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



	IN STOCKHOLM
	 


	Magnus Stille
	Administrator at Bergskollegium, Swedish Board of Mines.


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


	Ellen, Harriet, Peter
	Their children. 


	Karl Rosenblad
	State Minister of Justice.


	Ingeborg Rosenblad
	His wife.


	Lovisa Rosenblad
	His daughter, Isabella’s sister. 


	Gabriel Mårtensson
	Works for Magnus at Bergskollegium.






	ABOARD STEAMER
	 


	Hans Rexius
	Priest, journeying to Norwegian border.


	Fredrik Wetterlund
	Priest, journeying to Norwegian border.


	Lars (last name unknown)
	Warden of the county prison in Luleå.






	IN LULEÅ
	 


	Gunnar Cronstedt
	County Governor.


	Frans Svensson
	Bergskollegium’s regional master of the mountain. 






	AT TANA RAPIDS
	 


	Ove and Anna-Maria Edgren
	Farmers at Tana Rapids.






	BLACKÅSEN VILLAGE
	 


	Jacob Palm (Merchant)
	Born in Stockholm. Arrived to Blackåsen in 1845.


	Helena Palm
	Jacob’s wife.


	Ulf Liljeblad (Priest)
	Born on Blackåsen. Educated in Uppsala. Deceased: one of the victims. 


	Frida Liljeblad (Priest’s Wife)
	Originally from Uppsala. Arrived in Blackåsen in 1835.


	Jan-Erik Persson (Constable) 
	Born on Blackåsen. Educated in Uppsala. Deceased: one of the victims.


	His wife (Constable’s Wife)
	Born on Blackåsen. 


	Her father (Blind Man)
	Born on Blackåsen.


	Jan-Erik’s sister (Constable’s Sister)
	Born on Blackåsen. Maid at the vicarage.


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


	Matts Fjellström (Hunter)
	Born on Blackåsen. Farmer.


	Daniel Fjellström (Long Beard) 
	Born on Blackåsen. Matts’s brother. Farmer.


	Lars Berg (Giant)
	Born in Stockholm. Farmer.


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


	Sigrid Rudin (Child of Village)
	Born on Blackåsen. Lives with Adelaide Gustavsdotter.


	Susanna Rudin (Singing One)
	Born on Blackåsen. Deceased in 1840. Self-murderess. Sigrid’s mother. 


	Per Eriksson (Night Man)
	Born on Blackåsen. Spent time in prison for murdering his father. Returned and became the night man. 


	Anders (Lone One)
	Born on Blackåsen. Recluse. Lives on the other side of the lake.






	SAMI TRIBE
	 


	Biijá (Ester)
	One of the elderly women in a Sami tribe.


	Nila (Nils)
	Biijá’s deceased husband, former noiade/leader of the tribe.


	Dávvet
	Likely new leader of the tribe.


	Livli
	Sent away for illicit love affair with Dávvet when young.


	Suonjar, Innga, Aili, Beahkká
	Tribe members.






	GLOSSARY
	 


	sita – Sami tribe


	kåta – Sami tent


	joik – traditional Sami singing style


	noiade – Sami shaman






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

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

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

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

Then I wonder when he became so old.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

By the base of Blackåsen Mountain, they stop.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Dear Jesus.’

I hear myself mumble this in between consciousness and sleep.

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Are you living here now?’ Merchant asks.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

There is only this: I am relieved my husband is dead.
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