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For the kids

Ejvind & Flora

Jon-Ánte, Joar, Máhtte, Erik, Signe,

Dag-Biehtar, Antaris, Edith, John & Daria

… and for you, the man who promised me a dog if I wrote a book.

Your move.





Prologue

Tell me the story about the herder who met a háldi, Uncle!”

The boy’s voice was bright and insistent, spilling across the floor like a handful of frostbitten lingonberries.

From where she was lying in the next room, Máriddja heard Biera slurp coffee through the lump of sugar between his teeth, followed by the sound of china on wood.

“Ah, you’ve heard that one plenty of times, but I’ll tell it again,” he replied with mock resignation.

His wife knew he loved to tell stories. He had inherited that from his parents, who had themselves inherited it from those who’d walked life’s path before them. It was their way of remembering, a way for a people without words on paper to leave a mark on an Earth they did their best not to change.

More than anything, Biera loved telling stories to the boy, who was perched on the cushion atop the storage bench in the kitchen, eyes eager yet weary, spinning the birch bark sugar bowl on the table between them. Máriddja tugged at the pillow beneath her cheek, adjusting her plait so that she was lying comfortably in the darkness. She closed her eyes.

She loved his stories, too, especially the ones that were drawn out of him like this: at a child’s request. Lying there, she could just picture the distant look in his eye as he searched for the words inside himself, trying to find the young reindeer herder. When Biera eventually managed to locate him, his voice belonged to someone else. It fumbled through the glow of the stove in the kitchen and made its way out into the darkness on the other side of the window. His voice was soon reverberating through the shadows in the room, summoning figures out of the gloom. Máriddja listened as Biera conjured the sound of thudding hooves, reindeer moving across the open landscape, wind tugging at their fur and caressing their muzzles. And there was the herder boy, constantly but silently communicating with his dog, practically running to meet Biera’s audience. His lasso swung as he moved across the rocks, his knife smacking against the side of his leg.

“There once was a young reindeer herder…” Biera began, his voice as rich and heavy as a church bell. Each word was clear, filled with the memories of his people. It was impossible to say whether he had been possessed by the force he had invoked, or whether it was Biera himself who possessed that force, the reindeer herder—all of them alive in that moment. Even the old clock on the wall seemed to be holding its breath as he read aloud from a book of stories that had never been written down.

“And that reindeer herder and his dog were out in the mountains one summer, alone with their herd. It was hard work, and they were both tired when they lay down to sleep in the lavvu he’d pitched. The fire had died right down, but hot embers were still smoldering between the rocks. Sleep had almost caught up with the young herder as he lay with his eyes closed and his head on his bag. That was when he heard a scraping sound against the outside of the tent. He opened his eyes, squinting in the half-light, and saw something push against the fabric. The reindeer herder sat up. He could hear bubbling laughter, soft voices—spoken in girls’ teasing manner—and as he listened, he saw three silhouettes emerge outside. They were squabbling, and he saw the outline of a body fall against the hide of the tent. A voice said: ‘You’ve been peeping from a distance all day. Go and get a proper look!’

“The reindeer herder realized that the voices outside must belong to háldi girls, for there wasn’t another soul for miles. Everyone knew that these secretive creatures were always close by, living side by side with humans, yet only visible to those with the gift. There were countless stories about the vitterfolk—that is what we Sámi call our mysterious cousins—and the young herder had heard every tale passed down through his family. He knew there were ways to make contact with them, to persuade them to stick around.

“The reindeer herder’s dog had woken, and was staring tensely in the direction of the three girls. A low growl rumbled from his throat, but he settled down when the herder stroked his raised fur. The young man reached for the knife on his belt, gripping the antler handle and pulling out the sharp steel blade without making a sound. The next time the háldi’s body fell against the side of his lavvu, he was ready. He pricked her gently in the buttock, making a small flower of blood bloom across the tent’s hide.

“Outside, silence fell, as though a thick fog had descended over the mountain. The wind held its breath, the brook stopped singing, and the soft crackling of the embers hushed, as though frozen.

“That was when the heavy hide was pushed to one side and a figure leaned in through the opening. Moving slowly, she sat down on the other side of the fire and looked up at him. The háldi’s eyes were as deep and dark as a mountain tarn, and she held the herder’s gaze until he felt like he could no longer breathe.

“She spent a long time studying him like that, as though she was searching for his very essence. Then she smiled. In a musical voice, she said: ‘You wanted to hold me. Now let’s see if you can keep hold of me.’

“She spoke in an old-fashioned dialect, but her voice was calm and steady. She went on, ‘I shall be your wife, and you shall receive my entire herd as a dowry; I will give you healthy sons and strong daughters, and we will be happy together. But you must promise me one thing.’

“The reindeer herder’s heart was racing. All he could do was nod, overcome with joy and anticipation.

“ ‘You must never tell anyone how I became yours or what I am. You must never call me by any name that does not belong to your world.’

“The young herder cleared his throat and made a solemn, eager vow to do as she said. He then went to his family’s sacred rock, their siedi, as the girl had told him to, and he squinted out into the bright summer night. Not even the mosquitoes seemed to stir at that hour.

“That was when he heard the reindeer approaching, lots of them. With his lasso in his hand, he followed the movements of a powerful white bull, just as the girl had told him to do. He cast his rope. And when he managed to catch the strong, proud reindeer, the herd split in two, with half following him. Necks outstretched, the animals seemed to automatically flow in the direction of the dominant bull, moving toward the young man.

“And everything happened just as the háldi girl had foretold. They married, but throughout the ceremony they both moved counterclockwise and his siida’s shaman read the Lord’s Prayer backward. The powerful elder no doubt saw what the bride was, but he knew better than to say a word. In the years that followed, the couple welcomed one child after another, and they grew rich from her substantial herd. Life went well for them, and they had great fortune with their reindeer.”

A sudden silence filled the kitchen. Biera idly turned the coffee cup in his hands, gazing down into it with a seer’s eyes.

“But then what happened?” asked the boy.

“Ah, lad, you surely know. One evening, as the man ran his hands through his wife’s black hair, he whispered in her ear. ‘My darling wife, my love… my háldi…’ And his wife froze. As slowly as a cloud drifts over the sun, she turned away from him, gathered her children, and they strode silently through the flap in the lavvu without once looking back. To his horror, the man watched as his family—and the herd of reindeer grazing nearby—grew fainter and fainter, eventually becoming one with the first rays of sunlight.”

Máriddja shuddered where she lay beneath the covers, waiting for the spell to break, the way it always did when Biera finished his story. She heard the snap of the snus pot opening, his calloused fingers pinching a wad of the loose tobacco to push beneath his lip. The boy sat quietly for a moment, and then he asked:

“But why did she go? If she loved him, why couldn’t she and the children stay?”

Biera seemed to consider his answer carefully before he spoke. “Deep down, even though she loved him, I think she probably missed something else. I don’t think a person ever stops longing for the place where they belong. No matter who we become or where we end up, our hearts have a root.”





1Green Light for Jábmemáhkká, Goddess of the Dead

In the depths of darkest midwinter, the old woman received her sentence. Sitting in a room filled with drab art, she had stubbornly refused to meet the doctor’s eye. They had probably picked these ghastly landscapes specially for framing conversations like this, Máriddja thought cynically. Dr. Skruvlenius waited patiently for her reaction, squinting at the patient with her green-tinged brows knotted in pity. Her eyebrows really did look a little seasick, in both shape and color, perched above the top of her glasses like a pair of hungover anchovies. Or lizards, possibly. Lively little lizards darting across her forehead as she spoke in a calm, studiously sympathetic tone.

Was it the light? There was a strong smell of hand sanitizer and lilies in the room. Máriddja raised her chin to get a better look. Red hair could develop a greenish hue if you washed it in acidic water, she knew that. Or was it the other way around? No! It was salt water that turned body hair green. She had seen it on TV, so it must be true.

The doctor continued to mumble softly, reassuringly; the old woman in front of her had just received an upsetting diagnosis, and she was clearly in a state of shock.

“I know this is hard, Maria, but I’m afraid there’s no easy way to break such terribly sad news.”

The doctor’s eyebrows sagged in slow motion before returning to their compassionate green A-shape above her eyes.

Máriddja raised her own eyebrows as high as she could in an attempt to check whether they felt like reptiles, but alas, no. It was a pity; she would have loved a skill like that. Her nostrils flared in exertion as she tried to mimic the doctor’s magnificent facial movements. The woman’s precision-plucked brows had now dropped impossibly low as she tried to catch her patient’s evasive gaze.

I wonder if that’s the kind of trick you can learn, Máriddja thought, leaning forward with interest in the uncomfortable and unnaturally deep armchair. She could see that her lack of response was starting to trouble the doctor.

“Tell me, how are things at home?” Dr. Skruvlenius asked, cocking her head. “Do you have a partner or anyone else who can help you through this?”

The doctor had a particularly irritating way of articulating every word, as though she thought Máriddja was a simpleton.

“Naturally we’ll do everything we can to support you and make this difficult time as easy as possible. We can offer counseling, and I can also prescribe antidepressants, if you think that would help?”

Her voice was soft, but Máriddja was immediately on her guard, fully present in the room once again. Any analysis of the doctor’s eyebrows would have to wait.

“I’m married, and the old man will take fine care of me. Now that I know what’s what, we don’t need anything else.” Máriddja moved to get up. “Thank you kindly for your help.”

Dr. Skruvlenius held out a cool hand to stop her. The two lizards crept closer, sniffing each other over the bridge of her nose. Her dainty little doctor’s paw lingered on Máriddja’s crooked fingers, like a petal on a gnarled tree trunk.

“I know this must be hard to take in, Maria, but once you feel ready I’d really like to discuss your options. If nothing else, perhaps we can arrange some counseling for your husband?”

Máriddja was so horrified that she forgot to bristle at the doctor getting her name wrong yet again. She shook off Skruvlenius’s hand.

“No, no, the man’s never been much of a talker, but I’m sure he’ll take this in his stride. I don’t think it’ll be a problem for him, no.”

Now the lizards recoiled, making the doctor’s forehead crease, sinking into the furrows of her face as though to hide their surprise—or horror.

Amazing what talents this woman has been gifted, Máriddja mused, so impressed that she lost her train of thought.

“I… obviously this is going to be difficult for him… getting by without support in a situation like this, that really isn’t something we’d recommend for an elderly person.” Skruvlenius’s slightly monotone voice had begun to reach a refreshingly higher pitch. “The prospect of losing one’s other half after so many years is a serious trauma!”

Máriddja rocked her head back and forth in a conciliatory nod, then said: “Well, he managed to deal with all our old dogs when the time came, and let me tell you: the man’s a soft touch! He was far too fond of most of them, so of course he blubbered a bit when he thought no one was looking—but it never took long until he was back to his old self again.”

The doctor’s jaw had dropped. “Surely you can’t be comparing this to putting a pet down? I mean…” Her eyes were the size of dinner plates, and she was on the verge of losing the last of her professionalism. “… you’re not a dog; you’re his wife. I’m sure it won’t…” She trailed off, then composed herself and continued in a much more sober tone, determined to follow the established routine for delivering a death sentence. “OK, Maria. Tell me about your living situation. Do you live in a care home, or are you still living independently? With home help, perhaps?”

Máriddja’s heart skipped a beat. She could taste hay, and when she next spoke her words were curt and rapid:

“No, none of that. We don’t like having strangers poking about the place. We’re doing just fine on our own. Damn well, actually. Never needed help with anything. We’re not the least bit confused or sickly, neither of us,” she informed the doctor, forgetting what she had just been told about her own state of health.

Skruvlenius cleared her throat for an irritatingly long amount of time, then pressed her index finger to her forehead in a contemplative manner.

“I still think we should keep in touch, Maria, just to see how things go. Like I said, there are many ways we can help—even if the outcome is inevitable,” she said, gently but clearly.

“Are we done here, then?” said Máriddja, gracelessly rising from the unergonomic chair. Her knees cracked as she bent down to pick up her woolen hat from the floor and pulled it onto her head.

“Yes, if that’s what you want. We’ve got your contact details, so we’ll be in touch again in a few days, once you’ve had time to process everything.”

The doctor held out a hand. Máriddja responded by blowing her nose into the tissue the doctor had begun the meeting by giving her—then handed it back. The small, shiny lizards on the redhead’s face seemed puzzled, but she quickly came to her senses, took the damp wad of paper, and said goodbye. Oncologist Runa Skruvlenius watched as the old woman flapped across the linoleum floor, muttering to herself, coat open, like a shabby crow in a headwind. Her body probably wasn’t the only thing wrong with her, the doctor thought, lizards slumbering languidly in the glow of a hot flush.



Máriddja hurried down the hospital corridors as fast as her crooked little legs would carry her. While making her way to the bus shelter where the bus was due in forty-five minutes, she dug her ancient mobile phone out of her quilted pocket and tossed it into a bin.

Not a single soul would find out about any of this. There would be no phone calls from the doctor. No, this crap was between Máriddja and her creator.

No one would answer any of the seasick doctor’s calls. The phone, which sounded like a bunch of overenthusiastic mosquitoes whenever it rang, would echo in its musty plastic grave of cigarette butts and empty candy wrappers. Its damn battery would die before Máriddja did.

That was one thing she knew for sure.



Máriddja woke with a whimper that night, her wrinkled cheeks wet and tender. Biera had turned to face her, and his heavy hand was resting on her waist.

“You were dreaming.” Her lawfully wedded husband studied her with a solemn look on his face, like a Catholic priest who had just received a particularly difficult confession. “About him, I think…”

Máriddja’s breathing was still heavy, and she put her all into calming it down.

There was nothing to say, so she simply gazed into his eyes, her soul laid bare. She squeezed his aging hand, and Biera gently gripped hers back.

“I miss him, too.” His voice was as dark as the dawn.

They lay quietly beneath the covers, face-to-face, both thinking about the child-sized gap between them. Máriddja thought about how his hot little foot should be pressed to her palm—though that foot would be much bigger now and would neither fit in her hand nor offer an especially comfortable sleeping position. It also assumed he would still sleep in their bed, which he wouldn’t. Of course he wouldn’t. By now, he’d be a grown man. With a beard, a mortgage, probably wearing a uniform he put on to go to work. He’d always liked to play with toy fire trucks and police cars. Maybe he even had a family of his own. Who knew. Not Máriddja, that’s for sure. No, if anything he would be sleeping on the storage bench in the kitchen. It was probably a bit on the short side, but Máriddja would have tucked a cushion beneath his calves to stop the blood from getting cut off as they hung over the edge. Given him thick socks, too. If he had no choice but to sleep with his feet hanging out of bed all night, she would have made sure they were warm at the very least. Cold feet as a child meant aches and pains once you got old, everyone knew that.

“It went well with the doc today, like you said, didn’t it?” Biera sounded like he was already half asleep again.

Máriddja squinted at his face and then pretended to yawn. She gave him a reassuring pat on the back of his hand.

“It was fine, just fine. I’m fit as a fritter, don’t you worry!”

She kissed his thumbnail and then turned away from him to prevent him from seeing what was hiding in her eyes. Her husband’s hand was still resting on her waist as he drifted off to sleep, making old man sounds and breathing heavily between trembling lips.

Biera Rijá was now sleeping like a baby, and his wife found that both reassuring and alarming.

As she turned her pillow over and her own breathing deepened, she could have sworn she felt Heaika-Joná’s downy little head against her lips. That she could smell him.

Máriddja breathed him in like an animal sniffing the scent of her sleeping young. She let her thoughts become air: carbon dioxide and aching quiet.





2Biera’s Missing Knife and Máriddja’s Missing Marbles

They lived some distance from town, on a mountain that rose to a considerable height above sea level. Along the crooked little road that ran through the hillside hamlet of Sarvesoajvve, a handful of cabins and cottages were dotted among the equally crooked birch trees and aging spruces. You could see all the way to Guovddo, the only built-up area in the region, and in winter the lights on the slalom slope looked like strings of Christmas lights.

This was where Biera and Máriddja Rijá owned a house. It wasn’t much to look at—small, with a couple of outbuildings—but they did at least have a functioning bathroom and a satellite dish. The wooden paneling could probably have done with a lick or two of paint, particularly on the south-facing wall, but the Rijás found that kind of thing trivial, bordering on unnecessary. The driveway could also have done with a few more spadefuls of gravel—but again, that wasn’t something that concerned them. Their home was, and always had been, good enough as it was.

No, the somewhat dilapidated state of the house wasn’t worth worrying about. It was something else entirely that was on Biera’s mind.

He was on his knees by the firewood box, using the wing of a wood grouse to sweep the ash and hay dust from the hearth plate. Biera’s fingers were crooked and aching today, which usually meant a change in the weather was coming—though the thermometer on the other side of the glass was barely visible for all the snow that had drifted up against the window. In the sky above, the daylight had failed to break through yet again. Nothing but the dull reflection of the clouds on the snow. Glittering softly on the dry snowflakes, infecting everything with its pale gloom. The mercury in the thermometer agreed; it was bitingly cold.

Using the strap wound around the feathers, Biera clumsily hung the wing on a nail. It twisted a few times in the heat from the stove, feathers catching the light. As was custom, he had taken the bird’s wing for use as a brush, especially around the stove, but it was starting to look a little the worse for wear. He would have to shoot another young grouse that winter. The fire crackled behind the hatch, and he glanced over to his wife, who was sitting beside the shrill old radio on the kitchen counter, doing the musical crossword. He swept the dirt into the shovel and carried it over the rag rug to the bin beneath the counter. Máriddja absentmindedly moved her sock-clad foot, which was bobbing in time with the music, to make room for him. She looked so happy where she sat perched on her chair, like a little crow on a nice branch.



Biera’s mood was the polar opposite of his wife’s, and that was largely down to the fact that he couldn’t find his knife. It was practically an extension of his body, always within reach on his belt, and he felt oddly naked without it, stunted without its weight against his left hip. He reached for it several times a day, to gut fish, butter bread, or anything else a good knife could do. Biera had made it himself, and he knew its shape and form like the back of his hand. He always pushed it back into its leather sheath without even thinking, and he simply couldn’t work out where it could have gone. The whole thing was incredibly strange, even a little unsettling. Yes, its absence bothered him—but that wasn’t the only thing chipping away at his peace of mind, leaving an ever-growing pile of wood shavings.

Biera glanced back over to Máriddja, who was holding a pencil to paper as though she were deep in thought. She had a woolen hat on her head like always, and her two plaits meandered down her back like a couple of frozen winter streams. She was wearing a flannel shirt and a skirt, plus an apron that looked like it might have been used to wipe the floor. He had asked her if she knew where the knife was earlier, and she had absentmindedly replied that it was on top of the Norrbottens Kuriren beside the dried meat. Which was odd, thought Biera, because they both knew that the smoked meat was hanging on its hook in the shed like it always did, and that the only newspaper they subscribed to was the Norrländska Socialdemokraten. Máriddja had gotten a funny look on her face when he pointed that out, and then she had started talking about his tatty gloves.

There was a chance the háldi could have taken it, of course, Biera mused. They did that kind of thing from time to time. Nothing to get worked up over. If he knew them, it would turn up again before long.

“Go on and borrow it, but I’ll need it back soon,” he mumbled, just to be on the safe side. So softly that his lips barely moved as he pushed his foot into his boot. But the truth was that he was far from sure the underground creatures had taken his knife—nor what was really going on with his wife. Because Máriddja had been different lately. Brooding and… strange. Biera couldn’t think of a better word for it. Máriddja had been acting strangely of late. She kept talking about the past, even the parts of it they never usually mentioned. The hidden, painful bits. She had brought up all that business that had gone practically unmentioned for years, too—several times. Biera whispered the syllables to himself. He felt the spirit of the boy stir inside him, and his old heart whispered the first few notes of the joik he had sung so many times before. He then rubbed his forehead with his rough, sinewy hand and pulled on his hat.

“I’m going out.”

The cold air was like a haze around him on the porch, and Biera thought back to Máriddja’s visit to the hospital a few weeks earlier. She’d claimed it had been just for a checkup, but could it have been for something more serious? The icy January wind sank its sharp teeth into him, inside and out. No, she really wasn’t her usual self. Biera shivered. Imagine if it was one of those dementia doctors she’d been to see.

Hearrá don áigá, she isn’t about to go back into childhood, is she?





3The End


Lines of ink instruct command

Fettered families fettered land

Royal seal seared like a brand

Tumbled from a furrowed hand



Every time Kaj had visited his mother during the past year, he had been hoping she would die. That wasn’t something he was ashamed of. In fact, his mother seemed to understand it, to want to grant his wish, because she rounded off every visit with an apologetic sigh through her nose. As though she was saying: Sorry, not this time, either. And the proverbial fat lady had pursed her lips and refused to sing, again and again.

It wasn’t that Kaj wanted to see his mother suffer. On the contrary, he wanted her to have the kind of peaceful, painless departure that all seriously ill people probably hope for, deep down.

And he had been genuinely anxious to make things better for her, too. He played soothing tunes about sparrows’ eyes, about women who wanted to throw open their windows, and about how heaven is around the corner, whenever he sensed her life flame was flickering. He held her hand and mumbled comforting words—both for her benefit and his own.

But then he always heard the same resigned sigh from her sickbed, and he gave her a kiss goodbye on her gray head. He packed up his book, his half-eaten bag of candies, and his phone charger, and as intensely as he had just been urging his mother over to the other side, he now prayed that she would hold on a little longer. Until the next time he visited. Because it wasn’t just a question of nobly hoping for a loved one’s suffering to end. He was fully aware of that.

No, Kaj wanted to be there at the end. He needed to be there.



And so, day in and day out, he trudged up to her hospital room in Borlänge with his tote bag from the library. It wasn’t much of an inconvenience. Since he was a doctor at the same hospital, he had no real excuse not to see her. Kaj visited her during his breaks, after work, sometimes even with his lunch from the cafeteria. He sat in the armchair by the window, faded curtains framing the view, and gazed out at his old high school on the other side of the road. Waiting, drawing up a wordless balance sheet. Over the summer the street outside had offered up dog walkers in raincoats, leading small spaniels with sad eyes; blustery days that made the flags flutter outside the petrol station, like young boys’ ears being tugged by the instructive hand of a stiff breeze. And every day, he took careful note of the lives that were going on outside. The backdrop, the very last one, to a life that included his mother.

As he was sitting in the window one afternoon in August, Kaj became the unwilling witness of a middle-aged man, wearing nothing but a towel beneath his rounded belly, running by and jumping into a cab. With his long limbs, the man looked like an overgrown daddy longlegs, and his tight grip on the towel—with liver-spotted hands, no doubt—was almost certainly all that prevented a flashing scandal.

Watching the spectacle, Kaj felt a rush of gratitude toward the poor taxi driver. He had zero desire to see any more of the man’s pale flesh than he already had. What could have caused his sudden sprint? It couldn’t be anything good, that was for sure.

No, he didn’t feel any sympathy for the wearer of the thick gold chain, thudding against a hairless chest. Dirty old bloke, Kaj concluded glumly, picking up the book he had open in his lap: a slim volume of poetry by a local writer that his partner, Mimmi, had given his mother for Christmas.

He continued where he had left off, picking up on the word where he had paused, straightening out the verses and letting them hang in the air like delicate little baubles on a Christmas tree. All to make his sleeping mother happy. Kaj was relieved she didn’t die that afternoon. She deserved more than to stop breathing on the same day a half-naked man who was up to no good could lay claim to even a single nanoparticle of the same air.



His brother, Gustav, seven years his junior, spent almost as much time in the worn armchair by the window. They took it in turns, like roving drone bees in a hive.

In the end, she died during one of Kaj’s shifts. Though he very nearly missed her departure from her earthly resting place. He was in the bathroom at the time, attempting to rinse off the orange juice he had, as usual, spilled on the neck of his sweater. It was doomed to fail, of course—who could wash something from their collar without first taking off the garment in question? Only someone working in a circus, thought Kaj. No, a cat. He stopped dabbing at his upper body when he heard a sound from between the sturdy metal railings and starched hospital sheets: the clearing of a throat.

Like rugged peaks under a thin layer of snow, his mother’s cheekbones protruded from beneath her pale, wrinkled skin.

Her hair was thick and heavy on the pillow, her teeth peeping out from beneath her half-open lips. She was a handsome woman. Even in that moment, when it no longer mattered, she was elegant. Her hands, whose nails he had painted only the day before, were resting gracefully on her chest, as though she were about to fill her lungs. Kaj half expected to see her exhale, hands moving down her torso in a yogic manner, demonstrating how to optimize one’s oxygen intake. But she didn’t, even though she was still breathing. Unevenly, shallowly, the air was still seeping out of her.

Kaj pulled the chair closer and sat down beside the magnificent woman. She should have been slumped low in bed, but instead—true to habit—she seemed to be floating above, on top of all the things that might weigh the average person down. Gravity had never quite managed to work its magic on his mother’s cool sense of aloofness. Her footsteps had always been snowflakes on warm rocks, her restrained movements carrying her through life with an almost dancelike elegance—like a fairy.

Unfathomable, untouchable.

Her red glasses were folded on the bedside table, and Kaj felt a sudden urge to put them on, to view the world through the same prescription as the woman who had given birth to him. He wanted to see through her eyes. He wanted to see her, to meet her for the very first time now that it was their very last chance.

Instead he stroked the blanket covering her body—completely free of creases, of course.

“Do you want me to call a nurse? Or Gustav?” he asked in a voice made of rust.

His mother closed her eyes for a moment and then gave a slow shake of the head. Her breathing was strained and uneven, but she didn’t seem to be in any pain. Kaj tried to meet her eye, and found it waiting for him: pale brown, like a cup of milky Earl Grey.

Between them were layer upon layer of silence and secrets. Mother and son gazed at each other, and she did him the honor of not looking away. For once. She cracked open the door to everything that was hidden inside, just enough for him to make out something stirring behind the facade of distance. Resting against the pillow, her thin neck seemed swanlike, so swanlike in that moment that the pillow suddenly resembled rippled water.

“This is the end, Kaj,” she whispered, as though she was pointing out that the credits for a pleasant, if unremarkable, film had just started to roll. Her amber gaze seemed to be thawing as the curtain of her lashes rose and fell.

Nothing, that was what he said. His mind was racing, everything he had decided to say and ask tumbling around in his head like a couple of playful fox cubs. He swallowed. His mother’s fingers crept slowly across the blanket toward him, and he took them in his hands. Her nails may have been cold and hard against his fingertips, but her wedding ring was solid and warm. He stroked it with his thumb and felt his own pulse sting and throb.

All this waiting, and still he wasn’t ready. He thirsted for something from her, desperately needed to hear her say something before she left—before the mother’s hand that had never offered a completely steady grip let go of his sticky child’s hand for good. But right there and then, with his last ever chance within reach, gazing peacefully at him… he just couldn’t do it. His lips were dry, like something that had been left lying in the sun for so long that it had lost all elasticity.

He felt, rather than saw, the swan in his mother’s soul steeling itself for the effort of kicking off and trying to get some air under its wings. He gripped her hand again and shifted in his chair.

“Mum,” he said softly.

With every blink, another layer fell away. One by one they disappeared, the membranes that had separated them for so long, in time with death’s creeping footsteps through the room. Her irises became crystal clear, and she looked up at him, her gaze direct and close, and started to talk.

Her words were low and melodic, her voice gentle. It broke through all of Kaj’s defenses, spilling from her lips with a naturalness and an intimacy he had never heard from her before. And it wasn’t just the language that was so new to him; she also spoke so quietly, with a completely different nuance and tone. Sitting with his cheek to her mouth so that he could hear every word she said, he couldn’t help but feel astonished. His mother had never spoken to him like this, and it felt completely alien—yet oddly familiar. He didn’t even notice that she had stopped speaking, not until his ear grew cold. When he pulled back he saw that she had closed her eyes, sailed away with beads of water glittering on her wingtips.

It was Kaj, rather than his younger brother, who got to be there for the end. There was a justice in that, even though his heart felt as tender as a bruise when he picked up the phone to make The Call.

Gustav had got his beginning, but the end belonged to Kaj.



Two weeks later, wearing not nearly enough layers, the brothers stood shivering in the cemetery as Laura’s coffin was lowered into the gaping hole in the ground. Gustav’s daughter sang “Day by Day,” her bright, innocent voice floating through the air for a moment or two, and Gustav gripped the flowers he had brought in the way a jaw might clench around something that shouldn’t be said.

All around them, the headstones stood as monuments to people’s lives and deaths. Their hopes and dreams, their hard work and graft, summarized in a few short lines carved into stone. A quiet collection of silent mourners, of granite.

Kaj’s scarf was itchy, and he did up the zip on his coat. His sister-in-law rubbed her eyes with her palms.

He looked down at the headstone where his mother’s life had been reduced to a handful of letters and numbers. It was beside his father’s, which had already been weathered by the elements. Her remains would be laid to rest beneath the weight of the granite.

In the sadness of that moment, Kaj found himself wondering whether his mother would be at peace now.

His eyes stung, and he asked himself whether his mother would actually remain in the ground, or whether she would continue to hover above it the way she always had in life.

He pushed his shoulder-length hair back from his face and took in the small group that had gathered: sad toy soldiers standing in ragged formation around his mother’s final resting place. It wasn’t that there weren’t enough of them—the funeral had been confined to immediate family only, in line with her wishes. No, it was something else that was niggling away at him, something other than the fact that she was no longer around, and it hurt so damn much.

He reached into his pocket and found a forgotten apple core wrapped in tissue. With some care, he dug out a pip from the exposed heart of the fruit and threw it onto the lid of the coffin. The priest gave him a confused look, and Gustav raised an eyebrow, but the gesture brought something to Kaj. Was it peace?





4Contemplation in His Birthday Suit

Kaj felt drained the evening after the funeral, heavy and empty. He was relieved not to be at work, didn’t think his mental health was up to taking care of anyone else. As a doctor, he needed to keep his own anxiety in check. He knew that, and could generally manage it, but right now he was more wreck than man. Whenever the grief rained down on him, he found his thoughts swirling into a downward spiral.

He called Mimmi before he got into the shower, and her voice was like a caress down the line.

“How was today?” she asked.

“Yeah, pretty tough,” he replied with a tender sigh. “But I also think it was nice.”

“Mmm.”

“It’s good to know she’s not suffering anymore, if nothing else.”

He peeled off a stubborn sock that seemed to be doing its best to become one with his foot.

“I can understand that, Kaj. She was in so much pain toward the end.”

“Yeah,” he agreed, turning his attention to the next obstinate sock.

“I’m sorry again that I wasn’t there, but I—”

“I know, don’t worry. It was the only way to get the keys in time, so it was for the best.”

Kaj unconsciously rubbed his chest, as though he was trying to massage whichever part of him was aching.

“Yeah, it was just such bad timing, with your mum, the funeral, and everything. But our colleagues did a great job with her, didn’t they?”

“Definitely. Don’t worry about it; tell me about the house instead! Did everything go OK? Is it cold up there?”

“Ha, yup, definitely makes your cheeks sting a bit. But the sun did actually come out for a while earlier, and the house is still just wonderful. I think we’ll have to pay someone to clear the driveway for us next winter, though. There’s no way we’ll be able to keep the yard clear ourselves, not with the amount of snow everyone says they get round here.”

“We’ll see,” said Kaj. “Maybe we can ask the seller once she gets back from Crete. She might know someone with a snowplow.”

He was quiet for a moment, his mind sluggish after the emotion of the day, in no fit state to make any great promises about clearing snow. He changed the topic to something less demanding.

“What about Abel? Does he approve of his new kingdom?”

Mimmi laughed. “He hasn’t come out of the carrier yet, he’s still just lying there, glaring at me, all… arrogant. But I’m sure he’ll like it once he realizes that this house comes with the opportunity for outdoor activities.”

Kaj wondered how their spoiled, slightly overweight city cat would fare with his hardened, and likely much tougher new neighbors in the far north. Maybe they would have to buy him one of those studded collars to help boost his reputation and give him more street cred. To stop the other cats from messing up his neat white fur. Kaj smiled at the thought and turned his attention back to the call.

“I’m sure… When is your first day again? Monday?” he asked.

“Tuesday,” Mimmi said.

He could hear running water, which meant she was probably in their little bathroom, and he tried to picture the toilet, to remember whether it was the kind with a button or a handle.

“They haven’t given me my login details yet—maybe you could remind them? You’re going to be my boss, after all,” he said.

“Mmm,” Mimmi replied, the tap squeaking in the background.

Kaj continued: “How are you feeling about starting work, then?”

He couldn’t remember the toilet, and that bothered him. Maybe it was actually the old-fashioned kind, with a pull chain? God, why hadn’t he paid more attention? What else had he missed?

“Yeah, I feel good. A bit nervous.” A hint of Mimmi’s mother tongue came out in her rolled R, nerrrvous. Cute, thought Kaj, not for the first time.

“It’ll be great and you’ll be amazing. They’ll be patting themselves on the back for making such an incredible hire by lunch.” He smiled encouragingly—people often said you could hear a smile, even over the phone—and despondently flexed his muscles in the bathroom mirror.

More pancake than beefcake, he thought, trying to remember where he had heard that description before. From someone who had gotten much too close a look at his upper body, clearly.

Sure enough, he heard Mimmi’s smile down the line. “I miss you a little bit,” she said in her singsong accent.

“I miss you, too, but I’ll be there as soon as the estate is settled and everything else is done.”

He turned his back to the mirror and inspected himself over his shoulder.

“Yeah, I know. Hey, don’t forget to water my plants! There are some in the office, too.”

Kaj wondered whether she meant the entire forest of vegetation on the windowsill, or whether it would be OK just to splash a bit of water onto the pots he could reach from the doorway. He decided not to ask, pleased with his narrow approach to the task at hand.

“Got it. Listen, I’m going to jump in the shower. Speak tomorrow.”

They hung up, and he got into the shower and turned the hot water up high. He needed to feel it burn to wash the misery out of him.

Kaj thought about Mimmi, all alone in the new house he had only seen once, during the viewing a few weeks earlier. He wondered whether she would remember to bleed the radiators in the living room. They had started spluttering like cholera patients when Kaj gave in to the urge to turn a knob as the estate agent showed them around. Mimmi had shot him a look that made him turn it back in panic, but that had only made the radiator wheeze instead. It sounded like its illness had taken a turn for the worse, like it was gasping for breath in an oxygen mask.

Kaj was looking forward to his new life with Mimmi, the woman who could rein in his bad habits, including his inability to let things lie, with a single glance. She was strong and straightforward, and the way she said his name, as though it were a Finnish love poem… Well, maybe not. A declaration of love in Mimmi’s mother tongue had a tendency to sound like a death threat. Still, of all the things he loved about her, her Finnish accent was right up there. It made him feel all soft and fuzzy inside.

His mother had had an uncanny ability to mimic the way Mimmi said her own name, pleasingly melodic and with warm, weighty consonants. She would grin mischievously as she let it bounce between the walls whenever she greeted them in the hallway at home. She had liked Mimmi, liked both her sons’ partners. Embraced them both as part of the family, and enthusiastically welcomed the two grandchildren his little brother and his childhood sweetheart, Evelin, had gifted upon the world.

Mum.

He allowed his mind to wander, enveloped in a cloud of steam, soap, and melancholy.





5The Phone Machine Device

The wretched knife still hadn’t reappeared when, a few days later, Biera heard muttering from the bedroom. It sounded like a lemming grappling with a boot—or something else a lemming might disapprove of.

“Useless piece of junk!”

Máriddja repeatedly jabbed a finger at the object in her hand. A cat that had just been served a bowl of spinach would probably have looked more enthusiastic than his wife did right then.

“Smart? You could have fooled me. I’ve never come across a more brainless lump of rubbish in my life. Pff, let’s see, if I…”

Biera hurried over to help with a: “Hmm?”

Máriddja got such a fright that she almost dropped the pricey little gizmo.

“Who are you talking to?” her spouse asked.

“This phone thingy! It doesn’t work!” Máriddja snapped, pointing an accusing finger at the object on the bed.

“You shouting at it’s not going to help.” The old man snorted, picking it up from the checked blanket. He sat down and tried pressing the screen with a grubby finger. It lit up obligingly, and Biera didn’t even attempt to hide his sense of triumph.

“There, you see! It does work!”

“But they forgot to send the buttons with it,” Máriddja sulked. “I told you to buy a phone, not one of these infernal contraptions, these… amás masjijnna!” Her voice had gone up an octave, splitting the air with its shrill emotion.

“No, no,” Biera mumbled, squinting down at the technology in his hand. “The lad I spoke to said you could ring people on it, so it must be a phone.”

Máriddja snorted. “I bet they’re all laughing at you down in town, Biera Rijá. You mark my words! That Swedish boy tricked you out of half your pension, for a… a…” She studied their latest purchase as though she was sizing it up for use in other areas. “It could be handy for scraping the windows.”

But Biera was no longer listening. His wife had moved on to less polite language, muttering to herself in Sámi, and she wandered through to the kitchen to show just how unhappy she was by banging the pots and pans. He peered down at the bright screen and decided that its presence in their lives would make everything much more exciting.

Máriddja would thank him once he had worked out how to navigate between Spottyfight, Goggle, and all the rest of the exciting, interesting things the salesman had promised. What they would use those dizzying features for didn’t matter; it was all so shiny and new that Biera felt like an overjoyed magpie who had just filled his nest with treasure for no reason.

“We’re going to be good friends, you and me,” he whispered, smiling contentedly. Máriddja, sharp-eared as ever, snorted disapprovingly from the next room. They both knew she wasn’t angry, not really. She just thought that a good lecture and a few mood swings from time to time helped to shake some life into the pair of old fossils. And she wasn’t wrong, Biera was willing to admit that. But she definitely wasn’t happy about this purchase of his, either.



Máriddja gritted her teeth.

The phone machine device is completely useless, and he paid a fortune for it!

It was also wrapped in a case covered in psychedelic mandala patterns that made her go cross-eyed and get lost in existential brooding. She found herself wondering whether they were alone in the universe, how long a piece of string was, and why it was considered cute when a child said what they were thinking, yet when she called the bus driver a damn bloodsucker she was a “troublemaker” and had to “get that damn goat off this bus right this instant.”

The incident with the bus driver had occurred several years earlier, after Máriddja asked to see the fare chart. All she had wanted was to prove that there was no mention of tickets for goats, which clearly meant they could travel for free, but that hadn’t made the bus driver any more cooperative. Not at all.

The man’s attitude had robbed her of the ability to acquire said goat, which had to be returned to the seller. It was an injustice Máriddja wouldn’t forget in a hurry, and yet another excellent argument in favor of boycotting the local
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