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Sharper and More Fragrant

 


Teska and I stood on top of a
craggy little rise and watched the reindeer herd approach. All
around us were the barrens: rock-strewn land covered in scrubby
brush that hardly came up to mid-calf yet bore a wealth of berries.
I had been tempted to eat some of those berries on the journey
here, but had no way of knowing which were poisonous and which
edible. The only kind I recognized were the ones we called
“ternberries” and they weren’t yet ripe.

“I’m afraid, Del,” Teska finally
admitted. I had guessed she was scared because she grabbed my hand
when we first spotted the grey-brown deer approaching us over the
barrens. But it wasn’t the animals that frightened her so much as
the fact that three of the largest reindeer were ridden by people
dressed in brightly coloured clothes, so different from the drab
linen skirts Teska and I wore. We had finally encountered the
people we’d been looking for, and she sounded like she’d be happier
if we just turned around now and fled home.

“It’ll be all right, Tes,” I
said, using the voice I usually saved for Mam’s cat when one of our
village dogs had spooked him. Cobbleshore seemed a very long way
off.

 


It was Teska’s da that started
it all. He’d come back from visiting his sister and her family at
the village of Blackstrand, upshore from our own village. While he
was there, his sister’s husband had given him a reindeer hide that
he’d got from an inland trader. Teska’s always been fascinated with
the geography of our land and begged her da to tell her all he knew
of the hide’s origins.

“Well, Teska,” he began,
settling into the chair and getting that look he gets when about to
tell a story to the other fishers. Teska’s da is known around
Cobbleshore for his ability to “spin a long yarn” as the villagers
call it. When we were small, Teska and I thought everything he said
was truth.

“This better be a true tale,”
Teska said, settling at his feet, close by the fire.

Grolf Gamson laughed. “I’ll tell
it you as Jory Navisson told it me.” Teska looked satisfied, so he
began. “Now Jory, that’s my sister’s husband--”

“We know that, Da,” Teska
said.

“Are you going to let me tell
this or no?” Teska looked abashed and nodded. “Well. Jory told me
he got this skin from a man trading up and down the Asker River
that runs near to Blackstrand. Had to trade quite a load of
saltfish for it, too, but Jory gave it me as a gift, for having
such a marvellous sister as his wife Nissa.”

“Da . . . .” Teska was never a
patient girl.

Grolf ignored her this time. “As
you can see, it’s a fine, large skin.” The hide was all browns and
pale colours. It was a light cream on the belly and shaded darker
farther up the body. The back was a dark brown that was not so
different from the colour of some of the seals we see in the waters
around Cobbleshore. There were cream spots in the darker parts,
where a seal might be spotted silver. It surprised me that a land
animal would be so like something from the sea.

Grolf continued when he was sure
we’d all had a look, as if we hadn’t been admiring the reindeer
hide from when he’d first unrolled it. “The trader said he got it
from a group of people who live inland, up on the barrens beyond
the hills where we bury our dead. These people live by herding
reindeer, and it’s said that some among them can even change their
shape into that of a deer themselves.”

“Oh, Da!” said Teska. She likes
to pretend that she doesn’t believe in magical things, but it was
she who told me the girl that Torin Danickson married last month
was a seal-woman.

I didn’t say, but I hoped
Teska’s comment wouldn’t discourage her da from saying more about
the reindeer shapechangers. I’d followed Torin’s wife Roane for
weeks to see if I’d catch her changing into a seal, but I never
had.

Perhaps Grolf noticed how
hopeful I looked, because he pretended Teska’s comment was meant as
encouragement. “That’s what the trader said, that some of those
folk can turn into reindeer whenever they like. He claimed to have
witnessed it happening once. A young man went off from the village,
he said. Their villages aren’t like ours, they’re made of big tents
built out of layers of cloth they make from reindeer hair, but not
woven, as we would do it. So this young man goes off, and the
trader thinks of the stories about changers, so he follows. And
while he’s hiding behind a rock, he sees the young man go into the
herd of reindeer and start snuffling and pawing the ground and
doing some strange dance, and next thing you know the young man’s
gone and there’s another reindeer there. A big one, just like the
animal this skin came from.” Grolf paused to take the mug of tea
that Teska’s mam, Mag Linnasdotter, handed him. He grabbed his
wife’s hand too, and kissed it, so I thought it was about time I
got home myself.

I tugged on Teska’s sleeve to
get her attention. “Mam says you can stay over tonight, if you
like,” I said.

Teska looked like she might
protest. Her da did just get back from upshore, after all, but Mag
said quickly, “Aye, Teska, that’s a good idea. Give your da and me
time to get caught up.” She stepped closer to her husband and
leaned her hip against the back of his chair. Grolf turned her hand
over and kissed it again, this time on her palm. I felt myself
blushing, so I straightened my skirts and grabbed Teska’s hand to
pull her out the door after me. I was glad she didn’t resist,
because Teska’s always been able to get me to do everything her
way.

At my mam’s house, Teska and I
helped her warp the loom so she could start on a new length of
cloth for Roane Silversdotter. Since Da died, we’d relied on her
cloth-making to support us, which wasn’t hard since few other
fisherfolk had time to weave much. We had little money, but all we
needed in fish and other goods. I had learned to weave, too, though
I wasn’t as skilled as Mam. My own loom was much smaller, so I made
small items like dishcloths and scarves. Once the evening chores
were done, Mam settled down to her weaving—a bright sea-green it
was—and Teska and I climbed the ladder to the small loft I had as
my own to gossip about the village boys.

Teska still lamented that Torin
had married Roane, even though Tor was a whole year younger than
Teska. I didn’t think it was such a great loss. I thought Jesik
Trevisson was much nicer, anyway, and better looking too, with his
big dark eyes and wavy brown hair.

Since there aren’t that many
boys in Cobbleshore, few of those close to our age, and fewer still
that weren’t somehow kin, we’d soon exhausted all our fodder for
gossip. We played one of Da’s old dice games for a while, then
Teska decided it was late enough to go to bed.

“What do you suppose Mam and Da
are talking about?” she said as we changed into our sleep
clothes.

“I don’t suppose they’re talking
at all, you silly cod. Didn’t you see how they were looking at each
other?”

“Del! You’re talking about my
parents.” It sometimes seems that Teska is much more than a year
younger than I; that she’s maybe twelve instead of seventeen. I
just smirked and got into bed.

When we were both settled and I
was about ready to fall asleep, Teska spoke again. “I think we
should go and look for those reindeer folk.”

I didn’t realize she was serious
until the next day.

“Where are we going, Tes?” I
asked as I tried to keep steady on the steep cliff path without my
arms for balance. Teska had hold of one of my hands and was using
it to pull me along after her. My other hand held a bundle of
blankets, food and gear that she had thrust at me. Teska carried a
similar pack.

“To find those reindeer people,”
she replied and I could tell from her voice that she was almost out
of breath.

“But we don’t know where they
are, and — .”

“Da told us it was along the
Asker River. It’s not far.” She let go of my hand when we reached
the top of the cliff, knowing I would continue to follow. “I told
Mam and Da we’re going camping for a few days. They said it was a
good idea.”

I thought they were probably
happy to have her out of the house for a while, so they could be
private together. And there wasn’t much use in arguing with Teska,
anyway. Once she got it in mind to do a thing, there’s nothing to
be done to stop her. All I could do was follow along as I’ve been
going along with her plans all my life.

It took us half a day to walk to
the nearer hills, where we stopped at the burial site to see my
da’s grave. Mam and I had always felt lucky that the sea returned
Da’s body to us after he was lost during a sudden squall; many of
the villagers never get their dead back and have no place to go to
mourn. We picked some of the late summer flowers to lay on the hump
in the ground that covered Da’s bones. We never use any markers but
the small mounds of dirt, but I’d know where Da’s grave lay in the
dark. I’d helped dig it when I was barely big enough to hold a
shovel, and I’d watched Mam fill it in all by herself. She’d wanted
no help from anybody with that.

We had our mid-meal in a little
valley between hills, where a clear stream flowed over the springy
turf, and small trees gave some shelter from the wind. Then we went
on. By the time the day ended, we had just reached the end of the
hills, and the barrens lay before us. I’d seldom walked so far, and
I knew Teska never had. The sun was setting behind us when we found
a little hollow to lay our blankets in with a handy outcrop of bare
rock we could build a fire on.

“This isn’t so different from
camping on Sandbanks,” Teska commented as she put water on to heat
for tea. We hadn’t been camping on the beach for several years, not
since Teska decided camping was unwomanly. As we ate our small
supper, Teska explained that we should reach the Asker River the
next day, since it curved downshoreward on its inland reaches. Then
we’d just follow it to the reindeer herder’s camp. I didn’t mention
that the herders were probably a travelling people and might not be
camped along the river at this time of year. I lay staring at the
stars for a long time before I fell asleep. Away from the shelter
of the cliffs, and almost away from the hills, the sky looked
enormous. Even though we weren’t really that much higher up here
than at the seashore, the stars seemed closer.

“Don’t they make you feel
small?” Teska said, and I could tell from her voice that she was
nearly asleep.

“I feel very full,” I said.
“Like I have the whole sky inside me.” I don’t know where the words
came from, but they felt right as I said them.

I think Teska was surprised that
I hadn’t agreed with her. “Well, this big sky makes me feel like a
very small fish with hungry sharks all around and no weeds to hide
in.” After a moment, I heard her snore quietly and listened to that
and the breeze rustling the grass of the hills. Farther off, I
thought I could hear the wind on the barrens, too.

It wasn’t until the third day
after leaving the hills that Teska’s excitement began to fade. We
still hadn’t found the Asker, though we’d started to head
upshoreward as well as inland after the first day passed without
sight of the river. All she would talk about now was what her mam
and da must be doing and how she’d told them we’d only be gone a
few days. That and how small she felt at night with all those stars
beaming down at us. I didn’t want to make her feel bad, so I didn’t
mention that I felt marvellous. I
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