw her to the floor. Instead, he gripped the seat of his chair tight.
“That was the last time, do you hear me? The last time. She is no longer welcome here.”
Sire put the milk in the fridge and the sugar in the pantry; she rinsed out the cups and then stood with her back against the counter. “Juvva…” she began.
“She has no fucking clue! Did Aslak ever even say all that? Did any of that actually happen? There must be something wrong with her, to keep dredging up this crap over and over again.” Spit flew from his lips. “Do not say another word, or I don’t know what I’ll do.”
Sire’s eyes narrowed and she opened her mouth to speak, but she wisely reconsidered.
He heard snowmobiles approaching and she saw them from the kitchen window. He sat up straight and could see them as well, on the other side of the county highway. Nils-Ola was way ahead of Juvva and he braced to sail over the jump they’d built out of snow in the meadow last week. He made a daring leap on the machine and landed with no problem. Juvva came behind, slower, and went around the jump. That didn’t mean anything, Nilsa wanted to bark at Sire, because he could see the look on her face, she thought she knew something about Juvva. There was no difference between the brothers! He knew that, he was their isá, and he knew. His fist struck the table and Sire jumped.



JON-ANTE
1986
He had thought about her all fall and winter. Especially while underground, drinking his black coffee and turning his back on the guys, that’s when Marge popped into his mind. He should have called her after Children’s Day to see how she was doing. But at the same time, wasn’t it on her to call and thank him? He’d seen in the phone book that she lived on Kyrkogatan and he’d driven by there a few times, cruising up and down the steep hill and peering into windows, but he didn’t know which were hers. He’d hoped to see her walking up the street, but it never happened. Then he realized maybe she’d spotted his car and wanted nothing to do with him, and that’s why she never called. At that point he stopped driving by—or at least he stopped doing it quite so often.
This past fall he’d decided to replace a few parts of the car, and Classe convinced him to use a spot in their garage. The parts arrived in the mail in October and by that time it was too cold to tinker in his own garage, so he’d had to give in and thank Classe for the help. Just for a little while, he told himself, but that “little while” turned into months. Whenever he wasn’t at work he was in the garage, and soon winter made way for spring. Suddenly the eaves were dripping and the ice fishers were out on Luossa Lake again and the big fishing opener, Rautaspremiär, had come and gone. He rode his snowmobile up with Classe, who had his shack out on the ice, and it ended up being one of Jon-Ante’s better weekends. He came home with plenty of char and thought of Marge again, how he would have liked to invite her to dinner.
In the end, he actually did give her a call, saying he was on his way to the village for Easter and asking if she wanted a lift. It was so silly, calling after months to ask if she needed a ride. His face turned bright red as he held the receiver like a lead weight.
“I have my own car,” she said.
“Oh, I know, but last time I saw you, you mentioned it was always breaking down and in the shop, so I thought, you know, might as well check.”
“Did I say that? I guess I said a lot of things that night, how embarrassing.” But he could tell she was smiling. “It’s nice of you to think of me.”
“Well, it wouldn’t have been the fancy car,” he said, attempting a laugh. “That one’s waiting for summer. But I do have another car.” Oh God, how dumb did he sound? But she didn’t hang up.
“I bet Estela would like to see your car sometime.”
At that, he almost pulled the coiled cord straight as he leaped with joy in the front hall. “For sure! We’ll make it happen. And listen, maybe we can meet up in Sohppar, over Easter, I mean. We’ve got two tame reindeer at our place. Maybe Estela would like to meet them.”
“Oh, fun! She’ll be overjoyed. She’s going to be a reindeer herder, she says. With Áddjá.”
They talked for hours. He ended up being late to work, which had never happened before.
And now, here they were in the village, and he’d been waiting all morning. At last he spotted them coming in the distance. The little girl held Marge’s hand firmly and they swung their arms as they came down the road. They jogged the last bit and Jon-Ante noticed that they didn’t let go of each other even after they arrived and were standing in the yard.
“Hi! I’m Jon-Ante,” he said with a smile.
“And this is—” That was as far as Marge got.
“Stella! My mom is always saying it wrong.”
There was a sudden shift in Marge’s expression, but she recovered quickly and smiled. “Right. My daughter.”
“Where are the reindeer?” Stella asked.
“Listen,” Jon-Ante said, cupping his hand around his ear.
They fell quiet, and he watched as Stella listened with all her might, even cautiously lifting her pink hat away to hear better.
“I don’t hear anything,” she whispered.
“You will. Just wait.”
A magpie flew up to the telephone line and a snowmobile whined somewhere in the distance. Then there it was, softly, the jingling. Stella leaped into action and looked toward the trees behind the house.
“There?” she asked, pointing.
Jon-Ante nodded and she tugged at Marge. Behind the shed, just where the birch forest welcomed you in, stood the reindeer, one white and one brown, tethered to a line but able to move several meters in any direction. They looked at Stella and she suddenly grew shy and took a step behind her enná. Marge looked delighted. It made Jon-Ante ridiculously happy.
“A white reindeer! Can I pet it?”
“Of course. We’ll give them some lichen and they’ll be your friends right away.” He got down the bag of lichen that hung from a skinny birch and let Stella dig up a big fistful. He took some as well.
“What are their names?”
“Why, we forgot to name them.”
“Are they your reindeer?”
“No, my brother’s.”
“Don’t you have any reindeer of your own?”
Jon-Ante glanced at Marge, but she only had eyes for her daughter. “Yes, I have reindeer, but my brothers usually take care of them. But of course this summer I’ll be going with them to Norway when it’s time to mark the calves.”
“How do you mark the calves?”
“Áddjá’s told you that, sweetie,” Marge said, wrapping her arms around her daughter. “You make a mark in their ears.”
“Yes, you cut them with a knife,” Stella said, clearly concerned.
“It doesn’t hurt,” Jon-Ante said, and at last Marge looked at him and mouthed a giitu. Thanks.
“I want to see the calves too, Mama.”
“You two will come up, won’t you? Everyone comes along. You can either walk or take a helicopter.”
Stella’s mouth fell open. “A helicopter!”
“I’m too scared,” Marge said. “I’ve always walked.”
“But I’ll be there to hold your hand.” The little girl said what he wanted to say.
The reindeer had spotted the lichen and came lumbering over. Stella bravely stayed put and reached out her arm and hand, as straight and as far as she could. The gray-brown reindeer nibbled cautiously, barely brushing her red mitten.
“Now I’ll feed it, and you can pet it.”
Stella seemed to have been hypnotized by the reindeer’s eyes, but she snapped out of it and patted its neck. A smile appeared on her face. Now the white reindeer had joined in and was nudging her arm.
“We need more lichen.”
Marge rustled around in the bag and hardly had time to hand Stella the food before the white reindeer snatched it up.
“I think we should name them,” the girl said eagerly, petting both reindeer at once.
“You can’t name other people’s reindeer,” Marge said.
“I think my brother will be okay with it.” Jon-Ante winked at her.
“I have to think up good names.” Stella’s expression became contemplative. The bells around the reindeer’s necks jingled close to her and she leaned against the white one. “They’re not scared. Neither am I.”
“No, tame reindeer are used to people. But the reindeer out in the wilderness, they’re timid.”
“I was at the separation and they were running around like crazy, around and around. You couldn’t pet any of them.”
“So you were here in November?” Jon-Ante asked, and Marge nodded.
“The slaughter was a little hard for her that time,” she whispered in Sámi.
Stella glanced up. “No fair! I can’t understand.”
“I just said you thought it was fun, but maybe a little scary at the same time.”
“I’m not scared when I stand next to Áddjá. No reindeer run over him, and he never misses when he throws the lasso.”
The lichen was gone, and the reindeer were losing interest; the white one had already retreated to the trees. Stella gave the other one a few quick pets before it, too, walked away through the snow.
“I love reindeer,” she declared in a reverential voice. “But now I’m done and I want to go back and see Áhkku again.”
Jon-Ante could tell that Marge was hesitant.
“Can you run home by yourself?”
Stella eyed them with suspicion. “What are you going to do?”
“Nothing special, angel. I just want to talk to Jon-Ante for a bit.”
“I told you, I’m not an angel! What are you going to talk about? I want to hear.”
“But you and Áhkku were going to put the feathers on the birch twigs and dye eggs.”
“I want you to do it too.” Now she had planted herself like a tiny wall in front of her enná, perhaps sensing a threat to their twosome.
“I suppose I should go,” Marge said, and he felt sure she wasn’t disappointed. Quite the opposite; she wanted to leave. He was so stupid, she probably just wanted to show Stella the reindeer.
“Of course, I understand.”
“I’ll come pet the reindeer again,” Stella said, tugging Marge off by the arm. “And next time I’ll give them names.”
They held hands and Marge swung their arms faster as they set off along the village road.
“Thank you,” she called, turning around and waving with her free hand.
He gave a little nod.
“How do you name reindeer, Mama?” he heard Stella ask before their voices faded away.



ELSE-MAJ
1986
Else-Maj saw Marge walking along with Stella. It was clear they enjoyed a different sort of closeness now than they had last fall; they were holding hands and laughing and pressing up against each other. She slipped away from the kitchen window. Music was streaming from her daughter’s room; Style on constant repeat. She’d let Ella buy their album when they were at Domus last week.
“One of their songs is number one on Tracks!”
Once Else-Maj had paid, Ella didn’t even want to put the record in her bag—she insisted on carrying it under her arm. She thanked Else-Maj over and over, and for once Else-Maj hoped she might get a hug. But no—and it was her own fault. When had she stopped embracing her children? She’d been relieved the moment they began to show signs of independence. Gustu was no better about hugging them, but of course it was worse to have an enná who was bad at physical contact.
She moved to the other kitchen window and watched as Marge wound her arm around her daughter, saw them grappling each other until they both ended up in the snow. Parents who had time to play with their kids like that must simply not have enough to do.
Even so, the sight made her wander around the house restlessly, and she ended up next to the school pictures, a whole wall of them, year by year. Ella laughing, Nils Johan looking serious, and Per Duommá in the same short haircut he’d always had.
Ella’s laugh could ease sorrows, as Else-Maj’s enná liked to say. And Else-Maj clung to that thought, because it must mean she’d done something right. She scoffed at herself—where were these thoughts coming from? Maybe she was the one who had too much time on her hands today, if she was brooding like this. She reminded herself that her children were strong and self-sufficient, and that was the most important thing. Ella already knew how to do everything she would ever need to, and the boys were fully competent with the reindeer. Gustu was proud of them, and clapped the boys hard on their shoulders. An enná couldn’t clap a shoulder the same way. An enná was supposed to be gentle and offer her embrace. But Else-Maj was small and bony, nothing soft to lean into here. Her own enná was round and the presence of her warm body, at least, could sometimes be counted as closeness, although she seldom hugged her children or grandchildren. Ella often liked to sit close to Áhkku, sinking into her softness. Else-Maj sometimes watched them from the corner of her eye, looking for any sign that Enná might be uncomfortable.
They were never allowed to talk about Sara. Ella had asked one time, she couldn’t have been more than six, and Áhkku had stood up so swiftly that Ella’s little body tumbled sideways and she hit her head on the carved wooden back of the kitchen bench. There were tears, but did Áhkku come back to comfort her granddaughter? Of course not. She escaped into some chore, lifting the rug and the hatch and vanishing into the root cellar. She was down there so long that the smell of earth took over the kitchen. Else-Maj had to sit and take her daughter in her arms. Ella clung tight to her neck and snotted all over her hair. She was fine after a minute or so and wanted to go down to the root cellar after Áhkku. So Else-Maj had to keep holding on to her, closing her arms tight around the kid.
“No children on the floor when the hatch is open,” she had called down sharply to Enná, who climbed back up at last and pretended that nothing was wrong. No apology to Ella, no checking her head for a goose egg.
Now there was an enná who always put her own troubles first. You might think she would offer hugs and comfort to her children when their oabbá died, but no. Enná had been paralyzed with grief. They simply had to manage on their own.
Marge and Stella had stopped by at Christmas with a box of Aladdin chocolates to thank them for their help when Stella fell out of the tree. Gustu accepted it with a certain amount of displeasure; he didn’t really like being thanked. Else-Maj nudged him in the back, he had to know that the poor girl was just trying to do her best. So he accepted the chocolates and said that he wouldn’t be sharing with anyone. He was good at joking around with kids, that one. But Marge should have known better than to bring a gift.
Else-Maj remembered Marge’s shocked, nonsensical chatter in the car. She’d noticed the difficulty Marge had in getting close to her daughter that day. Was that why Else-Maj was jealous? Now that Marge and Stella were holding hands and rolling around in the snow? She scoffed again. Jealous? Not her.
The phone rang in the front hall and she hurried over to answer it. “310 45.”
“Is this Else-Maj?”
The voice was familiar, and she imagined there was about to be good reason to sit down, so she did. They didn’t buy furniture often, but the telephone bench with its handy seat and table, along with drawers for gloves, hats, safety reflectors, and all sorts of other items, had been a real find. She looked in the mirror on the other side of the wall and saw herself stiffen as the voice continued.
“This is Anna.” The woman cleared her throat. “From Ađevuopmi.”
Else-Maj looked down.
“Hello? Are you there? This is Anna here.”
How long had it been since she’d seen her? Years. And it had never been more than a quick hello in passing, Else-Maj always in a rush, on her way somewhere, not about to stop for Anna. They’d hardly spoken at all since the nomad school. She knew Anna lived in Norway, Enná had mentioned it once, thinking that Else-Maj would be interested. And even if Anna had been home in Ađevuopmi at some point, there were still miles between the villages so it was no wonder they hadn’t run into each other.
And now, Anna’s voice right in her ear. A voice that was just the same even though thirty years had passed.
“I see,” Else-Maj managed to say at last. She had no idea what she was feeling, and for that she was grateful. “I’m a little busy here, just about to take some bread out of the oven,” she lied.
“I understand. Perhaps I could drop by?”
“No!” She lowered her voice a notch. “Ella has a cold and I’m worried I might come down with it any minute now.”
“Ella, is that your daughter? I’m not afraid of germs. I’ve worked as a nurse for years, so I’ve already had everything and a little more besides.”
Else-Maj didn’t want to lie, she just wanted to have the strength to say no. Why did she need a reason?
“I’ve been thinking about you for years, Else-Maj. Wondering how everything turned out for you. But I was so young myself, and I kept moving all over the place. Suddenly you were grown, and I guess I just never…” She spoke in a rush, as if she were nervous and had planned out what to say.
“Things turned out fine for me. But listen, I have to go get that bread.”
“Then I’ll stop by.”
“I don’t think I want you to.” Else-Maj looked her mirror self in the eye, stood up, and tried to find the strength inside. “Anna…” Saying her name felt like burning her tongue. Her body was stern and upright, but that was the only part of her that was.
“I’m sick,” Anna interrupted. “I have cancer. Pancreatic. It kills you before you even have time to plan your funeral, decide what hymns you want sung and what your casket should look like. But you do have time to think about the important people in your life.”
Else-Maj sat down again. You didn’t mess around with cancer. “I’m really sorry to hear that.”
“Right, it’s nice that I have the cancer as an excuse. No one dares say no to me now.”
Gallows humor did not appeal to Else-Maj, who didn’t laugh along with Anna.
“So, what do you say? Can I come see you?”
“You know, I’d rather come to you.” She wouldn’t, really. But she couldn’t allow Anna to visit them. The children couldn’t find out who she was, and she certainly couldn’t trust that Anna would keep quiet about that.
Else-Maj and Gustu had agreed, once she persuaded him, that they wouldn’t burden the children with their memories from the nomad school. They wouldn’t lay any pain on their shoulders. Else-Maj brought her hand to her chest. The rock of grief. Gustu didn’t know that she carried it.
“You’re welcome to come here. You know how to get to my parents’ house, right? I recently took it over.”
“The last one, the green one, right before you leave Ađevuopmi. Yes, I know.”
“Come soon. I could die tomorrow, you never know.”
They hung up, but Anna’s laugh lingered inside her. It sounded just the same as always. So many times it had comforted her, so many times Anna had made her giggle. Tickling her gently at first, as if to thaw the laughter in her belly.
The first time Else-Maj saw her after her days at the nomad school, she had been sixteen and on her way to Guorpmit on Midsummer’s Eve. The young people in the village liked to amuse themselves by climbing the mountain, and she had her eye on Gustu even then and knew he was heading up. She’d been surprised to see Anna walking along the side of the road in the village, wearing a flower crown and stopping when she saw the teenagers approach on their bikes. She did a double take, opened her mouth, her eyes widening in that happy sort of recognition from running into a dear old friend. She had even raised her hand to wave, surely expecting Else-Maj to stop—but no. She had pedaled on past and pretended not to recognize Anna, hadn’t even turned around. Take that!
That evening, Gustu put his arm around her waist at the top of Guorpmit and said she was pretty. Then they dashed back down the mountain, hooting wildly as it began to hail. Tiny, hard balls of ice pelting against her coat and hood, almost painful. And Else-Maj, who simply wanted to enjoy the fact that Gustu was holding her hand, couldn’t stop thinking about Anna.
The years passed and she didn’t see much of her; on those rare occasions she did spot her, she kept her distance to ensure they wouldn’t run into each other. Afterward, Anna would occupy her thoughts, and she didn’t like it. It made her grumpy and cross, and Gustu would raise his eyebrows as she slammed pots and pans around or raised her voice at the boys for the smallest things.
No, she’d never liked seeing Anna again. And she really didn’t like this.



MARGE
1986
Jon-Ante picked them up on the snowmobile, having spiffed up its sled with three big reindeer pelts and a backrest. Marge was the one who’d called him this time, asking if he wanted to go to the ice-fishing tournament in Láttevárri with them, and he’d suggested they take the snowmobile all the way there. It was a long trip, and she hesitated. He pointed out that there were snowmobile trails wider than the village road and it was above freezing out.
Stella jumped up and down when she found out she’d get to ride behind the snowmobile for such a long trip. They bundled her up and Áhkku made a bow under her chin, snug in the fox-fur hat she’d sewn. On with her sunglasses and a thick layer of sunblock over her nose and cheeks. Marge gave her a smooch and got the cream on her lips. She tucked a few strands of dark hair in around Stella’s forehead and brushed the scar that would always remind them of how Stella had fallen out of the tree and gotten a big gash and a concussion. Now her little girl had two scars on her forehead, but they would probably never know the story of the first one, which she’d gotten in her home country. She’d asked if Stella remembered what had happened but received only a shrug in return. Marge sometimes ran a finger over the new scar, thinking about how the frightening accident had changed something between the two of them. Above all, Stella had learned to trust her.
Her daughter had needed to stay overnight at the hospital for observation. Marge staggered into the emergency room, sure this was the ultimate test that would show she wasn’t worthy of being called “Mama.” But there she ran into a nurse’s aide with a keen eye—Marie-Louise was her name. Soon she had coaxed Marge’s fears and doubts away and said, “Well, I think it’s time you stop talking nonsense, Marge. You’re doing just fine.”
And for some strange reason, this snapped her out of it.
“It’s not about your daughter seeking you out or rejecting you, it’s up to you to show her that she can feel safe. Go lie down beside her in the bed.”
The light from the corridor outside their room trickled in each time Marie-Louise came to check on Stella, to make sure she could wake up. Marge blinked beside her, eyes wide open, her arms around the child.
“You’re a mama bear,” the aide whispered in the darkness. “You haven’t slept a wink and you wouldn’t have needed me here to keep an eye on her. You would have been just fine on your own.”
Around seven, Stella woke up on her own and Marge held her breath, waiting to feel her push away. She could tell that Stella was on her guard.
“I’m here, Mama’s here,” Marge murmured, her lips against Stella’s hair as she squeezed a little tighter.
The girl melted into her embrace, suddenly letting go. Marie-Louise came in, nearing the end of her shift, and smiled at them, and Marge felt that no words could adequately thank her.
She submitted an entry to the “Roses and Thorns” column of Norrländska Socialdemokraten thanking everyone who had helped them, especially Marie-Louise. She signed it with her own name and her daughter’s, waffling over whether to call her Stella or Estela but settling on Stella. Once she saw her entry in print, in a newspaper that everyone read, she regretted her choice. What if the parents at school thought she was robbing her daughter of her rightful name? She was no better than the priests of the past, changing Sámi names to Swedish ones. So many boys called Biera and Ante became Per and Anders in the church records. And she herself had been Margit at school. Robbed of their real names, all of them Swedified. But Stella was proud to see her name in the paper, and painstakingly spelled her way through each sentence. They cut out the clipping and stuck it on the fridge.
“We forgot Gustu! He was the one who made it stop bleeding!” Stella looked horrified at the realization.
“We’ll thank Gustu when we see him. He doesn’t want to be in the paper.”
It wasn’t as if their relationship changed overnight, but ever since the accident Stella said “Mama” with a new kind of assurance, completely unaware that it nearly bowled Marge over each time.
“You can start calling me Enná if you want to,” she’d said. “Or Mama is fine too. It’s up to you.”
“Áhkku is your enná, you’re my mama.”
That hurt, even as it was so wonderful to finally hear her little girl call her “Mama” without hesitation. Of course, Stella’s reasoning was that of a child: Áhkku and Mama couldn’t both be called Enná.
“Are you coming, Mama?” Stella called from the sled.
Jon-Ante had let her hop in and was showing her how to hold on when he went extra fast. He’d also packed a blanket to put over their legs and demonstrated this with the same amount of enthusiasm. Then he lifted a reindeer pelt and showed her the ice auger, telling her that it was sharp and she mustn’t touch it.
Marge settled in against the backrest and made space for Stella to sit between her legs and recline. She wrapped her arms around her daughter and squeezed so hard that she snorted and wiggled. But she didn’t pull away; she huddled closer, seeking warmth.
Jon-Ante was visibly happy and his good mood was contagious. He popped up behind them one last time, tugging at the reindeer pelts to make sure they were perfectly arranged. He placed a hand on her shoulder in passing.
They took off, and he had to give it a lot of gas to launch them through the trees, where they risked getting stuck in the snow. It was morning and not yet warm—but it would be later, and their trip home might be difficult if the snow began to melt and get too heavy. They passed lakes where yellowish water had seeped up over the ice. Marge kept an eye out for holes and held tighter to Stella, who was singing.
The promised snowmobile trail opened up on the bog and Jon-Ante turned around to give them a thumbs-up. He drove at an easy pace and Marge kept her eyes on his broad back. His snowmobile suit was black, his belt had colorful eyelets, and his knife hung in the usual spot at his side. The long hair at the back of his neck peeked out from under his hat.
After a few kilometers, they came to a road crossing; they stopped on top of the snowbank and Jon-Ante checked carefully behind them and in every direction before zooming over. The asphalt scraped beneath the runners of the sled.
They headed out onto the river, Lávnjiteatnu, where they could follow the next snowmobile trail to Láttevárri.
“We went fishing here last summer, remember that?”
Stella glanced around, but everything looked different with all the snow and she shook her head.
They were still far off when they spotted people on the ice near the village. An echo fluttered across the river as a speaker rattled off the rules for the day’s ice-fishing tournament.
Jon-Ante slowed down and they smoothly pulled up among the other people and snowmobiles. He stood with one knee propped on the seat and steered with his arms straight. There were plenty of curious eyes—soon there would be talk about how the three of them had arrived together. He took a lap around the ice, as though he wanted to show them off. After parking, he appeared at their side.
“That’s where the fish bite best,” he whispered to Stella, pointing discreetly out at the ice. “Quick now, get out the reindeer pelts and we’ll run over and call dibs on that spot.”
Stella leaped into action, pulling down the first pelt and holding it tight. “Ready!”
“Great, they’ll be blowing the starting horn soon.” Jon-Ante took out the auger and a black canvas bag that could be unfolded. Inside it were fishing rods in all sorts of colors, as well as a dozen lures in a clear case with many small compartments. From the pocket of his snowmobile suit he took out a jar of worms, which were crawling all over one another in the dirt.
Marge gazed out at the shore, where people had gathered to await the starting signal. She recognized many of them. There would be time to walk around and chat later.
She looked up, toward the village, glad the school wasn’t visible. A glance at Jon-Ante reminded her of the time they had to search for him. They’d been around Stella’s age—it was incomprehensible. The thought of her child being made to dash around in fear, searching for a missing friend, made her feel sick.
“Okay, folks! Just seconds left to go now! Get ready!” The speaker’s voice echoed and Stella tried to tug at the unwieldy pelt, but Jon-Ante took over, rolling it up under his arm, with the auger in his other hand. Marge was carrying two pelts, one tucked under each arm. “On your marks, get set, go!”
They ran, Jon-Ante first, Stella behind him, and Marge bringing up the rear. They splashed through the snow, wet where many other feet had already trampled.
Out with the pelts, and Stella sat down, now wide-eyed and wearing an expectant smile.
Jon-Ante removed the blade guard from the auger and shuffled snow away with his boot before starting the motor. Stella jumped. They heard motors all around them, although a few people nearby were struggling with hand augers.
“You’re going to scare away all the fish!” Stella exclaimed.
“They’ll come back,” Jon-Ante reassured her. He pulled up the auger, and with it came cold water and slushy snow, which he kicked out of the way. He took a few steps and drilled the next hole, and then a third one. “You get to have the best hole, Stella,” he said. “You know, there’s a little inlet here I know they like to swim by.” He smiled as he knelt beside her and let her pick a rod. She chose one with a cork grip and blue reel. It already had a silver-and-orange oval-shaped lure attached. “Good choice. This Rauto lure is the best kind.”
Marge had taken out the dipper and was clearing the hole of snow until only clear water remained.
Stella looked at Jon-Ante’s hands. “What’s wrong with your pinkie?”
Marge waited in silence for his answer. She could have told Stella it was rude to ask a question like that, but she decided not to. Jon-Ante smiled, but she glimpsed something else in his eyes.
“I hurt myself back when I was in school.”
“How?”
He had nieces and nephews and must have known that “how” and “why” wouldn’t be the end of it. She readied herself to jump in.
“I fell, and my finger landed under me.”
“Ouch!”
Marge was disappointed, even upset. “We better start fishing,” she said. “Did you get the worm on?”
“You can do it,” Stella said, dangling the lure in front of her.
“I’m on it,” Jon-Ante said, reaching for the line.
“I’ll do it,” Marge answered gruffly, already holding a wiggly, soil-covered worm between her index finger and thumb. She threaded it onto the hook and Stella made a face. “Now drop it in, and let the line go free until it stops. That means you’ve hit the bottom, and if you reel it in three turns it will be perfect.”
“Oh, you do three—I always say two and a half,” Jon-Ante said.
“That’s all wrong,” Marge said, throwing up her arms. “No wonder you never catch any fish.”
“What?” He grinned. “I guess we’ll see.”
Stella let down the lure, which did a pirouette in the water before vanishing into the darkness, and she turned the reel three times.
“Like this. Up and down,” Jon-Ante said, demonstrating with his hand.
His little finger stuck out, and Marge looked away.
“You have to fish too,” Stella said to them.
They baited their hooks and dropped them in.
“Lie on your belly and look down, Stella, and you might see the fish when they bite.”
She did as he suggested. “I don’t see anything,” she whispered.
“Twitch your fishing rod.” Jon-Ante nudged Marge with his shoulder and smiled. “She’s good.”
Stella’s head snapped up. “No speaking Sámi.”
“You’ll have to learn.”
“Mama doesn’t want me to.”
“What?” Jon-Ante looked at Marge and she raised her chin in defiance.
“She has to get good enough at Swedish first.”
“Oh? Who says?”
She turned her back on him and tilted her face to the sun.
“Inspection!” The call came from across the inlet. A man whose hat was askew waved his arm and two people in yellow vests headed his way to measure his catch.
“Dangit! Now we won’t win!” Stella said, sitting up.
“Don’t swear.” Marge tried to sound strict, but she wore a tiny smile.
“You can swear in Sámi. It sounds better. Henneha.”
Marge rolled her eyes at Jon-Ante.
“What? Henneha’s not that bad. Oh, that’s right, she has to learn to swear in Swedish first.”
Marge scooped up a handful of snow and threw it at him, hitting him right in the cheek. Stella laughed, and he pretended to be outraged as the snow melted and ran down his chin.
“Inspection!” This time the call came from the center of the river and Jon-Ante scratched his head through his hat.
“They never bite out there.”
“You made our holes in the wrong place,” Stella said.
“Maybe you’re right, I’ll have to make a new one.” He marched off, about ten meters to their right, where he carefully eyed the trees on the riverbank; he changed his mind and headed a little farther out onto the river. He stood with his legs planted wide, and water splashed up as he drilled the new hole. “Come here,” he called, and Stella reeled in her line.
“Take the dipper,” Marge said, handing it to her. “And your hide.”
Stella dragged it along and the hide glided smoothly across the snow. She watched as the two of them crouched down to clear the water, laughing softly and chatting, and Jon-Ante gesticulated, apparently demonstrating the size of a fish.
Stella fished standing up this time, dropping her line in and then winding it back up. Three turns. She gently bobbed her hand and got a bite right away. Her eyes widened and she gave a hoot. “I got one!”
“Pull, pull, pull!” Jon-Ante cried.
Marge got up and dashed along the snowmobile trail. Stella was craning way back and the line was taut. Her mittens slipped, but she recovered her grip.
“Help her!” Marge called.
“She can do it.”
Stella backed up and tugged on the line, giving up on reeling; she let go of the jig and took hold of the line with determination and pulled.
“It’s heavy.” She panted. “Help!”
Then there was a splash in the hole and up came a grayling, lovely and silvery and slapping its tail fin.
“Get it away from the hole,” Marge urged her, and Stella backed up. The fish followed, sliding along the snow and wriggling, bending itself into a U-shape.
“Don’t forget to call out now,” Jon-Ante said, stooping to capture the fish.
“Inspection!” Stella screamed. “Inspection!” She spun around to locate the vests, and there they were, jogging over.
“Hold on to the fish,” Jon-Ante said, handing her the thrashing creature.
She held tight to it and the inspectors arrived.
“Aha, I see a big little fisherman got a bite,” one of the guys said in a joking tone.
There was something familiar about him, and Marge took a closer look. It was Juvva, Nilsa’s younger son. He sounded eerily like his father had when he was young, and they had the same eyes.
Jon-Ante removed the hook from the grayling’s mouth and rapped the handle of his knife against the back of the fish’s head. Juvva and his friend laid the catch out in the snow and held the wooden measuring stick beside it. Yes, well over the twenty-five-centimeter requirement.
“I think you’re in the lead so far,” Juvva said, jotting down the name, competitor number, and length on a scrap of paper.
Stella offered up a big smile and let her mitten slide over her catch. The fish had blood in its eye, but it didn’t scare her.
“Aren’t you Juvva, Nilsa’s son?” Marge asked, and the boy nodded. He stood up straighter, as though expecting something more. It couldn’t be easy, having Nilsa as a father. She couldn’t think of anything else to say, which was probably awkward enough for the boy. He and his friend lumbered off, their yellow vests reflecting the sunlight.
“Look! Here come Áhkku and Áddjá.” Stella waved. “I’m gonna run and tell them about my fish.” She darted off and Marge hardly even had time to caution her about the wet snow.
“Isn’t he the spitting image of Nilsa? Juvva, I mean?” she said, turning to Jon-Ante.
He nodded. “His brother is good at soccer.”
“Right, just like Aslak was. But poor kid, everyone knows how Nilsa shouts from the sidelines.”
Jon-Ante looked at her and opened his mouth to say something, but changed his mind.
“He was such a jerk at school, wasn’t he? I actually have a hard time looking at him when I come to the village,” she said.
He let his hands fall to his knees and looked away. Blood rushed to her cheeks. How could she be so stupid? Saying that she couldn’t look at him, when Jon-Ante was the one who had taken the brunt of the bullying, not her.
“I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking. It was dumb to even bring it up.” She tentatively sat down next to him. It was like there was a filter over his gaze.
“It wasn’t Nilsa I was thinking of just now,” Jon-Ante said. “I don’t give a shit about him. It was Aslak.”
She took off one glove and pinched at crystals of snow in the reindeer pelt; they burst and melted between her fingertips. She waited.
“It wasn’t easy for him either, having a brother like that.”
“No, that’s true,” she said. “But you were good friends, you and Aslak, weren’t you?”
“Yes, we were, and Nilsa didn’t like it.” He looked at her from under the long dark bangs that stuck out beneath his hat. She had a sudden urge to brush the hair away, just so she could touch him.
“It was a good thing that you got to leave the nomad school.”
When he didn’t respond, she kept going, feeling a bit nervous, trying to find that cheerful voice she had used to make Stella her own.
“It was a real surprise when you didn’t get on the bus that fall. I was so jealous that you got to start attending the village school.”
There had been a lot of talk in the village about how a family had managed to get their child out of the nomad school. But Marge also recalled people saying it was too late, that Jon-Ante’s time at the boarding school had changed him. That it took awhile before he was himself again.
Now he smiled, but only with one corner of his mouth. “Yes, it was a good thing, what happened. For me and my brothers. But…” He shook his head. “It didn’t go so well for Aslak.”
“Yeah.”
It was remarkable, how those two had found each other. The way Marge remembered it, they grew even closer once Nilsa finished the last grade at school. That was when Aslak became a punching bag. No one could have taken Nilsa, but several of the boys patiently waited to get their revenge. Jon-Ante was free but now it was Aslak’s turn. Jon-Ante, given the chance to strike back, get even, didn’t do it. Instead he tried to rescue Aslak. She wanted to tell him that it was brave, what he’d done. But in truth, it was also foolish, because their friendship meant that Jon-Ante kept getting beaten up, too. Until the day he finally got to leave the school.
“It was nice that you and Aslak stuck together,” she finally said.
“He was nothing like his brother, I’ll put it that way.”
“Did you spend time together later on?”
“Once in a while, when I was back home in the village. But I don’t know, it was never the same as before. I left for town and started working. I’m sure he thought I was a traitor.”
“Yes, I suppose we’re both traitors, moving to town,” she said, trying to sound jocular. She wanted to offer consolation but also remind him that they had something in common. She gazed back at the riverbank and saw that Stella was taking huge bites of a hot dog alongside Áhkku and Áddjá. “She probably thinks she already won, that she doesn’t have to keep fishing.”
“Just wait until someone else calls for the inspector, and I bet she’ll come back.”
The moment of intimacy was slipping away.
His hands rested calmly on his knees. She wanted to hold them. They looked rough around the knuckles, as though he rinsed them too often in cold water and let them air-dry. He wasn’t hiding his little finger; he let it stick out.
How often did he think about how she had seen Rita Olsson stomp on his finger? She had relived that moment in her mind many times. Over the years, she supposed, the memory transformed. Had Housemother lost her balance, or had she stomped on it on purpose? Guilt had plagued her for years afterward, for some reason growing stronger when she was a teenager. She had even written about it in her diary, calling herself a coward and brooding over the question of whether she was partly to blame. The melodramatic thought that an onlooker who didn’t act was just as guilty as the perpetrator.
He must have noticed her gaze, because he pulled on his gloves.
“Hey…” It wasn’t loud enough. Maybe she’d only said it in her mind. Probably just as well; what could she say now, after all these years?
Her shoulders sank and her back hunched, the muscles recognizing the posture and tightening. It was a recurring pain that would spread to her spine. A physical therapist had once told her that a grieving heart could cause pain in surrounding muscles. Has something in particular happened? she’d asked. No, Marge said, her job involved some heavy lifting, and that was probably all there was to it. But how long has this been going on? persisted the young woman with her annoyingly perfect physical therapist posture. Marge had considered the question that evening; this was before Stella, when her sleep was often disturbed by rumination. Really, though, she hadn’t even been an adult yet when it started, tiny knots gathering around her shoulder blades and shooting arrows of pain in every direction. It got worse with age, couldn’t be massaged away, easily flaring up at a grim thought. When Stella arrived, her body experienced a sort of ecstasy, like when you fall in love, and her muscles rested. But it was only temporary.
You have to listen to your body, said the physical therapist, it’s trying to tell you something. No, that was enough of that. Marge canceled the rest of her appointments. She bought a strong-smelling salve, but of course she couldn’t reach the spot where it hurt the most.



ANNE-RISTEN
1986
A Treo hissed and fizzed in the glass on the coffee table. Anne-Risten was stretched out on the sofa with one pillow under her head and another under her knees, her legs happy for the relief. If she didn’t take it easy and elevate them every night, she risked developing varicose veins like Enná. Tonight she could drink her Treo in peace; Cecilia and Niklas weren’t home. They were out celebrating Walpurgis, in two different places, but neither of them wanted to say where.
“Are you going to Ön? To watch the archers light the bonfires?” she’d asked, but they hadn’t answered.
She would have liked to go to Ön, but how would that look? Showing up by herself and standing there looking silly, getting her clothes all smoky and walking home alone? The bonfire really wasn’t far from Bromsgatan, and the whole family had always gone, but those days were over. So many things had been taken from her. She never went to watch the unveiling of the Christmas shop windows anymore either, although it would have been easier not to be seen in the dark of winter. And the crowning of St. Lucia—that was the thing she missed most of all. She’d asked Cecilia if she could submit her for consideration to be the city’s Lucia, but her daughter had looked at her in horror.
“You know whoever has the most relatives around always wins, or, like, that girl who won the year her mom collected all the voting slips at Obs Interiör. It’s embarrassing to be chosen!”
“But presumably you would have the most relatives out of all the candidates, so you would be Lucia,” Anne-Risten said. But that joke did not land.
No, she wouldn’t be celebrating Walpurgis this year either. Cecilia had left first, with a lingering “goodbye” that echoed even after the door closed.
Niklas was a little slower to go. He wasn’t the type to tattle, but in his usual understated way he let slip that someone had spotted Cecilia in a raggare car the weekend before. Anne-Risten practically had a stroke and began to bombard him with questions, but he buttoned his lip and shrugged. Raggare cars out before Walpurgis—could it really be true? Surely they weren’t driving with their tops down already, there was still snow on the ground. Niklas stared at her, baffled.
“It wasn’t one of those. Not a convertible.” He spoke to her as though she were awfully slow, but he wasn’t mean about it like Cecilia would be. He mostly seemed to pity her, and Anne-Risten didn’t know which was worse.
She shifted on the sofa; life had been pretty good lately, even so. This was largely thanks to Vivianne, one of the old folks she visited, to whom she’d grown extra close. The former nurse always lit up the moment Anne-Risten walked in. She looked at her attentively and asked how she was doing. After a few months of these visits, they’d grown into something Anne-Risten might venture to call friendship. She cleaned, helped with medications, and filled the pantry while Vivianne listened and patted her on the cheek when everything got to be too much.
At last Anne-Risten could air the worries that ate at her without receiving suspicion and sighs of annoyance in return. Vivianne was always ready to reassure her, examine a rash or squeeze a muscle, all with the same patient attitude. She was around eighty and had spent thirty years working in health care, and there was no symptom she couldn’t recognize and explain. Anne-Risten sometimes closed her eyes as Vivianne touched her with those warm hands, especially when she rubbed the tense muscles of her jaw—it was as though the very touch loosened them. Vivianne never told Anne-Risten her symptoms were all in her head.
“Come sit on the sofa with me for a little bit,” she would urge instead.
They’d sit together and Vivianne would hold her hand as though she were a child and say, “It’s going to be okay. There’s no need to worry, you’ll see. After all, I was right last time, wasn’t I?”
By the time Anne-Risten left, her worry had always vanished, and they waved at each other through the kitchen window. Perhaps it was unprofessional to allow Vivianne to fuss over her, but it was an exchange that made them both happy and didn’t seem to hurt anyone.
“It’s so nice to be needed again,” Vivianne sometimes said. Her children had left Kiruna years ago and she only saw her grandchildren during school vacation; these days they brought the great-grandchildren, who spoke an incomprehensible Småland dialect. “But they’re always in such a hurry, no one wants to sit down and spend time like you do, Anne-Risten.”
Yes, she had told Vivianne that her name wasn’t really Anne, and had mentioned her village. Vivianne had been there many times, having worked in the eastern villages for a while.
“I visited the nomad school in Lannavaara once,” she said, her eyes steady on Anne-Risten.
But Anne-Risten clammed right up. Maybe she would share all of that with Vivianne someday.
“There’s nothing wrong with being a worrier. It just means you’re sensitive, and that can be a good thing,” Vivianne had said today. “The best doctors I ever worked with cried when they had to give a cancer diagnosis.”
She had married one of those sensitive doctors and they were blissfully happy for almost fifty years.
“He never called me Vivi, like other people did sometimes. Manfred made a point of calling me Vivianne.”
One morning, Manfred had lain down on the sofa to read the morning paper and never got up again. And Vivianne had never quite gotten used to drinking her morning coffee alone.
She was like Band-Aids, cotton balls, and Treo personified, and eventually Anne-Risten asked if Vivianne would like to spend time together even when Anne-Risten wasn’t on the clock. Over a cup of coffee some morning; perhaps they could finish the conversations they had thus far had to cut short when Anne-Risten hurried off to see other clients.
Vivianne’s smile was so big her eyes became narrow lines. “Oh, sweetheart, I would love that so much.”

THE INTRO MUSIC OF Rapport chimed in the living room and Anne-Risten wished she had the energy to get up and change the channel; she didn’t want to hear more about the recent accident at Chernobyl. The winds had blown in over Sweden and the rain was making it worse. The news anchor was talking about an expected increase in cancer rates in Kyiv, and the cesium fallout in Sweden would remain radioactive for a long time. Like the devil’s blanket, she thought, and the lump in her throat returned.
“The recommendation is based on a wide safety margin,” said the man from the Institute for Radiation Safety, sounding grave. “The fact is that levels could rise a hundredfold before causing truly serious harm. But even so, we feel that it’s prudent to advise against drinking from any source of still, standing water.”
Anne-Risten bolted upright and stared at the TV. Oh God! What if Cecilia was down at Luossa Lake and they decided to drink from it? Sips of cancer-causing cesium would fill her body and kill her at a young age. Anne-Risten’s hand found its way under her sleeve and she scratched up to her elbow, back and forth. She tried to think more clearly. Why would they drink from the lake? Well, if it was true that Cecilia was riding around in raggare cars, they certainly might decide to cruise down to Luossa.
She stood up, first pacing in the living room and then moving to the kitchen and out to the balcony. The smell of smoke from the bonfire had reached Bromsgatan. Was Cecilia in Ön? Would she have time to warn her?
She rushed to the front hall and pulled on her white winter coat and shoved her feet into her snow boots. Cecilia hated them, said no one wore puffy boots like those anymore, but Anne-Risten took good care of her whole wardrobe so her belongings lasted. Sometimes she wanted to screech that she would have loved to buy nice leather boots if Cecilia didn’t constantly need new Levi’s.
She unlocked the door but hesitated—should she call Linda’s parents? They had a car and could drive around to look for the girls. Or was it better to call Roger? But he wouldn’t have the time, he and the new woman would surely be at some bonfire in Lompis. She kicked off her boots and went to the telephone table. She dialed Linda’s parents and had no time to change her mind because Linda’s mother picked up after just one ring.
“Um, hello, this is Anne Nilsson.” Roger had taken many things from her, but she still had his last name.
“Oh, hi there, Anne, what’s going on?”
“Well, I’m wondering if the girls already left.”
“Long since. Was there something in particular you wanted?”
“I just need to talk to Cecilia.” She bit her lip. Cecilia would never forgive her if she started talking about Chernobyl with Linda’s mother. In fact, she would probably move to Roger’s place for good if Anne-Risten proved herself crazy. Her daughter already wasn’t shy about hinting that there was something wrong with her.
“You always think you’re sick, Mom, but really you’re just psycho,” she once said when an argument grew especially heated. Anne-Risten had backed down like a wounded animal while Cecilia burst into enraged tears.
“You’re so fucking scared of everything all the time!” she screamed, then slammed her bedroom door and tied up the phone line for the rest of the evening. Yes, she had her own phone. Anne-Risten sometimes thought about Hulda breathing on the line as she connected calls in the villages, listening to the private conversations between families and relatives. She wished she could eavesdrop like Hulda.
“Is something wrong?” Linda’s mother’s tone changed.
What if Cecilia had complained to Linda about her neurotic mother and word had spread? “Neurotic” was a word Anne-Risten had learned from Cecilia, and indeed, she had heard all about how the word suited her so perfectly. She should check herself in to the psych ward and prove her daughter right. Maybe that would shut her up for a while.
“No, it’s nothing. I’ll talk to her later, then.”
“It’s so nice of you to let Linda stay over tonight.”
“What? Oh. Right.” Linda wasn’t sleeping over. Hadn’t Cecilia said she was going to their place after the celebrations? She knew she should speak up, but it felt all wrong and she let the girls’ lie become truth. “Did you see the news, about Chernobyl?” she blurted instead.
“Yes, it’s awful. We’re going to see so many cancer deaths.”
“And the part about not drinking standing water.” Anne-Risten squeezed the receiver tight and wound the cord around her wrist until it cut off her circulation. “I guess we’ll have to talk to the kids about that.”
“Yes, and I wonder what we’ll do about the well at the cottage this summer? But I thought they said that advice mostly went for people farther south.” Her voice was suddenly fuzzy, as though she were covering the mouthpiece and talking to someone else. “I have to go now, the neighbors are waiting for us. We’re going to have a little toast. But thanks again for taking care of Linda.”
“Of course.”
They hung up, and she stood in the hall with her heart pounding. Where had the girls planned to spend the night if they weren’t coming home? She pulled on her boots and let the door slam shut behind her.
She walked through the courtyards even though she didn’t like being so visible. With her eyes on the ground, she pretended not to notice all the windows from which people were likely staring down at her. After the courtyard at number 2, the farthest of the four, she took a shortcut through the ditch, across the road, and under the viaduct, then soon found herself on the gravel roads of Ön. The last of the snow, dirty and black, hadn’t yet melted in the shady wooded areas, and the puddles on the road were covered in a thin frozen crust. She stepped on them, letting the ice crunch beneath her boots. A young couple walked by holding hands. When was the last time she’d held another adult’s hand? Roger hadn’t been the hand-holding type, not even when they were newly in love. He preferred to throw a possessive arm around her shoulders and let his fingers brush her breast. Did she miss him? She missed being a pair. Roger would have handled this, could have hopped in the car to go look for their daughter. Of course, she couldn’t have told him she was worried about radioactive water, but she could have said she was afraid Cecilia had gotten involved with the wrong group. Why hadn’t she thought of that? She could have called Roger and told him about the raggare cars, and he probably would have ditched that new woman and gone out to look for their daughter. Wouldn’t he?
Now she could see the bonfire, its tall flames licking at the sky. There was a big crowd, and she recognized lots of people. The air was frigid and her fingers were freezing despite Enná’s knitted mittens. She rubbed her hands together as she walked around the fire, trying to look like a normal person rather than someone searching with fear in her eyes. The wind changed and the heat of the fire blazed against her cheek; she leaped back.
She closed her eyes—suddenly she was in the goahti with Áhkku, the fire in the center warming cheeks that had spent too long in the cold outside. But most of her warmth came from snuggling up close to Áhkku. Her reassuring heartbeat and her hands pottering in front of them, opening the coffee pouch, taking out a needle house, rolling up shoe bands, always moving. A whole little life was always happening in Áhkku’s hands, and Anne-Risten felt secure. This was before school, before she became a different person. Before her fear. Before her physical weakness became a threat. She returned home after one term sure Áhkku wouldn’t recognize her. Gone was the little body that leaned against her with such trust when they were in the goahti. She must have been able to feel the tension that wouldn’t allow Anne-Risten’s back to curve and relax into her warmth. Had she grieved for it? Had she tried to help her become the same old Anne-Risten again? After all, she showed up at home having been taught that her name was Ann-Kristen. Not that she said so to Áhkku or her parents. They must have known, but no one told her that was wrong. Instead, her arms began to itch. And then came other new and mysterious symptoms. During the worst of them, when the family was at their house in the village, Áhkku took a thermometer and broke the glass. She had her own ways of healing and fixing. Out came a lively drop of mercury. She caught it on a spoon and told Anne-Risten to swallow it, and so she did.
But it didn’t make her better. She grew older and Áhkku’s embrace grew full of her younger brothers and little cousins. Those who came after her—some of them were spared the nomad school, didn’t turn out like Anne-Risten. No one wanted to name the school as the cause, but at the same time, if there was no reason for her worry then it was simply an indelible part of Anne-Risten. The truth was, no one else turned out like her. They looked away when she tore at her arms.
Years later, she learned about the dangers of mercury, and how it accumulates somewhere in the body when ingested, like a poisonous ticking bomb. And she had drunk it. She nearly walked into the river with her pockets full of rocks that day. But then she met Roger and learned to curve her back against a fellow human again.
Anne-Risten opened her eyes. Sometimes she had wondered if the mercury was what had killed the fetus in her belly. Had the tiny drop been waiting in her womb? Maybe it also caused the recurring cysts she now experienced, and their severe pain that made her have to spread her legs at the gynecologist.
She sighed as she gazed around at the crowd, too short to see well. No Cecilia. She resumed her lap around the bonfire and spotted Niklas, laughing with his friends. She stopped. This felt like spying, seeing him in a context she shouldn’t be privy to. But he, too, might end up at Luossa Lake and drink the water there. She took a few tentative steps toward the gang of boys; they all looked the same, several of them with hockey mullets.
He caught sight of her and his smile was extinguished. That was normal, she told herself, they’re supposed to become independent and want nothing to do with their parents.
She waved, beckoning him over, and he said something to his nearest friend with a laugh—she thought that was Tony, hadn’t seen him in a long time. Niklas was probably telling him he was going to take a leak in the woods, didn’t want to say his ridiculous mother was standing by the fire in her ugly boots with that permanent look of concern on her face.
He headed her way and nodded past her with a stern look, as if to shoo her farther off, and she trudged after him. When they were at a safe distance, he turned around with question marks in his eyes.
“Have you seen Cecilia in any raggare cars tonight?” she said immediately.
“Is that what you came here to ask me?”
“Yes, I just got so worried when you said—”
He cut her off. “You have to stop worrying about everything.”
And that made it harder to bring up cesium and radioactive fallout. Anne-Risten could feel that the flames of the bonfire had found their way under her coat- and shirtsleeves. She clenched her hands inside her mittens.
“But you don’t want her to ride around with any raggare either, do you?”
“Just drop it.”
“She’s sixteen.”
“Look, I don’t have time to stand around talking about her. We’re heading somewhere else now.”
Anne-Risten tilted her head back to look up into his face. He was tall, like Roger. She didn’t like it when he wore that same annoyed expression his father often did—his mouth a narrow line.
“There’s something else too. Don’t get upset with me now.” She licked her dry lips. “But I saw on the news… you know Chernobyl.”
His eyes widened and he looked around. Was he afraid that other people might overhear? She rushed on, aware that he might just flee.
“Anyway, they’re saying you shouldn’t drink standing water out in the wilderness now. It could be radioactive. And I thought, if you happened to end up down by Luossa Lake…” She nodded toward the foot of the mining mountain. “Don’t drink the water. Don’t drink any water that doesn’t come from the tap. That was all I wanted to say.”
He backed away and she saw the embarrassment in his eyes, recognized it from when he was small and frightened. She had ruined his Walpurgis. Now she would feel guilty all night long.
“Mom, just go home,” he said, his tone tense but his expression sad. “I won’t drink any water. I promise.”
The shoulders that usually kept his posture strong and tall were slumping now, and she felt ashamed, but also calm—it didn’t last long, of course, but at least she knew he wouldn’t die of cesium. Instead she had made him sad. There was always some new burden to bear.
“I’ll go now.” She turned around but glanced over her shoulder. “You’re a good boy, Niklas.”
She wouldn’t subject him to her tears. And anyway, when she looked back again after a few more steps he was gone. The mine loomed gray and ominous over the city, a constant reminder of who was in charge. It had been ages since Roger worked there and Niklas was a newborn. She’d been so happy then. Hadn’t she?
She reached the other end of the viaduct and looked down the road, which ran alongside the train tracks toward downtown. Cecilia was probably in town, she decided. As she walked briskly she glanced up at Hjalmar Lundbohmsgården, the brown timber house that bore the name of the first director of the mine, who had resided there. The place was haunted, and she’d warned the children never to go there when it was dark. She passed Bolags Hotel, a stately yellow wooden building, and saw the fancy cars outside; the city must have some VIP visitors.
Breathlessly she went up the hill between City Hall and Järnvägs Park. There had been a bonfire by City Hall as well, and clusters of teenagers hung around outside the bus station. And there came the raggare cars, parading slowly along Hjalmar Lundbohmsvägen. It might have been really striking if it weren’t for the loud music and the way some of them hung out the windows while waving beer bottles or sitting on the trunks. There must be at least twenty cars with gleaming paint, in green, red, and black. There was even one pale blue one. She tried to peer into the ones with hard roofs but it was impossible to see in unless the windows were down. They rolled slowly past City Hall and took a left at Gula Raden, the stretch of old wooden houses she’d always wanted to live in.
Down past Centralgården, which had once been a hospital and was also rumored to be haunted, she spotted a raggare car she recognized from the village over the summer—Jon-Ante’s. So strange to see him driving around in it. She hurried across the street and ran the last bit, afraid he might take off. Maybe he knew which car her daughter was in.
He was bent over behind the car, and as she approached she recognized Cecilia’s black coat. She was on her knees, puking in the grass. Linda was holding her hair back and Jon-Ante—well, what was he up to?! She shouted, it just came out. In Sámi. “What is going on here?”
He whirled around and, oddly enough, looked relieved, as though she were a guardian angel showing up just in the nick of time. But no. She snapped at him.
“Is it you? Are you the one driving my child around in a raggare car? She is sixteen! Jesus Christ, Jon-Ante, you are an old man! What are you doing hanging out with sixteen-year-old girls?”
“Why, Anne-Risten, calm down—”
“Calm down? Are you aware that Roger will kill you when he finds out?”
“It’s not what you think, I—”
“Mom! Mom, just shut up!” Cecilia had finished vomiting and was staring at her with bloodshot yet panicked eyes. Linda looked at the three of them, full of the giggles, drunk or possibly pretending to be drunk. There was a gleam in her eye that Anne-Risten only barely had time to register.
“Cissi! Are you Sámi? Your mom speaks Lappish?” Now Cecilia was crying, and Linda threw her arms around her. “Don’t cry. Cissi, sweetie, don’t cry.”
Jon-Ante ran his hand through his rounded swoop of dark hair. He looks like Elvis, Anne-Risten thought before her rage took over again. She switched to Swedish.
“I ought to call the police. What did you do to them? Did you give them liquor?”
His eyes flashed. “Be quiet and listen to me. Your daughter and her friend were in a car I thought they had no business being in, so I told them to get out. I was going to drive them home, but they were too drunk and scared to go home so we ended up staying here. Do you honestly think I would have anything to do with little girls?”
“How should I know? I see what I see.”
“Then you’ll just have to trust me. I would never, ever—” He cut himself off and threw his hands in the air.
“I have to get them home,” she said.
“Not in my car.”
“No, obviously not. Do you think I want to be seen in a raggare car?”
Cecilia had stopped crying and was staring into the distance. Her bangs, which she’d sprayed and styled so carefully before leaving home, now lay flat on her forehead, and the curls Anne-Risten had set with a home perm were straggly. Linda couldn’t help herself.
“So you really are Sámi?”
Anne-Risten didn’t like that look on her face, and there was a hint of distaste in her voice as well. One that was far too familiar. But the worst part was how her daughter seemed to be completely lost, as though she were naked and exposed.
“Yes, we’re Sámi! Do you have a problem with that or something?” said Anne-Risten. “I’m sure you’ve heard people speaking Sámi before, so it can’t be that goddamn surprising, can it?!” To Anne-Risten it seemed that her voice echoed across the vast bus lot, but she didn’t care. She had half a mind to shove that ridiculous little Linda up against the car. And she wasn’t giggling anymore, no siree. But there was an annoying superiority to her attitude, something she must have picked up at home. She fell silent, but one eyebrow was twitching under her bangs.
“How did you two end up in Jon-Ante’s car?” Anne-Risten wasn’t about to let this go. Jon-Ante’s arms were crossed and she saw his little finger sticking out. She’d almost forgotten about that, and for an instant she was somewhere else. She looked him in the eye, and there he was—her cousin, the one who’d been the worst off of all.
“Jon-Ante? You said your name was Jonne.” Linda had recovered her attitude.
Anne-Risten put her hands on her hips. “Shape up this minute and answer my question.”
“He made us get out of Perre’s car and said we couldn’t ride in it.”
“But you were going to ride with him instead, was that his idea?”
Jon-Ante stared at her, his anger depleted; now he seemed resigned. Cecilia had collapsed on the cold ground with her legs crossed. She would probably end up with a UTI, but what was worse was seeing her vacant gaze.
“He wanted to drive us home. Right, Cissi?” Linda was too drunk, or perhaps too young, to even understand what had just happened. The gap Cecilia had tried to hold closed for all these years had opened wide. Anne-Risten wanted to whisper into her daughter’s ear, say it wasn’t so bad, that it would all work out. Linda would stick around. If she was a real friend, they could close that gap.
“I have to get them home, I guess a walk will do us good,” she said, facing Jon-Ante.
He nodded but didn’t move, as though he were waiting for something more.
“Come on,” Linda said, tugging at Cecilia’s arm, but it fell back down.
“I can go call a cab,” Jon-Ante said, nodding toward the bus station.
“No, we don’t live very far. I’m sure we’ll be fine.”
There was no way she could get in a cab when it might be Roger’s friend driving tonight. This news would spread through town in no time, and not just to Roger. Everyone would know that Anne Nilsson had ridden home with two drunk teenagers.
She grabbed Cecilia by one arm and Linda, giggling, took the other. They pulled, but arms like cooked spaghetti weren’t easy to work with. Jon-Ante stepped forward and grasped Cecilia by the waist, gently bringing her to her feet. Anne-Risten wanted to cry. That was the way you’d hold a child.
Her daughter wasn’t unsteady, but she and Linda each took a hand. Anne-Risten squeezed the bare hand, which felt like ice through her mitten. She desperately wanted to put her mittens on Cecilia, but she didn’t dare; instead she rubbed the skinny fingers, felt the silver rings catch on the yarn.
They took a few tentative steps—they could do this. Anne-Risten glanced back at Jon-Ante.
“Ándagassii,” she mouthed.
He just nodded.
“Giitu,” she went on.
He sighed. But there was no more she could say besides sorry and thanks. Not right now.



JON-ANTE
1986
He watched them go, the girls wobbly, Anne-Risten holding her daughter’s hand. They cut across the parking lot and crossed the road to Gula Raden, then vanished from sight.
He shouldn’t stand around the bus station alone. Rumor had it there would be a fight, their gang and the hard rockers were expected to clash tonight, cocky young guys on both sides. He didn’t like these fights and had tried more than once to ease flaring tempers among his group, feeling almost fatherly. This kind of thing didn’t happen back in the day, and he wasn’t comfortable with it, nor did he understand it. Why should they try to beat up the hard rockers, or the punks for that matter? Although it had been a long time since the mohawks had messed with them.
Classe and Jon-Ante had driven in the caravan all evening, slowly cruising along Föreningsgatan by Domus, and down Hjalmar Lundbohmsvägen, the mountains on one side, way off on the horizon, and the high-rises known as Snusdosan and Spottkoppen—the snuff tin and the spittoon—on the other. Classe wanted to live in Snusdosan, at the very top, with a view of the mountain world. A buddy of his lived there, and Jon-Ante had stood on his claustrophobic balcony one summer; they had to take turns because it hardly fit two people. The balconies were meant to resemble the mine elevators, the guy had said. He was interested in architecture. Jon-Ante got dizzy and had to go back inside.
Classe had switched cars after Jon-Ante made sure Cecilia and her friend had gotten out of Perre’s car. Jon-Ante recognized Anne-Risten’s daughter straight away when Perre pulled up beside them at Empe’s, where they’d stopped for hamburgers. At least the girls were sitting in the back, but he opened the door and ordered them to get out. Cecilia had the hiccups, and the flash of concern in her eyes cut through the alcohol haze. Her friend tried to act fresh, but he ignored her. Perre was in line at Empe’s and cursed when he realized what was going on. Jon-Ante herded them into his own car and took a plastic bag from the glove box.
“Don’t you dare throw up in my car.”
They hadn’t made it very far; the girls whined in the back seat that they didn’t want to be driven home and demanded to be let out, so he pulled off at the bus station.
Now he was furious, angry at Anne-Risten for thinking of him as a dirty old man who rode with teen girls. He didn’t trust her not to spread rumors. Worst of all, she worked with Marge.
He rubbed his thin mustache and wiggled his toes, which felt cold in his pointy-toed winklepickers. The shoes were as polished and shiny as his car.
He needed to talk to Marge, explain himself before word spread. The question was, should he go straight to Kyrkogatan or call first? He’d stopped by a week or so after Easter, riding high after the ice-fishing tournament, imagining that maybe something could come of it. She answered the door without lighting up like he expected, told him it was a bad time and whispered that Stella wasn’t feeling well. He felt stupid and went back down the stairs without turning on the stairwell light, tripping on the last step.
The bus station was a popular gathering place for the teenagers in town, and tonight was hardly an exception. He locked the car and glanced over at the crowd in concern, hoping they wouldn’t decide to take a closer look at his Lincoln. He walked fast, sights set on the phone booth. Sometimes people would call the Hotline with a whole pocket full of one-krona coins to insert, hogging the booth to be connected with random people also looking to chat. But tonight was Walpurgis, and conversations with a stranger weren’t quite as tempting. He often saw young girls standing in the freezing cold phone booth by the Odd Fellows building, chatting away in the dead of winter. They probably weren’t allowed to call from home. He’d tried the number once, just to see what the big deal was, and creepily enough had ended up with a man panting in his ear. He wanted to tell the guy to hang up and leave the kids to their own fun, but in the end he was the one to end the call, without saying a word.
The phone booth was empty, and he slipped inside, inserted two coins, and brought the chilly receiver to his ear. She picked up after two rings.
“Hi, this is Jon-Ante.”
“Oh, hi!” She sounded genuinely glad and he smiled, exhaling.
“So you’re home. Not out at some bonfire?”
“No, we went, but it got cold and Stella goes to bed early so we’re home already.”
He let his finger trace the number plate on the green telephone. “Would it be okay if I came by?”
She didn’t hesitate. “For sure.”
And that was that. They said goodbye and he patted his hair. The sugar water he’d used to style his pompadour was sticky against his palm, and he wiped it on his black jeans. At least he hadn’t used beer, like Classe did.
When he opened the door, the hard rockers were right there. They weren’t waiting for him—they probably had no idea one of the raggare guys was about to step out of the phone booth. His heart pounded and he tried to make himself small behind all the teenagers. He saw his friends coming from over by City Hall, their cars in a line; they would soon pull into the station.
He made eye contact with someone he knew. They’d attended KPU together ages ago. They looked at each other, two weathered old guys among all these kids. Neither of them was about to throw a punch.
Jon-Ante turned away and walked fast. He heard a familiar sound, a sudden grunt that meant someone had spotted prey. He didn’t look around, just broke into a run and heard more noises, ones he’d learned to interpret in a former life. Back then, he never even tried to run. He would hit the ground as quickly as possible so it would stop. Nowadays there was no guarantee it would stop even if he were lying on the ground with his eyes closed against the asphalt.
He was too old for this! A man of almost forty who just wanted to drive his Lincoln in peace. He didn’t want to run toward his car, because he realized there was a good chance they’d attack it if he made it inside. The colorful American cars honked as they waited at the red light—Classe and the other guys must have realized he was being chased.
A foot caught him in the back, as if someone had karate-kicked him mid-run. He stumbled and caught himself, his palms scraping across the grit left over from winter. It burned. His knees took the rest of the impact. The next kick got him in the side. Kidneys, always the kidneys.
Tires screeched, they must have run the light, engines close now. It would be a bloodbath. And he was too old. He closed his eyes as the next kick got his stomach. After that, he was a downed onlooker. Young men from both sides grunted, wild-eyed, and he gasped for breath. His old classmate from KPU stood nearby, just looking at him. Jon-Ante had lain like this before, meeting eyes. Aslak’s.
He had to get up and get to Marge’s place. His legs shook but he managed to stand, and no one came after him. The classmate—Tage was his name, he remembered—turned and began to walk off, an upside-down cross and band names on his leather vest. It fit poorly; Tage had been skinnier before. Jon-Ante limped to the car and only once behind the wheel did he feel the pulsing in his crooked little finger. He must have sprained it when he fell.
His friends had come to his rescue, and he was about to sneak off, coward that he was. Tage was already over by Järnvägs Park and didn’t look back. Maybe tonight he’d hang up that vest for good.
Jon-Ante started the car, and that rumble he loved set something in motion inside his chest. Was it time for him to put all this aside too? To retire the car to the garage? He rubbed his eyes in irritation, though he wasn’t crying, no, he just wasn’t.

THERE WERE PLENTY OF free parking spots outside Marge’s building. He parked the car and waited for his pulse to slow. His finger was already swelling, his palms skinned just like when he fell off his bike as a child. His pompadour was flat, and the long strands of hair poked him in the eyes.
What could he possibly have to offer her? All that time devoted to the car, all those years working in the mine just to earn enough money to make his dream car a reality. Now what? Was he going to ring her doorbell all beaten up? Didn’t she deserve better?
He started the engine again but glanced up at the window on the second floor and saw her waiting there, her head cocked to the side, puzzled. Maybe she’d seen him pull up and wondered why he was just sitting there, only to start the car again. She vanished from the window but then emerged onto the balcony, where she smiled and waved. He waved back, then took the key from the ignition and went inside.

SHE LOOKED AT HIS jeans—he’d forgotten to check for holes, but it felt like the blood had congealed on the inside of the fabric. He asked where her bathroom was, trying to act casual.
His pinkie was twice its usual size. It stung badly when he rinsed off with warm water and rubbed soap over his scraped hands. He dropped his jeans to his ankles and used damp toilet paper to wipe the blood from his knees; she had definitely noticed the holes in his pants. He looked at himself in the mirror, hadn’t expected to ever see that tortured gaze again. Back when he was seven and standing just the same way at the sink at the dormitory, he’d hardly been able to see his nose. Each time he washed his hands and face after being beaten up in the schoolyard, he was glad he couldn’t see much, but now and then he stood on tiptoe to try to get a look at a fat lip.
Sometimes Aslak came and stood beside him, and if they hadn’t been boys they probably would have cried. It was a double-edged sword: on one hand, he wanted to hate Aslak for never telling his brother to stop; but on the other, he was grateful to him for standing there with him.
By the time Aslak was suffering abuse as well, they had both grown tall enough to see more of their faces in the mirror. In those days, Jon-Ante was just as often the one who snuck to the bathroom to stand beside Aslak and hand him toilet paper if something was bleeding.
After he transferred to the village school, he only saw Aslak a time or two every six months when he was home from the nomad school. If Aslak felt abandoned, he never said so. They would play with Oskar, sliding down the village’s biggest slope. But Aslak only ever dared to come along if Nilsa was nowhere nearby. Jon-Ante never asked how he was doing at the nomad school, and he never talked about how his move to the village school had saved him. They lived in this no-man’s-land a few times each year. Later on they went in different directions, Aslak becoming too enamored with alcohol and Jon-Ante badgering his way to a spot at KPU in Kiruna. Aslak became known for his large reindeer herd; he had the reindeer luck like no other. Jon-Ante was happy for him, he really was. Nilsa struggled with his herd, and that made Jon-Ante just as happy, if not more.
“How’s it going?” Marge sounded nervous, jolting Jon-Ante back to the present. How long had he been standing in front of the mirror? He quickly splashed water on his face and ran his hands through his hair, but it was no use.
“Everything’s fine,” he said as he opened the door.
She looked doubtful and her eyes drifted to his ripped jeans, but she let it go. “I set some things out in the living room, some coffee and sandwiches. I got so hungry.”
He followed her and sat beside her on the sofa. The aroma of coffee had a calming effect. She had cut thin slices of dried meat and arranged them on a white napkin, and the bread was homemade gáhkku. He took a tentative sip of the coffee, put down the cup, and reached for a piece of bread.
“Which bonfire did you go to?” he asked.
“We actually went all the way down to Ön. Stella thought the archers were exciting and now she wants to try shooting a bow and arrow.”
“I’ve got an old set back home in the village, she can practice with that.”
“Oh, fun, I’m sure she’ll take you up on that.”
He was reminded of his skinned palms again as he buttered the bread and set the knife back down.
“What happened to you? I can see those hands, and your pants.”
“Oh, it was nothing.” He gave her an uncertain smile and she seemed dismayed, leaning back on the sofa with her cup of coffee in hand. How could he confess that he’d been assaulted by a gang of hard rockers? His cheeks burned at the very thought. “Do you remember that failure of a bonfire in the village?” he asked. “The time it almost caught everything on fire?”
She wasn’t about to let herself be charmed so easily, but he saw a hint of a smile as she nodded. He knew he’d better shape up, so he took a bite, got butter in his mustache, and complimented the bread. He took three slices of dried meat and let their salty taste linger on his tongue. Her disappointment was obvious, and he couldn’t find the right words.
An uncomfortable silence fell between them and he looked around. Her place was cozy, with green houseplants on the windowsills, lots of books in the bookcase, and photos of Stella everywhere.
What he really wanted to do was reach for her on the sofa, embrace her. Instead he held his palms pressed together, stinging with pain. He looked down at his pathetic jeans and his kneecaps peeking out even worse now that he was sitting.
A door creaked and she leaped to her feet. Her scent remained as she bustled away. He found himself sniffing for it, no better than Isá’s dog. He heard mumbling in the hall and the bathroom door opening, and a moment later the flush of the toilet and the same door creaking as it closed.
She returned, told him in a whisper that it was Stella, and sat back on the sofa, closer to him this time, so close their legs brushed. She was wearing black stockings and a green knitted dress that came to her knees. A wide black belt rested on her hips, and he wanted to let his hand slide over the roundness there. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it.
“Why did you come here?” Her gaze had changed. He should cup a hand around the back of her neck and pull her close. But his palm would scrape roughly over her soft skin.
“I wanted to see you,” he mumbled, brushing her thigh. She jumped and he let his hand land gently on her leg. He squeezed slightly; it was dizzying to touch her.
She was the one who leaned in, the one who kissed him, the one who cupped her hand around the back of his neck. They breathed each other in. He knew he was going to say he loved her. Probably too soon. Maybe even right now.



ELSE-MAJ
1986
Miessemánnu. Calving month. May. When everything began all over again, the reindeer herders’ fresh start, full of new hope for a good year to come. The snow stubbornly remained, although it lay in patches and mostly only on the north side of houses and roads. But it wasn’t an ordinary year. Else-Maj didn’t want to think about the chatter and concern that Chernobyl had brought. She didn’t want to be aware of words like “becquerel” and what they might mean for reindeer herding. How far north had the winds carried the radioactivity? They wouldn’t know until the reindeer were slaughtered.
She had gotten out her bicycle and taken a long, easy ride between villages. It was the first warm day, and she rolled up the sleeves of her jacket to feel the sun. Just like the children, when the gravel roads in the village thawed, she was quick to hop on her bike. She’d asked her boys to stay off the county highway, but they had to get to their friends’ places and it wasn’t yet possible to take shortcuts across meadows and ditches. There was no point in chiding Ella—she would do whatever was most dangerous. She simply laughed at her brothers when she passed them. Else-Maj already dreaded the day that laughter would disappear from the house.
She had hardly broken a sweat when she came to the final straightaway that led to the cemetery. It wasn’t very pretty this time of year, with its gray trees and last year’s grass. There was always the risk of a late-season snowfall, but not today. The gravel in the parking lot outside the cemetery crunched under her tires as she pulled up alongside the stone wall. She didn’t bother to lock the bike, just took the potted yellow marigolds from her basket. No point in planting them yet. But each year, as soon as the snow melted, she brought flowers to the cemetery, and sometimes the frost didn’t get them.
Sara’s grave was on the right side of the wide gravel path in the center of the cemetery, a few rows in. It was a family plot and her parents’ names were already engraved, but the blank stone plates were waiting for the dates. She had been furious with her parents about that. As if Enná especially couldn’t wait to lie beside Sara in eternal rest. And she had certainly taken note of the fact that there was no room for her own name on the stone. It wasn’t until she was much older that she realized Enná expected Else-Maj would one day have a family of her own to be buried with. But Sara—she’d been waiting for more than thirty years for her parents to join her.
Else-Maj murmured, talking to her unna oabbá as if to a child. Sara hadn’t grown any older, and this was where she sat in the murmur of the birch leaves, listening for her stuora oabbá. Else-Maj wanted to speak to her in a manner she would understand.
She put down a piece of Styrofoam to protect her knees as she cleared away yellow grass and arranged the pots next to the stone. A car pulled into the lot and Else-Maj peered over the wall, but it wasn’t anyone she recognized. She ducked down in the hope she wouldn’t be spotted, but she was relieved it was a stranger rather than someone who might come over and chat. Not that it happened often, talking about a dead child; even though Sara had died so long ago, most people preferred not to bring it up. They nodded from a distance and went about their own business.
Else-Maj wanted her private moment with Sara. She pulled her hood a little higher to hide her face. The iron gate creaked and she heard slow footsteps on the gravel, as though the other visitor were shuffling their feet. The shuffling came closer and Else-Maj bent down again to turn the pots, trying to appear busy.
“I’m not here to check on my site, because this isn’t where I’ll be buried. But my siessá is. You remember Inger, don’t you?” It was Anna, right there next to her, blocking out the sun. Else-Maj twisted her upper body to look at her; there was nothing else she could do.
“She’s over there, Inger-siessá,” Anna said, pointing to the other side of the path.
Else-Maj didn’t get up, and anyway, wasn’t it symbolic for her to kneel there in her shame?
“You never came to visit,” Anna said mildly.
What was she supposed to say to that? Else-Maj simply shook her head.
“I talked to Gustu, and he said you were here. But maybe you don’t want to talk to me now, either.”
Anna pulled her red coat tighter against the chilly wind. Else-Maj had goose bumps too, and she rolled down her sleeves, mostly just for something to do.
“Little Sara,” Anna said. “Unna Sara.”
Her shins were going numb; she had to stand up. Else-Maj was a head shorter, but Anna, who had always been plump, was thin as a reed. She couldn’t weigh much more than Else-Maj now. Her hair fluttered in short, thin wisps and hardly hid her scalp. She noticed Else-Maj’s gaze.
“Yes, they gave me chemotherapy after all, I should have said no, of course, but it’s hard not to hold on to hope.”
“I’m going to get the watering can,” Else-Maj said. She had watered the pots yesterday, so there really wasn’t a need, but she couldn’t stay there. And now Sara was sitting in the birches, listening. Was she going to have to hear this? Else-Maj had no idea what was going to be said, but she suspected Anna was trying to muster an apology. Suddenly she felt like an abandoned child again. She picked up the watering can and carried it back to the grave with the flimsy strength of an eleven-year-old.
Back then, a long time ago, she’d asked Enná to take her to Ađevuopmi to look for Anna, but they never did, and anyway, rumor had it that Anna had already moved again. Else-Maj also tried to call when she was home from the nomad school, Hulda’s breathing in her ear as she waited for an answer. But no one picked up; it was as if Anna had been swallowed by the earth.
Now she was about to learn why she had been left all on her own. Was that so? There stood Anna, body invaded, making it hard—though not impossible—to be angry with her. Eleven-year-old Else-Maj wouldn’t have held back. She probably would have cried at first, but then she would have made Anna understand that it was completely unforgiveable, the way she had disappeared.
Else-Maj walked past Anna as though she wasn’t there. She nearly began murmuring to Sara again but caught herself and let the gentle stream of water flow over the grave.
“Can we sit down?” Anna asked, clearly winded.
The eleven-year-old screamed, stomped her feet, struck her knuckles bloody on the stacked stones that had surrounded the dead for all these years. The grown-up Else-Maj looked around for a bench where Sara wouldn’t listen. It was silly, because of course Oabbá would tag along just as she always had. Sara was with her every day, and yet she came here to talk to her. Wasn’t that strange? But this was the only place where Else-Maj could get the words out. Sure, she could sigh and utter monosyllabic responses while hanging laundry in the summer, mosquitoes and Sara circling her. And yes, the occasional “geahča oabbá” slipped out when she wanted her sister to see Ella running just as fast as Else-Maj herself had in the schoolyard. Look at that! She’s got it.
“What do you say about that bench over by the cross?” Anna asked.
A large wooden cross had been erected on the other side of the cemetery, next to the hill where the dead, in past years, were kept cool while waiting for the ground to thaw enough for burial. Else-Maj didn’t like that hill, but her eyes had often rested on the cross after a talk with Sara.
Anna walked laboriously along the gravel path and Else-Maj knew she should offer an arm, but it was impossible.
They sat down and Else-Maj perched at the very end of the bench.
“Well, I suppose I don’t know how to say this,” Anna began. “But I want to explain what happened.”
The sun warmed her face and now Sara was on the bench as well, between Else-Maj and Anna. She was surely dangling her legs and waiting in anticipation. Else-Maj’s feet didn’t reach the ground either.
“All right, I suppose I had better just tell it like it was, the unvarnished truth. About a week after you all went home for Christmas, I was called in to see Housemother. At first she was quite mild, saying I had done my best with your sister. But I couldn’t hold my tongue and I said Sara should have been sent home immediately, that maybe then she would have survived.”
Else-Maj held her breath and her lungs shriveled as the rock of grief began to pulsate.
“And then she did an about-face and told me I was not to threaten her. But I wasn’t. Well, I suppose I wanted her to feel guilty, wanted her to confess that she was in the wrong for once. And do you know, it was as if I couldn’t bring myself to cower any longer. The worst had already happened, so how could it get any worse?”
Anna had to catch her breath for a moment, and she rubbed her forehead.
“Maybe it was stupid of me, but I had to do it. And I couldn’t keep quiet about Jon-Ante either, I said he should have been taken to a doctor, that his finger was ruined for the rest of his life. That’s when she became vicious, saying I had bandaged his finger wrong and it was all my fault. I raised my voice, stood up for myself, and then she hit me.”
Else-Maj looked at Anna. Sara must be doing the same. Maybe Sara had placed a reassuring hand on Anna’s leg. Else-Maj couldn’t reach, and she wouldn’t have done it even if she could.
“She slapped me hard, over the ear. I was shocked, stunned. And that wasn’t the worst of it.” Anna cleared her throat. “This isn’t easy to say, I want you to know.”
Then don’t say it! Else-Maj’s eleven-year-old self was back, and she wanted to stand up and bolt. Take Sara by the hand and run away.
“She said I was a nasty woman, not a real woman at all. That since I was twenty-two years old without a husband, I must be an invert, that I had my eye on women, which meant I was probably after little girls too.”
Else-Maj clutched the bench and shifted forward to put steady ground beneath her feet.
“She said I had taken Anne-Risten to Inger-siessá’s house to do terrible things to her. And then she said”—Anna was trembling now—“that she had even caught me with a naked girl.”
Else-Maj gasped. “What are you talking about?”
Anna wrung her hands. “Do you remember the time you had an accident and I helped you in the shower and made sure you got some dry clothes? Housemother saw us.”
Else-Maj stood up, crossed her arms over her chest, and stared out at the forest. Sara stayed on the bench.
“I protested, of course, and told her to ask Teacher Bertil, he could tell her you’d had an accident. She said she had already spoken with him, that he had confirmed what had happened but said you were away from the classroom for an unusually long time, and who knew what I had done to you while no one was watching.”
“He didn’t say that, did he?”
“No, I don’t believe he did.”
“But I could have told the truth, said she was lying.”
Anna zipped her coat and tucked her hands inside the sleeves. “It had been a few years since that happened, and I’m sure no one would have believed a little girl, especially not one of the Lapp children. They would say I had intimidated you into lying. All I knew was that I had to leave. She could destroy my life. What if that story had gotten out around the village?”
“So she never said anything to anyone? She didn’t report you?”
“No, she was only bluffing, but it was enough to scare me into leaving the school. You should have seen her eyes as she stared at me and said, ‘I think you realize, Anna, that you must vacate this position or I will have no choice but to pursue this further.’ ” Anna rubbed her palms together. “Can you imagine? How wicked to lie about something like that, and then make it seem like she was doing me a favor by letting me go.”
“I don’t know what to say.” Else-Maj swayed side to side as she’d always done back when she had babies on her hip. “Did you tell anyone?”
“Yes, Inger-siessá.” They both glanced at the grave down by the pine trees. “But what could she do? She cried with me. We decided not to tell Enná and Isá. Inger arranged for me to work for a family in Ađevuopmi, and that didn’t raise any suspicions. There was no talk. But for a long time I lived in fear that Rita Olsson had spread that rumor, so I chose to move farther away. I was too scared to get in touch with you, too, because what if she had said something and it gave the old gossips fuel for their fire to see us together?”
“This is insane.”
“I was so young. I was scared and entirely at the mercy of that woman. Suddenly she was in control of my life.”
Anna could no longer hold back her tears, but her sobs were silent. Sara looked at Else-Maj, surely full of reproach. But Else-Maj’s arms hung slack and she took on a matter-of-fact tone. “You were scared, just like we all were, powerless and under constant watch. Vulnerable.”
“I truly didn’t want to leave you. Especially not after Sara died.”
But you did! the eleven-year-old shouted. Sara covered her ears.
“Housemother got even worse after you left.”
Salt in the wound. But why should only Anna get to unburden herself? Although Else-Maj didn’t want to say any more. It was already too much; the world went silent and she had to sit down again.
Neither of them said anything. Anna wiped her cheeks and stared out at the gravestones. Else-Maj wanted to lean against Sara.
“Ándagassii,” Anna murmured.
There it was. An apology. But how could she accept it? How could she ease Anna’s conscience when her inner child was screaming herself into exhaustion? But this was juvenile. After all, knowing Anna hadn’t had any choice, she ought to forgive her.
“You don’t have to say anything. It’s enough for me that you know. Maybe someday you can forgive me.”
A car pulled into the parking lot, a blue Saab. Two older women entered the cemetery, darting casual glances their way.
Anna sat up straight with a new kind of focus in her eyes. “I saw you at church in Láttevárri last year and noticed that you left before the meeting had really begun. That is, I wasn’t going to church myself but I had given my cousin a ride. When I picked her up that night, I saw Rita Olsson. Do you know, I nearly threw up, nothing like that had ever happened before. And then I thought maybe that was why you left. Was it?”
Else-Maj was reminded of her own physical reaction. Afterward she’d wondered if she’d been mistaken, but soon the rumors confirmed that Rita Olsson had been at the Laestadian meeting. Else-Maj stayed away from the village chatter, hadn’t participated in the speculation about that woman’s life. But she assumed, bitterly, that as soon as the rumors reached Astrid in the shop she must have spread lies about Else-Maj’s distress, reported that she had fled the meeting. Should she be honest with Anna about it now?
“Yes, I saw her and I left.”
“I have thought about getting revenge, I want you to know. And now that I’m dying anyway it wouldn’t be taking much of a risk. Who would throw me in jail?”
“Don’t joke around about that.”
“I’m not joking,” she said, but she was smiling. “Wouldn’t you like to punish her?”
It was hard to interpret the tiny smirk Anna wore, and Else-Maj elected not to say anything.
“I can’t believe you became a Christian,” Anna said. “How can you believe in God after everything that happened?”
This question surprised her; it verged on aggressive. “It wasn’t God’s fault.”
“I just don’t understand people who say things happen for some greater purpose.”
For a moment, she was the Anna of Else-Maj’s childhood again, and Else-Maj relented. This was how she wanted to remember her, an Anna who could give her the strength to get through yet another day with just a few words. And now she was saying what Else-Maj had always believed, that Sara’s death had no purpose—certainly not God’s.
“I agree,” Else-Maj said. “There is no greater purpose when children die.”
At last they had found mutual understanding, but no hands would reach out.
“When you disappeared, the only comfort I had left was God,” Else-Maj said.
“I’m sure it’s a blessing to have that sort of security. I suppose I should say I’ve also tried to find what you have, but it never worked. And when I saw Rita Olsson in church, I thought that if God can forgive people like her, then he can’t be my God.”
Else-Maj brought her hand to her chest and massaged her ribs, feeling the rock that clung there. No, that was too much to grapple with, and she couldn’t handle such doubt.
“If she’s going through the pearly gates, she damn well ought to suffer on her way there,” Anna said.
“That’s not your responsibility.”
She scoffed. “Maybe I just want to make it happen. How come she’s gotten off scot-free for all these years, after what she did? She should have been reported to the police. I could have been a witness. She should have gone to prison.” Anna trailed off and shook her head. “I didn’t do enough.”
Else-Maj didn’t need to say anything to increase Anna’s burden. She placed a hand over the eleven-year-old’s mouth. Did this change anything? No, that was the whole problem. What was the point of forgiving what couldn’t be undone? She looked at Anna, who had stood up and was walking back and forth on the gravel with tottering steps.
“My legs get uncomfortable and tingly if I sit for too long.”
Else-Maj relented once more, entertaining the thought of what might have become of her had Anna stayed. But she couldn’t let her get close now, couldn’t allow an embrace given her slack arms; it would only make them both unhappy.
“Will you come to my funeral?” Anna’s eyes were tired, and she had stopped to rub her thighs.
“Yes, I will.”
“You’re too short to be a pallbearer. I’m sure you’re plenty strong, but it would tip too much.”
Else-Maj didn’t like Anna’s rapid shifts in tone; she couldn’t keep up and definitely wasn’t going to laugh.
“I got married to the love of my life, in Norway. Then he died. We never had any children. I suppose it’s just as well.”
“No, you should have had children. I’m sorry to hear it never came to pass.” Else-Maj felt Sara nudging her shoulder, and she went on. “You would have been a good enná. You were so good with us. A comfort, you really were.” This was the closest to forgiveness she could get, and it didn’t sting to have said it. The eleven-year-old didn’t need her muzzle, and Sara flew up into the birches.
“You were like my own, Else-Maj. I did have a child. It was you.” Anna extended an arm; it was visibly thin under her jacket. “Will you help me to the car?”
Her heart pounded wildly, but Else-Maj gently slipped her arm under Anna’s. She was close enough to catch her scent. It wasn’t quite the same. Anna’s warmth came through the fabric and she felt her arm, bony and sharp. They walked slowly, side by side, and paused at Inger’s grave, where Anna whispered that they would soon meet again.
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The car was idling and the radio blared. His cigarette was almost half-smoked. The street outside Konsum was deserted and songbirds chirped from the birches in the yard across the way. The sun was taking yet another lap around the sky, refusing to sink below the horizon. Nilsa, leaning against the car door, yawned and stretched. After an early-morning trip to town for a dentist appointment, he’d visited Pop at the home. That seldom put him in a good mood. This time, Isá had mistaken him for Áddjá more than once, had looked frightened and asked what he was doing there.
“You leave my boy alone,” he’d said.
In reality, Isá had never had the courage to stand up to his father, had simply left Nilsa defenseless at the hands of Áddjá.
An older woman opened the door of the grocery store with her shoulder and came out. She set her bag down on a bench, then clumsily buttoned her coat. She looked around at the same time, and for an instant their eyes met. The woman shoved her glasses up on her nose and touched her hair with one hand, drawing it past her ear and back to her bun, which she cupped for a moment. It was a familiar gesture, prompting Nilsa to take a closer look. Did his eyes deceive him?
The woman began to walk, her steps heavy, a slight limp in her right leg. She wore a skirt that nearly brushed her ankles, sturdy flats with a thick sole, a black coat, and a gauzy, pale blue scarf that peeked out at her throat. Her mouth was set in a grim line as though each step were a burden. With her right hand, she maintained a firm grip on her Konsum bag. She glanced at him in irritation and used her free hand to wave away his smoke as she passed him on the sidewalk, heading for Gruvvägen. No doubt about it. That was Rita Olsson.
He flicked his cigarette away, opened the car door, turned off the engine, and locked the door. Nilsa wasn’t the type to be startled by a ghost from his past. But a throb in his ear grew steadily stronger.
So it was true. She was living here, as if nothing had happened. Rumor had it she’d become a Christian. That she’d asked forgiveness for her sins. Apparently God and the church thought it was perfectly logical to forgive a woman who had tortured children for decades.
Aslak.
That did it. His hunter’s instinct took over and his pulse grew steady. He could do this. All he had to do was follow her. Remain invisible. Silent. It would be nothing to drop her with a single blow.
But. Not yet.
This would take patience, just like hunting moose. Let your eagerness get the better of you and you’ll fire too soon. Wait for the animal and go for the kill at the perfect moment. He wasn’t going to fail. He could do this.
As she climbed the gentle slope toward the high-rises, the old hag stopped now and then to catch her breath and switch the bag, which didn’t look very heavy, to the other hand. He stopped as well, just a few meters behind her. At last she reached the door to her building and opened it with some difficulty; the air pressure made it heavier. Nilsa helped, but did she look up to thank him? No. He opened the elevator door as well and she stepped in, clearly relieved for a breather; she pressed the button for the sixth floor and leaned against the wall. Her hairline looked damp. It disgusted him, and so did the visible blood vessels in her cheeks, and her heavy eyelids. Worst of all were her hands, chapped and webbed with blue veins. They looked fragile, not at all like the hands he remembered from his childhood, back when they had been strong and could pinch your flesh down to the bone. All those cuffs to the ear, all the times the witch had hit him or Aslak. One time even when his unna viellja was naked in the showers. This image he’d buried many times, hadn’t allowed himself to recall. Back then, she noticed Nilsa’s every move. Today she treated him as though he didn’t exist. He wanted to grab those repulsive hands, break finger after finger, snap that wrist and twist that elbow until it rested at a funny angle. He wanted to squeeze his hands around her throat, force her to look at him. Dangle her thrashing body above the floor until she could no longer breathe.
But. Not yet.
The elevator stopped and he allowed her to exit first. There was no need for him to hide; she paid no attention to him as she unlocked her apartment. Stepped inside and left the door open as she dropped her bag on the floor and hung up her coat. Perhaps she noticed an unexpected shadow in the hall. He quietly closed the door behind him and locked it with a steady hand.
She had forgotten to turn on the lights and squinted, muttering something, suddenly awkward in her own home.
Laying a hand on another person wasn’t hard, had never been hard for Nilsa. Even so, he began to breathe faster. Oftentimes his rage surged forth in a way that overwhelmed even him.
The old bitch staggered back a few steps but didn’t utter a word. Did she recognize him? He hoped so.
Now.

AFTERWARD, NILSA WOULDN’T REMEMBER what he had done, not the blows themselves. When at last he saw her sitting on the floor with blood trickling from one nostril, he was surprised—he’d never struck her face, but she was bleeding. He bent down and pinched her nose, forcing her to breathe through her mouth. He’d smelled frightened breath like that before.
“Do you know who I am? Do you remember me?”
There was terror in her eyes, but nothing to suggest she remembered.
“Surely you haven’t forgotten all the children you tortured at the nomad school?”
A whimper, and she managed to clasp her hands. He let go of her nose; the bleeding had stopped.
“Now it’s your turn to be scared.” He was still crouching before her. “I could kill you.”
“The home health service,” she mumbled. “They’re coming.”
He stood up to get a piece of paper towel and wetted it with ice-cold water from the faucet, then crouched before her again and scrubbed away the blood that had run over her lips. She wouldn’t be able to prove that someone had hit her.
“Nilsa,” he said. “You must remember me.”
“You—” She gasped, recognizing him now; he could see it in her eyes. That was more than enough. Pleasure flooded his body. He wasn’t afraid to tell her his name, in fact, he wanted her to know who he was. She hadn’t gotten away with what she’d done in the end, and he got to be the one to deliver the consequences. He wouldn’t be like his brother, would never demand an apology. That was like admitting you were a victim. Aslak had practically rolled over like a dog. Why did you do it, Aslak, why?
This prompted him to hit her again, just beneath the ribs to knock the wind out of her. He had to grab his own fist to keep from pummeling her senselessly until she stopped breathing entirely.
“You will not call the police. If you do, I’ll come back.”
She was still gasping for breath when he walked out.
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They were supposed to split up and see one elderly client each, but they’d made a habit of visiting Rita Olsson together. There was some relief in exchanging glances, making it through together, and commiserating afterward. Marge fared better than Anne-Risten, who often got a headache and had to take a painkiller. Now they were waiting for the elevator in silence. They’d heard the ding of the call button elsewhere in the building, but they had beaten the other person by a second. The elevator came down empty and swayed a bit before it stopped, and they stepped inside. As they passed the third floor, Marge saw the outline of a man walking down the stairs.
Rita Olsson’s door was unlocked; she had been forgetful again. Sometimes she walked down to Konsum in the morning to do a bit of shopping. Marge and Anne-Risten liked to joke about what kind of witches’ brew she was gathering ingredients for.
They found her sitting on the floor with her back against one of the table legs.
“Did you fall?” Anne-Risten asked.
Marge didn’t want to touch her; each time she was forced to get close she felt such a strong aversion, so she pulled on latex gloves. Anne-Risten did the same. Other old folk got to feel skin-to-skin contact, they were happy to pat liver-spotted hands or comb out white hair, but when it came to Rita Olsson they always wore gloves.
They each took an arm and resolutely lifted her, got her onto a chair. The stench of urine struck them and Marge made a face.
“We need to get you into the shower,” she said, and was about to pull her up again when the old woman grabbed onto the edge of the table. The gold ring on her left ring finger had grown into her skin and her knuckles went white.
“There was a man here. He hit me.” Her voice was rough and raspy.
“Will you go find some fresh clothes?” Marge nodded at Anne-Risten. “We have to get you into the shower now, you know we don’t have much time to spend here,” she said, facing Rita Olsson.
They always gave her as little time as possible, maybe less than she had the right to, and they never spoke to her unless necessary. She never felt a warming hand on her shoulder, and they didn’t make time for a cup of coffee at the kitchen table.
“I recognized him,” she whispered, looking at Marge with bloodshot eyes.
“Who was it?”
She bit her lip, clearly hesitant. “A Lapp,” she said at last.
The man on the stairs. Marge tried to remember what he’d looked like. The elevator had been moving too fast.
“What happened?”
Rita Olsson lifted her shirt to reveal her belly hanging pale and flabby over the waistband of her skirt. “Can you see anything?”
“No, I can’t.”
Anne-Risten was back, eyeing them with surprise. “What are you doing?”
“She says someone punched her in the stomach.”
“You’re making up stories. I don’t see a thing.” Anne-Risten dropped the pile of clothing onto the kitchen table.
“It hurts here, too.” She touched her flank. “My kidneys.”
“You just fell and wet your pants.”
“I suppose it could be a UTI.” Marge frowned. “But you’ll have to bring that up with second shift, and they can get you an appointment at the clinic tomorrow.”
They took her arms and lifted her up. In the bathroom they rolled down her skirt, tights, and underpants. Left her standing there, naked from the waist down. There was no spoken agreement between them about how to care for her—or more accurately, how not care for her. Marge didn’t think they were violating any regulations. The old woman hadn’t complained yet. They probably weren’t the only ones to keep their distance. Rita Olsson had quite the reputation among the home health aides.
Anne-Risten turned on the shower and, aware that it would be cold at first, let it splash onto those varicose-veined legs. The old woman startled. The water warmed up and Anne-Risten rinsed her off. Marge stood beside them, checking for bruises on her lower body, but she didn’t see any. The shower off, Marge handed her a towel, hoping she would be capable of drying herself.
“You go see to what needs doing and I’ll take care of her.” Marge smiled at Anne-Risten, who whispered a “giitu.”
On with her clothes, and Marge helped Rita Olsson back to the kitchen.
“Why don’t you believe me?” she sniveled. “I even had a nosebleed.”
“Did you wash it off? I don’t see any blood.”
“No, he did.”
“Oh, he did, did he?”
“It was a Lapp.” For an instant, there was a flash of clarity in her gaze. “Yes, a Lapp, like you two. Do you think I can’t hear you and the other one talking Lappish?” she spat.
Was it possible that she recognized them? Marge turned away and wiped the counter with a yellow rag that smelled sour and needed to be replaced. When she reached across the kitchen table, the old woman grabbed her arm.
“I’m scared, don’t you see?” she said.
“Let go of me.” Marge pulled her arm back, heart pounding like when she was little. “If your kidneys still hurt tomorrow, someone will call the doctor,” she managed to say.
It took a few deep breaths to regain her composure. What if she was telling the truth? Was there justice after all? As Marge rinsed the rag, she couldn’t deny that the sight of the old woman’s withered figure and frightened eyes brought her a certain amount of pleasure. It was undignified to have such a lack of sympathy, but still. She would tell Jon-Ante—he needed to hear this. She would describe Housemother’s fear so he could see it in his mind’s eye. And how about his finger? Now she had a reason to bring it up.
Marge no longer let him get away with offering only his left hand for her to hold. She was stubborn, sitting close to him on the sofa and holding his right hand, refusing to make a big deal of his pinkie. Although maybe she should make a big deal of it and apologize. Maybe now she would get the chance.
Marge studied the woman for a moment before leaving the kitchen and going to the living room. They often found old, forgotten sandwiches strewn about, sometimes on the floor under the pilled tan sofa or next to her wedding photo in the dark brown bookcase. The only items on the shelf were that single photo and the Bible; there were minimal decorations, but she did have curtains and houseplants. On the walls were embroidered hangings with Christian messages. Jesus on the gaudy yellow cross looked almost obscene in the dreary room. She didn’t have a TV either, and taken as a whole all of this suggested she was a Laestadian. Had she gone to the meetings to scream and cry and beg forgiveness for her sins? Had she perhaps even cried to one of the many she had tortured? No, Marge couldn’t picture it.
Anne-Risten came into the living room and stopped by the window, which looked out onto Högalid School.
“You know, Cecilia wanted to go to Högga with Linda, but I wouldn’t let her. The only kids who go there are hotshots with snobby parents, they all think they’re so special. And now she’s gotten it into her head that she’s going to go study somewhere farther south after high school, just because Linda plans to.” She sighed. “There’s no way. Cecilia should have chosen the social-services program. Like I told her, you can get a job right away after that.”
Marge wanted to let herself fall into this conversation, pretend they weren’t standing in this particular living room, but were instead sitting at Brända Tomten and having coffee together. She wanted to talk about Stella, who was such a good singer and who missed Áhkku and Áddjá and wished they lived in the village instead of in town.
“And things aren’t going very well for her in the social-sciences program, I told her, she should have picked social services. But she didn’t want to end up like me, she’s ashamed that I spend my days wiping old folks’ behinds.”
Anne-Risten had never said a word about what had happened to her daughter on Walpurgis Night. Jon-Ante had been upset when he told Marge about it, determined for her to hear it from him and not think poorly of his actions. This was after they were lying with their limbs tangled in her bed, after he’d put on his clothes but didn’t want to leave. She told him he had to, for Stella’s sake, and that’s when he told her about Cecilia and Anne-Risten. Of course she’d believed him and he’d been relieved. But he didn’t want to talk about his skinned palms and knees, not even afterward, when they were lying forehead to forehead. Another time, he’d said. The scabs on his knees had opened and left tiny bloodstains on her sheets. But she hadn’t wanted to change them right away, just wanted to roll herself up in the covers and bask in his scent for as long as it would last.
“Do you think someone actually was here?” Anne-Risten had changed the subject abruptly, as she often did. “After all, the door wasn’t locked.”
“I don’t know.” Marge glanced over at the kitchen and saw Rita Olsson staring into space with glassy eyes, fingering the fringes of the tablecloth.
“In any case, Niklas is so much easier than Cecilia. Boys are simpler. You’ll see, once Stella is a teenager, and especially once she starts paying attention to her appearance. Cecilia begged for weeks to be allowed to get a perm like Linda’s at Berit and Lasse’s. The priciest salon in town! Of course I couldn’t afford it, so I gave her a Home-anent and it turned out fine.” Anne-Risten paused her chatter and headed for the kitchen. “That’s it for us today.”
Marge followed her, pulling off her gloves. Anne-Risten left without saying goodbye. Marge lingered by the sink, sensing a different atmosphere, a feeling from the past that made the hair on her arms stand up.
“You Lapps are all the same.”
A flash of pain along her right temple. “Do you want me to call an ambulance or the police?” She had to display a certain amount of professionalism, after all, and offer. She wasn’t making it up, Marge was more certain now. Rita Olsson’s mind was clear and there were no obvious signs of dementia. Although perhaps those forgotten sandwiches were an early indication.
The old woman lowered her gaze and shook her head slowly. There was no family to call, either. Her Ture was dead, and they’d never had any children.
Anne-Risten reappeared in the kitchen. “Are you coming?”
“Just go, then. If I die in the night it’s your fault.”
“We’ll make sure you get some diapers,” said Anne-Risten.
“Lapp bastards.”
“And with that we’ll say goodbye for now.” Anne-Risten tugged at Marge and soon they were outside the apartment. Marge pressed the elevator button.
“Did you see the man in the stairwell as we were coming up?”
“No.” Anne-Risten opened the elevator door. “What do you mean, though, do you believe her?”
“Maybe, I don’t know.”
“She’s lying. Did she claim he was Sámi?”
“Yes.”
“Of course she did. You see what she’s trying to do, right? Oh God, now I’ve got another headache. She always gives me a headache.” She rummaged in her coat pocket and took out two Tylenol. “If someone did hit her, it was about time. I could have lent a hand.”
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He had to stop the car when he got to what the locals called “Shit Stream.” As the stench made its way through the vents he pulled onto the shoulder, opened the door, and trudged through the brush to the water. He’d noticed blood caught under his thumbnail as he drove out of town. Now he could see some under the nail of his index finger, too. His fingernails were bitten almost to the quick but even so, the blood had left rinds. Nilsa still didn’t understand how she could have gotten a nosebleed when he never even touched her face. Maybe it was the shock, or maybe her blood pressure had shot up, bursting a vessel in her nose.
The water smelled terrible but was cool on his hands, and the burbling sound calmed him. He rubbed his palms together—there had to be spatter he hadn’t noticed. He dug at the nails of his index finger and thumb, scraping out what she had left. He was awfully thirsty, but it was bad enough to use the stinking water from the sewage plant to wash his hands. His fingers were red by the time he finally wiped them off on his pants.
What would he say to Sire if the old bitch actually called the police? Would it be the last straw, would she take the boys and move out? He slapped his thighs. No way would she leave him. Where would she go? And there was no way she wouldn’t get why he’d done it, right? For that matter, it was her fault! She was the one who’d let Hilde in. Hilde’s words had gotten under his skin, gnawing their way through every layer, impossible to get rid of. And then for Rita Olsson to show up outside the Konsum, out of the blue. All this goddamn talk about things happening for a reason… well, if that was so, he was meant to see her, what had happened was meant to happen.
He’d been having nightmares recently, waking up with pain in his chest, unable to go back to sleep, incapable of fending off the thoughts. The phone call from Aslak. He’d tried to redirect his mind, tell himself he was misremembering, that Hilde’s chatter had put ideas into his head.
Aslak had called, slurring his words, and Nilsa was so sick of it. He let his brother ramble on and on until he was so fed up that he could hardly breathe for all his rage. He was just about to hang up when the conversation took a turn.
“I called Jon-Ante tonight too,” Aslak had said.
“What would you call him for?” Goddammit, did Aslak want the whole village to know he was an alcoholic loser? And Jon-Ante, of all people. He probably sat there snickering at Aslak and, by extension, their whole family.
“Jon-Ante is a good guy. He remembers things. We talked about school, about her.”
Nilsa was startled, but he bided his time like a pike in the reeds.
“I’m gonna tell her we never forgot what she did. You don’t think I have it in me, do you. But I’m gonna do it.”
“What are you talking about? You need to get it together, stop drinking and running your mouth.”
“Jon-Ante saved me. More than once. No one else but him.”
It was enervating, being forced to listen to this, to hear Aslak praise Jon-Ante. Why on earth did Viellja want anything to do with someone from that family of infamous reindeer thieves? It was one thing that he’d lacked judgment as a child and wanted to be friends with Jon-Ante back then, but now that they were grown it was like giving a big fat middle finger to his own people.
Aslak became whiny, like a baby, and Nilsa cringed. He’d been limited by the reach of the phone cord, pacing back and forth in the hall, ready to hang up on his brother as he’d done so many times before.
Now he wished he’d slammed the receiver home the minute he realized Aslak was on a bender. If he’d done that, he never would have ended up full of this doubt that ate at him night and day.
Sometimes he managed to convince himself that Aslak hadn’t been clear, that Nilsa couldn’t have known he would track down that old bitch. Memory wasn’t very reliable. Had Viellja really said he was going to see her? No. He had blathered on and on about doing the right thing. It had sounded like his usual nonsense, and there was no way Nilsa could have guessed what would happen.
He took long strides through the brush and his underarms began to sweat. What if she hauled off and died now? He scratched at his neck and swore. Why the hell did he have to act so rashly all the time? He thought of the boys and made his hands into fists. Was he going to have to leave them, end up in prison because of her? No, he’d rather die. He wouldn’t subject his children to that kind of shame. But killing himself would leave the boys just as vulnerable. He had to stop and take a few deep breaths, this was happening more and more often, the sensation that he couldn’t get any air. It was almost harder to exhale. Sweat broke out on his palms and droplets chilled the hairline on his neck. He grabbed his chest, but there wasn’t any pain there. The best thing for the boys would be if he died of a heart attack, that way there would be nothing to be ashamed of.
He looked up at the road as a police car with flashing blue lights sped by. Had she called them already? Were they on their way to the village to arrest him? He had to get there first. No fucking police car was going to pull up to their house. He quickened his pace through the thickets back to the car and was on his way before his seat belt was fastened. What should he do? Follow them, see where they were going, flash his brights before they reached the village so they could take him into custody without an audience?
The needle of the speedometer climbed steadily higher, now at 140, and he squeezed the wheel tight, passing two cars at once, approaching Alttajärvi without slowing down. How far could they have gotten?
He should have killed her. Why hadn’t he? He could have lived with that. And the boys would never find out, never need to feel the shame. He wouldn’t have gotten caught. Who would suspect him?
Then again, who knew? What if there were witnesses, had someone seen him? Those big high-rises had plenty of windows. Someone could have spotted him trailing her up Gruvvägen. It probably wasn’t as big a deal if someone saw him leaving the building. But the part where he was following her—neighbors might have noticed that.
He looked down at his flannel shirt; it was hard to tell if there were bloodstains on the plaid fabric. He would have to throw it away, but Sire would find that curious, it was practically new. Why had he pinched the old hag’s nose? He slapped the steering wheel and hit the gas again to pass a car. He’d hit her where it would leave no marks, but then she had to go and get a nosebleed. And the home health aides, what if she was bleeding when they found her and they called the police? He remembered the feeling of her nose between his fingertips, large and fleshy. But how had he hit her? Was it after she fell to the floor? He groaned aloud as memories of her against the wall flashed through his mind. Had he been stupid enough to grab her arms and leave bruises there? Yes, when she tried to get out of the kitchen. He’d shaken her the way she’d done to the children, back and forth, rough and brutal. She wasn’t a small woman, not dainty like his Sire, and it had taken him some effort. The back of her head had struck a wall. The neighbors might have heard the thud. She hadn’t screamed, only moaned and whimpered. He’d shaken her the very same way she’d tossed Aslak around that time they let one of the stray village dogs into the dormitory. She caught them in the act but purposely singled out Aslak. She knew it hurt Nilsa more to watch his brother take a beating. Hadn’t her eyes bored into his own as she flung Aslak back and forth until his head nearly came out of joint? That’s how he remembered it now, and a sound escaped his throat. All Nilsa had been able to do was watch and wait for it to be over so he could take Aslak to the dormitory room. He didn’t want to remember the terror in Viellja’s eyes, and he squirmed there in the driver’s seat. The car swerved as he did. Still no police car—how fast had they been going?
“Biru!” he cursed.
In Veaikevárri, the ore dust lay over the village like gray powder; not even the newly green grass was spared. He approached the fork in the road that led either to Vazáš or Jiellevárri. He could keep heading south and go up in smoke. Maybe that would be the best thing for the boys. And Enná, what would it be like for her if he ended up in prison? It was a good thing Isá could no longer tell people or days apart, it wouldn’t make any difference to him.
He sat up straight, chiding himself, had to get all the details straight now in case he was questioned by the police. He would tell them he stopped by the home to visit his father after the dentist. They would surely ask how often he was in Kiruna; they would never believe this whole thing was a coincidence. In fact, they would assume he had planned it, that he’d visited the nursing home first—it wasn’t far from Rita Olsson’s building—then gone to see her.
And wasn’t it strange that he’d decided to visit Isá today, given that he usually didn’t bother when he was in town? What was the point of going to see him, he always said to Sire, since he doesn’t remember me anyway? He doesn’t remember anyone, she would say, but you still go, because he’s your father. She didn’t get it. He and Isá had meant the world to one another, but then Isá had abandoned him, found a way to escape when Aslak was no longer with them. He vanished into his own brain and didn’t have to feel what Nilsa was forced to endure every day. Nilsa hated him for it.
Maybe Sire, too, would believe he had planned to attack Rita Olsson. If the police got there first and started asking questions, would she tell them yes, her husband was in town? Look surprised when the police asked if he knew anyone on Gruvvägen? Something in her face would give him away. Maybe she would see her chance to get rid of him. But surely she would think of the boys, right?
He signaled a left and turned toward Vazáš. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. As he’d walked back down Gruvvägen to his car, full of adrenaline, he’d felt something akin to a rush of joy. He imagined that he would go home, head out to the forest, raise his fist to the sky, and tell Aslak he’d done it for him.
Now that had all faded away. He tasted bile as his body betrayed him once more and let the acid surge up. He cleared his throat, nausea lurking in the pit of his stomach. His sternum burned, but there was no hope of a heart attack, this was regular old-man heartburn. He rubbed his chest and frowned.
At Parakkavägen he saw three moose, still and stately. He raised his right hand and formed his index finger into a gun. If only they had run across the road, causing him to crash, a hundred kilos of moose smashing through the windshield and trapping him inside. Sure, the boys would have mourned for him, but this was another ending in which they wouldn’t have to live in shame.
He drove slower through Vazáš, fiddling with the radio until he got the Norrbotten news. Biting his thumbnail, he waited for an announcement about a woman assaulted in Giron. He remembered that her blood had been under his nail and he spat on the floor, wiped his mouth roughly with the back of his hand.
Crossing the bridge, his eyes were drawn to the cemetery on the island. Áddjá was there, that evil bastard. Served him right, being buried on an island no one felt like rowing to in the summer. But Nilsa never considered going there even in winter, when the river froze and there was an ice road over. Unless maybe he was there to piss on Áddjá’s grave. He and Aslak had done that one winter. Nilsa had just gotten his license and they’d been driving between villages. Near the end of the bridge Nilsa looked at his brother and said they should go and kick the old man’s headstone over. Aslak shrank down in his seat and Nilsa punched him in the shoulder, baiting him.
“Think of Áhkku,” he said at last.
Nilsa skidded all the way out, pulling the handbrake, doing donuts. Aslak howled with laughter, watching him with admiration. It was a moment Nilsa would never forget.
It proved impossible to overturn the headstone, not with the weight of their bodies, not by kicking it, so Nilsa unzipped his fly and pissed on the stone instead. The warm stream steamed in the cold air. He laughed out loud as he sullied Áddjá’s name.
“Your turn!” he said to Aslak once he’d emptied his bladder and closed his fly.
“You already hogged the whole headstone.”
“Come on.”
Aslak slowly unzipped his pants and turned his back, but he couldn’t produce a drop. “I can’t do it with you standing right next to me.”
“Are you kidding me? Fine, I’ll go find a shovel or a sledgehammer, maybe we can destroy the stone when you’re done. Now pee!”
What Áddjá had done to Áhkku was something they didn’t quite understand when they were children, but they knew she got quiet whenever he was nearby. She sometimes touched her neck but always kept a shawl wound around it, hiding what mustn’t be seen. She liked the little ones, mostly Aslak, and held them close, but the minute Áddjá showed up she would drop everything and wait to be told what to do.
He drank too much, of course, and his voice would get shrill and they were never allowed to go visit at those times. Isá made sure of that. It’s because he lost his reindeer, Isá sometimes said. Indeed, they had starved to death, so it wasn’t entirely untrue. He hit the bottle even harder after that.
We saw that, Viellja! Nilsa thought. We saw what liquor could do, and even so you went down the same road.
“Idiot!” he said aloud and rubbed at his chin in annoyance.
But liquor didn’t do to Aslak what it had done to Áddjá; if possible he became even more fragile, weepy, and lovesick than before. No wonder he couldn’t handle Rita Olsson once they were standing face to face.
Aslak never did piss on that headstone. Nilsa watched him from the corner of his eye the whole time, saw him standing there with his head hanging, trying but failing to summon anything.
“Think of Áhkku!” he’d called, his voice echoing over the graves.
There was no sledgehammer and no shovel, and when he returned, Aslak lied and said he’d done it. Nilsa let it go.
A car appeared behind him, and he squinted at the rearview mirror to make out the license plate. In the reflection he encountered Áddjá’s eyes, deep-set and so dark that the pupils blended in. Some in the village had been startled, more than once, when they saw him coming from a distance, because they thought his áddjá had been resurrected—they were that similar. The same stocky, muscular body, the same habit of walking with their heads thrust slightly forward. When you got closer, the resemblance was even clearer: a thick neck, ears that stuck out just a bit, and those eyes, like black wells. It hadn’t escaped him that Áhkku found it ever harder to look at him once he became a teenager, and it only got worse as the years passed. Enná, too, sometimes showed a sliver of sorrow in her gaze. Isá didn’t look like Áddja; he took after Áhkku with his sharp, straight nose and pointy little chin. None of Isá’s siblings had inherited Áddjá’s looks either, and that made him cruel and Áhkku’s life even harder. He accused her of whoring around the village, saying that all the children had different fathers. But then came Nilsa, and Áhkku and Enná could hardly stand to look at him. Áddjá glanced at him with surprise now and then, making it clear that Nilsa paled in comparison to the original. One time he’d grabbed seven-year-old Nilsa by the waist and held a knife to his throat.
“The one who shows fear is the first to die.”
He could recall the chilly blade against his skin and Enná’s panicked face. Nilsa didn’t tremble, didn’t wet his pants, but he felt dizzy as the air was squeezed from his lungs. When Áddjá finally let go, he stumbled. That wouldn’t do. Áddjá scoffed, called him a coward. He thrust his foot into the soft backs of Nilsa’s knees until his legs gave out and he fell.
But he wasn’t a coward. He would prove it with a vengeance years later.
Áddjá had been drunk and forced him to come along into the forest to chop wood. When his axe swung and missed the birch tree, it audibly sliced through muscle and down to the femur. His femoral artery was just a few quivering millimeters away, but it was bleeding even so. Way too much.
“Go get Gustu’s áddjá,” he’d said, almost casually, as though unconcerned that he was bleeding so profusely that Nilsa found the smell of iron hard to take.
Gustu was a few years older than Nilsa, and maybe the only person he looked up to. And Gustu’s áddjá, Per-Ante, was known far and wide for his abilities. He would be able to stanch the blood.
Nilsa ran until Áddjá would no longer be able to see him through the trees. As soon as he was out of sight it was like his legs no longer belonged to him. Áhkku was in the yard and saw him coming from a distance; their eyes locked, and the way he remembered it she nodded, giving him permission to slow down. She walked just as slowly and they met halfway.
“Is it urgent?” she asked, her eyes slipping to the side, looking past him, into the forest.
“Juoa.”
“Nu go lea.” I see.
“We need Gustu’s áddjá.”
“Then we’d better go get him.”
They walked side by side in silence, and as Áhkku took his hand he nearly burst into tears. For the sake of appearances they began running as they approached Per-Ante’s house, and Áhkku let go of him.
Per-Ante arrived too late, there wasn’t much blood left to stanch; it was all in the lingonberry scrub, already absorbed by the earth. He looked at Áhkku and shook his head sadly; she cast her gaze downward.
They would never speak of it. Áhkku would never hold his hand again. What’s more, she would have an even harder time looking at him. But on his eighteenth birthday she handed him an envelope and told him to use it to get his driver’s license. The envelope was full of hundred-kronor bills. He accepted it with a clenched jaw.
Later he would regret not staying with Áddjá and looking him in the eyes as the blood drained out of him. He’d said as much to Aslak, too, and Unna Viellja had shaken his head gravely. “Do you really mean that?”
“Yeah, but I didn’t do it. I ran for help.” He never burdened Aslak with the truth. It remained his and Áhkku’s secret.
Enná had loved Aslak so much, they all had. He was sweet and easygoing even as a baby. They passed him from lap to lap and he learned to reach for the grown-ups. They couldn’t resist. Nilsa remembered the way he was always glued to Enná’s or Áhkku’s side. They made him soft and didn’t see the danger.
He tilted the rearview mirror away, tried to think of nothing. He stared intently ahead, unwilling to drive at high speeds now; the road was hardly passable thanks to all the potholes. It was narrow, too, and the eighteen-wheelers brushed the center line. As he crossed the bridge in Vuolle Sohppar, the river was black, reflecting the dark clouds above. It sure would be nice to just give up.
He passed Gustu driving in the other direction, on his way to the dump with a trailer full of trash bags. They exchanged nods. Nilsa drove through the village slowly, making a loop and taking in the store, the school, the church, and the soccer field, braking for a dog that darted onto the road, barking wildly; he saw his cousins and raised a hand now and then but mostly stuck to nods. Was this what it was like to give up? The river was lower now and he wished he could go fishing. He hadn’t done enough of it. Some villagers had already hooked massive salmon.
At last he turned onto the road where he lived, passing the neighbors as he had so many times before. They wouldn’t look at him with fresh eyes if the police arrested him. They would say it came as no surprise. The hell with them!
His sons rode up on their bikes, popping wheelies and waving as they went by. They looked like him. They looked like Áddjá; even though his features were a bit diluted it was still plain to see. Áhkku had tried to look at her great-grandchildren without that expression on her face, but Nilsa could still see it.
“When Aslak has children it will be different,” he’d heard her sister whisper.
But Aslak never had any children. And now Áhkku was gone. She’d asked to be buried next to Aslak, and Enná and Isá had agreed. She had been just over ninety.
Nilsa gritted his teeth, muttering to himself. “She had a lot of good years, thanks to me.”
He wouldn’t give up. He would never let the police get him. He would lie, he would deny it all. If there were no signs of him in the apartment, they couldn’t arrest him. They couldn’t scare him. He was no coward.
The police car wasn’t in their yard. Nilsa was astonished. He pulled up behind the other car and turned off the engine but stayed put. Sire walked by carrying sacks of bread; she’d gotten up at five to bake and must be taking them to the chest freezer in the storehouse.
She didn’t look at him, just walked on by as though he weren’t there. Her parents hadn’t been thrilled when she started dating him. He’s like his áddjá, they’d warned her, but Sire wouldn’t listen, said he looks like him, but Nilsa’s different.
She was wrong.



ANNE-RISTEN
1986
Anne-Risten slowly slipped her hand under Rita Olsson’s hair. It was hanging loose after being washed, and it was almost dry now, thin but long enough to reach her shoulder blades. Time to gather it into the usual bun. The old woman pulled her shoulders up to her ears, a defensive gesture. Anne-Risten waited calmly, her fingertips against her scalp, right where neck became head.
“Well, brush it,” Rita Olsson said, trying to sound stern.
Anne-Risten wound a few strands around her index finger and yanked, felt the slight resistance before the roots came along.
Rita Olsson whined like a dog and raised a hand. Anne-Risten calmly took her wrist and pressed it to the tabletop.
“I’m only doing my job,” she said.
“You are not. You’ve done that before. Soon I won’t have any hair left back there.” She tried to twist away, escape Anne-Risten’s hands.
Anne-Risten let go and sat down across from her, gazing steadily into her eyes and lifting away her own hair just above her right ear. A patch of thin baby fuzz grew there, starting at her temple and extending a few centimeters up. The hair that never grew properly again.
“Do you see this? This is what happens when you tear the hair from the heads of little children.” Anne-Risten didn’t know how she had the courage, was unsure if she was entirely well. She shoved this last thought down. “It never grew back after you yanked it out. You tore out big clumps, do you remember that?”
Rita Olsson recoiled, her eyes wide. Then she put her hands on the table to push off and stand up, but she didn’t have the strength to rise. “I want you to leave,” she said hoarsely.
“But we’re not done here.” Anne-Risten spoke in a low voice, then slapped both palms on the table. The old woman startled, then stared. “My name is Anne-Risten. Not Ann-Kristin, like you always said.”
“This again. Can’t you all just leave me alone?”
Anne-Risten couldn’t respond. Suddenly the aura struck her and the kitchen cupboards danced in waves. A migraine was coming.
“I’m going to report you. You and Nilsa both.”
She heard the words, but as long as her vision was malfunctioning she couldn’t speak. She breathed deeply and closed her eyes.
“I am a Christian woman, do you hear me? A Christian!”
Anne-Risten tentatively opened her eyes again, and her vision was back to normal. “What you did can never be forgiven,” she said, swallowing hard to force down what was coming up.
Rita Olsson tried once more to stand up, but her forearms shook violently and she sank back down with her chin tucked to her chest.
Anne-Risten had just caught up with what Rita Olsson had said. Nilsa? Was he the one who had come to her apartment and assaulted her? Was it really true? Nilsa, and now her, the both of them? It gave her renewed strength.
“Go ahead and call the police. What are you going to tell them? That I brushed your hair too roughly?”
There was a flash in the corner of her vision and it was like being in the eye of a hurricane right before everything grew considerably worse. But she was going to finish this, she had to. For her own sake. For the children’s sake.
“Call the police,” she repeated. “I look forward to telling them how you tortured us. I’m sure the newspapers will be interested too.”
The old witch looked at her with blank eyes, her mouth opening and closing like a fish.
“I bet there will be some bold headlines in Norrländskan. I’m sure lots of us will want to speak out. Everyone who reads it will know we’re talking about you.”
Anne-Risten dug out a creased newspaper page from her back pocket—she’d torn it out of NSD at the library. She smoothed the page on the table in front of them.
“I thought you might have missed Anna’s obituary, so I brought it for you.” She pointed at the last few lines. “You see? Anna the maid has asked all of us nomad school children to gather, and you know what we’re going to talk about.”
She stood up and leaned over the old woman, who shrank back. “I’m going to tell everyone where you are.”
“Do not come here again. Do you hear me?”
“You think God has forgiven you, but you are going to burn in hell. No one will miss you.” She was out of breath, her whole body trembling. But now it had all been said. She went to the front hall, unlocked the door, and left it open behind her. She didn’t take the elevator, walking slowly down the stairs instead. Each step reverberated through her left temple like a blow from a hammer. She would end up in bed for a whole day, forced to call in sick.
Once outside, she drew the clear air deep into her lungs and started down the street. Her hair fluttered in the north wind. This year she would take time off for the calf marking and bring Niklas along. She wouldn’t let him give up, not if he had a genuine interest in the reindeer. She would stand by his side as his shield. No more messing around. With anything.
Ever since she’d read Anna’s obituary a few weeks earlier, it had gradually come over her: the feeling that she could make a difference, that she could seek justice for them all. She had the opportunity, and she would muster the courage. Anna’s sudden death had frightened her, too. Just a tiny pebble of cancer and your life could be over just months later. What if it were her turn next? But she wasn’t going to die before she got to see the fear in Housemother’s eyes. The first time she’d pulled her hair out she felt giddy. Marge had been there, but she’d been cleaning the bathroom and didn’t notice a thing. Lately she’d told Marge she could handle Rita Olsson on her own. “Are you sure?” Marge asked, but she was plainly relieved to be spared those visits.
Now, as Anne-Risten walked by Konsum, she crossed the street without looking and a car braked and honked. She waved and kept going. She might collapse when this migraine hit. Then again, it would almost be nice just to lie on a grassy slope and let the pain paralyze her.
She would ask if Cecilia wanted to come along to the calf-marking in Norway, too. Her daughter probably wouldn’t even deign to answer; she already had her sights set on a camping trip with Linda’s family at Pite Havsbad. To everyone’s relief, Linda hadn’t abandoned their friendship after the unfortunate events of Walpurgis, but Anne-Risten didn’t trust that conceited girl for a minute.
She often reminded herself that she should be patient with Cecilia. Her daughter would return to her, forgive her. But—forgive her for what? Rage flared inside her again. For being Sámi? For passing on such shameful genes?
Cecilia was no longer speaking to her; she would sit at the kitchen table and eat Anne-Risten’s food, lie on her sofa and watch TV, sleep in the new bed she had purchased, but she wouldn’t open her mouth. It was disgraceful to be rejected by your own child. And she had no one to talk about it with.
Passing the Laestadian meeting house, nausea overtook her. There was so much Cecilia didn’t know. It was Anne-Risten’s own fault; she’d never told her. She’d let the children grow up with Anne Nilsson as their mother.
She cut across the road, went past the church, which was bathed in sunlight, and took the path down to Hjalmar Lundbohm School. She walked by the rich people’s homes, wood-sided houses that were historically inhabited only by managers and other higher-ups. She wasn’t worried about eyes on the other side of the finely polished glass—they wouldn’t give her a second glance. When she reached the front door of Hjampis she stopped and looked around for Cecilia, although there was no point, of course. But that was where she attended high school. Cecilia Nilsson. With roots that couldn’t be expressed. Wasn’t herself. And was therefore exactly like her mother.
Anne-Risten had to walk around the school, down to Hjampisvägen, past what had once been Niklas and Cecilia’s preschool across the street. Not even back then had there been any trace of their origins. It wasn’t Roger’s fault, she knew she couldn’t blame it on him. She’d wanted it herself, felt proud of being Anne Nilsson. It had been a relief.
She crossed the wide road slowly, thinking the cars might as well just hit her. A few days in the hospital wouldn’t be so bad. Fussed over, medicated. Maybe she could spend a while resting at Vivianne’s afterward, too. The old woman would probably appreciate a role reversal, enjoy being her aide instead.
A pang in her chest. Vivianne wouldn’t like what she’d done. So she would never find out. Anne-Risten would have to bear it alone. Which wasn’t that hard, really. She only needed to look at her arms or the nearly bald spot on her head to justify her actions. Although, it was actually Vivianne who’d given her the courage in the first place, to some extent, because of the way she listened to Anne-Risten and believed her. Not just when it came to her aches and pains; her elderly friend gave her strength in other ways too, lifting her up like no one ever had before.
“You’re stronger than you think, Anne-Risten. Yes, he left you, but look at you now. You have a steady job, you’ve been able to stay in that apartment with its high rent, and you take good care of your children.”
She felt lighter now and jogged down to Bamsebacken. Niklas had knocked out his front tooth on this sledding hill when he was five. A baby tooth. She’d rushed home with him in her arms as his mouth bled, worried that the permanent tooth underneath had been harmed. There had been no one to share that fear with. Later the new tooth came in, straight and perfect.
“Everything will work out for the best,” Vivianne said in her mind.
The brick buildings of Bromsgatan came into view and she knew the migraine wouldn’t take root, not this time. It was enough to lend her a burst of happiness, and she chuckled.
She would never go to Rita Olsson’s apartment again. She would state her demand to her boss, say that the old woman was crazy and she refused to care for her anymore. The old woman told tall tales, and Anne Nilsson would not stand for someone lying and threatening her job. Anne Nilsson said things that Anne-Risten couldn’t. She also spoke refined Swedish, almost like people on TV.



MARGE
1986
The apartment was echoey, especially now that the rugs were rolled up and the walls cleared of frames and the large rana where so many of the handicrafts had hung. Stella loved the little guksis and often asked to get them down to play with them. She knew there was no point in asking about the knives, which Marge had hung at the very top. Stella also wanted to try on a beccegahpir, the lace-edged cap that had been Marge’s when she was little, but it didn’t fit her and she was extremely disappointed.
“Áhkku can make one for you.”
“Yes! And one for Barbie.”
Marge had left one of the guksis out and Stella was sitting on the bare living room floor, having fika with her dolls in a ring around her. She’d been allowed to fill the guksi with water and was sipping from it loudly. When the phone rang, she flew up and dashed to the hall, announcing their last name clearly and with no hint of an accent.
“Bures Áhkku!” Her voice was full of joy and Marge had to leave the moving box and creep closer to the hall to listen. “Soon I’m boadán Sohpparii.”
She blended languages freely, and Áhkku and Áddjá were consistent about speaking Sámi. Marge had given up on her one-language-at-a-time plan, and so far she hadn’t seen any evidence that her daughter was getting worse at Swedish. But if her parents were diligent about Sámi, she had to be equally persistent with Swedish. How long this would go on, she didn’t know, and there was always a lingering worry that she was doing the wrong thing. When was a child’s vocabulary complete, when could Marge begin to speak the language of her heart with Stella? Sometimes she slipped up, but Stella didn’t notice, just responded haphazardly, sometimes in Swedish and sometimes in Sámi. Maybe this was the dreaded semilingualism?
In the evenings, when Stella crawled into her lap and asked her to sing the Sámi lullaby, the one that had lulled Marge herself to sleep as a child, she forgot all about her misgivings.
In the autumn everything would come to a head; her daughter would begin attending the Sámi school. At first Marge’d had the village school in mind, especially since it was only a few hundred meters from their building, but Áhkku and Áddjá had looked disappointed and reminded her that the cousins attended the Sámi school in Láttevárri and it was important for Stella to get a proper education in Sámi. It wasn’t an easy decision, and she had agonized over it. How could she bear to send her child off to the very same buildings that had housed the nomad school? She’d made a promise never to set foot there again, after her last day of school there. Now she would take her daughter’s hand and walk inside, leave her in a classroom that might once have been her own, and Stella would sit at a desk with the same view of the schoolyard. It was a terrible way to come full circle.
“I’m not going to tell her that I went there. Not yet, she’s too little, it’s too horrible,” Marge had said to Jon-Ante.
He didn’t respond, was no help, wouldn’t say whether her choice was right or wrong.
Marge walked by her daughter in the hall and stroked her hair; Stella ducked away with an important look on her face and pointed at the phone. It was Marge’s very own gesture, and she welled with laughter.
The moving boxes were all lined up in the living room, and she had labeled them in black marker. In the bedroom was a half-packed box, and she squeezed some mangled sheets and duvet covers into it and laid a few books from the nightstand on top. Jon-Ante had mentioned that he never read at all. This hadn’t surprised her; she hardly knew any men their age who did.
Despite his disappointment about her move, he’d offered to drive the trailer to the village for her. It didn’t reassure him that she’d been planning this for some time, even before they were together. A house had been rented, a place for them to live while they waited for her own house to be built. Jon-Ante had listened in silence at first, and then there it was, almost accusatory: “You could change your mind and stay here. Why do you want to go back?”
“Why do you not want to?” she retorted.
He shut down, wouldn’t let her in, and it made her grumpy. This was becoming a pattern, and it didn’t bode well for the future.
“I want you to come to the village too, move in with us.”
When he didn’t respond, she didn’t feel like telling him any more about the house. Not that it was big enough for a family of three. Nor that she was going to have a larger garage built than originally planned. She’d called the builders without knowing whether he would agree to come with them, but she knew he’d want to bring the car if he did. It hadn’t cost that much more, and Enná and Isá had helped her with the loan.
He’d had a different image in mind, the three of them as a small family living in Lokstallarna by Norgevägen. When he realized she was serious about the village he grumbled, pointing out that there was nothing for him there. His brothers had houses not far from their parents’, but he only had a tiny cabin next to his childhood home, said that was all he needed.
Marge knew she had no right to expect him to leave a well-paying job at the mine to return to the reindeer, but would it really be that much of a sacrifice if it meant they could be together?
“So you don’t want to go back to reindeer herding full-time?”
A wounded gaze, as if she just didn’t understand. But of course she didn’t—he refused to explain.
“Well, we’re going anyway, for Stella’s sake. She’ll be going to the Sámi school, and she’ll get to spend time with Áhkku and Áddjá.”
Stella would be secure in the village, becoming an integral part of the extended family—Marge could picture it already. Her daughter would run into Áhkku and Áddjá’s house just like her cousins, help herself to things, be a real village kid with a mind of her own.
But she mustn’t take anything for granted; Stella was allowed to become whoever she wanted to be. Marge herself had been offered temporary positions both at the preschool and with the home health service, and had chosen the preschool to avoid traveling between villages. Stella was proud that her mother was going to be a teacher. And she couldn’t exactly spend all day speaking Sámi with the children at work, only to come home to her own daughter and be a different person, could she?
Little feet padded into the room and Stella climbed onto the bed, where she jumped up and down until her hair was bouncing around her shoulders. When she stopped, breathing hard, it was clear a new idea had occurred to her.
“I want to write a letter to Áhkku. Come on!” She jumped down and grabbed Marge’s hand, tugging at her.
“But I have to pack, sweetie.”
“No, we have to write to Áhkku. Where are my pens and paper?” She scooted off to her room. Marge had been afraid there would be some anxiety when Stella’s belongings vanished into boxes, but she had packed with great care and said that Áddjá would be giving her a reindeer calf soon. “So I have to move,” she’d said. “I have to be where the reindeer are.”
She returned with a pen and a pad of paper and lay down on her belly on the floor, her pen poised. “I can write ‘bures’ by myself.”
Marge watched her write “hi” as “bores” instead, but who was she to correct her?
“Then I want to write that I’m coming on Friday.”
“Well, you can do that. Just write it out and I’ll check it when you’re done.”
“No, I mean in Sámi.”
Marge sank down on the bed. She hadn’t had this talk with Stella, not yet. Once her daughter was old enough she would tell her everything, leaving no gaps in her knowledge. But at this age? No, said an unpleasant jolt in her belly.
“You know,” she said slowly, bending down to stroke her daughter’s dark hair. “I can’t write in Sámi.”
“What?” Stella wrinkled her nose, then smiled slyly. “You’re just joking.”
“No, I really can’t. I never got to learn.”
“But you went to school.”
Marge slid to the floor and sat cross-legged. Stella crawled up and tossed her legs over Marge’s.
“Well, here’s what happened. I went to a special kind of school when I was little.” Marge reached out her hands and Stella took them, swung them back and forth. “The school was actually a bit like an orphanage.”
She let this sink in, and Stella stopped swinging her arms as an anxious expression crossed her face. Her daughter didn’t like to talk about the orphanage in Colombia, and Marge had stopped trying to make her.
“I lived at that school and didn’t get to see my parents for months at a time. I was seven years old, like you are now.”
Stella held her hands tighter and she squeezed gently back.
“At this school, we weren’t allowed to speak Sámi. I was forced to learn Swedish.” Marge watched closely for any shift in her daughter’s eyes. “I never got to learn to write in my own language. And so I’m not sure how you can write to Áhkku.”
Her voice broke as she said “Áhkku,” and she had to clear her throat to disguise it.
Stella let go of her hands and slid her legs to each side with a little thud. Marge fumbled for a soft little-kid thigh to squeeze. Stella was ticklish there, but right now she couldn’t find the spots that would make a belly laugh bubble up.
She was too young. How could she subject her to this now? She should have waited, like she’d always meant to. Marge reached for Stella’s face and stroked a warm cheek. How could she ever tell Stella that this was the same school she would soon attend? Even though it was no longer a boarding school, and there was no compulsion, no fear—it was still the same building. Would Stella understand the difference if she said that today it was a good place for Sámi children and their language?
“Were you sad at that school?”
“I was, sweetheart. But it’s okay. I made it through.”
She couldn’t—not now. It was too soon.
Stella lay on the floor, wriggling around and hiding her face. She hummed, peered out from behind one arm, and hid again.
“Didn’t Áhkku and Áddjá want you either?”
Either.
Marge was about to go to pieces. She couldn’t handle this.
But Stella gave in first and sobbed loudly into the floor. Marge slipped her hands under her waist and lifted her up, and Stella curled like a baby monkey against her chest. Marge carried her to the bed and pulled the covers over them. Stella burrowed her nose into Marge’s neck and snuffled.
“Áhkku and Áddjá missed me so much. They had no choice but to send me to the school. All the reindeer herders’ children in the village had to leave home. None of us wanted to, and we were so sad.”
Neither of them could keep from sobbing now. Marge tried to hold back and cry softly, but the tears gave her away, salt trickling into her daughter’s hair.
“No one wanted me,” Stella wailed into her neck.
“I did! I wanted you. I wanted you more than anything in the world.” Marge hugged her as hard as she dared and tilted the little face up until they were looking at each other, equally red-eyed and snot-nosed. “Everyone was so happy when you arrived. Áhkku, Áddjá, your uncle, your aunt and your cousins, our whole big family. We wanted you to be with us. You’re our Stella.”
Marge kissed her cheeks, nose, forehead, and chin and then started over again. Until Stella snorted and pinched her nose.
“Stop! Stop!”
She smiled and wound her arms around her daughter, drawing in the scent of freshly washed hair and sweet breath. She must have been sneaking candy from the pantry again.
“You are the best kiddo in the world, and you’re mine.”
“I love you, Mama.”
Marge closed her eyes. “Mon ráhkistan du.”
Stella imitated the Sámi words perfectly. She pressed their noses together and pursed her lips until they were howling with laughter.
She was like fireworks, exploding with emotion, a flare and then a sudden calm. Maybe this was how she had survived. How had Marge herself survived? That conversation would come in time. They could compare what they had gone through. One day.



JON-ANTE
1986
The sun had completed one circuit around the sky and was beginning the next. Jon-Ante knew that Isá was probably sitting at the kitchen table, gazing glumly out at the village in the midsummer night and muttering that this was the turning point, that darkness would soon return. It didn’t matter how many times they pointed out to him that it wouldn’t be noticeable for several more weeks. As long as the sun traveled its course without dipping below the horizon, the light was theirs.
He yawned and leaned back in the driver’s seat. From beyond the pines came the music at Tärendöholmen, the place where all of Norrland partied on Midsummer’s Eve. Two rivers met there, and the confluence was well-known. It was nice for the small villages to have something to brag about. Chattanooga was playing tonight; Jerka wouldn’t be onstage until Midsummer Day; Jon-Ante couldn’t wait to see him live.
This was Jon-Ante’s last Midsummer at ’Holmen, and it had been a triumphant journey. He’d cruised slowly through the villages, watched curious residents cast long stares at his freshly waxed Lincoln. He’d been meticulous about who was allowed to ride down with him. He didn’t want any yelling, it should all stay respectable—as respectable as possible, that is, with the bass booming in your chest.
He’d tagged along to Norway for Syttende Mai as well, and that trip really solidified his decision: after Midsummer, he was going to put these big bashes behind him. Twenty cars had driven in a caravan from Giron to Narvik, drawing attention all the way there, past Torneträsk Lake, Abisko, Björkliden, Riksgränsen, and other small villages. Narvik was already greening up thanks to the Gulf Stream, and the Norwegians gaped at the Swedes who’d barged in and almost taken over their festivities. They continued on to Harstad, and at that point there was getting to be a little too much drunkenness in some of the cars. The cops got fed up and kindly but firmly offered escorts back to the border. Jon-Ante felt a little ashamed as they passed through Narvik again, a colorful spectacle with their cars and red satin jackets. It was a damn shame; it didn’t have to be this way. Most of them drove really nice cars, which was something to be proud of. They stopped at Björkis for a pee break and cracked up at the ruckus they’d caused on the Norwegian side.
Jon-Ante sighed and smiled privately. Hell, it really had been a lot of fun, for the most part. He didn’t feel sad, although perhaps there was some melancholy as he faced the end of an era. Realistically, he was already playing in overtime. In recent years it had mostly been about the car. And Classe had always been important to him, having given him a way to belong. He didn’t say much when Jon-Ante let him know that Midsummer would mark the end of his raggare days. Maybe Classe was ready to take a step back, too. Although he’d been careful to point out that there was no such thing as too old when it came to cars; that was a lifelong interest. It was—Jon-Ante agreed on that point—but eventually the time would come for his last drive to Tärendöholmen.
Just as he knew there would eventually be a last time he went underground. His plan was to take the mining pension at sixty and never look back. He had no intention of becoming one of those guys who retired and then died of a heart attack six months later. He would live a real, full life. Marge had found it rather amusing that he was looking forward to a gold watch and a pension before he even turned forty.
They sometimes didn’t see eye to eye. He’d tried to convince her that they should build a life together in town, unwilling to budge on that point.
But then, as he drove her and a singing Stella to the village before Midsummer, the trailer piled full, he had suddenly felt weak, even trembly. It dawned on him what he risked losing. Everything became crystal clear. He could choose to place his heart in their hands. He nearly burst into tears, then pressed her hand to his cheek until she chuckled in surprise.
“What’s up with you?”
They unloaded everything and he pulled Marge close and told her maybe he would follow her. By that point he’d already made up his mind, but he wanted to see if a “maybe” would make her happy, and it did. He left it at that. No definite promise. And his body kept shaking.
Back in town, the day before Midsummer’s Eve, he put on his helmet and went underground and talked to the foreman; he’d decided to ask for a leave of absence, keep one foot in the door in case the village didn’t feel right after all. But what came out of his mouth was something else entirely.
“I’m giving my notice. Effective immediately. I have vacation days and comp time to use up, and then I’m done.”
He didn’t mention the reindeer, but said instead that he was going to start his own business fixing cars and snowmobiles. The guys clapped him on the shoulder, and he washed his black-smudged face and emerged from the darkness, into the light, for the last time. He sat in his car in the parking lot for a long while, blinded by the sunbeams reflecting off the windows of the thirteen-story administrative building. He’d once gone to the top floor to drop off some papers, had felt filthy there in his work costume, and thought it seemed like people kept their distance to avoid getting soiled.
“Work costume,” that was an in-joke he and Classe had kept going over the years. When you pull on your costume, you become yourself again. And he’d been proud, in fact. He felt it every time he saw the ore trains winding away like snakes, heading for other parts of the world, to build the next Eiffel Tower and the cars he was completely uninterested in buying.
His uncle was far too eager to remind him of the mine that had destroyed the reindeer collectives’ land in the region. “And you’re a part of that,” he’d said.
“I am not.” Jon-Ante refused to fight about it. No one in his family had been convinced that money and a steady job was a good thing, not when they came from the mine.
He’d called Enná to say he was thinking of coming back to the village. For a moment she said nothing, but then she remarked that it would be nice, before changing the subject. As if his news didn’t matter. But he knew it did; this just wasn’t something that could be said aloud, and there was no reason to get emotional over it. He swallowed the words he’d wanted to say, how he felt about returning home, and, perhaps more urgently, about why he’d left in the first place.
But there was one person who needed to hear the whole story.
Marge didn’t know he’d quit his job. He didn’t want to tell her over the phone and decided to surprise her with the news after Midsummer instead. She had been disappointed to learn that he was going to celebrate with his buddies, and he had explained that it was only because he’d promised to drive four others around. He couldn’t change his mind and leave them in the lurch. But it was also his last Midsummer with the whole gang, and she didn’t know that either.
But now, among the boozehounds at Tärendöholmen, his decision seemed stupid. He sat up from his reclining position. What was he doing there? He had someone he belonged with now.
He exited the car and peered through the trees, not up for walking all the way to the party zone. He spotted Perre, who was on his way toward the parking lot, and hollered at him.
“Tell Classe and them I went home. You can squeeze a couple extra guys in, right?”
“Are you serious?”
“Totally.”

HE WAS WELCOMED BY the mirror-smooth river, the puffy clouds, the chirping birds outside her rented house, and the mosquitoes dancing around his head. He was back in the village where he knew everyone and was related to many of them. Goađun. Home.
Marge was an early riser, but it wasn’t even six o’clock on Midsummer Day, and she must still be sleeping.
He sat on her front steps and gazed out at the river. He would teach Stella to fish for salmon and grayling. He glanced down the road and saw his cousin’s house; he was probably awake. Isá and Enná were surely up, too, on the other side of the village, sitting at the kitchen table with the day’s first cup of coffee. Their younger sons were comfortably close by, maybe talking about the upcoming calf marking. Áddjá was no longer in the village but at the nursing home in Vazáš. Jon-Ante would go see him, bring Marge and Stella, and tell him he was back. But in one sense it was too late, too late to be out with the reindeer alongside Áddjá, who could no longer tolerate the tough conditions. It was painful to dwell on. But nothing had been in vain; what he’d learned from Áddjá would be passed on. His stories, and maybe even the joik, although Jon-Ante wasn’t very good at joiking. He’d stopped trying when he moved to town.
He would at least teach Stella to throw a lasso. He would be there when her áddjá gave her a calf to mark for the first time. He would tell her about when he marked his first calf, how it had been snowing and his fingers went stiff.
“What? Snowing?” Stella would exclaim. “In the middle of summer?”
He smiled to himself. There was something special about that kid.
“I’m probably too old to have babies of my own now,” Marge had said. “You should get yourself a younger girl if you want children.”
“But you do have a child, and that’s enough for me.”
Enough? What he should have said was that he wanted to become Stella’s father for real, wanted to adopt her. He would say that today, too.
He heard barking, and his cousin’s dog came shooting across the yards like an arrow, heading for him. Someone whistled and the dog, who had already wound herself between Jon-Ante’s legs, didn’t know up from down, what to do. A shout, a herding command, and the dog pricked her ears and was gone.
The sound hit him hard. He’d missed it. He scratched at the back of his head and looked down at his winklepickers. Now they would see him, those cousins of his, sitting there on the porch in his dancing shoes. That was exactly what they’d say, “dancing shoes,” and they’d laugh. He grinned. Kicked the shoes off and sat there in his sock feet, watching the mosquitoes as they tried to bite through the fabric.
He thought of his brothers. Had the rumor reached them, had Enná told them he was thinking about coming back? It could never go back to the way it was when they were little; he had no illusions. He wasn’t seven anymore, no longer the big brother they looked up to. The two of them were their own team. At least he wouldn’t be coming back alone. He was coming with Marge and Stella.
Marge didn’t understand that there were some things you just couldn’t talk about. She wheedled and pried, wanted in, but the topic of the three brothers was off-limits. No acknowledging the deep sorrow he felt that the two of them had become a solid duo because Jon-Ante had been forced to live away at school. No acknowledging the emotions that emerged when they didn’t have to go to the nomad school while he came back marked.
Without Oskar, he probably wouldn’t have survived the village school either. Things were better there, but something was indelibly different about him now and children could sniff out weak points. Anyway, the nomad-school children did still come home on occasion. When they did, he stayed home or went to Oskar’s house.
His brothers, though, never had to turn into anything like the cowering, fearful puppy he’d become. They were full of confidence. He envied them, even as he was grateful they had been spared.
The door behind him opened and there she was, her eyes sleepy and without her glasses—she could probably hardly see.
“Are you nuts? What are you doing here?” Her voice was as gravelly as leftover winter grit in May. She bent down and threw her arms around him from behind, soft and still warm from bed, and he shivered.
He wasted no time. “You once asked me, didn’t I want to go back to the reindeer, and I don’t remember what I said but I always want to go back to the reindeer. The problem is that I’d have to face the people who tortured me at school and pretend like it doesn’t matter.”
She slid down into his lap and rested her head against his chest.
“I really don’t know how I’m going to manage it,” he said.
“And I don’t know what to say.”
He held her close and pressed his nose to her hair.
“Aside from that it makes me so sad for you.”
“That’s the thing. I don’t want to be a victim. So I fake it with them, act as if we have no goddamn past, and it always just feels kind of wrong.”
“I get it.”
“Maybe they don’t even remember. Maybe they’re all like Nilsa, who seems to have repressed it all.”
Suddenly she peered up at him. “Speaking of Nilsa, this is a secret, and I shouldn’t say anything, but he’s the one who assaulted Rita Olsson.”
“What?”
“Yeah, Anne-Risten recently called and told me.”
“Damn. I would have done the same thing, given the chance.”
“Would you?”
He nodded, and they didn’t say anything for a moment.
“So you won’t move here because you can’t bear to see certain people in the village?”
“I quit the mine.”
“You did?” Now she spun to face him and threw her legs around his waist, pressed her forehead to his. “So you’re coming to be with us?”
“I’m already here, aren’t I?”
She kissed him, her hands stroking his throat; she let one hand stop at the back of his neck in the way that always made him shiver with pleasure. She held him at a distance and eyes that had been so sleepy only moments ago were now glowing. “You made me awfully happy just now, you know that?”
He laughed and took a firm grip on her waist as he kissed the spot on her throat where she always smelled the most herself.
“It’s going to be okay,” she said. “We can make it through together.”
He had to leave it at that. There wasn’t more to say right now. But he feared it wasn’t going to be easy. His brothers had told him that there was discord in the reindeer collective. Nilsa and his cousins were kicking up a fuss, accusing people of falsely marking reindeer as their own. Nilsa’s isá had never hesitated to call Jon-Ante’s isá a reindeer thief. Now he was in the nursing home, unable to care for himself. But that hadn’t fixed anything; Nilsa picked up where he’d left off.
“It’s good to have some dirt on Nilsa—the assault, I mean,” she said with a sly smile.
He smiled right along with her, but this wasn’t really any comfort. Guys like Nilsa always got away with everything.
He looked down toward the river, could picture Aslak carrying up his fishing rod and a salmon he could hardly lift with one hand. Jon-Ante had walked beside him, helping to carry it. Nilsa had spotted them and kicked Jon-Ante’s legs out from under him, then picked up the salmon and walked off. Aslak followed, his head hanging. As he went, he turned around and made the V sign. That was their sign. They had flashed it through bus windows, from opposite sides of the dining hall, across yards in the village, and, one last time, when Aslak was on the soccer field and scored the winning goal that moved NIK up a division.
He’d never made the V sign when Jon-Ante was on the ground, not until that day. But Jon-Ante had scrambled to his feet as fast as he possibly could and raised both arms in the air. Double V signs. He jumped up and down, waving at Aslak, whose eyes danced with laughter. That was enough. It made everything okay.



ANNE-RISTEN
1986
Everyone agreed it was an unusual obituary. At the very bottom it said that those who had been pupils at the nomad school were especially welcome to come say a final farewell to Anna. There had been chatter about it in the villages, how it was extremely peculiar to put a call out for particular guests.
Today was the day; it was time for Anna to be buried. Anne-Risten pulled her gákti over her head and let her hands run over the bright blue fabric from her waist to her hips. She’d had to spend an hour ironing to get the pleats just right, even though she’d pressed the gákti overnight. The fringes of the shawl were a little worse for wear after being stored in a drawer; the fine threads wanted to tangle and she spent a lot of time smoothing them, getting them to lie neatly. She had been up far past midnight polishing the brooches.
She swept the shawl over her shoulders and the fringe flew around her. She tucked the ends into the opening of the gákti in front, lifted the skirt and caught the ends from beneath, tugging until the shawl sat straight and smooth over her chest and shoulders. Then she pinned on the brooches and her hands knew just how to do it, even though it had been so long. She fastened the belt around her waist, bending forward slightly to keep the fringe from getting caught. It took effort to secure the snaps; she’d have to hold her breath a bit. Better ask Enná to move the snaps to make the belt longer.
The shafts of her beak boots drooped, but it wouldn’t be noticeable under the yellow-and-red woven shoe bands. She wound them tightly up her calves and the red pom-poms settled perfectly at her ankles.
Cecilia walked by the first time with an apple in her hand and didn’t say a word. Soon thereafter she came back to throw away the core and get a glass of water before vanishing into her room again.
Anne-Risten watched her go. It felt like just the other day that her little girl was sitting in the living room, asking for apple slices, and Anne-Risten had peeled an apple and made a juicy pile of wedges on a napkin. Served it to her in front of the TV. She missed those days.
Loud music came from her daughter’s room and the phone rang; it was almost always for Cecilia. Anne-Risten went to the bedroom and searched her drawers for the leather purse with red fabric and pewter embroidery. The little antler button was so smooth against her fingers as she twisted the twined leather loop to open the purse. She filled it with tissues, a blister pack of Tylenol, and two Treos she’d wound in plastic wrap.
She dug deeper in a different drawer and took out her wedding picture in its silver frame. They had made a striking couple. No gákti, Anne-Risten had said to Enná as soon as she told them she was engaged. Roger had paid for a gleaming white gown and even bought a small tiara. She sat there at the coffee hour at home in her apartment after the ceremony, her back straight and a crown on her head, and had never been farther away from her family, but she didn’t care. No one, neither parents nor siblings, had been allowed to wear a gákti, and Isá had stood there in his sock feet, his thick gray socks lumpy over his black slacks, looking lost. Enná hadn’t said much, but she’d worn her nicest skirt. Roger’s mother, though, who was dressed to the nines and had gotten her hair done at the salon, said over and over that Anne was the most beautiful bride she’d ever seen. The only guests were their immediate families, both at church for the ceremony and back home. Anne-Risten was disappointed not to have been seen by more people, but Roger had insisted on keeping the celebration small. When the wedding photo ran in the paper a few days later, though, her disappointment was forgotten. She knew that all of Kiruna and everyone in the villages would gape at the picture. Theirs was the biggest one, and Roger had declared that this was because she was the prettiest bride. In church the priest had called her Ann-Kristin, but in the paper it read Anne Nilsson. Enná probably hadn’t even saved the announcement.
Anne-Risten sighed and set the photo back in the drawer. She went to the mirror to see if the purse matched her gákti. She thought about Anna and the obituary. On the day it appeared in the paper she had pushed NSD across to Cecilia’s side of the table, saying that Anna had been a very special person for many children at the nomad school. Cecilia had almost surely ignored it, but Anne-Risten had cut out the obituary and saved it in her giisa, the red chest in her bedroom. When the time was right, that was where she would begin, use it as a point of reference, something to lean on when she said what she needed to say. But the right time hadn’t yet arrived. She wouldn’t be able to bear it if she told the whole tale and received only a shrug in return.
Cecilia hadn’t dared protest when Anne-Risten sat at the kitchen table wearing her reading glasses and polishing the brooches. And she had done no more than take a sharp breath when she saw the gákti hanging from the kitchen door the next morning. Death wasn’t something you messed around with, at least she’d taught the kid that much.
Anne-Risten fastened a barette just above her left ear. She smiled into the mirror and decided that she was still quite pretty, no matter what Roger said. Perhaps her bottom and breasts had lost a bit of their pep, but she didn’t have any wrinkles and her hair was thick and sleek, although she had curled it in honor of the day. Today she would hold her head high in the courtyards of Bromsgatan. For Anna.
She felt a surge of emotion. The brooches jingled softly as she spun around. She had missed that sound. Missed herself.
The kitchen still smelled like freshly baked cinnamon buns; she had gotten up early and thrown together a dough, planned to offer them to Vivianne tomorrow. She had done a deep clean this week and taken out the fancy white tablecloth with red roses Gun-Britt had never gotten to see. She would spread it over the kitchen table when she prepared for Vivianne’s visit. A taxi would pick up the elderly woman and bring her over.
“That’s going to too much trouble, it’s too expensive,” Vivianne had said, but the cheer in her voice shone through.
Anne-Risten had told her about the funeral, said she would be wearing a gákti for the first time in a long time. That Anna’s obituary had given her the courage to do it.
“You know, folks in Kiruna sometimes glare at you when you have a gákti on.”
“Don’t you worry yourself about that, Anne-Risten. You are who you are.”
She didn’t want to say that the worst glares came from those at home.
“I’m leaving now, my ride is coming,” she called to the apartment.
She wouldn’t let herself feel hurt that Cecilia didn’t come out to say goodbye. She closed the door behind her with care and walked slowly down the stairs. How she had missed the weight of the gákti around her legs. She emerged into the courtyard. Today she wouldn’t slink around the corner and wait behind the buildings. No, she stood calmly just outside the front door, watching the children in the sandbox and others on the swings. Surely the mothers were staring at her, but what did it matter? Maybe people were twitching their curtains, too. Let them look.
She heard the car honk from the parking lot. The fringes flew in the breeze as she went.



JON-ANTE
1986
She hadn’t nagged him or said he had to go. After all, Marge understood now. And the way the obituary was composed, he couldn’t attend. Everyone would be there.
“I’ll visit the grave later.” He absolutely wanted to say goodbye to Anna. “I’ll watch Stella. You go ahead.”
She was grateful; she didn’t want to make her daughter come. Stella hadn’t known Anna, and Marge believed children should be spared the experience of a funeral for as long as possible. What’s more, Stella was going through a phase where death frightened her.
Jon-Ante had taken the little girl by the hand and walked to the highest point of the village, where they could watch the caravan of cars following Anna to her final resting place. The usual funeral procession through the villages was a sight that left no one unmoved. The cars drove slowly and oncoming vehicles either stopped out of respect or joined in. Today he expected the caravan to be so long that you couldn’t see the first and last cars at the same time.
Stella wanted to count the cars in Sámi, but she could only count to twenty so Jon-Ante promised to help. There would be many more.
“She’s in the first car, the black one, right?”
“Yes, she is.”
“Mama said she was the nicest person in the whole school.”
“Your mama is right.”
They sat in the grass and had to fend off mosquitoes. Stella found a ladybug and cupped it in her hand, peering in at it through her fingers. Jon-Ante thought of Aslak’s funeral, which he also hadn’t attended, that time with the excuse that he couldn’t trade shifts at work. Einar would have switched without a moment’s hesitation, but Jon-Ante didn’t even ask. Work had gotten him through the day. Enná called that evening to say it had been a lovely service, but he remained silent on the other end. She had only been to the church portion, and Isá hadn’t gone at all.
Jon-Ante had visited the grave the following weekend, where he found frost-edged flowers and candles but no headstone yet. The soil was hidden under new-fallen snow and he had bent down to press his index and middle fingers into it, leaving a V sign.
“You understand why I couldn’t come, don’t you?” That was all he said.
Stella opened her hands to let the ladybug out, but it stayed put, leaving tiny yellow pee stains on her palm.
He held his right hand in front of her, waving mosquitoes away when they landed.
“Do you remember how I told you I hurt my little finger at school?”
“Yes, you fell on it.”
“First I fell, but then Housemother—” He paused. “Do you know what a housemother is? She was the one in charge of us kids in the building where we lived at school.”
“I know,” she said, watching him with curiosity.
“So, anyway, she was very strict and not always very nice.” He fumbled his way on, unsure how much Marge had told her. “And when I fell, she stomped on my hand.”
Stella’s eyes widened and he regretted his words.
“Or maybe she tripped and didn’t really mean to. But she never said she was sorry.”
“You should always say sorry.” She touched his little finger, pressing it against his ring finger, but it sprang back out.
“Anna was the one who took care of me afterward, who bandaged my finger. I will never forget that.”
Stella wiggled her loose front tooth with her tongue. “I think it’s funny when we have a tea party and you do that with your little finger. You look like a fancy lady.” When he laughed, she went on. “And you drink for real, not like Mama, she only pretends.” She slurped the air, into empty space, her hand holding a pretend teacup and her little finger reaching for the sky.
He picked her up, swung her onto his back, being her horse.
“Can you be a reindeer?”
“No, you’ll never get to ride on any reindeer.”
The horse leaped over the grass and she hooted and squeezed his neck. He dashed away from the mosquitoes and gnats.
“Here they come!” Stella called, pointing. She hung from his shoulders as they counted together. At last the final car disappeared around the bend, down past the soccer field. Jon-Ante raised his hand to wave, and Stella did the same. He brought his other hand to his chest and made the V sign. His heart beat against his fingertips.
He released her and she cartwheeled down the hill, her hair whipping the grass.
A certain restlessness came over him, a strong feeling that he ought to go there, that he needed to take part after all. He rubbed his forehead, allowed her to decide.
“Listen, Stella, would you like to take a ride in my fancy car?”
She stopped short and came running back up the hill. “If you put down the roof.”
“You’d have to wear a hat.”
“We don’t have to tell Mama.”
He grinned.
“Where’re we going?” she asked.
“I thought we could go to Gárasavvon after all.”
“I don’t want to see a dead person.”
“No, we aren’t going to the funeral.”
“I know! We can go over the bridge to Finland and buy licorice.”
He looked at his watch. They would make it in time. Some of the funeralgoers would stop outside Anna’s house in Ađevuopmi before traveling on to the church in Gárasavvon. There the casket would be lifted from the hearse and placed on a bed of spruce boughs outside, so Anna could come home one last time.
Stella wanted to run back to the house, and he jogged alongside her. They went inside to get jackets, deciding that they didn’t need to dress up. When she climbed into the front seat, he felt a moment of hesitation. There were no seat belts.
“Take the roof off,” Stella said.
She was so small, her feet stuck straight out from the seat. She giggled as he rumbled through the village and hit the gas a little extra. Her dark hair fluttered on the breeze and the scars above her eyebrow shone white. He drove at a leisurely pace and she began to sing. Mile after mile, she sang.
“This is where Anna lived,” he said as they passed the green house, and Stella waved.
As they drove into Gárasavvon and approached the Sámi school, it clicked for him. This was where Stella should go. Not Láttevárri. That way she could still attend a Sámi school but Marge, and Jon-Ante himself for that matter, wouldn’t have to take her to their old nomad school, wouldn’t have to be reminded. He slowed down and pointed.
“What do you think of that school, Stella? Would you like to go there?”
“I’m going to go to Láttevárri.”
“I think this one is better.”
“Why?”
“I imagine they need a Stella who sings at this school. I bet you’d make lots of friends here.”
She didn’t look convinced, but he had made up his mind.
Over in the churchyard he saw everyone who had gathered, and he gripped the wheel harder.
“They haven’t gone inside yet. Would you like to say hi to your mama, maybe?” He wanted to say hi to Marge, it felt more important than anything—he needed to stand there with his new family. Honor Anna by their side.
“Yeah, let’s go. Can I steer again, like I did that time in the forest when I sat on your lap?
“No, we can’t do that here, in the middle of the village.”
She shrugged, probably couldn’t see that it was any different. “Can I just hold the steering wheel a little bit?”
He nodded as he looked for a place to park. Her small fingers squeezed his right hand gently, pressing his pinkie in place. Unaware of what that did to him.
The engine rumbled loudly and he saw people in the churchyard turning to look.
“Turn!” Stella cried, pulling at his hand.
“I can’t turn here, but we can stop right up there.”
She squeezed and turned as though she were doing the parking. “There!” she said proudly as the sound of the engine faded. “Now let’s go find Mama.”
They climbed out. Her ears were bright red; he cupped his hands around them and she asked what he was doing.
They didn’t have to look for long. Marge had spotted them and was waving.
“There she is!” Stella didn’t run on ahead. Didn’t leave him.
Marge looked surprised as she came over to meet them; she gave him a light kiss on the lips and pulled Stella close. People were staring, he could tell from the corner of his eye, and he stood up straighter although his pulse was trying to run away with him. Stella didn’t let go of his hand, and his little finger felt at home, as it always did in her and Marge’s grasps.
“How’s it going?” he asked.
“Oh, it’s kind of strange, lots of memories coming up. I’ve been talking to people I haven’t seen in ages. It’s nice.” She switched to Sámi. “What are you doing here? Did you change your mind? You know she doesn’t want to…” She shot a meaningful look at Stella.
“No, no, we’re not coming inside. I just wanted to be here with you for a moment.”
“What are you talking about? We’re going to Finland to buy candy,” Stella said.
“Oh, is that right?” Marge rested her cheek against his for a second. “I’m glad to see you two.”
“We’re glad to see you.” He stroked her hair. “Well, I guess we’re going to head to Suopma, so we’ll see you back home later.”
People had started moving toward the church and she had to go, Anne-Risten was waving at her. Marge put a hand on Jon-Ante’s waist and he pressed his lips to her temple. She took off her glasses and began walking to the church. He felt an unexpected wave of emotion, knowing she had to afford herself extra protection today.
She turned around and squinted nearsightedly their way, a small smile on her lips.



ELSE-MAJ
1986
Else-Maj stood in the parking lot, looking at her somewhat distorted reflection in the car window and eyeing her shawl front and back, placing her hand on the smallest brooch, the bottom one of three. That was Sara’s risku. She was wearing it for the first time.
Her shawl was dark blue with a discreet pattern and she had fringed it herself. She had also sewed the gákti and belt and woven the shoe bands. This was her most beautiful black gákti.
So many people had heeded Anna’s call. Most of them likely would have come even without it, but now the pews would be filled to the last seat and then some. They were gathered outside; the hill leading up to the Gárasavvon church was steep and Else-Maj stopped halfway up, where she had a good vantage point.
She saw a motorhome with German plates brake suddenly at the bridge to Finland. The river divided the two countries, forming a border that had never mattered much to the villagers, but the customs sign made it clear that there were rules and laws. The Germans had spotted the colorful gathering outside the church and got out to take pictures. From a distance, yes, but they had a zoom lens. More cars stopped, cameras coming out.
It was upsetting: they had no idea that the pictures they were taking home for their photo albums captured a moment of mourning. Maybe it was hard for them to understand given that the gákti were so bright. But there was the occasional black suit or dress as well. Stiff and formal, Else-Maj thought, some people pretending they had never worn a gákti. Speaking their polished Swedish.
Most people, though, were wearing gákti. She looked around, recognizing almost everyone. She caught sight of Marge. To think that she’d moved home to the village and paired up with Jon-Ante. It was kind of funny, how they’d had to go to town in order to find each other and their way back. But Marge didn’t have Stella with her. The little girl who greeted everyone she saw in the village with a resounding “Bures!” Else-Maj had come to be rather fond of the girl as a result.
What had Marge done with Jon-Ante? She looked around for him, but it was hard to tell one gákti-clad back from the next.
Nilsa wasn’t here, she had gleaned from the chit-chat. And here he was always bragging about his school days, claiming to have enjoyed them. She supposed that in a certain sense she should feel sorry for someone who had to lie about his memories of the school. But it had to be easier than admitting you’d been a victim. If you cracked that door, began to wonder what life would have been like without the nomad school, it became nearly impossible to breathe. Your airways shrank to the narrowest thread. The rock of grief suddenly so heavy you had to lie down. And if you didn’t watch out, you might never get up again.
She gazed out at the village, her hand on Sara’s risku, and had the sense that Unna Oabbá was hiding behind her, peering shyly at everyone gathered. Anna would take good care of her now. That thought, too, made her breath catch in her throat.
A dull rumble arose and the black raggare car turned many heads. Else-Maj smirked as she saw Jon-Ante, with Stella in the passenger seat, complete something of a victory lap before parking just downhill from the gathering on the slope.
Marge had heard him coming too, of course, and she went to meet them. Jon-Ante was holding Stella’s hand, gently guiding the little girl along. He would be a good isá.
She turned to look up at the church and beyond, to the sky. A wave of sorrow hit her. They had spoken just days before Anna passed away. For the first time, Else-Maj had called Anna rather than the other way around, but offering forgiveness wasn’t easy, so it remained unsaid.
It was painful to follow the hearse, and she had stopped in Ađevuopmi to watch the casket be placed upon the spruce boughs outside Anna’s house. I did have a child. It was you.
This morning she had brought out the obituary, although she didn’t need to read it to know what it said. She knew it all by heart. Anna had told her nieces and nephews that she trusted them to compose a decent death announcement, but that she wanted to write the last few lines herself. She put out a special call to the children from the nomad school, addressing them as “ráhkis mánát,” dear children. Gather and talk, she urged them. Don’t come only for my sake, do it for yourselves.
Else-Maj could hear how Anna’s wish was becoming a starting point for conversations all around her. Anna had opened the door for memories to be hesitantly put into words.
She had asked if you could joke in an obituary, and Else-Maj had given her a firm no.
“You’re the wrong person to ask,” Anna declared with a smile in her voice.
The memory made Else-Maj want to laugh and cry in equal measure.
An older, bowlegged man struggled to push a woman in a wheelchair up the hill. They were Pekka and Lisbet from the kitchen, she saw now. He needed a hand, and she took a few steps in their direction, but someone else got there first. They hugged Lisbet in a way Else-Maj would never have been able to. So it was just as well that wasn’t her. But she certainly hoped to talk to Lisbet after the service. She had so many reasons to thank her.
Anne-Risten came strutting up the hill with her gákti swishing around her legs and a fancy barrette in her curled hair. She walked like a model, swinging her hips. Well, she was one of those who left for town, got herself a Swedish husband, and seldom looked back. Her children couldn’t speak Sámi, although Else-Maj had spotted Anne-Risten’s son at the reindeer enclosure a time or two, but then he disappeared.
Anne-Risten had spotted Else-Maj and was heading her way with a big smile, almost inappropriately cheerful.
“Na hei, Else-Maj! Got manná? Lea guhkes aigi dasa go letne oaidnalan.”
Yes, it had been a long time, she agreed. She had to bite her tongue to keep from saying that she was still here, as ever. “Thanks, I’m doing fine.”
“To think that Anna wrote what she did, and that everyone came.”
“Yes, almost everyone.”
“Not Nilsa,” said Anne-Risten, and there was a strange tone in her voice.
Else-Maj greeted people walking by.
“Had you heard from Anna recently?” Anne-Risten asked.
“I did, actually, toward the end. She got in touch and let me know she was sick.”
“It’s really too bad she can’t be here to see this turnout. That she won’t get to hear all the lovely things people are saying.”
“I’m sure she’s with us.”
Anne-Risten’s eyes became shiny. “Do you think? I hope so.”
Else-Maj nodded, allowing herself to wear a warm expression. She could do it if she wanted to.
“Do you remember the time we went to Inger’s house to find out where Anna had gone?”
Else-Maj nodded, but she had no desire to talk about it. Anne-Risten clearly wanted to say more, so Else-Maj glanced around for some other familiar faces, a reason to walk away.
“Maybe you know that Rita Olsson lives in town.” Anne-Risten had taken a step closer and lowered her voice. “I was her home health aide for a while.” She misunderstood the look on Else-Maj’s face, reading it as a prompt to continue. “But not anymore. I told them I refuse to go.”
“I don’t know if we should be talking about her today.”
But Anne-Risten wasn’t about to stop. “You haven’t heard the worst part yet. Nilsa assaulted her.”
“What? What are you talking about?”
“Yes, one day Marge and I arrived at her apartment and found her sitting on the floor, saying someone had hit her. She didn’t say his name that time, but I got it out of her later. Nilsa.”
“That’s…” Else-Maj smoothed the fringes that wanted to whirl about. “I don’t know what to say.”
“She’s afraid he’ll come back. I know it’s not very Christian to say that she deserved it, but it’s true. You should have seen how frightened she was.”
What was wrong with Anne-Risten? Standing there grinning like that. “Did she report him to the police?”
“No, I think she’s too scared.”
“But that’s horrible.”
“Is it? Isn’t it only fair?”
Else-Maj set off slowly, and Anne-Risten followed. It was time for all but Anna’s nearest and dearest to take their seats inside the church. The hearse was parked by the door. Strong shoulders would carry Anna inside. Else-Maj peered through the tinted window and saw a glimpse of the flower wreaths on the white casket.
Anne-Risten’s cheeks were blotchy red and her hand slid up under the sleeve of her gákti. Else-Maj had to make an effort to reach over and stop her from scratching. Anne-Risten startled and clasped her hands behind her back. Then she smiled and waved at Marge in the distance. “I’ll wait for her. You go on in.”
Else-Maj looked around for Gustu, she needed his steady arm. After the funeral coffee she would ask him to drive by the grave again, and ask him to stay in the car as well. He wouldn’t complain, even if it was getting late. She wanted to visit the grave alone, and there she would say it out loud. Say that Anna had gotten her wish. God would probably forgive her if she happened to let go and laugh right along with Anna.
But first she would sit with the others during the memorial service. And for a long time to come, folks in the villages would talk about the funeral coffee that lasted into the wee hours. No one had ever seen the like.
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PUNISHED
ANN-HELÉN LAESTADIUS
READING GROUP GUIDE
THIS READING GROUP GUIDE for Punished includes an introduction, discussion questions, and ideas for enhancing your book club. The suggested questions are intended to help your reading group find new and interesting angles and topics for your discussion. We hope that these ideas will enrich your conversation and increase your enjoyment of the book.
INTRODUCTION
In the 1950s near the Arctic Circle, seven-year-olds Jon-Ante, Else-Maj, Nilsa, Marge, and Anne-Risten are taken from their families. As children of Indigenous Sámi reindeer herders, the Swedish state has mandated they attend a “nomad school,” where they are forced to assimilate to Swedish culture. Forbidden from speaking their native language and threatened into obedience by their abusive Housemother, the truth about the cruelties they face remains repressed for years.
In the 1980s, these five characters have chosen different paths to cope with the scars of their past. Then one day their old Housemother, Rita, reappears in their lives as a feeble old woman who seemingly feels no repentance for the pain she has inflicted, and these former students are faced with the dark memories her reappearance surfaces. As the narrative shifts among each of their perspectives and across the gulf of thirty years, the novel asks: If you had the chance to punish the person who hurt you as a child, would you?
Based on true stories from the author’s mother, Punished is an unforgettable novel about the afterlives of abuse, systemic cultural erasure, and the importance of community—a righteous reckoning with a nation’s unforgivable betrayal of its Indigenous people.
TOPICS & QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
 
	The novel alternates between the 1950s and the 1980s, and a cast of five main characters. What did you think of this structure? And why do you think the author chose to open the novel from Anna’s perspective, instead of one of the children’s?
	Among the many trkaumas students at the nomad school endure, the prohibition of the Sámi language is chief among them. What impact does it have on the children? Why do you think Housemother is so militant about prohibiting Sámi?
	The novel leaves a number of Sámi and Swedish terms untranslated. What value does having these words presented in their original language add to the reading experience? How did it influence your reading experience?
	On multiple occasions, such as Jon-Ante’s conversation with his mother when he is back home after the stomping incident, the children choose not to disclose how bad the abuse at school is to adults who could help them. Why do you think this is?
	Anna and Pekka are two adult characters who witness the abuse of the children and offer some comfort but are ultimately unable—or unwilling—to stop it. Why? Discuss the complicated, contradicting factors that both spur these characters to act, but also immobilize them.
	In adulthood, all five of the main characters have developed distinct coping mechanisms to deal with the scars of their past—for example, despite being determined to raise her children to have a strong Sámi identity, Else-Maj has also become a Christian, something her husband cannot bring himself to understand. Consider the other four characters—how does the trauma that they endured at the nomad school inform their lives as adults? Were you surprised by how any of them turned out?
	Else-Maj and Nilsa both experience the tragic loss of a younger sibling, someone they intrinsically felt a responsibility to protect. How does the loss—and their age when it happened—shape their lives and understanding of their own experiences of victimhood?
	On pages 325, Marge reflects on her feelings of guilt, thirty years later, over witnessing Jon-Ante’s abuse at the hands of Housemother: “Guilt had plagued her for years afterward… She had even written about it in her diary, calling herself a coward and brooding over the question of whether she was partly to blame. The melodramatic thought that an onlooker who didn’t act was just as guilty as the perpetrator.” Discuss the long tail of Marge’s guilt. Do you think a bystander can be just as guilty as a perpetrator?
	Nilsa, the bully, is vilified throughout the novel, but we later find out where he may have learned this behavior as a child. How do these revelations help to contextualize Nilsa’s character? In a book that so thoroughly explores the righteous anger of those who have been harmed, what does it mean to explore the interiority of a perpetrator as well?
	Consider how each of the five characters reacts to seeing Rita again. What do these responses say about their dispositions? How do you think you would have reacted?
	On page 396, Marge shares with Jon-Ante that she intends to keep her experience at a nomad school from Stella, as it is hard for her to imagine telling her child about the abuse she endured. However, just a few pages later, she ends up unable to avoid the subject, leading to a moment of reckoning where the uneasy resonances between her and Stella’s experiences are laid bare. Why do parents choose to keep certain things from their children? What does this scene illustrate about the uneasy nuances of Marge’s relationship with Stella, and a parent’s relationship with their child in general?
	Victimhood, and the various characters’ reticence to claim it, is a major theme in the novel. Discuss the ways it binds and motivates the characters throughout. In the end, the novel gives the students the opportunity to make Housemother the victim; what did you think of the choices they made about whether—and how—to take revenge?
	Punished forces the characters to confront the limitations of their ability to forgive. At the end of the novel, where do you think each of them lands on this question? Have you learned something about your own capacity to forgive?




ENHANCE YOUR BOOK CLUB
 
	Read Ann-Helén Laestadius’s first novel, Stolen, and watch the Netflix original movie adaptation. How do the book and film expand your understanding of Sámi culture?
	The nomad schools of Sweden are not the only ones of their kind. On a global scale, state-mandated primary schools, for the purpose of the abusive assimilation of young Indigenous peoples, were a common technique of colonization. Research another instance of these schools, such as the American Indian residential schools that populated North America, and share with the group.
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